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Chapter 1: The Genius Alchemist’s Sweet Obsession


Part 1

An alchemist knows of things more precious than gold.

A vampire knows of things sweeter than blood.

A single piece of chocolate.

A fragile covenant, so fleeting it melts away the moment it touches the tongue.

A luscious temptation sweet enough to unravel even a thousand-year curse.

※※※



“Sorry to spring this on you,” Maessen said with a sigh, “but I need you out of this workshop by the end of the day.”

The landlord was a red-haired giant of a man who would have looked like a pirate if not for the tuxedo. He was the exact opposite of Alfred, who had once been nicknamed the “Bespectacled Prince” back in boarding school. And yet Alfred had gotten along with him better than anyone else in their class. Even after their reunion here in the city of Luvillia, their twisted little bond had somehow endured.

Now that same man was looking at him the way one looked at furniture bound for the rubbish heap.

“You can’t possibly be serious,” Alfred said, lifting his chin with wounded dignity. “You intend to cast aside a talent as rare as mine?”

“Oh, I know damn well you’re a gifted alchemist,” Maessen growled. “Gifted enough to blow out the workshop windows with that lightning experiment of yours. Gifted enough to make the old man next door drink a hair growth tonic and turn him into something that looks more like a moss ball. I’ve lost count of how many times I thought about wringing your neck like a chicken.”

“Don’t forget I invented the telephone,” Alfred replied. “Even you’ve got to admit that was a revolutionary breakthrough.”

“Then use that to pay for the broken windows, the old man’s compensation, and while you’re at it, the six months of rent you owe me. Unless, of course, you’re telling me you showed the thing off to everyone before filing a patent and let the bastards at the Goldock Company steal it out from under you?”

Alfred swept a hand through his glossy black hair and gave a disdainful snort. Superior technology served the world best when it was shared. Why was such a simple truth so difficult for people to grasp?

Or perhaps the air of the great city of Luvillia had transformed his once guileless friend into a jaded adult. Back when they were students, Maessen had talked almost every day about his dream of becoming an adventurer. Now he was more the sort to lecture Alfred like an obstinate father, droning on and on about facing reality and abandoning futile efforts.

They had once understood each other precisely because they’d both been sick to death of such suffocating homes. Perhaps, in the end, Maessen had simply failed to escape his.

People who learned to sneer at mystery and romance almost always went on to walk the same path. Is it useful to me? Is it profitable? They measured all things by profit and loss, living in the dullest, most contemptible way imaginable.

“Your job’s supposed to be turning stones into gold,” Maessen said. “Not the other way around.”

“The purpose of alchemy is the elucidation of truth,” Alfred declared. “The transmutation of base metals is merely one step in the process. At the farthest reaches of inquiry lies the domain of God itself. In other words, immortality.”

“Can you do it?”

“Yes. Which is why you should give me more money.”

Instead of answering, Maessen sent him flying. The last time Alfred had taken a punch from him was back in their boarding school days, after Alfred had, quite by accident, ended up in bed with Maessen’s noble young lady friend.

Admittedly, Alfred could not claim to have been an exemplary friend. Nor, perhaps, was there much room to defend himself regarding the mountain of debt he had accumulated. Still, was it too much to ask for enough time to pack?

And so Alfred was hurled out into a winter alley wearing nothing but a white linen shirt and brown trousers. All he had to his name were three coins he had left stuffed in his back pocket, his favorite pocket watch, and the noble aspirations he carried as an alchemist.

※※※



Luvillia was a port city with two thousand years of history. Talents of every kind gathered there not only from the Kingdom of Sable, but from across the world. In time, that concentration of brilliance led to the founding of the Royal Academy, the highest institution of learning in the land.

Alfred was an international student who attended lectures while running his workshop on the side. His specialty, naturally, was alchemy.

The mysteries and marvels that ought to have filled the world had begun to fade. Alchemy, once the dominant field of scholarship, was being swept aside by a newly born concept known as “science.”

The boundary between the two was as vague as mist. The only real difference lay in whether one acknowledged the existence of things not of this world. Civilization would never have advanced without alchemy, and yet many people had forgotten the respect owed to its seekers. They laughed at them now, dismissing them as outdated charlatans.

Even in such times, the Royal Academy still opened its gates to young dreamers like Alfred, souls who carried romance and wonder in their hearts. That was precisely why he had fought with his father so bitterly that he’d been disowned and had to come all the way to this foreign land. However…

“This is bad,” Alfred muttered. “At this rate, I won’t be able to pay my tuition…”

In fact, matters were now so dire that even surviving tomorrow was beginning to look questionable.

Securing a place to sleep had to come first. This part of the city faced the sea, so even winter nights did not bite as harshly as they might elsewhere, but the streets were another matter entirely. Luvillia was home not only to pickpockets and stray dogs, but to troublesome things that lurked nowhere else.

Ghosts, fairies, water spirits, demons, werewolves…

With so much history behind it, the city was naturally rich in legends and strange anecdotes. Folklorists, mediums, and alchemists who had taken mysticism a little too far came here in droves, unable to resist the lure. There was even a rumor that the lord of the city was a vampire. Merchants joked that “the only thing you can’t find in this town is God.”

Maessen had always snorted at such talk. Alfred, however, had never once doubted the existence of entities beyond this world. Naturally, as an alchemist, he could hardly do otherwise, but more importantly, he had seen them with his own eyes.

On his very first day in Luvillia.

A host of night demons racing across the sky by the light of a full moon.

The memory of their pale blue flame-like shapes sent an involuntary shudder through him. He needed to find somewhere to stay, and soon. Otherwise, by morning, he might be lying in some alley with his soul sucked clean out of him.

As Alfred wandered aimlessly through the city, the sun began to sink. The taverns and workshops lining the streets, along with the cracked tile alleys between them, were gradually steeped in the crimson glow of dusk.

From here, the wealthy district was close by. If he went to a tavern, surely he would find some generous gentleman or lady willing to take pity on him.

A meal, a drink, perhaps even a position as a live-in freeloader—he would gladly take any of them. Frankly, he would not even mind if his benefactor turned out not to be human. Luvillia had no shortage of amusing stories about men bringing women home only to wake the next morning beside a cat.

Alfred had no particular interest in coupling with beasts, but claiming the mysteries of the world as their own was the true calling of an alchemist. If all they did was share a drink, he would welcome it. So long as he avoided dangerous beings like vampires and succubi, such an encounter might even bring him good fortune.

He snorted, as if laughing off his own timidity, and pushed through the nearest door. It was not, however, a tavern. It was one of those establishments that had recently come into fashion—a place called a coffeehouse.

The interior, decorated in shades of brown and blue, was packed with finely dressed patrons. Yet it offered no cocktails, no wine, and none of the frivolous heat of a proper drinking den. The room was filled only with the burnt aroma of roasted beans and the heated clamor of arguments about politics and scholarship.

Alfred would have preferred to get drunk, but this was still a place for socializing. The house specialty—a chocolate drink—was recommended to him, but he declined and spent one of his precious few coins on the cheapest coffee blend available. Once he had his cup in hand, he swept his gaze around the room in search of someone easy to deceive.

That was when a young man who looked unmistakably well-bred entered his field of vision.

Better yet, the moment their eyes met, the young man smiled at him.

“It’s a shame not to order chocolate in this shop,” the stranger said pleasantly.

“I’m a little short on funds at the moment,” Alfred replied. “I was only just thrown out of the place where I’d been living.”

“How unfortunate. I would be happy to treat you to a cup, if you like.”

His objective had been achieved so easily it was almost anticlimactic. Alfred knew chocolate was said to be nourishing and restorative. He had never tasted it before, either, so as opening moves went, this was not bad at all. He resolved then and there to milk this kindhearted patron for all he was worth.

Taking a proper look at him now, Alfred realized the young man’s lashes were astonishingly long, and his lips were as vivid as if tinted with rouge. The hair falling to his shoulders and the eyes it framed were a shining silver. His skin was so pale it seemed almost translucent, and together with his delicate features and narrow chin, he looked like an exquisitely crafted doll. He was a beautiful young man, as though he had been born under a blessing from the gods.

His androgynous features might easily have made him seem fragile, but from where he was seated across from Alfred at the small round table, his eyes were level with Alfred’s, despite Alfred’s own considerable height.

The caftan he wore, trimmed with decorative cuffs, gave him an air of undeniable dignity. The fabric was satin, and its color was bordeaux—a red so deep it resembled blood. The suit beneath was a glossy black, embroidered everywhere with the same gold thread as the caftan.

Alfred had to admire the courage it took to walk through town dressed in something so flamboyant and old-fashioned. Was he some noble sneaking out incognito for an evening’s amusement? His appearance was that removed from ordinary life.

“Is there something on my face?” the young man asked.

“No,” Alfred said, unabashed. “I’ve always had confidence in my own looks, but I was just thinking you might have me beaten.”

“Being too beautiful is rather troublesome. No one ever bothers to see what’s inside.”

Alfred laughed. Not a bad answer at all. Still, perhaps this young man was not as innocent as he looked. As Alfred wiped the fog from his spectacles with a handkerchief, steam from his coffee curling between them, he probed a little further.

“I’m an alchemist enrolled at the Royal Academy. Seeing through to the essence of things is part of my profession.”

“Then tell me,” the young man replied, silver eyes gleaming with interest, “how do I appear to you?”

“A generous nobleman willing to bestow chocolate upon a stranger. Anyone could see that much. But you’re not doing it out of mere kindness. You’re hoping something new will happen because of it. You scatter seeds at random, then amuse yourself by waiting to see what unfamiliar flowers bloom.”

“I see. To perceive that much at our first meeting is rather impressive.”

“When our eyes first met,” Alfred said, “you reminded me of a colleague’s face just before an experiment.”

At that moment, the chocolate drink he had ordered was set down on the counter, so Alfred exchanged it for the cup he had been nursing.

At a glance, it did not look so different from the coffee he had been drinking. When he tilted the cup, however, the liquid moved with a thicker, heavier sluggishness.

Unlike most academy students, who generally made frugality their creed, Alfred was the type to spend freely on luxuries such as liquor and tobacco. Even so, knowing that this meager amount of chocolate cost as much as an entire sautéed chicken made him hesitate.

Chocolate had only recently begun appearing in the markets after its circulation increased. Before that, it had been a luxury enjoyed only by a small portion of the upper classes. The young man before him had likely been drinking it since those days, but… well, as any proper alchemist knew, ventures into the unknown were best undertaken using a nobleman’s money.

“My name is Alfred,” he declared. “I’m an alchemist destined to change the world. For the price of a single cup of chocolate, you have gained this meeting. One day, the seed you planted here will bloom into a flower no one has ever seen before.”

Having pronounced this entirely fabricated flourish with magnificent confidence, Alfred took a bold sip from the cup.

Chocolate had originally come from the southern lands across the sea and had been used as medicine when it first arrived, and it left behind a distinctive bitterness. Its aroma was indeed pleasant, and the taste itself was not bad, but the gritty texture lingering on his tongue was somewhat unpleasant.

“Well, that’s about what I expected,” Alfred said. “Hardly worth making a fuss over.”

“Not to your taste?” the young man asked. “Then perhaps you might prefer this drink.”

Despite Alfred’s grand attitude while drinking on another man’s coin, the young man offered him another cup.

Alfred had intended to play the connoisseur to increase his own value in the young man’s eyes, but the moment he drank from the new cup, a scorching catalyst seared his throat, and he nearly spat it back out.

What in the devil is this heat? Wasn’t chocolate supposed to be sweet and bitter, and nothing else?

“Ahaha! The house original is loaded with spices,” the young man said, bursting into laughter. The polished politeness had vanished from his voice. “It seems that through meeting me, you’ve also gained an experience you never expected.”

Alfred glared at him over the rims of his spectacles. The young man, tears of laughter in his eyes, reached out a hand.

“I’m Shin. A wastrel who adores teasing students like you.”

So mischief had been his aim from the very beginning.

He was not innocent; he was childish.

Alfred had, for once, been thoroughly had. Strangely enough, however, he did not feel angry. Perhaps it reminded him of his boarding school days, when he and Maessen had made fools of themselves together. The humiliation of being tricked was outweighed by the delight of having been surprised.

Besides, the chocolate drink itself was not bad once one knew to expect the heat. As Alfred sipped at the cup little by little, like a cat being coaxed into accepting food, Shin watched him with a pleased expression.

“It startles you at first,” Shin said, “but once you get used to it, doesn’t it become rather addictive? An alchemist who sees through to the essence of things ought to notice the complex flavor beneath the spice and bitterness.”

“Could you refrain from saying it before I do?” Alfred replied, brushing aside a lock of hair that had fallen near the corner of his eye. “I was just about to comment on the taste.”

The young man who had introduced himself as Shin smiled in obvious satisfaction. Before long, unable to resist, he ordered the same drink for himself and began drinking with the delighted expression of a child biting into a biscuit. At least when it came to sharing something he enjoyed, his kindness seemed genuine.

Besides, “addictive” was exactly the right word.

The surface of the chocolate was frothed like meringue, smooth against the tongue. First came a powerful bitterness, tightening around the palate, and then, beneath it, a faint sweetness and roasted fragrance emerged. Once that flavor retreated, leaving a long, lingering finish behind, the sharp tingle particular to chili pepper came creeping in, spreading through his entire mouth like a fire being kindled in the hearth.

Before Alfred realized it, the cup was completely empty.

“It’s difficult to draw any firm conclusions from this alone,” he said, studying the bottom of the cup with grave solemnity. “But if I were to drink a little more, I might be able to discern the true essence of this chocolate drink.”

“How heartening,” Shin replied, playing along with an amused smile. “In that case, let’s try one that isn’t spicy next.”

Matching Alfred’s shameless enthusiasm, Shin went on to place order after order.

There was the standard chocolate drink, sweetened with vanilla, sugar, and milk, followed by a rare, top-quality version infused with jasmine and a small amount of ambergris. By the time they were ordering nuts and candied fruit on the side, the two of them had their arms slung around each other’s shoulders, clinking cups as if they had been friends for ten years. Before long, Shin even gave him the generous assurance that Alfred was welcome to stay at his mansion not merely for the night, but for as long as he pleased.

Despite loudly proclaiming himself an alchemist capable of seeing through to the essence of things, Alfred failed to notice any of the strange happenings around him. Perhaps the sweet steam rising from the chocolate drink had clouded the world beyond his spectacles.

Why did the coffeehouse regulars and even the staff hastily avert their eyes whenever they seemed about to meet Shin’s gaze?

And why, at the feet of this beautiful young man, was there no shadow where one ought to have been?

Luvillia had another name: the City of Mysteries.

If one did not wish to cross over to that side, it was wisest not to go anywhere near it.

Part 2

Shin’s mansion, he said, stood on the edge of the heights overlooking the city.

Spread open a map, and Luvillia resembled an eagle with its wings unfurled. The mansion stood at the point corresponding to the bird’s beak, in a district occupied only by the old nobility, a place of exceptional rank even among the wealthy.

As they walked through the night streets, Alfred smiled to himself. If he could worm his way into Shin’s good graces, his success as an alchemist was practically assured. By now, he was not merely thinking of freeloading at the man’s house. He was already calculating how to siphon off enough funds to rent a new workshop.

Foreign countries beyond Sable, especially Kaledeor across the eastern sea, had begun dismissing mysteries and supernatural phenomena as mere superstition. They were even trying to rewrite public perception so that alchemy’s contributions were absorbed into the category of science.

In an age when such fanatics were gaining influence, securing noble patronage was no easy task. The fact that alchemists, so often persecuted elsewhere, were still respected here was likely due to Luvillia’s superstitious character.

Unlike Maessen, Shin seemed unlikely to sneer at Alfred’s work. Better yet, he looked as though he might pour money lavishly into the pursuit of immortality. But when they left the street and came to a narrow path between the fields, Alfred became aware of a single problem.

Shin is standing far too close.

Rather than walking beside him, it was more accurate to say Shin was clinging to him. Each step brought the man’s absurdly long silver hair brushing against Alfred, tickling him in a way he found intolerable. Had his companion been a noblewoman, he would have welcomed it. From a young man, however, it stirred a crawling discomfort.

It was not that Alfred had any prejudice against men who loved men. There had been several back in boarding school, and a few had even made advances toward him. Alfred simply did not have such tastes himself. Quite the opposite. His weakness for women had earned him that punch from Maessen, after all.

Being liked was no problem. If things went beyond that, however, deflecting the invitation would become a problem. And as matters currently stood, Shin had one familiar hand resting on his shoulder and was leaning close enough that Alfred could smell the rich fragrance of roses drifting from him.

“The road ahead isn’t paved,” Shin said lightly, “and there are no gas lamps, so it can be dangerous at night. Let’s hold hands so you don’t trip by mistake.”

“It’s not nearly dark enough for that,” Alfred said. “Besides, it’s a full moon tonight.”

The memory of the night demons he had once seen came rushing back, and he frowned as he lifted his gaze to the sky. Perhaps because his attention was fixed overhead, no sooner had he said that than his foot caught in the weeds, and he went sprawling spectacularly.

Shin’s laughter rang out across the quiet night road.

“See? Don’t be so stubborn. Come now, young lady, may I have your hand?”

“Don’t say disgusting things.” Alfred grabbed the offered hand with a scowl, then immediately grimaced. “Wait. Why is your hand so cold?”

“Because my heart is warm enough to make up for it. Would you like to touch my chest and see?”

Alfred silently hauled himself upright, shook off Shin’s hand, and started walking again.

Shin was so irritating that Alfred had completely forgotten to flatter him, but the young man seemed to enjoy even Alfred’s brusque reaction. He continued to chuckle, his eyes bright with provocation.

At this rate, Shin might have even seen through the fact that Alfred had approached him for money.

Only now was Alfred beginning to realize that this silver-haired young man was trouble. Somehow, without noticing, he had gone from the hunter to the hunted.

His stride naturally lengthened as he tried to put some distance between himself and his predatory companion. Shin, who had been smiling cheerfully at first, gradually grew more serious.

“I’m sorry for teasing you,” Shin said. “But the road ahead truly is dangerous, so please stop walking.”

“Doesn’t look that way to me. What, are there snakes? Boars?”

“No. There are things lying in wait.”

Alfred turned toward him with a blank look, not understanding. Then, the instant Shin started to speak, a sound came from farther down the footpath.

Suspicious figures emerged one after another from the thicket spreading beside the road. Four of them, at a glance.

Their movements were perfectly coordinated, but this was certainly no invitation to dance. Every one of them wore a pitch-black cloak and hood, and each gripped a broad-bladed knife.

At times like these, Alfred made decisions quickly. He immediately darted back to Shin’s side and shouted at the ominous group, “If he’s the one you’re after, do what you like with him. I won’t tell a soul what happened here.”

“How refreshingly coldhearted of you,” Shin said. “But have you considered the possibility that you might be the one they came for?”

Absurd. Alfred had no memory of doing anything that would make someone want him dead.

No, wait. There were those bastards from the Goldock Company. Perhaps stealing his telephone invention had not been enough for them, and they had come after him to silence him before he could sue.

A bad feeling crawled up his spine. When he turned back, the man who appeared to be the group’s leader spoke in an emotionless voice. “We have no business with the noble. But you, Four-Eyes. You die here.”

“Oh, for the love of—! Nothing is going right today!”

The assassins paid Shin no attention and advanced straight toward Alfred.

Clicking his tongue, Alfred spun on his heel. He yanked the crown of the pocket watch hanging at his waist, then hurled it at the ground with all his strength.

The next instant, a blinding flash burst forth.

The world turned pure white, and the assassins staggered under the glare. Alfred seized his opening and bolted like a startled hare. When he glanced beside him, Shin was keeping pace with him, a breezy smile on his face.

“As expected of an alchemist,” Shin said. “I’m surprised you can use magic like that.”

“It was an explosive charge using magnesium. It only gives off a flashy light. No killing power.”

More precisely, it was a device that used the combustion reaction between magnesium and sodium nitrate. It was a phenomenon discovered by alchemist predecessors in the course of studying the mysteries of fire. Yet these days, there were people who insisted on calling even such obvious fruits of alchemy “science.” Truly, the world was coming to an end.

The flash was meant for self-defense, and Alfred had assumed it would be enough as long as it bought him time to run. But the assassins recovered almost immediately and closed the distance all at once. They were so fast he half wondered whether they had steam turbines strapped to their backs. Perhaps he should have prepared a bomb powerful enough to blow their entire bodies apart.

“If only I had another weapon,” Alfred muttered. “You don’t happen to have a knife or something, do you?”

“I have a gun. I’d rather not use it, though. I hate getting it dirty.”

Alfred snatched it from him without asking.

The thing was studded with an absurd number of gemstones and was ridiculously heavy. At first, Alfred assumed it had to be a gaudy little toy with no practical use whatsoever, but the mechanism was a proper single-action revolver. He turned and took aim in one smooth motion, firing at the assassin who had come closest.

One after the other, bodies hit the ground.

Once the threat seemed to have passed, Alfred stopped and adjusted his spectacles with one hand.

“My family’s military,” he said. “They trained me half to death from the time I was a child.”

“I see. The more I learn about you, the more fascinating you become.” Shin’s smile sharpened. “That said, it may be a little early to relax. It seems they haven’t had nearly enough playtime yet.”

Alfred stiffened and turned back.

The assassins were slowly clambering to their feet.

His aim had been precise. He was sure some of his shots had struck them in the head.

A cold night wind blew, as if urging his fear along, and the black hoods peeled back. What lay beneath them were not the faces of rough-looking men but beast heads covered in gray fur.

“You have got to be joking…” Alfred breathed. “Why in hell would creatures like this be after me?”

“Surely you haven’t forgotten?” Shin said. “This is Luvillia. Everything exists here except God.”

The werewolves let out muffled chuckles.

If the knowledge Alfred had gleaned from books was correct, ordinary lead bullets would not work on them. Unless the bullets were made of pure silver, their enchanted pelts would simply repel them.

Naturally, there was no reason for such convenient ammunition to be lying around here. The werewolves seemed to know that as well, for their attitude changed at once. Their movements slowed, confidence oozing from every step.

With no real hope, Alfred turned to Shin. “Do you have any way out of this? I have no desire to die from a werewolf tearing open my stomach.”

“I would be lying if I said I had no interest in seeing you shriek and sob while they devoured you.”

“Stop joking!” Alfred snapped. Then his eyes narrowed. “Wait. Are you serious?”

One look at Shin made the answer clear. He was enjoying this situation from the bottom of his heart.

Degenerate noble bastard, Alfred wanted to spit, but since he had been the first one to try abandoning the man, he had no right to complain. They had only met today, after all. Their bond was hardly deep enough for one of them to rescue the other from the guillotine.

“But if you insist,” Shin said, eyes curving with amusement, “I’ll help you. For a price, of course.”

“At this point, I’m in no position to be fussy. Take anything but my life.”

“Good boy. I’ll do my best to make sure it becomes a happy choice for you.”

Shin gently stroked his head. Alfred’s skin crawled.

He wanted to believe that anything was cheap if it saved his life, no matter what came afterward, but the fear that he had just made a catastrophic mistake loomed even larger. The expression on Shin’s face was that of a boy who had just been given a puppy, radiant with helpless delight.

Ignoring Alfred’s consternation, Shin slipped off the caftan draped over his shoulders. Now clad only in his tight black suit, he revealed a body that, though no taller than Alfred’s, had longer limbs and broader shoulders than expected.

His physique was so lean, so sharply honed, that he hardly seemed human.

There was no sign that he had any other weapon hidden on him, so how did he intend to escape this predicament? Surely he could not defeat a pack of werewolves bare-handed.

“You appear to be a young pack that wandered in from elsewhere,” Shin said, voice calm and carrying. “If you moved all the way to Luvillia for money, then it seems even noble werewolves have fallen on hard times.”

“How do you know that much?” one of them growled.

“Because you can look at my face and still stand there so casually. Those who lack manners do not live long.”

Shin extended one arm.

In the next instant, the werewolves let out strangled groans.

As though invisible hands had seized their skulls and forced them down, they dropped to their knees, trembling violently.

The werewolves, beings beyond this world themselves, stared at Shin as if they had encountered something beyond all comprehension. As for Alfred, he had passed clean through terror and come out the other side feeling as though he were watching an exceptionally well-staged play.

Shin’s eyes blazed.

Red as blood. Red as fire.

The radiant embroidery worked into his suit began to glow in answer, his entire body wrapped in a faint light like fireflies. It could not have been produced by magnesium or any similar substance. This was not a sharply defined phenomenon of the kind that alchemy could manufacture, but something vaguer, more inexplicable, and far more unapproachable.

In a word, something mystical.

Or perhaps supernatural.

And to think Alfred had claimed he could see through to the essence of things.

The young man he had gotten along with at the coffeehouse, the one who had treated him to chocolate drinks, had not been a generous noble at all.

“If you dwell upon this land, bow your heads,” Shin declared. “Whether human, monster, or even the humblest blade of grass, none among you exists without receiving the grace of my royal person.”

The silver-haired noble laughed triumphantly beneath the full wash of moonlight.

As Alfred watched him, a rumor about the lord of Luvillia crossed his mind.

If that story was true, and the person standing before him was the very lord himself…

Shin was not human. In fact, he was not even some ordinary supernatural creature.

He was a vampire.

A monster of immortality. The embodiment, in a sense, of every alchemist’s ideal.

“I do feel some concern for the plight of your werewolf kind,” Shin continued. “Once, you were creatures meant to be feared and worshipped. Now you have been driven to the farthest shadows of back alleys, wagging your tails like house dogs in search of scraps.”

“You bastard! You dare mock our clan?”

“I don’t recall giving you permission to speak,” Shin said, sounding faintly annoyed. “Honestly. This is why I can’t stand provincials.”

The next instant, a wet, horrible splat rang through the alley. The werewolf who had interrupted him was simply gone. In his place, a black stain spread across the road like spilled chocolate drink.

Alfred swallowed back the groan rising in his throat. Only now did he understand just how perilous a tightrope he had been walking all this time.

Shin’s long silver hair floated upward despite the absence of wind, each strand writhing as though possessing a will of its own. The phosphorescent glow enveloping him only grew brighter, and for some reason, his beauty, now transcendent beyond all reason, carried with it the overwhelming presence of death. Even Alfred, who was supposedly under his protection, had been struck speechless. The terror of the werewolves facing him must have been beyond imagination.

“Sit,” Shin whispered in a voice that carried like an opera singer’s.

The werewolves trembled as if an invisible weight had been laid across their backs. At last, unable to endure it, they were forced down until their knees sank into the earth.

“As far as I can see, it was only natural that the march of time would leave your kind behind,” Shin said. “Across the centuries you have lived, have you ever created anything of value even once? While fragile humans transformed wastelands into fields, bored tunnels through mountains and laid railways through them, and learned to soar through the sky in enormous balloons, did you not simply continue your old barbaric way of life?”

“That is…”

“Understand this. The age of myth is over. These days, even I, a king, find myself surrendering to the wisdom of humans I once mocked as frail creatures. Yes, what deserves reverence above all else is chocolate. Who could have imagined anything more exquisite than living blood?”

Faced with such an extraordinary spectacle, Alfred had no room to properly listen to the conversation. One thought ruled his mind: how to escape this place.

But the moment he moved his foot even slightly, Shin turned and gave him a playful wink. Toward Alfred, he still behaved like the same friendly young man as before, but now that Alfred knew his true nature, that only made him more terrifying. To think he had calmly let such a monster treat him to chocolate drinks. What an unforgivable blunder for an alchemist who claimed to be able to see to a thing’s core.

The werewolves, meanwhile, no longer seemed to have any attention to spare for Alfred, who had supposedly been their original target. With the sound of straining bones, they staggered to their feet and glared at the silver-haired vampire standing with one elegant hand on his hip.

“We apologize for our repeated discourtesies, committed in ignorance that Your Grace was the renowned King of Luvillia,” one of them growled. “Yet even if ours is a dying species, we have some measure of pride. If we were to retreat after being so insulted, then truly, we would be no different from dogs.”

“Then prove it with fang and claw,” Shin said. “That which has no value belongs only in the fire.”

The werewolves dropped to all fours and transformed completely into beasts. They charged him, their chilling howls enough to freeze blood.

Three against one. In a battle between monsters of the same realm, Alfred ought to have considered the werewolves overwhelmingly favored. Yet even the most reckless gambler would not have wagered on their side.

The difference in rank was too obvious.

They could not even touch Shin.

The instant they planted their paws against the ground to leap, pillars of fire erupted beneath them. Flames roared upward with enough force to scatter sparks toward the moon itself, inviting the three beasts into a dance of death. There was no escape. Their death screams tore through the night, and in the blink of an eye, they burned to ash and scattered on the wind.

Alfred stared blankly at the devastation.

It was not fear. Nor was it relief at having survived. An ordinary person might have forgotten himself and sobbed, but Alfred was an alchemist to the marrow, and his mind was entirely consumed by something else.

There had been no igniter. No fuel.

And yet a ferocious pillar of flame had erupted and incinerated the beasts in an instant.

A staggering quantity of heat. From where? He did not know.

His common sense, everything he had cultivated as an alchemist, had been defied from the roots up. It felt as though everything he had built over long years had been kicked over by someone laughing as they passed.

“I’m sorry,” Shin said. “I always get like this when my nerves are heightened.”

When Alfred came back to himself, Shin had returned to the form of an ordinary young man. For some inexplicable reason, he even looked embarrassed.

Alfred reflexively murmured, “Right.”

He had no idea what Shin was feeling. And there were far too many other things he could not understand, either. Even the fear that ruled his body moments ago had now been plastered over by a mountain of question marks. His survival instincts were screaming at him to run, and yet his feet refused to move, as if they had been glued to the ground.

It was the hopeless nature of an alchemist. Poison or explosives, it made no difference. He could not help wanting to verify things for himself.

“I’m the one who asked,” Alfred said at last. “Thanks to you, I survived.”

He hesitated over whether he ought to use more formal language, but in the end, he kept his tone casual. He knew that people like this were likely to reject being treated too stiffly.

“Aren’t you afraid of me?” Shin asked. “You aren’t going to cry, wet yourself, and run away?”

“Is that seriously what you’re worried about?”

“Well, I’d be sad if you started to hate me.”

Once again, Alfred found himself at a loss. The more he spoke with Shin, the farther away the man’s true nature seemed to drift, growing all the more impossible to grasp.

Phenomena that could only be called magic or miracles. A friendly young man one moment, a merciless monster the next. An unknowable being with too many faces.

“It’s starting to feel ridiculous to think about this seriously…” Alfred muttered. Then he lifted his gaze. “Listen. The purpose of people like me is to investigate the mysteries of this world and make them our own. If I let myself be frightened every time I came across something as absurd as a vampire like you, I’d never survive as an alchemist.”

“Splendid! You are precisely the person I’ve been searching for!”

For some reason, this moved Shin so deeply that he hugged Alfred on the spot. Alfred, for his part, found it insufferably irritating. Unfortunately, he no longer had the strength to resist and was forced to let himself be handled like a favorite stuffed toy.

It would be a lie to say he was not afraid of Shin at all, and somewhere inside, his nerves were still bristling. Even so, curiosity had taken the upper hand.

After all, Shin was an immortal monster. To an alchemist, he was a research subject one could only dream of. Even if it meant walking a dangerous tightrope, there was no harm in staying in his good graces.

That said, letting Shin become too enthusiastic would present a problem. The safest course would be to dodge any advances with polite evasiveness and maintain a suitable distance. For the moment, Alfred would let Shin put him up at the mansion tonight, then slip away as soon as morning came.

Or so Alfred thought.

“Then I shall take my payment,” Shin said. “From today onward, you belong to me.”

“Wai— Hold on! Isn’t this all moving a little too fast?”

“You said I could have anything but your life. In that case, I’ll take everything else.”

Alfred fell silent.

The problem was, Shin was right.

Even so, Alfred struggled to escape. Of course, Shin did not budge an inch.

“There’s something I’ve always wondered,” Shin said, eyes gleaming. “If a person were to drink chocolate to his heart’s content, then one were to sip his living blood, what would it taste like? Sweet, perhaps? Bitter? Come now, let me hear your opinion as an alchemist.”

“It would taste like blood, obviously! If you want chocolate, drink chocolate! There’s no point going out of your way to make living blood cacao-flavored!”

“You have a point. In that case, I’ll simply enjoy the taste of you as a person.”
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No sooner had he said it than Shin sank his teeth into Alfred’s neck.

Then he began to drink, making indecent, shameless sounds as he sucked Alfred’s living blood.

There was no pain. What came instead was a sensation like numbness blooming in the core of his skull, and a pleasure that felt as though someone had seized the inside of his body in a merciless grip. A high, breathless cry escaped him, embarrassingly maiden-like. Shin gave a low, amused laugh at his reaction, and the warmth of his breath brushed Alfred’s ear, staining Alfred’s face a vivid red with humiliation.

He tried to spit curses at his captor, but all he managed was a weak trickle of drool. His knees shook like a newborn fawn’s, and then, as though his strings had been cut, he collapsed to the ground. With practiced hands, the vampire laid Alfred out, straddled him, and for a moment lifted his face away.

The moon floating in the night sky split into three. Then that irresistible pleasure assailed him again. Each time Shin devoured his throat, Alfred’s fingers and toes arched taut, and a dull ache like an electric current coursed through his whole body. Before long, his vision blurred, and his consciousness began to haze over.

Is this how the coffeehouse’s chocolate drink felt while I was drinking it?

Alfred felt as if he were melting into syrup, and then he lost consciousness.

Part 3

Even with spring close at hand, the mountains of his homeland were cold enough to freeze blood.

The snow had turned to sleet, soaking the earth beneath their feet into a sherbet-like slush. Merely standing there made him feel as though he might slip. Even through thick leather gloves, the tips of his fingers were so numb they seemed ready to snap off.

Alfred exhaled a white breath and stared at his father, who stood there in grim silence.

He looked much younger than Alfred remembered. His face was stern, with cheekbones a little more pronounced than Alfred’s own, and the brown hunting fur coat he wore was mottled with damp patches where the snow had clung and melted.

And if his father looked young, then Alfred himself was, too. No, not young.

Small.

Only then did Alfred realize he was dreaming.

“Why didn’t you shoot back then?” his father asked.

“The deer was a doe, and she had a fawn with her,” Alfred replied. “We’ve already taken more than enough game today. I judged, in my own way, that letting her go would be more beneficial in the long run.”

A merciless iron fist came flying at him.

His small body was knocked away like a scrap of paper, and red droplets spattered across the snow-covered ground. Alfred’s vision sparked as he glared up at his short-tempered, unreasonable father.

“Do you intend to ignore your superior’s orders on the battlefield too and impress everyone with that clever little tongue of yours?” his father barked. “When you are told to shoot, you shoot. No one ordered you to think. To become a single gun and nothing more. That is the role of one born into the Wagner family.”

“No.” Alfred pushed himself up, his voice trembling but unbroken. “Thinking, always thinking, looking ahead and choosing the better path. That is the greatest power given only to human beings. I don’t have much stamina, and my eyesight is weak, but when it comes to grades, I won’t lose to anyone. I refuse to live a life like yours, moving only when someone else gives you orders. If I’m going to aim for something, then—”

Before he could finish, his father’s figure warped and twisted.

In his place appeared a black-haired young woman, close to Alfred in height.

His sister, Shuri.

And not the Shuri of his childhood, but the grown woman he had parted from in the end. Alfred’s own childlike body had changed as well, becoming much closer to the man he was now. He remembered it clearly: seeing her again after graduating from boarding school, caught breathless by how beautiful she had become. To his shame, he had felt something unforgivable for the sister whose wedding to her fiancé was already close at hand.

“You want to become an alchemist who astonishes the world,” Shuri said softly. “I’m not clever, so I don’t really understand academics, but if it’s the path you choose, Al, then I want to support you.”

“Thank you, Shuri. I swear I’ll become a man whose name goes down in history.”

“Then hold my hand one last time. Promise me like a knight.”

Alfred knelt then and there and gently touched her slender fingertips. At some point, the scenery around them had transformed into a glittering cathedral. Even for a dream, it was terribly convenient. Since he was here, perhaps he ought to try something he could never do in reality—steal a kiss from her lips, for instance, or some other wicked indulgence.

But just then, Shuri cried out and recoiled from him.

“Why are your hands so cold?” she asked, fear quivering in her voice. “And your face… You’re pale as if you’re ill.”

At her words, Alfred raised his arm and looked at it. She was right. The color of his skin was so pallid it startled him. It looked like the hand of a corpse. Shuri, her face twisted with terror, handed him a small mirror.

Through his spectacles, he saw bloodshot eyes. Hollow cheeks. His skin was deathly pale, and sharp fangs jutted from his mouth.

He had become a vampire.

An ugly, monstrous version of himself.

“Oh!” Shuri’s voice broke. “I knew I should have stopped you back then!”

“No! That’s not it! I didn’t become an alchemist because I wanted to look like this!”

But Shuri was scarcely listening.

She wept and wept, grieving at the sight of her little brother transformed beyond recognition.

As Alfred stood there stunned, his father quietly approached his side.

“You are a disgrace to this family, Alfred.”

※※※



He woke with a start and sat bolt upright. His back was drenched in sweat.

That was the worst awakening imaginable.

He reached for the spectacles that ought to have been on the chest beside his bed, but his hand found nothing. Only then did he realize he was not in his workshop.

He was lying in a lavish canopy bed. And for some reason, he was entirely naked.

With his face buried in a soft, cloudlike pillow, Alfred forced his mind to turn. Before long, his expression twisted in anguish. First came the memory of his falling out with Maessen. Then—

“How are you feeling, my beloved Al?”

“Like a princess captured by an evil sorcerer, damn you,” he answered with a scowl. Shin chuckled.

Had Shin been there from the very beginning? Had he noticed Alfred waking and appeared only then? Alfred could not even tell that much. The vampire was seated in a chair beside the bed as if he had always belonged there, gazing rapturously at Alfred’s shameless state of undress.

Outside the window, the world was bright, and the room was filled with the mild warmth of morning. This had to be Shin’s mansion. Alfred had heard vampires were weak against sunlight, but apparently, that did not apply to this man. Shin rose with elegant grace, swept open the vivid vermilion curtains, and narrowed his eyes against the dazzle.

When Alfred tried to sit up, dizziness washed over him. No wonder. Shin had taken an appalling amount of blood from him the night before. His neck throbbed. He lifted a hand to the ache, and there, Alfred became aware of yet another inconvenient fact.

The wound left by the vampire’s bite had spread into a mark the size of Alfred’s palm. When he traced it with his fingers, he could feel the uneven ridges forming a strange pattern. It resembled one of those suspicious tattoos carved into the limbs of eastern wanderers—something close to that, some magical thing.

“I have a few questions,” Alfred said. “Am I still human?”

“For now,” Shin replied. “But after I drink from you a few more times, changes will begin to appear in your body.”

Should he be relieved to hear that or collapse into grief? Either way, he understood one thing very clearly: he had gotten himself tangled in an outrageously troublesome problem.

“You didn’t do anything besides drink my blood, did you?” Alfred asked. “I’m talking about my dignity as a man.”

“Rest easy. That face of yours twisted in fear and humiliation… It would be a shame to proceed without getting to witness it properly. Afterward, I simply carried you back to the mansion. Of course, if you wish to enjoy a continuation of the scene, I would not object.”

Alfred ignored that.

Thankfully, his chastity seemed to have survived. But that did not mean he was in any position to celebrate. If he shrieked and carried on too carelessly, Shin would probably enjoy it. For now, he had to force himself to behave as calmly as possible.

“What exactly am I now?” Alfred asked. “Livestock that exists only to be bled?”

“A darling pet, a favorite toy, and an outlet for my desires,” Shin said brightly. “I am also hoping we might become lovers. Provided you are inclined that way, of course.”

“Don’t say completely insane things so calmly. I would prefer you set me free, if possible.”

“Why? Achieving immortality is the ultimate goal of an alchemist, is it not? If you simply became my consort, wouldn’t that spare you the trouble of repeating all those experiments with such a grim expression on your face?”

“I’m interested, obviously, but that doesn’t mean I want to become one myself. My plan is to make a name for myself as a great alchemist, gather beauties from all over the world to build a harem, and enjoy a well-appointed life that makes everyone envy me. Why, exactly, should I be reduced to the pet of a twisted vampire with a rotten personality?”

“That hurts. Please don’t put it that way. You were so obedient last night.”

“That! That is exactly what I’m talking about! You genuinely piss me off! Please let me punch you at least once!”

Perhaps because he had only just woken, Alfred lost control and raised his voice before he could stop himself.

The anemia struck immediately, and he collapsed back onto the bed. An alchemist who spent most of his time shut indoors did not have much stamina to begin with. The fact that he was naked only made the whole thing more miserable.

“Allow me to explain my position,” Shin said. “As you know, I am the lord of Luvillia and also the king of vampires. More precisely, I stand at the apex of the mysteries and monstrosities that lurk on the far side of the world. There are many who call themselves vampires, but do not place me in the same category as those half-formed creatures skulking through entertainment districts. Most of them are either pretenders trying to bask in the king’s glory, or pitiful remnants left behind after my kin of ages past devoured them.”

Despite what he was saying, there was neither arrogance nor humility in Shin’s voice. He sounded as though he was simply stating facts as they were.

But if he truly stood at the pinnacle of all mystery, that meant his power was comparable to the beings spoken of in ancient legends. Dragons and demon gods who shook the earth and split the heavens. Legendary monsters of such vast scale that they could not be contained within the framework of Luvillia’s ghost stories. An “absolute evil” symbolizing depravity and corruption, standing at the opposite extreme from the noble God worshipped by the widespread Church of Saint Sangria.

It was difficult to believe.

And yet, after seeing him burn an entire pack of werewolves to ash in an instant, Alfred could not carelessly dismiss it.

“What happens to me after you drink my blood?” Alfred asked. “Suppose you do turn me into one of your vampire lot. Am I a monkey to you? Leftovers? That’s what I’m asking.”

“A good question. A human who enters a servitude contract directly with the king of vampires gradually draws closer to the side of mystery as he answers his master’s desires. As a result, his constitution transforms into something resembling what most people commonly imagine when they think of vampires. However, such a being stands apart from the rabble I mentioned earlier and becomes something of far higher rank. To put it simply, you would be a pedigreed cat.”

“So either way, it’s the worst possible outcome. Die.”

Shin chuckled. He showed no sign of anger at being cursed. If anything, he seemed pleased. Worse still, he continued.

“Since the servitude contract was formed by mutual consent, your oath that I may have anything but your life now exerts absolute binding force. First, you cannot flee from me. Second, you must answer your master’s demands at all times. Should you attempt to break these terms, the mark at your neck will inflict suffering upon you like the torments of hell. Unless you wish to lose your sanity, I would not recommend testing it.”

Alfred broke out in a cold sweat despite himself. When he traced the mark again with his fingertips, he could feel a sinister pulse throbbing through the raised pattern carved into his neck. An alchemist was supposed to find romance in supernatural things, but just this once, Alfred found himself wishing such things did not exist at all.

If Shin had not helped him back there, Alfred would be lying cold beside that field path by now. If he asked Shin to pretend the contract had never happened, he could hardly complain if the vampire answered, “Then shall I take your head instead?” But the idea of living on as a caged bird was absolutely intolerable.

As Alfred sat there wearing a look of bitter anguish, Shin said, “If you truly hate the idea that much, I could consider letting you go.”

“Really?”

“For a suitable price, of course.” Shin gave him a smile like an angel’s.

It was exactly the sort of offer that had to have a trap hidden somewhere inside. For that reason, Alfred did not, this time, answer that Shin could have anything but his life.

“There is only one thing in this world more valuable than you,” Shin continued.

Alfred waited for the answer. What came next was the most absurd thing Shin had said yet. “Chocolate. Make me the finest chocolate in existence.”

For a moment, Alfred’s mind could not keep up.

But as he stared at that blissful expression, memories of their first conversation in the coffeehouse the night before came rushing back. The silver-haired noble’s eyes sparkled just as they had then, and he launched into a speech with unabashed eloquence.

“I never imagined that you creatures, whom I had dismissed as foolish and vulgar, could create something so sublime. It is, in a sense, like being tightly bound in rope by people one has spent ages looking down upon, then mercilessly tormented from behind the ears to between the toes, without a single inch left untouched. Yet once one’s dignity as an absolute being has been utterly destroyed, there comes a whirlpool of pleasure so exquisite it defies description. Do you understand? That is what chocolate is to me.”

Alfred nodded, stunned.

There was not a single part of that speech he could agree with, but he did understand one thing. So that’s what this is. Shin’s elusiveness did not come only from being a creature beyond this world. The countless baffling things he had said and done until now had finally connected into a single line.

The essence of this man was:

A sweet-toothed vampire who loved chocolate more than living blood.

The sheer absurdity and grotesque comedy of it made Alfred press his fingers against his temple as a headache crept in.

It sounded like a terrible joke, but considered that way, it did offer a kind of explanation. More than anything, the more time Alfred spent around Shin, the more this level of lunacy seemed oddly appropriate. He was a monster who became even harder to understand once one knew his true intentions.

“Before I accept your demand, there’s something I want to confirm,” Alfred said. “You say the finest chocolate. But by what standard do you plan to judge that? If I’m going to do it, then set clear criteria.”

“I could simply say it depends entirely on my tastes, and that would be the end of it. But from your position, that would hardly be fair. Still, I have no intention of entrusting the evaluation to a third party. It seems we must first define what ‘the finest chocolate’ means as a shared understanding between us.”

“You look like you’re itching to lecture me.”

“That, too, is part of the pleasure. Now that we’ve settled the matter, allow me to guide you into the dazzling world of chocolate. Once you know it, I’m sure you’ll understand.”

And so, led by Shin, Alfred found himself heading toward the collection room.

As befitted the mansion owned by the lord of Luvillia, the corridors were spacious, with delicate and ornate patterns worked across the pillars and ceilings. It was practically a palace. Alfred suspected that if he shaved off even one piece of the decorative trim and pawned it, he might be able to pay off six months of overdue workshop rent.

Speaking of extravagance, the clothes and spectacles Shin had given him were no exception. Setting aside the horrifying truth that Shin had apparently grown so excited while drinking his blood that he had reduced Alfred’s former clothes to rags, the garments he now wore were far superior to anything Alfred had ever owned.

He had been dressed in a blue satin justaucorps with a matching waistcoat. His trousers were now a simple white, but the fabric had been changed to silk. The entire outfit was old-fashioned and far too theatrical, yet undeniably tasteful, for what it was.

Most remarkable of all were the spectacles. Not only was it astonishing that the prescription matched his eyes as if they had been made to order, but the lenses themselves were strangely light. They did not seem to be glass. Whatever material had been used, there was no distortion and not a single scratch. If someone told him they were a mythic artifact crafted by ancient elves, Alfred might have believed it.

When Alfred first got dressed and looked himself over in the full-length mirror, he’d felt like a man placed under a spell. The dark red bruise on his neck, however, had ruined everything.

The mark of servitude formed a pattern that was neither quite flower petals nor butterfly wings, and one glance was enough to tell him it held some magical effect. Even now, as he walked down the corridor, he could not help touching it, tracing the shape with his fingers.

“How much do you know about cacao, the raw ingredient of chocolate?” Shin asked.

“It’s a traded good that came from far to the south across the sea, from the lands inhabited by the People of the Earth. I’ve heard they used it as currency in commerce. It’s supposed to be nourishing and invigorating, and even an aphrodisiac… though I don’t know how true that last part is. Its nutritional value, at least, seems certain.”

“The People of the Earth regarded cacao fruit as sacred. Their royalty drank it, and sacrifices were made to drink it before being offered to the gods. Of course, at the time, it was apparently roasted and mixed with corn flour and spices, otherwise served like porridge, so it was likely nothing like the chocolate we know today.”

“Which means it was improved after it came to Luvillia.”

“Three hundred years have passed since cacao first arrived here. Through the ingenuity fragile humans are so fond of, it was reborn into a luxury powerful enough to make even a vampire like me lose all sense. The former owner of the spectacles you are wearing now was one of the principal figures who brought that miracle to cacao.”

Shin narrowed his eyes, his voice soft with nostalgia.

“He called himself a chocolatier. In a language I do not know, it apparently means a craftsman who makes chocolate. Quite a pleasant sound, don’t you think? Though since you are an alchemist, the name Leonardo may be more familiar to you.”

“You mean… the legendary one?” Alfred nearly let his spectacles slip down his nose but hurriedly pushed them back into place.

Leonardo the Foreigner. A true genius who, at the tender age of ten, had invented such revolutionary technologies as gas lamps, steam turbines, and airships. After being afflicted by an incurable disease, he had turned to alchemy in adulthood, only to die in his twenties with his ambitions unfulfilled.

“As expected of a vampire,” Alfred said, trying for flippancy. “Your circle of acquaintances is unnecessarily enormous.” His voice rose despite himself, unable to conceal his agitation.

The entire reason Alfred had chosen the path of alchemy was because he wanted to become someone like Leonardo. It did not matter whether that meant turning scrap iron into gold or achieving immortality. He wanted to achieve some great discovery or invention that would astonish the world and move history itself. If that accomplishment thrust him into the limelight and let him kick the noses of the obstinate father and dull-witted brothers who had mocked him as a disgrace to the family, so much the better.

He had been looking down on this as mere chocolate-making, but if the task placed him in the same lineage as a great man he so admired, it did not feel bad at all. Of course, there was the matter of freeing himself from a life no better than that of a caged bird, but as a test of his own talent, he could feel his motivation stirring.

Shin stopped walking before an especially magnificent door. This, it seemed, was the collection room. It was built of glass like a greenhouse, and from what Alfred could see through the walls, tall trees grew thickly inside. Creating a space like this inside a mansion had to be the work of a madman.

When Shin invited him in and Alfred crossed the threshold, he felt as though he had entered a dream. He reached out to touch a white flower blooming from what appeared to be the trunk of a cacao tree, only to find it utterly motionless, as if frozen solid.

“They are plants that cannot grow in Luvillia,” Shin explained. “So I have stopped their time to preserve them.”

“Don’t say that so casually. At this point, why not just make chocolate with that precious magic of yours?”

“I do nothing more than distort natural law through the power I was born with. You humans are the opposite. You make use of natural law to create new value. To put it simply, beings like us are poor at invention and ingenuity.”

Even in the foundational scriptures of the Church of Saint Sangria, which formed the basis of general education in the Kingdom of Sable, there was a passage stating that beings akin to monstrosities “cannot create things.” Such acts were a privilege granted by the Lord only to humanity, and that was precisely why humans had prospered to this day. Therefore, one ought to offer prayers of gratitude to heaven. Or so the venerable teaching went.

As an alchemist who took pride in the wisdom within himself, Alfred found that doctrine difficult to accept. Perhaps for that reason, no small number of his brethren spat at cathedrals and statues of the saints. Yet if a monster out of myth spoke of it in the same terms, then perhaps even such arrogant sermons contained a certain measure of truth.

He understood, at least, that supernatural power was not almighty. If something was to be brought forth from nothing, it had to be entrusted to human hands.

First Leonardo. Now Alfred.

Shin said he wanted Alfred to become his consort, but had he intended from the beginning to make him create chocolate? If Shin had marked him as a promising alchemist, perhaps even their meeting in the coffeehouse had not been mere coincidence. In that case, since when?

Judging by the sheer thoroughness of his preparation, it was possible Shin had been watching from the moment Alfred arrived in the city. Worse still, Alfred had heard that the lord of Luvillia had been involved in the founding of the Royal Academy. He might have been casting his net for people like Alfred for hundreds of years.

“My wish for you to create the finest chocolate is also an offering to the friend who fell before fulfilling his ambitions,” Shin said. “For you, it should become a contest of pride against a great predecessor.”

“What are you talking about all of a sudden?” Alfred asked.

“Have you forgotten the matter at hand? You were the one who told me to establish judging criteria.”

When Alfred looked, Shin was holding a small box. It was made of paper and colored red. For something belonging to the king of vampires, it was surprisingly modest.

Shin opened it with careful fingers, then removed something from within that looked like a jewel.

“This is Leonardo’s chocolate,” he said. “The masterpiece he left behind two hundred years ago.”

“I assumed I’d be making it as a warm drink, like the one you treated me to at the coffeehouse,” Alfred said, narrowing his eyes. “Is this stone-like thing truly chocolate?”

“Hardly a remark worthy of an alchemist. For you people, is a solid not the most stable form? The complete state, as it were?” Shin seized the opportunity to parade his knowledge.

Hearing chocolate spoken of like the philosopher’s stone was enough to throw Alfred for a moment, but considering Leonardo himself had been an alchemist, perhaps it was not so unreasonable.

Alfred had heard of solidified chocolate before. Chocolate, after all, was made by dissolving crushed cacao powder in hot water and serving it as a thick paste. The idea of hardening that powder into a solid would naturally occur to anyone. Its reputation, however, was that the texture was unpleasant and the flavor inferior.

That said, this had been made by Leonardo. More than that, Shin called it his masterpiece. Even though it had been created two hundred years ago, Alfred ought to assume such flaws had been overcome.

“This is the last piece I saved for a moment like this,” Shin said. “I would very much like for you to taste it and use it as reference. Do be careful, though. It is so sensitive to heat that it will melt at body temperature.”

In other words, the paused time had been set flowing again so Alfred could eat the solid chocolate. He took it as instructed and studied it up close.

It was black, though faintly tinged with red, which also made it resemble the philosopher’s stone of legend. Its surface was smooth and glossy, possessing the noble, almost unapproachable aura of a work of art. The scent was unmistakably cacao. There were faint traces of vanilla, milk, and some unfamiliar spice as well. The fact that it had been solidified did not seem to intensify the fragrance.

Then what made it different from ordinary chocolate?

The answer came the instant he put it in his mouth.

“What is this? It’s ridiculously sweet and delicious!”
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“That remark has neither elegance nor poetry, but one might say it captures the essence of chocolate quite succinctly. Yes. This is pleasure itself, sweetness pursued to its furthest limit.”

It was supposed to be a tasting for reference. And yet the flavor was so complex that Alfred fell into a daze of bliss, and by the time he came back to himself, the chocolate had already vanished from his mouth. What remained was the sensation of waking from a dream—and a fierce craving for more chocolate.

“Was that truly the last one?” Alfred asked. “You’re not hiding more somewhere, are you?”

“It seems you finally understand how I feel. Since it no longer exists anywhere in this world, you will have to make it yourself if you want to eat it again.”

Alfred collapsed to his knees.

Being told to make it himself was no help. The chocolate had been so overwhelming that he had barely managed to analyze it at all. It was a sensation from another dimension, completely unlike anything he had ever tasted.

All he remembered was the thick, melting texture clinging to his tongue and the bewitching sweetness, powerful enough to turn his mind blank. But it was not enough to simply make something sweet. Only because of the bitterness of fine cacao and the fragrance of spices did the hidden sweetness shine so vividly. He now understood perfectly why it was not a liquid. Because it vanished inside the mouth, it was fleeting, and therefore something to be treasured.

For a while, he simply basked in the lingering aftertaste.

Once he regained his composure, however, fear and impatience began creeping over him little by little.

If I can’t make something like that, my life is over.

“I was not satisfied with Leonardo’s work,” Shin said. “You are to create something superior.”

“What? Reproducing it isn’t enough?” Alfred shouted. “I’ve never made chocolate before, and I only tasted the stuff for the first time yesterday! This is beyond unreasonable!”

“Let the deadline be the next full moon. Since the servitude contract has been formed, you are not permitted to refuse this demand, nor are you permitted to flee. The motto of vampires is this: that which has no value belongs only in the fire.”

Remembering what happened to the werewolves who had heard those words, Alfred felt a chill run down his spine.

Shin was not as sweet as chocolate. Even toward Alfred, whom he called beloved, he showed no mercy. And judging from all this, Shin had almost certainly marked Alfred as a capable alchemist and laid his plans with meticulous care long before they ever met at the coffeehouse. Struggling pathetically here would only make the spider’s threads tangled around him bite deeper into his flesh.

Alfred had no choice but to satisfy his pride in his own way.

A genius was someone who kept moving forward, challenging even the most reckless trial with courage.

“Fine,” Alfred said, lifting his head. “I won’t just make the finest chocolate. I’ll make the ultimate chocolate.”

Part 4

“This is the workshop Lord Leonardo used during his stay at the mansion. As you can see, the equipment remains exactly as it was then. With only a little cleaning and adjustment, I believe it should be usable without issue. I have also examined the procurement records from that time and prepared the same materials in advance. Should you require anything further, please do not hesitate to ask.”

“You really are prepared,” Alfred murmured. “So the only thing left to provide is ingenuity.”

The boy who had guided him here answered in a crisp voice, “Indeed, sir.”

Since he usually worked in the stables located in a detached building on the estate, he wore practical work clothes: a pale yellow blouse that would not easily show dirt, and khaki trousers. Yet his graceful manners and overly polite speech made him seem more like a butler. He was likely conducting himself that way intentionally; his attitude toward Alfred was almost absurdly deferential.

After hearing that the creatures in the boy’s care were spirit horses said to “race across the night sky like thunder,” Alfred found him to be a surprisingly sensible servant for someone in a vampire’s household.

Except, of course, for the fact that everything above his neck was cleanly missing.

“Your name was Krim, wasn’t it, young master?” Alfred said. “Would it be rude to ask where you left your head? Unfortunately, I’m not well versed in monster etiquette.”

“I have heard a rumor that it is still searching for me along the banks of the Madeleine River,” Krim replied. “That was three hundred years ago now, though, so at this point I rather prefer my body as it is. It’s much lighter.”

You should never trade jokes with a true monster.

The Severed Head of the Madeleine River was one of the city’s famous ghost stories. Long ago, a prince of Sable had been beheaded after showing disrespect to the vampire king. Since then, his soul, trapped in Luvillia, was said to wander the riverbank night after night in search of his lost body.

Alfred shuddered from the bottom of his heart. He had to dissolve this servitude contract as soon as possible, or he might find himself joining the ranks of Luvillia’s ghost stories.

Being killed for failing to make chocolate might even be getting off easy. Knowing that accursed vampire, it was entirely possible an even more dreadful fate awaited him if he didn’t succeed.
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Naturally, the chocolate-making proved difficult from the very beginning.

Three days had already passed in relentless trial and error inside the plain white workshop. So far, progress had been hopelessly nonexistent. At most, Alfred had managed to tinker with some of the equipment until it could actually be operated.

And yet Krim, acting as his watcher, said in his usual easygoing voice, “Alchemists really are amazing. I was too afraid I might break something to even touch that. When you open the inside, it’s packed full of gears.”

“I can see why Shin marked someone like me for the job,” Alfred said, glancing aside at the impressed Krim as he cracked the knuckles of his oil-stained fingers. “This thing is basically a mill for crushing cacao, but the bastard used a steam turbine as the power source to improve efficiency. Without the proper knowledge, you wouldn’t even know what it’s for, let alone how to operate it.”

That being said, he did not look in the least like someone preparing to make sweets.

The problem was that even Alfred, who prided himself on being a genius, found the workshop packed with tools and ingredients whose uses he could not identify. Time slipped away uselessly as he examined each of them in turn and frowned.

There were the usual staples, such as sugar, salt, flour, and seasonings, but there were also chemicals one would expect to see only in science experiments, like sodium carbonate. Was this going to end up being similar to using yeast to make bread rise? Alfred had dismissed this endeavor as mere chocolate-making, but it was turning out to require far more alchemical knowledge than he had expected.

“At this rate, I won’t make it in time unless I at least get my hands on a recipe.”

He was a beginner, after all. There was no way he could catch up without borrowing the wisdom of those who came before him.

By the end of the first day, Alfred had mostly mastered the chocolate drink recipes Shin had prepared in advance, to the point where he could probably walk into a coffeehouse and show off his skills. Basic techniques such as compounding and stirring were not so different from the experiments he routinely performed at the academy and in his workshop. If all he had to do was memorize procedures, it was simple enough.

But it felt like Leonardo’s chocolate had been built from several revolutionary ideas layered atop one another. Discovering all of them on his own, especially in such a short time, was simply not realistic.

As the hours passed, Alfred dug through his own memories, which already had close to the clarity of mud. He analyzed one by one the aromas that had emanated from Leonardo’s chocolate. With his fountain pen, he drew diagrams across paper.

It was commonly believed that the tongue perceived flavor, but what most powerfully influenced a human being’s sense of delicacy was, in fact, aroma and texture.

As for aroma, Alfred’s method was more or less to try every possible combination, though that sounded crude. Still, if he repeated analysis and practice as he was doing now, he ought to be able to narrow down the target eventually.

The real issue was recreating that melting texture.

By now, Alfred understood that the roasted cacao nibs had to be ground as finely as possible. That was likely why Leonardo had been so particular about his pulverizing machine.

Cacao, however, was far too bitter and acidic to be eaten as it was. Sugar and milk were added to adjust the flavor, but the fat contained within the mixture got in the way, preventing the ingredients from blending smoothly and leaving behind lumps. The result was a crumbly mass of mud.

Alfred dissolved the failed sludge in hot water and whipped it with single-minded focus.

If he frothed it into something like meringue, the texture on the tongue improved. Since ancient times, that had been the trick for drinking cacao.

How utterly primitive.

Not alchemical in the slightest.
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“This tastes like absolute shit! How is anyone supposed to do this?” Alfred flew into a tantrum, hurling the porcelain cup at the wall.

Beside him, Krim, who had been watching the whole thing, seemed delighted to have more work to do. He picked up a mop with unmistakable cheer and began cleaning. The fact that he had no head and therefore could not be forced to act as a disposal for failed samples only made Alfred more irritated.

“How nostalgic,” Krim said. “Lord Leonardo used to yell in that exact spot rather often.”

“That genius?” Alfred snapped. “So every alchemist is the same sort of creature in the end? I bet Shin scouted plenty of people besides me, didn’t he? Are they fertilizing the flowerbeds now? Or did they end up as feed for that spirit horse, Fossile?”

“Certainly not. The servitude contract and the order to create chocolate have not been issued since Lord Leonardo. In all of Luvillia’s long history, you are only the second. It seems you still do not understand what an honored position you have been granted, Lord Alfred.”

Alfred stared at Krim despite himself.

He knew Shin had high expectations for him, but only two people in all of history? That was difficult to believe. Several centuries had passed since the Royal Academy had been established, and it had produced no shortage of alchemists worthy of being called geniuses. Which meant that, unless Shin was simply overestimating him, there was a special something shared by Leonardo and Alfred beyond mere brilliance.

Even if he had drawn the losing ticket.

As Alfred fell silent, Krim put the mop away and began grumbling.

“The mark on your neck, Lord Alfred, is not just a brand of servitude. It is, more precisely, proof of affection. To be under the protection of Luvillia’s king, for beings such as us, is akin to receiving a blessing from God. And yet both you and Lord Leonardo sought to escape that position by making chocolate.”

“An alchemist has no intention of settling for life as a caged bird,” Alfred countered. “Though perhaps that’s exactly why I was chosen as his successor. In the end, Leonardo and I may simply be convenient tools whose talent and defiance Shin can exploit. His goal was probably chocolate from the very beginning.”

“That is possible,” Krim admitted. “However, at least toward Lord Leonardo, there is no doubt that Master Shin felt something beyond mere the feelings of an employer for his employee. How shall I put it? Like someone determined to fuss over a cat that refuses to grow attached. Or like an adolescent boy teasing a crush. Master Shin’s expressions of affection are almost too transparent.”

Alfred grimaced. He had only met Shin recently, yet he could imagine his behavior so easily it made him shudder. For some reason, he seemed exactly the sort to delight in being disliked or treated coldly.

“Leonardo did well to endure that kind of treatment…”

“Lord Leonardo stole valuables from the mansion and spent the resulting funds lavishly in the entertainment district, exploiting every loophole in the servitude contract to do whatever he pleased. These days, he may be remembered as an ill-fated genius, but to put it plainly, he was quite the scoundrel.”

After his nostalgic speech, Krim turned toward Alfred, who now wore an even more severe expression. And though Krim had no face to speak of, Alfred could tell exactly what he was thinking.

“You really are alike,” he said. “I suspect you will do the same sort of thing.”
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Two more days passed, and the situation worsened more than it improved.

Alfred’s anxiety mounted bit by bit. Because he was sharp enough to understand the problem, the path leading straight to ruin had begun to appear with terrible clarity.

“It is admirable that you are devoting yourself to chocolate-making,” Shin said. “However, shutting yourself away in the workshop is unhealthy. Every so often, you ought to take a break and share a meal with me. Unless, of course, you have been avoiding me.”

Normally, Alfred timed his meals and baths for the middle of the day, when a vampire ought to be asleep. Today, however, he had the misfortune of running into Shin in the corridor.

There was no doubt Shin had been lying in wait like a cat stalking a mouse. A faint scent of cacao filled the air around him.

Instinctively, Alfred tried to flee, but his legs refused to move, as though pinned in place by an invisible force. The servitude contract was taking effect.

As he struggled desperately, his mouth suddenly opened on its own, and he started to speak. “Avoiding you? Perish the thought, Master! I longed to see you so desperately that I soaked my pillow with tears every night— Like hell I did! I’ll kill you, damn it!”

“Thank you for reacting exactly as I hoped.” Shin clapped his hands in bright applause. “There truly is nothing more adorable than watching a man like you drown in humiliation.”

Just as Krim had said, Shin’s way of teasing people was truly childish. Alfred’s misery only increased at the realization that, like Leonardo before him, he had become the target of Shin’s so-called affection.

Not a caged bird, then. A clown.

A toy that would be discarded once its owner grew bored.

Having given up resisting, Alfred allowed himself to be led to the courtyard. Near the flowerbeds, a quilt had been spread over the grass, and a pristine white table set was already waiting.

When Alfred sat down, Shin vanished before he could even notice him leaving. A short while later, he returned carrying a basket like the sort used in a picnic.

The weather was perfectly clear, and the sunlight beat down with an almost painful brightness. Yet the vampire, who ought to have been a creature of the night, seemed entirely unaffected. If anything, the silver-haired nobleman, as graceful as a sculpture, blended beautifully with the colorful flowerbeds around him. There was only one thing Alfred could not accept: the adorable frilly apron Shin had chosen to wear over his suit.

“What are you, some dainty young lady?” Alfred snapped. “Keep fooling around and I’ll kick you.”

“I usually have food brought in from a nearby restaurant, but this sort of arrangement is pleasant from time to time, isn’t it? In the early days, it was quite entertaining when chefs came to the mansion and nearly fainted at the sight of Krim. A spectacle like that makes me think it isn’t so bad to invite outsiders in now and then.”

Alfred was too appalled to answer.

Apparently, before Alfred’s arrival, the last time Shin had hosted anything resembling a meal was all the way back during Leonardo’s stay, two hundred years ago. Vampires did not need to take in nutrition, and Krim lacked everything above the neck. Without another human around, there had been no reason to prepare food.

“Your meals consist of nothing but living blood and chocolate?” Alfred said. “You’re a hopelessly picky eater.”

“Even those are more like enjoying wine than eating. So long as one possesses complete immortality, everything in this world is merely a luxury. That is precisely why there’s no choice but to obsess over the thing among them that holds the greatest value.”

That was a sensation no mere pitiful lamb, doomed to die if he went hungry, could ever hope to understand.

Pouring a look of contempt upon the aproned vampire, Alfred snatched the basket from him. Inside was a dish he had eaten several times since coming to the mansion: slices of bread with lettuce and roasted chicken tucked inside. And since it came from a restaurant famous throughout the city, it was exceedingly good.

Perhaps Leonardo’s chocolate had been the same. The simpler something appeared, the more fully it reflected the maker’s care.

Shin seated himself across from Alfred and spoke in a voice like birdsong. “Your chocolate-making seems to be proceeding smoothly. It appears I was right to set my eyes on you.”

“Krim has told me enough for me to gather that you’d been looking into me for quite some time,” Alfred said. “But deep down, aren’t you starting to think I’m a disappointment? So far, I haven’t produced a single result worth mentioning.”

“It’s difficult to tell whether you’re hiding your progress because you want to surprise me, or you’re being modest. You have already made several significant discoveries. For instance, your method of turning crushed cacao into a powder that dissolves more readily in liquid.”

Alfred snorted. Anyone with even a little alchemy under their belt could have thought of that, provided they took the equipment in the workshop as a hint.

If the fat interfered and caused lumps, then it needed to be removed with a press. If the acidity was too strong, then the cacao mass was acidic and needed sodium carbonate and an alkalization process. Doing so improved the mixture’s compatibility with water, reduced graininess and acidity, and produced a milder flavor.

But while powder stripped of its fat was useful when dissolving chocolate in hot water or milk, it was ill-suited to making a solid. It was not as simple as cooling it until it hardened. Some further method was necessary to make the texture smooth against the tongue. Glossy and hard as a jewel, yet melting the instant it entered the mouth before vanishing away…

There were still many problems left to solve before he could recreate that sweetness. And besides—

“Reproducing Leonardo’s chocolate isn’t the end,” Alfred said. “If anything, that’s the starting point. My goal lies far beyond it. Which means what I’ve achieved so far is basically nothing. Hey, you’re not supposed to be laughing.”

He muttered the last part with a scowl. For some reason, Shin narrowed his eyes as though dazzled.

As ever, Alfred could not understand what pleased this man. Still, Shin was better than the arrogant nobles who commonly employed alchemists and did nothing but demand results every time they showed their faces.

After finishing his lettuce and roast chicken sandwich, Alfred said, “Give me permission to go out. I want to search through materials at the academy.”

“Excellent. Then let’s go tomorrow.”

“I’m going alone. You’ll absolutely pester me while I’m trying to work.”

“Do you honestly believe I can’t restrain myself from doing things you hate?”

Alfred glared at him in silence. Perhaps sensing that his pet dog was harboring genuine murderous intent, Shin reluctantly gave his permission. The fact that every single exchange with him involved this sort of nonsense was truly exhausting.

“But the outside world is full of danger,” Shin said. “You’ve already had people attempt to kill you once, after all. You should take a gun for self-defense. Here.”

“This is the revolver I borrowed before,” Alfred said, weighing it in his hand. “And the bullets are pure silver, huh?”

“I would never forget that. It should kill most monsters, as long as they are not me.”

“May I test fire it?”

Shin nodded, and Alfred shot him straight between the eyes without hesitation.

The vampire must have assumed Alfred was planning to aim at a nearby wall, because he toppled backward with a blank look still on his face. Alfred was not the sort of man to let an opportunity pass him by. He had learned that as long as he obtained permission to shoot beforehand, the binding force of the servitude contract posed no problem.

If that kills him, it’ll be the best ending possible.

Naturally, it did no such thing.

Shin soon stood up again, prodding at the hole in the center of his forehead while bringing a cup of chocolate to his lips.

“My first present from you,” he said. “I’ll treasure it.”

Then the vampire swallowed the pure silver bullet whole.

Apparently, there truly was no escape left except to create the ultimate chocolate.

Part 5

At noon the next day, Alfred set foot in the Royal Academy for the first time in several days.

Other than the clock tower that served as one of Luvillia’s symbols, there was nothing especially remarkable about the common red-brick buildings. Still, as befitted the highest institution of learning in the Kingdom of Sable, its scale was on an entirely different level from any ordinary school.

There were buildings for politics and economics, the fields that would shape the nation’s future, as well as history, mathematics, and the various scientific disciplines that had branched off from alchemy. They stood together as if huddling close or glaring at one another. The alchemy department Alfred sought was located farthest from the entrance, at the left edge of the rectangular grounds. The reason for that placement was simple: if the building exploded during an experiment, students from other departments would be spared. It was reasoning that perfectly symbolized the chaotic nature of alchemists.

Since talented people gathered here from all over the world, there were many international students, and their backgrounds varied widely. There were eastern-looking male students dressed in fluttering, front-opening garments, as well as female students from a northern island nation of nomads who walked around half-naked even in winter. Alfred knew most of them.

He stopped here and there to exchange greetings and idle talk, only to learn that, either because of his usual conduct or because of the Goldock Company, rumors of his death had apparently spread without his knowledge. Everyone looked startled and asked, “You’re alive?”

In Luvillia, where having a ghost for a roommate was not especially rare, perhaps such conversations could take place with perfect seriousness.

Then came the real problem.

The moment people saw the strange pattern carved into Alfred’s neck, the people closest to him began to stir. The international students from outside the city were not particularly affected, but the reaction from students born in Luvillia and old professors who had lived there for many years was astonishing. In the blink of an eye, the whole place erupted in an uproar as if heaven and earth had been overturned.

The history of Luvillia stretched back so far from the founding of the city to the present day that no one knew the exact length of time anymore, though it was said to be roughly two thousand years. But Shin had entered into a servitude contract only twice.

In other words, receiving affection from the vampire king was itself an achievement worthy of being recorded in the history of the academy. And considering the first person had been the Leonardo, Alfred had effectively received an endorsement directly from the King of Luvillia, declaring him a talent on par with a legendary great man.

Despite his ambition, Alfred was rather indifferent to decorations and prestige. Perhaps it was because he believed people ought to be judged strictly by the facts of what they achieved. So, in this situation, he found himself swept along by a tide of humans, entirely bewildered.

Before he knew it, he was seated on a black leather sofa in the Royal Academy headmaster’s office. Across from him sat the vice headmaster, a man with an impressive white beard. The headmaster himself was away on business, making the vice headmaster the highest authority present. Around him were other leading figures Alfred usually saw only at founding anniversary ceremonies and similar events, all wearing the same vermilion robes as the vice headmaster and gazing at Alfred with naked curiosity.

“Mr. Alfred Wagner,” the vice headmaster began. “Or perhaps, in this setting, we ought to call you Lord Wagner. Do you understand what sort of position you now occupy?”

“Livestock for a vampire, I suppose,” Alfred said. “Lately, I’ve mostly been feeling like a clown.”

“Don’t be absurd!” the vice headmaster cried. “Lord Shin is not merely the academy’s greatest patron. He is an existence before whom even the kings of Sable throughout history have bowed their heads! Having received his favor, you can command the countless mysteries and monstrosities dwelling in Luvillia as you please. Ah, dreadful. Power far beyond human hands has once again fallen into the lap of a mere student…”

“Isn’t that a bit of an exaggeration? What exactly are you so afraid of?”

“You may not know this, not being from the city, but Leonardo once commanded a host of phantoms to nearly destroy the academy. All for the utterly ridiculous reason that he could not accept the cafeteria abolishing its weekday-only discounts.”

Alfred was rendered speechless by this report of the sheer scale of Leonardo’s rampage. He was a bastard by his own admission and everyone else’s, but even he would not do something that idiotic.

As the lofty image of the great man he had once admired crumbled noisily in his mind, Alfred looked at the academy officials watching him with the same wary expressions he himself wore around Shin, then spoke with a sigh.

“Due to circumstances beyond my control, I was forced, very unwillingly, into a contract with that accursed vampire. At present, I intend to annul it after fulfilling the task he assigned me as the condition… You don’t believe me, do you?”

“Of course not. Leonardo remained under the king’s protection until his final moments. No one who has gained such overwhelming authority and power would willingly let it go. We have become familiar with you since you first came to the academy, and from what we know, you are precisely the sort to use any means necessary to make a name for yourself as an alchemist.”

It was a fair point. Alfred could hardly say the assessment was wrong.

But Alfred possessed a motive Leonardo had not.

“I was not born a genius,” he said. “Rather, because I was born into an old-fashioned military family, I was dismissed from childhood as a frail failure. Why would the bespectacled disgrace of his family come all the way to the academy and seek to make his name as an alchemist? The reason is very simple: I want to accomplish something great enough to astonish the world, but with my own hands. To fulfill that ambition, power given to me by someone else would be nothing but an obstacle.”

The old men fell silent. They were leading figures of the glorious highest institution of learning, the sort who sat comfortably atop authority. Whether Alfred’s words reached them was hard to say.

Even so, it was not a bad thing to reaffirm his original resolve, here and now.

“So long as I’m contracted to Shin, I’ll always be a caged bird. I won’t be able to leave Luvillia. I’ll be left smoldering in the narrow world of the academy. No matter how prestigious this place may be, it’s still just one nation’s institution. If I mean to make my name known across the seas, the protection of a vampire is nothing but a shackle. If Leonardo had lived a little longer, I’m sure he would have wanted to expand the stage on which he could act.”

On top of that, if Alfred continued answering the vampire’s demands, he would eventually become one of the monsters himself. He might gain some status in the hidden world, but he would never again be able to stand upon the sunlit stage.

The path Alfred sought lay firmly in the world above. To wipe the smugness from the faces of the rotten old men who had kicked him down since he was a child, the fallen, bespectacled boy had to achieve something they could never accomplish using only the power he had been born with.

Yet, as expected, the academy elders seemed unable to fully believe Alfred’s words. He had at least hoped to give them an impression of sincerity about the future, but before he had even done anything, they had already branded him as dangerous.

This has gotten troublesome again, he thought.

Then—

“The student himself says so. Why not believe him? Vice Headmaster, you’ve always had the tendency to imagine the worst. If he wishes to annul the contract, the academy ought to support him fully. Whether or not he retains the vampire’s protection, depending on how we handle matters, it may yet benefit us.”

“That is… not without reason.”

“Of course, we must not take some short-sighted action like forcing him to suspend his studies until the annulment of the contract is confirmed. If we try to drive him out of the academy, he will bare his fangs too.”

Alfred stared in astonishment. Judging from the vice headmaster’s sour expression, the discussion had really come that close to such a decision in this brief span of time.

The old professor who had thrown him a lifeline gave Alfred a subtle look. It was the same expression he wore during alchemy lectures. “Mr. Wagner. Any final questions?”

“Professor Theodore is quite right,” Alfred said. “At present, I’m striving to conduct myself as a model academy student, and I wish to dissolve this unworthy contract I entered into with King Shin. I would be grateful for your cooperation on this.”
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“I’d thought you would be showing your face soon, but being sent straight to the headmaster’s office must have been quite the ordeal. Coffee, Mr. Wagner?”

“Gladly, provided it isn’t poisoned.”

“Such an alchemist answer. You really are entertaining.”

In a laboratory tucked into one corner of the alchemy department, Alfred sat on a plain wooden chair and studied Professor Theodore across from him. The man resembled Shin in curious ways. His hair was white, and his eyes were the color of jade. In terms of beauty, of course, he lost by an overwhelming margin, but his elegant gestures and elusive air gave him something of that unearthly vampire’s impression.

So did the fact that, despite his gentle appearance, he could be mercilessly cutting toward incompetent students.

“Please allow me to examine the alchemy department’s records,” Alfred said. “Primarily Leonardo’s research notes from his time at the academy. There are also a few things I’d like to investigate regarding the vampire king. Or should I consult the history department for that instead?”

“The materials you’re looking for concern cacao, don’t they? Along with the records you mentioned, I have a report I compiled myself. Why not begin there?”

Alfred was startled. Based on only the briefest exchange, Theodore had gone straight to the heart of the matter. As expected, the professor was not someone to be underestimated.

To start, Alfred explained what had happened. Theodore listened with an expression of practiced innocence until Alfred reached Shin’s demand—or rather, the condition that resembled nothing so much as a challenge. Then the professor slapped a hand against his knee.

“How enviable. That very same condition is one I once desired and failed to obtain.”

“I would gladly trade places with you if I could. But, Professor, were you never able to enter a servitude contract? Despite wishing for it yourself?”

“It is the surest and fastest path to immortality, after all. It seems a shallow, materialistic man like me did not possess the qualifications necessary to receive King Shin’s affection. Now that several decades have passed and I’ve grown old, I understand it well. The feeling of being dazzled by a young man who sees only the road before him.”

After saying this, Professor Theodore handed Alfred a key to a door at the back of the alchemy department. Beyond it were confidential materials never shown to outsiders—certainly not to mere international students.

Alfred accepted it with due reverence, then asked, “The fact that you went out of your way to investigate and compile a report yourself… Was that because you predicted someone like me would one day appear at the academy?”

“Nothing so grand. Regret, Mr. Wagner. Mere regret. Anyone would want to know why he failed an interview. Besides, I was a hot-blooded young man at the time. I was so desperate to find that damned smug vampire king’s weakness that I even considered killing him myself.”

Alfred laughed.

“You say ‘at the time,’ Professor, but even now, I suspect you’re hiding a knife sharp enough to rival any street thug’s. And the reason you’re helping me is because, given the chance, you intend to use me again, isn’t it?”

“You are an excellent student, after all. Excellent enough to remain calm after being attacked by werewolves.”

Professor Theodore Goldock replied without the slightest trace of guilt. Not content with stealing Alfred’s invention of the telephone, he was already preparing to squeeze out whatever new use Alfred now possessed. In a certain sense, that made him more troublesome even than a vampire.

“In that case, I’ll gratefully examine the materials,” Alfred said. “Incidentally, did you ever find this weakness of the vampire king? To be perfectly honest, if there were a way to kill him, I would very much like to do it.”

“Come to think of it, I have yet to tell you why I lost interest in the vampire king. Complete immortality does not exist in this world. If anything comes infinitely close, it is only an incomplete and distorted form of ‘life.’”

Alfred did not understand what that meant.

But after he read the report in the archive room at the back of the alchemy department, he truly understood the meaning of the task he had been given.

This was not merely chocolate-making.

It was an inquiry diametrically opposed to alchemy’s ultimate goal, like some terrible joke made into research.

Part 6

By the time night had deepened and Alfred returned to the mansion workshop, Shin was waiting for him with a meal he had prepared.

Apparently, Alfred had inspired him. The meal consisted of tomato soup filled generously with local seafood and freshly baked bread. It was a dish that ought to taste good no matter how incompetent the cook. Quite the rational choice.

But when Alfred actually tasted it, there was no proper stock, it was salty to a ridiculous degree, and the fresh shrimp and scallops had been boiled into mush. It was worse even than leftovers, fit only to be thrown to stray dogs.

“I thought you must be tired after being out all day,” Shin said. “I make a fine wife, don’t I?”

“I understand perfectly now that the concept of tasting your own cooking doesn’t exist to you. Of course it doesn’t. You don’t even eat meals. No wonder you had to hire someone to make chocolate.”

Alfred wanted to fling the entire plate into Shin’s face, but after spending the day buried in research at the academy, he lacked the strength. Shin himself had said he wasn’t any good at invention or ingenuity. If nothing else, perhaps Alfred ought to give him credit for having the spirit to attempt something he already knew he could not do.

As for the peculiar trait shared not only by the king of vampires, but by beings spoken of in myth, Professor Theodore’s interpretation had been rather interesting.

According to his report, God gave revelation and had man build the ark. As such, mythical and monstrous beings did not create tools with their own hands. Instead, they achieved their aims only by entrusting the work to lesser species—or exploiting them. Those born already complete, Theodore argued, were by their very nature poor at the act of making up for what they lacked.

Following Professor Theodore’s theory, even the story in the Church of Saint Sangria that “the Lord bestowed wisdom upon mankind” could be interpreted as nothing more than sending the lower orders on errands. Or perhaps that was precisely why God created humanity as such inconvenient, frail creatures.

Passion, or the lack of it, mattered more than one might expect. If man could swim as well as a fish, he would never bother thinking of building a raft. What drove invention was inconvenience, urgency, or else a powerful longing for something.

“I’m making chocolate because I want to be free,” Alfred said. “I won’t deny that I want to taste something like Leonardo’s chocolate again, nor that I want to take on the challenge as an alchemist, but either way, it’s all for myself.”

“What brought this on all of a sudden?” Shin asked.

“I’m saying I have no noble spirit of service that makes me want to create this for your sake. But I will fulfill my client’s request. It may sound contradictory, but this is how an alchemist ought to be.”

Alfred stopped there. He did not quite understand why he was so irritated. It was not exactly anger. It was just an unpleasant situation.

“So I need to properly understand what you truly want and what exactly I’m making, right now. It isn’t fair for you to keep blurring the most important part.”

“I see. Were you able to obtain Leonardo’s recipe?”

“And legends about vampires while I was at it.” Alfred paused. “I had no idea there used to be others like you. Luvillia must have been much livelier in the old days.”

“If you mean beings comparable to me, then yes. They were not defeated by sunlight or holy water, and even blessed weapons and pure silver bullets were easily endured. They did not starve to death even without drinking blood. Special vampires, the Kings of Luvillia. There were once three of us.”

The very thought was enough to make Alfred sick. Before this region had become a dependency of Sable, back when the ancient city of Luvillia had been a small country unto itself, it seemed to have been a den of monsters beyond anything it was today.

He vaguely remembered learning about the Era of Three Kings back in boarding school. But he had only recently learned that the lord was a vampire at all, so the facts had not yet connected in his mind. Besides, history classes in a standard curriculum almost never spoke of mysteries or monstrosities. Just as alchemy was being swept aside by the concept called science, the traces those beings had left behind were being obscured behind dreamlike stories—fairy tales, plays, legends.

Yes. All of it was in the past.

Like Leonardo, they were recorded now as things that no longer existed.

“The kings of vampires were supposed to be perfect immortals,” Alfred said. “And yet only one remains. What exactly does that mean?”

Shin sat in his chair and elegantly crossed his legs. Then he gestured for Alfred to continue.

“It means you can be killed by human hands.”

The vampire wore the same expression he had on the day they first met, as though he could hardly wait to see what would happen next. In the end, no matter what Alfred did, it seemed it was nothing more than a spectacle to this man.

“According to legend, Glinden was pierced by Saint Agniela’s spear and turned to ash. By that logic, weapons capable of slaying dragons ought to be able to destroy the kings. But they had no effect on you at all.”

“She was a woman who did not know her place,” Shin said. “She failed to understand Glinden’s heart, and in the end, I beheaded her myself.”

“Mariw was what confused me at first. He slowly turned to ash and vanished while gazing at a painting by the great master Zechsen. Judging by the manner of his death, it’s easy to assume his lifespan had simply run out, but while I was investigating, I learned that wasn’t the case. I have Leonardo’s manuscript to thank for that, the one the alchemy professor tucked in with his research report.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing terribly grand. The manuscript was encrypted, but once I assumed it concerned chocolate, deciphering it was simple. I found the recipe so easily I regretted not looking for it sooner. But there was one part I couldn’t stop thinking about, and as I turned it over in my mind, the answer came into view.”

Alfred let out a slow breath.

It was a tasteless, shoddy, carefully prepared joke left behind by an alchemist two centuries ago.

“The name attached to the recipe was Sweet Poison. I assumed it was some metaphor, or the sort of humor a genius might indulge in. But apparently, it means exactly what it says.”

Shin spread his hands as though conceding defeat.

Then, with the same deliberate ceremony he used when placing chocolate in his mouth, he said, “That’s right. I can be killed by a single piece of chocolate.”

※※※



Why did alchemists seek immortality?

Because a single human lifetime was far too short to explore the world to its end. Even Alfred, who had rejected Shin by insisting he had no desire to become a monster, would drink without hesitation if there existed an elixir capable of extending his life while leaving his body as it was.

But what did a vampire who had lived for something close to eternity seek?

The answer was twisted, hopeless, and beyond help.

“It may sound strange to call them common,” Shin said, “but the lesser vampires loitering in Luvillia’s entertainment district would not perish from mere chocolate. A complete immortal such as myself, however, is a being that runs almost infinitely contrary to natural law. Because that nature is so powerful, we are terribly fragile at one particular point. Do you correctly understand why Glinden and Mariw perished?”

“Glinden loved the saint enough for his own heart to burn him away. Mariw felt overwhelming beauty in a painting. And you taste ultimate sweetness in chocolate. You intend to try to perish by filling your soul to its limit.”

“Splendid! You truly can see through to the essence of things!”

Shin applauded in praise. Only now did Alfred notice the faint shadow hidden within that maddening smile.

Shin’s silver hair shimmered beneath the moonlight like silk. His skin was white as porcelain, and his red eyes were like rubies. If one had to compare him to something, he was like an ostentatious idol enshrined in a temple. A harmonious form was beautiful to human eyes, but when that harmony became excessive, it stirred an inexplicable unease. Revulsion, even.

It seemed contradictory, but perhaps his perfection itself was proof that something distorted lay within. It was only plaster forced over inconveniences; if struck, it would surely crack somewhere.

“Happiness, affection, awe—the feeling of being alive is our only weakness. Most of the time, it amounts to no more than a little stimulation. But if the sensation becomes too powerful, we can no longer maintain our immortality. Life and death are two halves of one whole. Grow close to one, and the other will tap you on the shoulder as well.”

“What a troublesome constitution,” Alfred commented. “I think I’ll avoid pursuing immortality from now on. Not dying at the cost of being unable to enjoy life? Even as scams go, that’s pretty vicious.”

“There are humans who drink wine even while coughing up blood, aren’t there? If one really intends to enjoy something, one can.”

“That carries no persuasive force coming from someone who wants to die…”

Still, his bottomless taste for self-torment was likely the very reason Shin had survived until today. The other kings, who ought to have possessed immortality nearly as complete as his, had perished long before the academy was founded. Now they existed only in old legends and fairy tales.

At the end of the research report Alfred had read in the alchemy department, Theodore had added one sentence. It was the reason Theodore had lost all interest and obsession regarding Shin.

That thing is the most pitiful creature imaginable, something far removed from perfection.

Alfred agreed from the bottom of his heart.

Because Shin was immortal, the very meaning of being alive caused him pain. He wished to savor things of value—joy, awe, love—and continued to crave them despite knowing they were poisons that corroded him from within.

And for his greatest desire at the end of it all to be his own demise…

Cursing his inability to feel truly alive, pursuing that feeling even as it tormented him—somewhere along the way, he had begun to romanticize his own ruinous death. It was irony taken to an absurd extreme. Yet perhaps such prices were inevitable when one strayed from the human path.

Alfred felt not only the desire to annul the servitude contract as soon as possible, but also something close to a sense of duty. He had to kill the man standing before him.

“What a thrilling look,” Shin said. “Do you pity me?”

“I’m sick of you from the bottom of my heart,” Alfred replied. “As the one being dragged along with a suicide case.”

Even so, Alfred was the sort to answer his employer’s demands properly. This was the ultimate challenge, something not even the rarest genius had achieved.

The end of eternity, brought about by sweet poison.

“Leave it to me,” Alfred said. “I’ll kill you with chocolate.”

Part 7

His resolve renewed, Alfred resumed making chocolate.

Pursuing this work in order to kill a vampire suited him far better than doing it merely to escape one. After all, this was what Shin himself desired.

Alfred wanted to astonish someone. He wanted to move someone.

Looking back now, his reason for becoming an alchemist in the first place had been so simple it was almost embarrassing. Compared with his brothers, who were blessed with strong bodies and athletic talent, he had been persecuted from childhood as a frail failure. Perhaps that was why his desire to be recognized by someone had become stronger than most.

It was the same reason he’d grown close to his old friend Maessen, though in the end they had parted after a fight. It began when Maessen’s treasured pocket watch broke and Alfred repaired it for him. He had failed the physical examination for military school, been sent to a boarding school anyone could enter if they paid the tuition, and, because of his difficult personality, had never fit in with those around him. That moment was the first time anyone had ever thanked him.

As Alfred inspected each piece of equipment Leonardo had left behind, scrutinizing his newly obtained recipe and deciphering every tool’s purpose, he felt the gears begin to fall into place, just like the pocket watch he had once taken apart. First, he had to set the flow of time that had stopped two hundred years ago back in motion. After that, with his own hands, he would derive the formula leading to the ultimate sweetness.

First came grinding the cacao beans, then roasting them. From there, Alfred applied more heat while crushing them further, extracting the fat contained within. Next, he added sodium carbonate to neutralize the acidity produced during fermentation in the aging process. The powdered cacao made in this way was what Leonardo had called cocoa powder.

“You really do resemble Lord Leonardo when you work like that.”

Krim had entered the workshop at some point.

The great man in question had apparently been a young man of small build and hunched back with reddish-brown curls, looking rather like a shabby cat. He was nothing like Alfred, who was slender and tall with black hair. Krim likely meant nothing more than that their silhouettes looked similar when they were absorbed in their work.

“Well, I doubt I can beat him when it comes to sheer obsession,” Alfred said. “I did manage to figure out how to make cocoa powder on my own without the recipe. I assumed that with one or two more steps, I’d be able to create something close to the chocolate I tasted when I first got here. But in reality, that’s where the long road begins.”

What had tripped Alfred up was his own assumption: if removing fat from cacao made it easier to mix with liquid, then the question was simply how much fat could be cut away. But Leonardo’s recipe was different. The residue Alfred had treated as nothing but an obstacle, the fat, was in fact used as a crucial element in determining the flavor and texture of chocolate.

“This is trial piece number one,” Alfred said, presenting it. “It’s starting to look the part, isn’t it?”

“Indeed. It differs from the rounded shape of the original because it’s flat, but it’s black, hard, and… yes, it snaps quite pleasantly.”

“The method itself is fairly simple,” Alfred explained. “Instead of pressing the crushed cacao to remove the oil, you add back the cocoa butter produced during extraction. It was a complete blind spot, but according to the recipe, the fat contained in cacao, in ‘cocoa butter,’ has the property of hardening when cooled and melting when heated. Of course, as it is, this won’t produce the same mouthfeel as Leonardo’s version. There are still more steps to layer on.”

“You seem to be enjoying yourself, Lord Alfred.”

“Are your eyes purely decorative? No, wait. You don’t have a face. Damn it, that’s annoying.”

Apparently, though, Alfred had been smiling without realizing it.

According to Professor Theodore’s report, Shin had lived for more than a thousand years. Alfred had thought of him only as the ringleader of the monstrosities dwelling in Luvillia, but in truth, he was far higher in rank, closer to a god by classification.

He drew in the vast energy flowing through the ley lines—the ether of alchemy—and used it to operate perpetually, creating spatial distortions around him. The reason this city had become the den of monsters it now was lay in Shin’s warping of natural law. By blurring the outline of the world, he had shaped an environment in which beings not of this world could easily dwell.

In other words, Shin was the embodiment of Luvillia’s mythology itself.

A fairy tale woven over an unfathomable span of years. A sweet poison worthy of putting a final period to it…

There was no way something called the ultimate chocolate could be created so easily.

Alfred removed his spectacles and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

Trial piece number one, made by throwing cocoa butter, sugar, milk, and various other ingredients into roasted cacao, still contained a grainy texture, and its mouthfeel could hardly be called smooth. So he ran it through a roller mill meant for wheat flour, grinding it even finer.

This was where Leonardo’s obsessiveness became clear.

After refining the chocolate dough into an extremely fine, powdery state, a small quantity of cocoa butter was added to turn it temporarily clay-like, then stirred while incorporating air in order to drive off the trace moisture it contained. Ever since Alfred first stepped into the workshop, he had wondered about the strange machine there, and now he understood. It was meant for this process, which was called refining and conching.

For three whole days.

Just imagining it was enough to make him reel.

The recipe contained alarming notes here and there, such as “As carefully as if this were your parents’ murderer” and “With the intent to obliterate it completely.” Evidently, even the alchemist who had left his mark on history had suffered through this process. For a genius’s recipe, it was far too workmanlike and so laborious it bordered on inefficient.

“Lord Leonardo harbored a powerful jealousy toward Master Shin,” Krim said, his voice almost singsong. “A young man who entered alchemy in order to escape death was devoting himself to a king who longed for death. Even though they knew each other’s circumstances, their feelings must have been complicated.”

When Alfred thought about it, this cursed boy was one of the only living witnesses who had watched that fairy tale unfold at close range. Even without anything above the neck, Alfred could tell Krim was gazing at him with a nostalgic smile.

If Leonardo had really been anything like him, then Alfred could more or less imagine why he had refused to become a vampire himself. It was not merely that he wanted no part of a distorted life; his nature would not allow him to stop pressing forward into the unknown wilderness. But with illness bringing his end closer by the moment, the immortality before his eyes must have looked painfully dazzling. What Alfred felt from the notes written into the recipe was a warped passion, a desperate, uncontrollable desire to kill Shin.

“I don’t have Leonardo’s obsession or jealousy,” Alfred said. “Which means the only thing left is to surpass him in murderous intent. I haven’t even known that bastard a month yet, but there have already been more than one or two times I thought about killing him. I even put a silver bullet in him. This is just the same thing, but with chocolate.”

“A week or so still remains before the deadline on the night of the full moon,” Krim replied. “I doubt Master Shin will wait quietly until completion. There is a strong possibility he will come tease you in some way that grates terribly on your nerves.”

“He’s abysmal at invention and ingenuity, so it’s sure to be some unbelievably childish prank…”

As if Alfred did not already have more than enough to do.

After telling Krim to keep Shin as far from the workshop as possible, Alfred once again immersed himself in chocolate-making. Fortunately, nothing interrupted him, and after several days, the refining was finally complete. At this point, it could almost be called finished, but there was still one more clever step to perform when cooling and solidifying it.

Leonardo had named it temperature adjustment—tempering.

As the term suggested, it involved cooling the chocolate while carefully controlling its temperature, causing the fat within to crystallize into a stable form. When done correctly, the mouthfeel improved dramatically, and that melting texture on the tongue could finally be achieved.

It required care, but it did not take much time, nor did it demand any great technique. Compared with all the steps that had come before—crushing, pressing, pressing again—it was gentle. Almost tender.

Alfred poured the glossy black liquid into molds, and at last, he created Leonardo’s finest chocolate. He picked up a single piece and tasted it in a kind of rapture.

The rich, delicate fragrance of cacao bloomed first. The moment it entered his mouth, the texture clung thickly to his tongue, only to melt away in the next breath, fleeting as a single night’s affair, leaving behind nothing but a sweet and lingering afterglow.

And he still wasn’t satisfied with this? What a lavish bastard.

Just as Alfred was reflecting on that, Krim appeared for the first time in several days.

“Judging by your expression, it seems you have completed your task,” he said. “As expected of you, Lord Alfred.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve only just reached the starting line. From here, I have to add my own flourishes to the finest recipe and create the ultimate one.”

Had Krim said, “You seem to be enjoying yourself,” Alfred might have nodded with a full-faced smile.

A failure mocked by everyone would use his own hands to slay an immortal monster. It was a heroic tale prepared almost too perfectly for him. Who would not feel their spirits rise at that? Better yet, all he needed to succeed was ingenuity and murderous intent. Not some saccharine nonsense like pouring his heart into it.

If these were the terms, then surpassing Leonardo was no mere dream.

But the keeper of this fairy tale gazed at Alfred and murmured quietly, “If death is sweet to Master Shin, then what does the desire to kill him become, I wonder?”

Alfred grimaced.

The answer that rose in his mind was so cold and nauseating that it made his stomach turn.

Part 8

Alfred did not have much time left, but there was still one problem he had to deal with before beginning further research: the mountain of failed attempts piled high on the workshop table.

He was, after all, an amateur trying to make sweets by imitation. Even when he followed the recipe, things did not always go well. The standard of skill Leonardo’s work demanded was extremely high, and while Alfred was accustomed to delicate tasks such as blending and adjustment from alchemical experiments, it still required a proper amount of practice before he could execute every step without mistakes.

In a sense, the pile of failures was the crystallization of his effort. But leaving it all there to go bad would be wasteful. Cacao itself was expensive, and even if the chocolates stacked on the workbench could not be called the finest, they were still perfectly delicious.

That said, he could not feed his failures to Shin. Krim, having no mouth, could not eat them at all. This meant Alfred had no choice but to dispose of them himself. Yet even he grew tired of eating chocolate endlessly, so he decided to try pairing them with various seasonings and ingredients, the way coffeehouses did with chocolate drinks.

It might prove useful in devising a further recipe. Alchemists, after all, excelled at combining different things to create new substances.

But more than anything, this sort of work was simply fun—all the more so after endlessly repeating tedious, labor-intensive steps. Not only chocolate-making, but every act of invention became suffocating when one strained too hard for too long. Thought grew rigid. Eventually, one’s vision narrowed, and one could even lose sight of the essence of the issue. Now, when he was about to challenge an even more difficult problem, taking a breath was important.

As he threw random ingredients into melted failures and cacao liquor, Alfred laughed. Painters created sketches unrelated to their commissions to clear their heads. Carpenters reinforced their own roofs before heading to a worksite. Even small children, when bored, began making up games with their hands. Perhaps invention was the most primitive form of entertainment humanity possessed.

Naturally, there were differences between individuals, but Alfred had been born with a tendency to invent stronger than most. It had made him incompatible with a father who shouted, “Don’t do anything unnecessary!” and “Shut up and obey!” Yet no matter how many times he was struck with a fist, Alfred had never stopped enjoying the act of thinking for himself and arriving at his own answer. Once he knew the answer, he was satisfied, and he immediately went searching for the next thing that caught his interest.

When he tried pairing one of his failed pieces with cheese, the result was not nearly as terrible as he had imagined. It could not be called delicious as it was, but if he adjusted the sugar and cacao concentration, there was room for it to become something worth eating.

The approach of mixing everything at random seemed crude, but as a way of stripping away preconceptions, it was rational. He doubted rushing would produce an answer immediately. If he was just going to do that, he might as well return to childhood and play with chocolate like a toy to his heart’s content.

Many of the great discoveries made by his predecessors had been born of chance. Perhaps the door to truth was hidden precisely along such detours.

Alfred exhaled, then picked up another failed piece of chocolate from the pile on the workbench.

He would soak his body and soul in cacao, then think carefully afterward about the so-called ultimate creation capable of killing that accursed vampire.

※※※



The night of the full moon arrived in the blink of an eye.

Humans like Alfred, who lived within the laws of reason, could not resist the flow of time. Even so, he had clung to every moment desperately as he prepared something he could accept. Seeing him holding the small box of chocolates, Shin wore a smile brimming with expectation. Both men were dressed in black suits, facing one another as solemnly as if attending some sacred ceremony.

“Can that chocolate kill me?” Shin asked.

“All I can say is that we won’t know until we try. Alchemy is always like that.”

The wind blowing in from the night sea stirred both their hair. They stood in the mansion courtyard, where Shin had gone out of his way to set up a table and candlesticks for this moment. Above them, the round moon floated in the sky, silently watching over the outcome.

“Then let us open the treasure chest,” Shin said. “Will it contain gold, or perhaps a monster?”

“One thing is certain,” Alfred replied. “You’ll be surprised.”

The vampire frowned slightly. Then he opened the box with reverent care. The moment he saw what lay inside, he let out a sound of admiration, just as Alfred had expected.

“Surely not… No, I did not expect you to come at me like this.”

It was neither gold nor monster. Naturally, the box contained chocolate. But it was not just one piece.

Inside the box, sweet jewels of various colors and shapes were arranged as if to adorn it.
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“You never specified a number,” Alfred said. “So I prepared five carefully selected varieties. Unlike you and Leonardo, I’m not that loyal. I’d rather not be tied down to one woman.”

“But surely the ultimate ought to be singular,” Shin protested. “A throne should have only one occupant.”

“Like you, you mean? Absolute monarchy isn’t exactly fashionable these days. Even the Kingdom of Sable has had a parliamentary government for ages. This is why outdated vampires are such a problem.”

Shin looked displeased. It was not merely a disappointed reaction. He seemed openly reluctant to accept what he saw. What he had demanded was a masterpiece born from the union of wisdom and technique, not a collection of different flavors.

Even so, Alfred was certain this was the best solution.

“Just try it,” he said. “I’ll teach you how deep chocolate truly goes.”

“I never imagined the day would come when you would say such a thing to me.”

Though still looking dissatisfied, Shin placed the first piece of chocolate in his mouth. It had a rugged, uneven shape, and Alfred had named it a “truffle.” The spiteful vampire had no doubt chosen the ugliest piece in the box first, intending to find fault with it.

“The outside is firm, while the inside is soft,” Shin murmured. “By making it two-layered, you allow the difference in texture to be enjoyed. The flavor itself is not so different from Leonardo’s, but this freshness has its own charm.”

It had not killed him, but Shin seemed to have revised his first impression. His fingers hovered over the box as he wondered which piece to enjoy next.

The instant the vampire sank his fangs into the next chocolate, the aroma of rum drifted all the way to Alfred. Judging from Shin’s expression, the impact was exactly what Alfred had hoped for.

“A synergy born from pairing chocolate with a strongly aromatic liquor,” Shin said. “And this was not done merely for the sake of surprise. I can tell you calculated everything, from the brand of rum to the quantity… However, what I sought was always the charm of cacao itself. After demanding that I establish clear judging criteria, why would you present something outside that framework? Do you understand what a reckless gamble this is, at a moment when your fate is at stake?”

“As far as I’m concerned, I haven’t strayed from your request,” Alfred replied. “Anyone whose tongue isn’t completely useless should understand that flavor accents can elevate the charm of cacao itself. This isn’t reckless. I’m certain it’s right.”

Then Alfred smiled somewhat self-mockingly.

“When I managed to faithfully recreate Leonardo’s recipe, I thought I had finally drawn closer to the ultimate chocolate. But that was… a ridiculous misunderstanding.”

Despite deepening his knowledge of cacao and mastering a succession of revolutionary techniques, the goal ahead had felt farther away than it had when he’d first begun. The more he learned, the more new faces cacao revealed. The more he tested, the more choices appeared before him.

It was like wandering through a vast universe. He lost his way, grew impatient, then finally stopped and looked at the landscape spreading out before him. He saw only things he did not understand, only things he did not know, and so he repeated trial and error again and again.

“Now, I’m grateful to you,” Alfred said. “No matter how much I work at it, there’s always something new to discover. I’ve never had a subject this incapable of boring me. Eventually, thinking about what ‘ultimate’ even means began to feel stupid. Something like that is scattered around in numbers as countless as the stars.”

Chocolate represented a plethora of possibilities. A series of new encounters, one unexpected experience after another. That was why Alfred had decided to fill each piece with the emotion of that particular moment.

The shock of seeing it for the first time. The doubt that something like a stone could truly be eaten, transformed by its gentle melt into fresh wonder. The sweetness clinging to the tongue and the complex fragrance tickling the nose awakening a new craving the instant they vanished fleetingly from the mouth.

Leonardo’s recipe was the completed form of chocolate alone, concentrating cacao’s charm into a single point. Alfred’s work mixed various ingredients with it, trying to expand the scenery even further from there.

When Alfred first met Shin, the drink he tasted was sweet and spicy, seasoned with aromatics. In a sense, this was also his repayment for being invited into such a deep world.

The desire to taste one more piece.

The revelation that what cacao brought was not an ending, but a religion.

“I don’t know what sort of man Leonardo was,” Alfred said. “But as a fellow alchemist, there is one thing I can feel with certainty. If he had overcome his illness and lived longer, he probably would have thought, just as I did, to test the possibilities of chocolate.”

“I see…” Shin whispered. “You have set the hands of the clock in motion once more. The wonder of differing textures, the harmony brought about by varied combinations. Rather than providing one answer to the question of what the ultimate chocolate is, you have hidden a new question inside each piece. It is exceptionally challenging, provocative, and infuriatingly captivating.”

As though unable to stop his hand, Shin placed the remaining jewels from the box into his mouth one after another. Orange peel coated in chocolate, praline made by grinding and blending roasted nuts and almonds, even a vivid pink piece mixed with framboise. He savored every playful idea Alfred had prepared.

As he did, the vampire’s eyes began to shine, and a faint phosphorescence spread across his body. Yet this was not the ominous color that had burned the werewolves to ash. It was a golden radiance, as if he had been wrapped in moonlight.

“Are you satisfied, vampire?” Alfred asked.

“Of course I am!” Shin cried. “Never before have I felt such a reason to live! From this moment onward, mystery has bowed beneath human hands, and the bell of a new world’s religion has been rung. Ah, beloved chocolate! From the bottom of my heart, I thank the wisdom and courage that brought it to me!”

Shin expressed unprecedented joy with his entire body. The sight of him spreading his long limbs and being swallowed by the light possessed a grandeur worthy of adorning the finale of a fairy tale.

The vampire king would bring his long, long life of more than a thousand years to an end and scatter into ash like countless other lives. There was not the slightest trace of regret on his face. There was only the sweet happiness that could be obtained through tasting chocolate alone. For him, this was the feeling of being alive—so powerful that he could die as he was.

Alfred watched him and let out a sigh.

He had fulfilled the wish of a vampire burdened with a cursed fate, achieving a feat the genius two hundred years ago had failed to accomplish. He would finally be free.

But as the end of his inquiry drew near, what rose in his chest was not satisfaction or liberation; it was an indescribable emptiness.

He had prepared a box full of creations, but he could hardly say that his obsession, jealousy, murderous intent, or passion had surpassed the genius of two centuries ago. Whether rum bonbons or truffles, Leonardo would surely have thought of them as a matter of course. A man who had so brilliantly drawn out the charm of cacao could not possibly have failed to notice the possibilities beyond it.

According to Professor Theodore’s research report, the genius had lost his life only a few days after completing his chocolate recipe. Chronologically, that meant he had given Shin the sample, then his condition had worsened immediately afterward, and then…

In other words, all Alfred had possessed that Leonardo had not was time to continue the inquiry.

For an alchemist, that difference could be decisive, but Alfred could hardly bring himself to feel triumphant. Starting tomorrow, he would have to return to life as a rootless alchemist. This sense of unfinished business would likely smolder deep in his chest for some time to come.

Alfred’s inquiry into chocolate had only just reached the threshold. Even if he had achieved his objective, letting cacao’s possibilities remain buried felt like a waste. Experiments and other work required money, and it might not be a bad idea to make creations like these trial pieces and sell them to Luvillia’s high society.

“Next time, I might be able to make even more incredible chocolate.”

He murmured the thought while clenching his fist. Saying whatever came to mind aloud had been a bad habit of his since childhood. His father and his friends had shouted at him often enough for it, yet he still had not learned. Truly, flaws ran deep.

Naturally, the vampire king, who had been in the midst of tasting the “ecstasy of death” just before turning to ash, did not fail to hear those words. Alfred looked up with a start and found those glittering red eyes fixed sharply upon him.

“There is more?” Shin asked. “Beyond this?”

“No… Well, who knows? I don’t know. Even if there is, it has nothing to do with you if you’re going to die here. Now hurry up and disappear from my sight.”

“Look into my eyes and answer me, Alfred. Are you satisfied with this result?”

It was a cruel way to ask. It prodded straight at Alfred’s competitive nature. Worse still, the servitude contract was in effect, so the pitiful lamb could not resist his master’s “request.”

“Do you think the charm of chocolate could ever fit inside one tiny box? Tomorrow will have its own ultimate, and as those ultimates pile up, something far beyond imagination will eventually be born. So long as I continue making it with these hands, there is no end to the path of inquiry.”

Ah. Damn it. I’ve done it now.

If only he had kept quiet and watched Shin go, if only he had let that cursed vampire pass on, it would have been a happy ending. Everything would have settled neatly into place. Instead, Alfred had gone out of his way to have an unnecessary last word.

Shin’s expression gradually filled with craving.

Alfred had imagined further possibilities.

Worse, he had made Shin imagine them.

He had lit a new flame in the heart of a king who had lived for eternity and believed he had no regrets left.

“You are not yet satisfied,” Shin said. “If the client were to end things first, that would be an insult to an alchemist of lofty ambition. How I envy you humans, who can pour your blood and soul into invention.”

Having savored so many trial pieces, Shin’s body had already begun to collapse, starting with the extremities. Yet just after the tips of his fingers and hair turned softly to ash, regeneration began, as if the hands of a clock were being wound backward.

He had wished for death. He had pursued the feeling of being alive for that very purpose. And yet now, as if hastily digging in his heels, the vampire king resisted his own end. Suddenly brimming with vitality, he looked every inch the perfect immortal.

“You have got to be joking!” Alfred shouted. “After enjoying this much chocolate, how can you possibly have regrets left in this world? You were supposed to feel alive, decide you’d experienced the best life had to offer, and say farewell. Don’t go changing the premise now!”

“No… I myself had no objection to ending here. But just before my soul expired, I realized something. If what you showed me was just the beginning of possibility, then so long as I do not perish, there will be new encounters again. I see. I see. So this is the craving that non-immortal creatures continue to carry in their hearts.”

“Obviously,” Alfred snapped. “Ending things without seeing what is beyond the next horizon would be a waste.”

He clicked his tongue in irritation at himself. Those words had not come from the servitude contract binding him. They had come because, as an alchemist, he could not leave them unsaid.

Shin fell silent for a while, then suddenly burst into loud laughter.

The divine radiance was already gone. Now the vampire’s figure was illuminated only by the full moon floating in the night sky.

“Then I want you to continue making chocolate for me,” Shin said. “As King of Luvillia, I will support all of your activities related to alchemy, and I promise to revise the nature of our servitude contract in accordance with your wishes. That should be sufficient compensation.”

“No. I don’t accept that at all,” Alfred responded. “And why are you acting like you’re the one with power in this situation? If I’m the one feeding you, then by all rights, you might as well be lowly livestock. Now crawl on the ground and bark.”

Alfred said it deliberately to taunt him, but Shin knelt on the spot.

He did not, at least, imitate a dog, but he took Alfred’s hand like a knight making a vow.

Now, Alfred was the one panicking. He had never imagined Shin would actually kneel. Startled, he tried to pull his hand back, but it would not move, as if caught in manacles. Damn it all, the bastard was strong.

“I swear it, my beloved princess. I am the servant of chocolate—and of you.”

“I’m not a princess! Where the hell did that idea even come from?”

As Alfred struggled desperately, the vampire gently pressed his lips to Alfred’s palm, then drew back. Alfred had braced himself, certain he was about to be attacked, only to let out a breath of relief.

He then realized belatedly that a new contract had just been formed.

“I’m never making it again,” Alfred muttered. “Not chocolate.”

“Even knowing what possibility lies beyond it?” Shin asked.

No answer came to him. His pride as an alchemist would not allow him to lie.

There was plenty of room for improvement. Ideas he wanted to try were rising in his mind, as countless as the stars.

“I look forward to your next creation, Alfred,” Shin said sweetly.

Fine.

I’ll kill you one day, vampire.

Even if the path of inquiry has nothing so simple as an end.
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Interlude: The Black Devil of the Royal Academy


Alchemy and egg dishes were inseparable.

In the pursuit of ultimate goals—achieving immortality, unraveling ether as the source of all things—eggs were often used as experimental materials. After all, crack open the shell and a chick of an entirely different form emerges. This led many to believe that eggs contained a vast quantity of ether.

The question was how to remove the impurities and extract that primordial force. Despite alchemy’s long history, these attempts had stubbornly failed to produce results, leaving alchemists troubled over what to do with all the eggs left behind after experiments. Eventually, they arrived at the simplest conclusion: eating them. Nowadays, the saying went that an alchemist was only fully fledged once they could make a proper omelet.

Within the closed environment of the Royal Academy’s alchemy department, skill with egg dishes was one of the factors determining one’s rank on campus. Break the yolk of a fried egg in the skillet, and people would throw stones. Produce a pancake that was light, tender, and meltingly soft, and one would be welcomed with applause.

Most praiseworthy of all, however, were the pioneers who devised new variations on egg cuisine. When Professor Theodore Goldock developed the revolutionary recipe known as eggs Benedict, everyone roared with joy and praised him like a saint.

Then, one summer, the alchemy department was struck by the “Black Impact.”

The mastermind was Alfred Wagner, now one of the most famous men in all Luvillia. The man known as the beloved of a vampire.

Looking back on it now, that bastard had his eye on bottom-feeders like us from the very beginning.

Devils approach you with a smile, like they’re your friends.

He said he didn’t need money, so I… Well, I just went along with it.

It was absolutely dangerous. There had to be something illegal in there, right? I don’t know.

Mr. Wagner had possessed a poor reputation from the moment he enrolled at the academy. He was difficult and proud, and his blunt tongue made it easy for others to resent him. At the same time, he was an exceptional student. He’d opened a workshop outside the academy, accepting commissions from nobles and townspeople, and within only a few months of arriving in Luvillia, he was already beginning to distinguish himself as an alchemist.

Eventually, he received the favor of Luvillia’s lord, and the position of this young man from the northern borderlands became unshakable. On the other hand, he also became even more unapproachable, and people often saw him isolated on campus.

“What I need are comrades,” Alfred would say. “Not shallow friends who huddle together for comfort. Real ones. The kind who normally do whatever they please on their own, but when the moment comes, they help each other.”

Mr. A, the first person he approached, anonymous at the individual’s request, said those words had deeply moved him.

With his black hair and spectacles, Alfred at first glance looked less suited to tilting a flask in a laboratory than to chatting at a dinner party, a wineglass in one hand. Yet because he devoted himself so obsessively to alchemy that dark circles had formed under his eyes, and because a suspicious tattoo had been carved into his neck, he gave off the atmosphere of a dealer in dubious medicines.

And yet when he smiled, his face became gentle, almost boyish. Even toward someone who ought to have been far beneath a man like him, he was warm and attentive.

Mr. A’s grades were good, but for the ridiculous reason that he was unskilled at making egg dishes, his peers tended to look down on him. He had heard the Royal Academy was a place of high standards, so the disappointment cut deep. When he confessed this concern, Alfred taught him the secret to making good pancakes.

Do not overmix the batter. Warm the skillet slowly and evenly. If necessary, he would lend Mr. A the one he used himself. The surface had been treated with fluororesin, after all. And so on, and so forth.

The crowning touch was the special sauce Mr. Alfred had made himself.

It was said to be made with chocolate, which was all the rage in town. The sauce was black and ominous, yet it gave off an alluringly rich aroma.

He would not teach the details of its manufacture. However, Alfred said with a smile, “I’ll give you the leftovers from the batch I made for myself. I’ve given some to a few others too, but you can consider this a token of friendship from me. Blow a hole through them with this recipe.”

At Alfred’s urging, Mr. A used the eggs left over from experiments to make pancakes. When he drenched them in the special chocolate sauce, staining them the color of the devil, a crowd formed in the laboratory kitchen in the blink of an eye.

It overturned common sense regarding dishes using eggs.

The Black Impact.

Its name? Devil’s Pancakes.

It felt good. Every time I poured on the chocolate, praise rained down on me.

More than anything, I was captivated by the taste. I tried to recreate it myself, but it was impossible.

By the time I realized what was happening, I couldn’t live without the Black Impact anymore.

The only option was to get it from him. And for that, we would…

Sweet and bitter chocolate sauce, poured so generously it soaked into fluffy, tender, springy pancakes. The garnish was either orange or raspberry, and whichever one chose, the touch of acidity was exquisite.

With every bite, the whole body seemed to melt. Even after finishing, one would stare vacantly up at the ceiling for a while, lost in the lingering aftertaste and satisfaction. It was, without exaggeration, an exquisite sweet made by the devil himself.

Naturally, the makers of Devil’s Pancakes came to be worshipped like gods.

Those students who had been pushed into unfair positions within the alchemy department were suddenly lifted to the upper ranks of campus society, and gradually, their excellent talents began to reveal themselves. However, the supply of chocolate sauce depended entirely on Mr. Wagner, and in order to maintain their position within the school, they were forced into absolute obedience to him.

When the bottoms of the magical bottles containing the Black Impact began to show, the devil would reportedly clap a friendly hand on their shoulders and whisper, “I’d love to make more for you, but I’m a little busy right now. If you were willing to help me with an experiment, I might be able to prepare some right away. Don’t worry, don’t worry. It’s not that much work, and it isn’t dangerous.”

Mr. Alfred’s experiment was a large-scale undertaking that required two months of preparation alone. It was also said to be an insane plan that, if it failed, would blow the alchemy department building sky high.

And the compensation paid to the students who helped him was—

A small bottle filled with chocolate sauce.

Nothing more.
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Chapter 2: The Ruinous Effects of Cacao, or the Vampire King’s Shameful Impulse


Part 1

“Alfred! Any more than this is impossible!”

“According to my calculations, the structure should hold. Besides, do you have any idea how much money and labor we poured into building this apparatus? If you get scared and pull that lever halfway, I’ll shoot you dead on the spot. Listen carefully, the rest of you. We have two choices and two choices only: succeed and bask in applause, or fail and blow ourselves sky high along with the entire building.”

In one corner of the Royal Academy’s alchemy department, Alfred stood surrounded by towers of dull metallic coils, rousing his comrades with a fierce speech.

Without permission, they had punched through the pristine white ceiling and walls. Red and blue wires stretched everywhere, connecting to handmade transformers and meters. The largest laboratory on campus had been transformed into one enormous experimental apparatus.

At the center of the room, where the wires converged like a spider’s web, stood an ominous device shaped disturbingly like an electric chair. It had no backrest. Instead, claw-like fixtures extended from all four sides, suspending a flask-shaped object in midair.

The ether converter.

It was the key apparatus for an experiment Alfred had attempted several times since coming to Luvillia. He had failed over and over, shattering workshop windows and exasperating everyone around him, but now, at last, his efforts were about to bear fruit.

Sparks crackled right in front of his eyes. The shock sent his spectacles flying, but Alfred did not so much as flinch.

Arc discharges erupted around the room, adorning the coils with pale blue petals of light. The flask-shaped object enthroned at the center began to vibrate with a low hum, and before long, the surrounding scenery warped and wavered.

One of the female students taking part in the experiment let out a short scream. Alfred could not blame her. This was the first time in her life she had ever felt the presence of something not of this world.

Every pore on his body seemed to burst open, and an icy chill crawled up his spine from within. It was proof that an enormous etheric force was being generated. In other words, it was the primordial terror that promised the experiment’s success.

Provided, of course, the apparatus could withstand the strain.

Alfred smiled broadly.

Seeing the originator of the experiment standing firm, his panicked comrades regained their composure.

In truth, Alfred himself had already accepted that if this attempt failed, that would be the end of it. They had gathered traces of monstrosities from all across Luvillia—succubus hair, fairy wings, and other dubious “cursed junk” of questionable authenticity—and boiled them down into a liquid. By placing that liquid under immense stress, they would extract the ether contained within.

The very purpose of the experiment was madness itself: “Let’s see if we can draw unknown energy out of unidentified materials.” There was no guarantee that the calculations were correct.

All he had was an alchemist’s intuition. One could call that flimsy evidence and be done with it, but Alfred was the only human being in this vast world who had lived alongside an enormous mass of ether.

The vampire king.

A perfect immortal.

A monstrosity that could be equated to the myth behind Luvillia itself.

Compared to Shin, the apparatus sparking before Alfred’s eyes was nothing more than a toy. Had it been half a year now since they met? Alfred was still feeding chocolate to that accursed man, and every time, he wore his nerves thin wondering whether the latest piece would be stamped a failure and paid for with another meal of his blood.

“Now! Pull the lever! At last, mystery will fall into our grasp!” Alfred shouted.

The next instant, his vision turned pure white.

Before long, silence descended.
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“Is this truly the Philosopher’s Stone, Elixir? It looks like nothing but a glass bead.”

“To be precise, it is one step before that. It should be called an incomplete etheric body. It does not possess the kind of power described in legend, and even if one wished to create an elixir of immortality, in its current state, this would not even qualify as an ingredient. The issue now is not merely extraction but stabilizing it as matter.”

“Then in the end, it’s still nothing but junk. For all your grand talk, the result is rather pathetic.”

The vice headmaster of the Royal Academy muttered in boredom, placed the result of the experiment on the table, and flicked it with his finger. The professors around him exchanged smirking glances, as though agreeing.

How shallow people are when they judge everything only by whether it is useful or not.

Alfred laughed inwardly, then picked up the treasure that had been treated just as unfairly as he had. Rising from his chair, he looked down at the white-bearded man opposite him.

“To you, I imagine it’s not much different from a glass bead. But someone like me has ways to use it. Unpleasant though it is, for the moment I have one foot thrust over to ‘that side.’ Like this.”

Holding the etheric crystal between his fingers, Alfred focused his will into it. The pattern on his neck suddenly emitted a pale blue phosphorescence. The next instant, sparks snapped and scattered.

A scorched smell drifted through the air. A small arc discharge had struck the vice headmaster, setting the edge of his magnificent beard aflame. As the man hurriedly slapped at it with both hands, Alfred proudly declared, “Behold. This is true alchemy. Not something to be swept away by the deceit called science, but the art of making mysteries beyond this world one’s own. From this moment, the legend of Alfred Wagner, the genius who shall leave his mark upon history, begins.”
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Humbling the old fossils who strutted around the academy was immensely satisfying.

After countless failures, his experiment had finally succeeded, and Alfred had claimed a fragment of power beyond human knowledge. Though incomplete, the etheric body’s power was astonishing when actually used. He was even considering striking that accursed vampire with an arc discharge.

Let us simulate it in the mind. The operation would proceed as follows:

The ideal time would be night, when vampires were active.

In advance, Alfred would have placed several pieces of chocolate on the ground at regular intervals.

Aluminum foil would be ideal for the wrapping. It sealed in the aroma of cacao, while also offering excellent light-blocking, insect-repelling, heat-retaining, and moisture-proof properties. The silver wrapping would also reflect the moonlight, making it easy to spot in the dark.

For the next step, he would prepare a wooden box beyond the arranged chocolates.

Inside would be an even more lavish and substantial masterpiece. Perhaps a cacao-rich cake: sponge cake thickly spread with gianduja, layered into a sandwich, then coated all over with chocolate.

Once the preparations were complete, Alfred would hide in the shadows and wait for the target to arrive.

During his nightly stroll, Shin would find the little wrapped pieces lying on the ground. Then, like a dog or an insect, he would gobble them up one by one, allowing himself to be lured toward the wooden box.

And while he was entranced by the magnificent chocolate cake—

“Go to hell, you gluttonous vampire bastard!” Alfred would shout.

“Impossible! This was an ingenious trap laid by a genius alchemist… Gwaaah!” Shin would lament.

… No. That would never work.

For one thing, the target was an immortal monster. Even if Alfred blasted him with an arc discharge, he would not turn to ash. He would simply writhe around and say something like, “Ahh! More! Torment me harder, Alfred!”

Just imagining it made Alfred feel genuinely ill.

As he walked down the corridor with such idiotic thoughts running through his mind, Professor Theodore called out to him from a corner. Apparently, the professor had heard of the experiment’s success and had been lying in wait.

“You have become the man closest to truth, Mr. Wagner,” Theodore said. “Receiving a vampire’s affection already made you rather detached from ordinary life, but now, you yourself are finally beginning to stray from the human path.”

“Please don’t accuse me of things like that,” Alfred demurred. “I am merely trying to unravel the mysteries of ether as one seeker of truth. Yes, I did borrow a little of a vampire’s power… but surely that still falls within the bounds of alchemy?”

Theodore said nothing. He only smiled.

What a thoroughly unpleasant man. He saw straight through the doubts and anxieties surfacing in Alfred’s mind, then poked them as if to say, “Is this where it hurts?”

Still, the old professor’s words could also be taken as a warning. Not only the use of the etheric body produced by the experiment, but the equipment, the personnel—none of it could have been achieved without the vampire’s aid. To rely on was to depend upon. To depend upon was to be bound. And to be bound was to be enslaved.

Even if Alfred chose to treat this as a necessary foothold, he would need to devise a way to obtain results on his own from here on. No matter how valuable that vampire might be as a source of funds or an object of observation, there would be no future in which Alfred spread his wings across the world unless he annulled the servitude contract. If he played at being a sorcerer and let it go to his head, only to find he could not leave the city, then everything would be backward.

“I trust you are not the sort of man to willingly become someone’s lapdog,” Theodore added.

“You can rest easy on that point. That will never happen. I can see that bastard’s ridiculous weakness plain as day, and I intend to deliver the finishing blow before long. You old men can quietly prepare a celebratory drink in some corner of the academy.”

Alfred patted Theodore on the shoulder and walked away without looking back.

For all his bold words, however, he had not truly decided whether he ought to finish Shin off.

His attempt to defeat him with the ultimate chocolate had ended in something closer to a draw, and as a result, he had found himself bound by a new servitude contract.

The terms presented, however, placed Alfred at an overwhelming advantage. Not only had he extracted an enormous amount of financial support just as he had originally planned, but he had also managed to extend his chocolate preparation deadline considerably. Now, all he had to do was create a new recipe once a month.

Of course, Shin’s standards were anything but ordinary, and each evaluation chilled Alfred to the liver. But for the moment, the benefits outweighed the inconveniences. Now that he had succeeded in extracting an etheric body, his feelings wavered even more.

There was no end to the inquiry into cacao, and chasing the ultimate chocolate was a meaningless exercise.

So long as he could not find a clear answer capable of breaking through the wall of immortality, perhaps he had no choice but to maintain their current relationship for the time being. As long as Shin did not drink his blood, he was nothing more than an obnoxious, troublesome noble.

However, such soft, indulgent thinking ought to be discarded immediately.

I absolutely have to kill him.

Even if the “ultimate” he sought was a question with no answer.

Before long, Alfred would come to make that resolution with all his heart.

Part 2

The ancient city of Luvillia was known for its relatively mild climate, but this year had brought a heat wave unlike any in recent memory. Even at night, the dry, scorching air refused to fade, wrapping the stone-paved streets and buildings in sweltering heat.

The residents, unaccustomed to such weather, were suffering, and Alfred, born in the north, was as limp as a grilled squid. His black hair trapped the heat, clinging to him like seaweed in an unbearable manner.

During the experiment, he had worn the white coat common to the alchemy department, but now he wore a white blouse and brown trousers. Both were made of thin linen, and he had rolled the sweat-soaked sleeves and hems up as far as they would go. When he finally arrived at the tavern near the entertainment district, the very first thing he ordered was a chilled beer.

He exhaled, then looked over the people waiting at the table. They included his fellow students who had participated in today’s experiment, the town craftsmen who had helped design and build the apparatus, and the young women of the city, invited along to make the evening livelier. They all waited with glasses in hand for Alfred to speak.

“Tonight is on me. Enjoy Luvillia’s evening to your hearts’ content,” Alfred said.

A thunderous cheer erupted at once. A toast rang out like a battle cry, and the hot-blooded crowd jostled Alfred so hard they knocked his spectacles askew. He did not particularly care for this kind of mood, but today, he had finally succeeded in an experiment that had failed for years. Letting loose once in a while was not so bad.

Alfred began to eat. The specialty of this ancient seaside city was, naturally, seafood, and the shrimp, octopus, squid, and shellfish were all fresh and delicious. But above all else, the sea bream could not be missed. It was a simple dish, grilled with olives, capers, tomatoes, rosemary, and bay leaves, but it paired beautifully with beer. The fatty white flesh was light and savory, crumbling delicately the instant it touched the tongue.

For a young man who had never seen the sea before coming to Luvillia, it was a feast worthy of being called an offering from heaven.

“Boss, you got the goods? We helped because we were after that, you know.”

“Don’t make it sound like some shady black market deal. The tattoo on my neck already makes me look enough like a thug as it is. If you mean the chocolate sauce, I’ve only got one bottle on me.”

The payment for helping with the experiment would come later. Alfred said as much and tossed the bottle over, whereupon the students scrambled over one another to seize the vessel filled with black liquid.

Within the alchemy department and even across the academy as a whole, Alfred’s handmade chocolate sauce, commonly known as the “Black Impact,” had become wildly popular. No small number of students were willing to pay outrageous sums to obtain it. He could probably have built a fortune simply by selling it in earnest, but since it owed its existence to Leonardo’s recipe, Alfred did not want to use it solely for his own profit.

As the uproar gradually settled, the craftsmen, who had early mornings ahead of them, were the first to leave. Next, the students who had spent several sleepless nights preparing for the experiment began dropping one by one, until eventually even the tavern closed for the night.

Alfred was sleepy too. However, the young women invited to liven up the gathering refused to let go of the bespectacled prince’s arms.

The night had only just begun. As Alfred thought so, indecent notions began swelling inside him.

The young women likely had ulterior motives of their own. Alfred was well aware that he was free with money, handsome, and now the greatest rising star in the academy. For anyone hoping to marry up, he was an excellent catch.

Those who had lived in Luvillia for decades trembled at the mere sight of the pattern on his neck, but outsiders and young people were different. Some even treated it as a mark of charisma.

Back in boarding school, Alfred had once entertained six partners at the same time. There were only four left here. All of them were bright, enthusiastic, and blessed with generous figures.

Thanks to the servitude contract, there had been increasing occasions where people mistakenly assumed he had a taste for men. To dispel that disagreeable rumor as well, he decided that tonight, he would indulge himself thoroughly. Alfred flared his nostrils like a donkey and set off with the young women toward a cheap lodging house on the wrong side of town.

And then—

He lit the candlestick and peeled away the young women’s veils, revealing the truths hidden beneath. Alfred, too, was about to undress, his fingers undoing the buttons of his own blouse.

That was when suspicious black smoke began billowing from nowhere.

For a moment, he thought, A fire?

Then, before his eyes, a headless boy appeared.

Given that this shabby boarding house had been rented for impure purposes, the atmosphere couldn’t have been more fitting. At the sight of a ghost that embodied the spirit of a Luvillian summer, the young women all screamed in unison. Watching them roll their eyes back and faint did a magnificent job of ruining the mood.

Alfred, his chest half-bared, glared at the vampire’s servant.

“I apologize for interrupting your enjoyment, Lord Alfred, but this is an emergency,” Krim said.

“I don’t care. I’ll prepare the chocolate by the agreed-upon date. I’ve told you over and over not to bother me until then, haven’t I? You keep pestering me like a debt collector. Should I shove a rose into the stump of your neck and turn you into a vase, you damn brat?”

Normally, Krim would have bowed and apologized, but today he showed no mercy. With a simple “Pardon me,” he bound Alfred hand and foot.

Some dubious art must have been cast upon the rope, because despite its cheap appearance, it did not so much as budge.

“Wai— Hey, you little—! At least explain yourself!” Alfred shouted.

“There is no time. At this rate, Luvillia is finished!”

Hold on. This is escalating far too quickly.

If anything, it made an explanation even more necessary.
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Alfred, tied up like a parcel, was tossed roughly into a carriage.

When Krim took the reins, the spirit horse filled the black tips of its mane with pale blue etheric light and soared into the night sky amid rolling thunder. The sight was so overwhelming it almost made Alfred embarrassed for having taken pride in his experimental results. To Shin, creatures like this were merely transportation.

A distance that would have taken thirty minutes on foot took only a few. When they arrived before the mansion on the city heights, Alfred was unloaded from the carriage. He had been so absorbed in preparing for his experiment lately that this was the first time in roughly two weeks he had visited Shin.

As Krim untied the rope, Alfred recalled the mansion’s appearance from memory.

Many buildings in Luvillia were built of white stone, and Shin’s residence was no exception. Its scale, however, was incomparable. The architectural style was so lavish that it was practically an ancient temple, forcibly renovated into a mansion.

Within a vast hexagonal plot lay a courtyard planted with flowers of every color. At its center stood a structure that looked like layers upon layers of columns stacked atop one another. If one had to compare it to something, perhaps it resembled a sugar cake served at celebrations.

It once possessed a solemn atmosphere, more like the dwelling of a god than a vampire. Now, however, as Alfred looked at it, it struck him as eerie and ominous.

For an instant, he thought that might simply be because it was night rather than day.

“What happened while I was gone?” he muttered. “This place looks like a ruin.”

“It is too dreadful to speak of… Ah, I can accompany you only this far.”

No, hold on, you brat. You expect me to go in without an explanation?

As Alfred’s eyes adjusted, the abnormal scene became clearer. The stone outer walls were cracked all over, covered in poisonous-looking purple moss. The iron-barred gate was thick with rust, tangled beneath overgrown brambles.

If the outside looked like this, the mansion itself had to be in terrible condition. In only two weeks, it had become a ruin that looked like it had been abandoned for centuries. Something undeniably abnormal had happened.

For that matter, how was Shin, the supposed master of the mansion, living now in such a desolate residence? Alfred searched his memory from two weeks ago and tried to recall the last conversation he had had with the man.

“You wish to devote yourself to research and stay at the academy for a while? Since our new contract guarantees your freedom so long as you provide me with chocolate regularly, I’m not in a position to object. Still, I would like you to come home at least once every two days.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’d rather not see your face for half a month. No, half a year.”

“If that happens, I will come to see you. When Leonardo was enrolled at the academy, I often disguised myself and went to surprise him. I have worn a vermilion robe and posed as a professor, and I have put on a fluttering skirt and become a female student. Now then, Al, what sort of outfit would you prefer me in?”

“You really are an unbelievable pervert. If you show up pigeon-toed, acting all cutesy and calling, ‘Alfred-kuun,’ I’ll hang myself on the spot.”

It had been two weeks since then, meaning Alfred really had not shown his face for about half a month. He had been so absorbed in the experiment that he had forgotten completely, but it wouldn’t have been strange for that man to storm into the academy in some aggressively deranged disguise.

Considering Shin had lived for eternity, perhaps he had not done so because he was not as impatient as he made himself seem. However, judging by the mansion’s ruinous state, it made more sense to assume he simply had not had the luxury of pestering Alfred.

But what in the world could have happened to cause this?

As Alfred sank into thought, Krim shoved him from behind.

Caught off guard, Alfred stumbled forward and caught himself against the gate.

Or so he thought.

The next instant, he collapsed onto a plush red carpet.

Beyond the iron bars should have been the courtyard. Yet now he was inside the mansion. In a corridor.

A sharp breath escaped him. He whirled around in alarm, but the iron-barred gate, Krim, and the carriage were all gone. Only a long, endless corridor stretched behind him, like the view down into the bottom of a well.

“Damn it! I’ve been completely set up!”

No one answered.

Clicking his tongue, Alfred started walking into the darkness.
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The inside of the mansion was thick with an ominous atmosphere. The air scratched at his throat, dry and dusty, while the candlesticks lining the corridor glowed faintly like wandering souls. Cobwebs draped the paintings on the walls, making it impossible to tell what was depicted.

From time to time, sounds echoed from far away, telling him that something other than himself was moving somewhere in the mansion. They came in uneven, violent clatters and bangs, calling back memories of wandering the mountains of his homeland until just before sunset. Boars. Wolves. Bears. Dangerous animals hid beyond the brush, and an unarmed human attacked by one would not last long.

When he reached the stairs and glanced at the handrail edged in gold, a cold sensation ran down Alfred’s spine.

The base had been gouged out in a great chunk, as if by something sharp.

He crouched to inspect it and found marks that looked as though an animal had gnawed it. A very large animal. Which meant there was either a wild beast or some monster close to one lurking inside the mansion.

Did Shin keep a pet like the spirit horses, and had it escaped its cage? Or had some hostile party released a hunting beast? Either possibility was plausible enough.

At the Royal Academy, there were rumors of witch hunters. As their name suggested, they were hunters who specialized in monstrosities and were said to use guns loaded with pure silver bullets, as well as specially trained animals.

They should possess power enough to threaten the king of vampires, but Krim’s panic bothered Alfred. The “distortion” Shin emitted maintained this city as an environment where monstrosities could live comfortably. If something truly threatened him, then Krim’s words, “Luvillia is finished,” were no exaggeration.

That was precisely why Alfred had been unsure whether he ought to kill him. Shin’s existence affected the city far too deeply.

An eerie howl echoed from above.

At the top of the stairs lay the collection room, where the cacao plants and Leonardo’s preserved chocolate had once been kept.

Close. The violent sounds were coming from there too. Something seemed to be rampaging inside the room. Was the vampire fighting hunters?

Then should Alfred assist?

If so, which side?

He rushed up the stairs.

Another howl rang out. It was not a wolf nor a wildcat nor a bird. But he recognized it. He could not picture what made such a sound, and yet—

Alfred stopped dead.

Shin.

No. But would that man ever make such a beastly noise?

Still confused, Alfred opened the door to the collection room. By then, the sounds had ceased completely, and an unbelievable silence flowed through the space. The voice had seemed too savage for a death cry, but had Shin truly been killed by hunters? Alfred did not know whether he ought to grieve or rejoice.

He stepped into the darkness.

Squelch.

Slip. Glorp.

“What… is this?”

His voice came out dry and hollow.

He understood immediately that this was not the atmosphere of a battle.

It was pitch black, and he could see nothing, but his feet sank wetly into something beneath him.

There was no one in the room but him. Yet an abnormal presence filled the air.

A restless sensation crawled over him, as if countless beasts were staring.

When Alfred lifted a foot and tried to move forward, something shuddered against his waist. Sticky, lukewarm, and snake-like.

He did not know whether he should watch ahead or beneath him. Clicking his tongue, he lifted his face again—and met a pair of blazing red eyes.

Something was clinging to the high ceiling of the mansion like a spider. An enormous shadow, so black and deep it seemed ready to swallow him. It crouched there on all fours, staring at him.

A wolf. A fox. A leopard. It resembled all of them and none of them. It had countless shaggy tails, and their tips became shadows that engulfed the entire room.

Do not look away.

Alfred sensed that instinctively, but in the next instant, he lost sight of it. He stiffened and tried to turn around. A rough breath brushed his ear. A choking fragrance of roses flooded over him.

From behind, something snake-like twined around him again. It was rough, soft, and boneless, reminding him of the time a stray cat had licked him.

A tongue.

The moment he realized the true nature of the shadow filling the room, Alfred screamed.

“Al… fre… ddd…”

Shin’s voice.

Strangely, hearing it spill from a beast’s mouth did not surprise him.

No one else could possess such an overwhelming presence.

To think he had been worried the man might have been done in by witch hunters. What an idiotic thought.

There had never been anyone inside the mansion but Shin. The king of vampires had transformed into a true monster straight out of a fairy tale, and apparently, he had been destroying everything in sight. Alfred had no idea what had caused it. For now, he knew only one thing. He needed to escape.

But countless tongues had already ensnared his entire body.

He was going to be eaten.

No, not eaten. Something far more miserable and humiliating was about to begin.

The scent of roses made Alfred’s head swim. A crack rang out, like bone snapping, yet strangely, he felt no pain. When soft tendrils pushed their way into his mouth, a cloying, honeylike sweetness spread over his tongue, and a shuddering pleasure surged through him.

As Alfred lay unable even to scream in terror, the beast narrowed its eyes like a cat toying with a mouse. Then it opened its enormous mouth. Countless fangs lined its jaws, each one so sharp it called to mind the thorns of a bramble, or some torture device designed solely to inflict pain.

Damn it.

Why me? Why does this keep happening to me?

If you’re going to kill me, at least tell me why.

Part 3

Alfred woke with a start.

He was lying in a canopy bed.

He did not even have the strength to sit up, so he turned his face slightly and saw Shin at his side. The vampire had returned completely to normal, once again wearing the form of a beautiful, well-bred gentleman.

If there was a vampire’s hide beneath that appearance, and beneath that the true nature of a sinister black beast, then the man was remarkably overdressed on a regular basis.

Alfred, meanwhile, was naked again. It was the first time Shin had drunk his blood since the day they had met, and the exhaustion was beyond comparison. His arms and legs lay limp and deathly pale. He understood he had been drained of blood nearly to the point of death. Bandages were wrapped around various parts of his body, though thankfully, nothing seemed missing. His ribs might have been broken, however, because a grinding pain ran through his side each time he breathed.

The situation felt painfully familiar. What differed from before, perhaps, was the faint trace of guilt visible on the face of a man who ought to have been nothing but arrogant. After doing as he pleased, Shin was now watching Alfred’s reaction like a child waiting to be scolded.

“Explain,” Alfred demanded.

“I did not intend for this to happen. I never imagined I would show you such a form.”

Irritation welled up inside Alfred.

I’m not asking for excuses. I just want to know what happened and why.

When Alfred only glared at him, Shin continued in an even voice.

“Common vampires absorb the minute traces of ether contained in human blood, then maintain their existence by distorting the laws of this world. But a being close to the primordial, such as myself, has no need for such inefficient and lowly behavior. I need only take ether directly from the land’s spiritual veins. In your terms, it would be like surviving simply by breathing, without ever needing to eat.”

“So when you drink blood, it’s purely for pleasure?” Alfred asked.

“My body possesses the ability to enjoy it. Given that fact, would it not be strange not to use it? That said, feeding indiscriminately and making a mess of things would be rather poor manners. Unless I am in an especially heightened mood, I make a point of refraining from such acts.”

Alfred had more or less suspected as much, but hearing it stated outright only made his anger burn hotter.

He had been ravaged like this not because it was essential to Shin’s survival, but simply because the vampire had played with him for amusement. And while the perpetrator did look somewhat remorseful, all his excuses were about having “behaved shamefully.” He did not seem concerned in the slightest about the fact that he had nearly killed Alfred. He truly was a selfish, arrogant bastard to the marrow.

“You and I are bound by a servitude contract,” Shin said. “So long as you regularly provide chocolate, I am forbidden from demanding your blood. But at that moment, I was not sane. Therefore, as your master, I committed an act unworthy of my position. For that, I deserve criticism.”

“How terribly polite of you. But before you apologize, can you explain why this happened? What irritates me is being attacked out of nowhere and still not having the slightest idea what’s going on. I’m not exactly well versed in vampire circumstances, but I understand that you were not ‘normal’ then. I also understand that, though you aren’t actually that sorry, you didn’t do it out of malice.”

“Ah, what a kind man you are! Yes, yes. At that time, I felt an unbearable thirst. A terrible suffering I had never once experienced in over a thousand years of life. There’s truly no way to describe it except as an unfortunate accident!”

Alfred clicked his tongue at the still-useless answer. Shin’s explanation was roundabout, self-justifying, and far more emotionally unstable than usual.

It reminded him of boarding school. There was an upperclassman who was normally friendly and kind but had a terrible drinking habit. The morning after he went on a rampage, he would apologize in exactly the same sulking manner. Deep down, he was desperately insisting, “I’m not at fault. It was the alcohol.” And that was why he repeated the same mistakes.

Alfred couldn’t possibly have expected that a man who called himself a perfect immortal suffered from the exact same problem as that troublesome senior from the dormitory.

“Withdrawal symptoms,” Shin said. “It seems I’ve fallen into chocolate addiction.”

“I have never heard those words put together in my life…”

The reason was so absurd that Alfred could only stare. He wanted to yell at him, but unfortunately, he had no energy for it. He was already wounded from head to toe, and now it felt as though Shin had piled fresh misery on top.

“The ultimate chocolate you created was the trigger. I became even more drawn to cacao’s charm, and I began yearning for the possibilities beyond it more fiercely than ever before. I found myself counting the days until you brought me a new work, and little by little, that waiting grew unbearably long. At some point, my hands began to tremble, my throat burned with thirst, and my mind filled with nothing but sweetness. Then my irritation worsened. I could no longer sleep even at noon, and I gradually lost the outline of myself. What you saw was the result.”

“I’m not sure I followed all of that, but… basically, if you don’t eat chocolate, you’ll go feral again, turn into that pitch black beast, and rampage? From withdrawal? What kind of constitution is that? There are limits to how much trouble you’re allowed to cause me.”

“In a sense, you succeeded in killing the king of vampires back then. Look at me now. I am so weakened I cannot even maintain the form I ought to have. What lies ahead is only ruin.”

Shin’s form distorted.

Alfred sucked in a breath.

He knew the man before him was the lowest, most dreadful being imaginable. He understood that even when Shin sang of love or friendship, those feelings were no different from tossing breadcrumbs to pigeons gathered around a park bench. That was why Alfred had thought that no matter what absurdity Shin forced upon him, he would never be shaken or driven to grief over it.

But now was different.

While Alfred had been carrying on without a care, the path to ruin had been silently stretching right beneath his feet. During the half month he had left the mansion unattended, it had surged to the surface all at once.

As a result, the vampire king had transformed into an even more uncontrollable monster.

“This is your fault, Alfred,” Shin said, practically pleading. “Yes, I want nothing more than that. My desire has not changed since that day. No, it has grown stronger! Stop these trembling hands of mine. Or else drown me in ultimate sweetness until this body melts into sludge. If you do not, I feel as though I will lose myself again. When you arrived, I was so terribly, terribly impatient that you looked like chocolate to me. Perhaps that was why, when I sank my fangs into that soft neck of yours, I was finally freed from that unbearable thirst. But such a thing is only a substitute.”

Shin fixed him with a fever-bright stare. The feelings he’d directed toward Alfred when they first met must truly have been nothing more than the amusement of toying with him for sport. Now that Alfred was being faced with an urgent craving, he nearly gagged from the ugliness of it.

The man before him was a wounded beast. A starving wolf. A terminal addict.

Alfred had fed poison to a man who ought to have been a perfect immortal and warped him to his very core. He had turned a being that was essentially an enormous mass of ether into gunpowder on the verge of an explosion.

“You understand, don’t you?” Shin asked. “You are an excellent alchemist.”

Alfred nodded.

Until now, it had at least been manageable because Shin could be reasoned with. From this point onward, however, if his cravings grew too strong to suppress, he would sink his fangs in without mercy.

As long as the servitude contract existed, Alfred could not refuse his master’s demands. Nor could he flee. Shin, for his part, could break promises without hesitation, while the pitiful lamb could do nothing but bleat in anguish.

Which meant Alfred had to kill him with chocolate as soon as possible.

Otherwise, the one who reached his end first might well be Alfred himself.
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“I have never seen Master Shin so weakened,” Krim said. “Since he formed a new contract with you, Lord Alfred, I imagine he had been disciplining himself not to summon you recklessly. In truth, he is someone who shouldn’t have to endure any suffering at all. Perhaps the desires that piled up inside him finally reached a limit he could no longer withstand…”

“Stop running your mouth and move your hands. I haven’t forgiven you either, you know,” Alfred cut him off sharply.

It was early morning immediately after he nearly died, and he was already back at work in the mansion workshop, making chocolate. Listening to this headless boy defend a hopeless addict made Alfred want to shove Krim’s loyalty into the press and crush it along with everything else.

That said, if Krim had not forcibly dragged him back here, Shin would have eventually used the servitude contract to summon Alfred himself. The fact that Shin had not lost all reason and had released him just before death was only because Krim had acted early.

“So what exactly is that beastlike form?” Alfred asked.

“I don’t know the details myself. However, Master Shin was terribly ashamed of anyone seeing him in that state. After the signs of addiction appeared, whenever he felt close to losing himself, he withdrew deep into the mansion and endured it with gritted teeth until he could return to normal.”

“He sounds like a brat who got cavities from eating too many sweets.”

“He does have childish qualities. But in truth, it’s likely far more serious. Master Shin is immortal, and because of that, he harbors tremendous romanticism toward his own end. In that case, what do you suppose lies at the opposite extreme?”

Alfred hadn’t expected a riddle. He paused his work refining the chocolate dough and sank into thought.

A pathetic end? No, that was not it. So long as Shin could die, in whatever form, that would likely serve as some scrap of salvation for a man who had lived through eternity. If he sought an ending, perhaps dragging on in some half-finished state would be far more humiliating.

Humiliation.

“I see,” Alfred said. “Being seen in a weakened state is shameful to him. He kept insisting on that from the beginning. Because there is no end in sight, he can never be freed from suffering. Yet as he is now, he will never recover. It’s living shame. A living hell.”

Alfred wanted to laugh and tell Shin it served him right, but since he himself had been tossed into the beast’s cage, his sense of danger was stronger.

Besides, judging from the ominous nature of that black beast, what lay beyond the withdrawal symptoms was not an end, but a critical point. The energy contained within Shin would not simply shrivel up and vanish. It would explode violently, transform into another state, or both. Whatever the case, nothing good would come of it.

Krim seemed to think much the same. In response to Alfred’s answer, he said, “Master Shin was a being perfected as an individual. Now, however, he is visibly incomplete, and that is precisely why he feels so dangerous. He describes himself as weakened, and even to someone in my state, that form does not seem normal. It could very well bring danger upon all of Luvillia. Since this situation was brought about by your hands, Lord Alfred, I believe it’s only natural that you bear responsibility.”

“Keep talking and I’ll fetch your head from the river and roast it. I was abducted and forced to make the stuff, and because I did it a little too well, now he’s addicted and it’s somehow my fault? On top of that, I’ve been collared, thrown in a cage, and even now I’m making food for the monster. And you’re still going to demand more from me?”

“My apologies. You’re quite right. You have indeed been serving him devotedly.”

That annoyed Alfred enough that he finally kicked him.

Those words felt wrong in an entirely different direction.
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“So this is your latest chocolate creation,” Shin said. “At a glance, it just looks like an ordinary round piece, but is something inside? Hmm… It is soft, yet chewy. I can also faintly taste the sweetness of sugar and fruit juice. However, I do not know what this substance is.”

“Gelatin,” Alfred said. “It’s extracted from the collagen found in animal skin and bones. I mixed it with sugar and grape juice, boiled it down, let it set, then shoved it inside the chocolate. With that texture, I’ll call it a gummy. I thought it would suit an ill-mannered puppy that goes around chewing up staircase handrails.”

At the final jab, Shin chuckled.

Since Alfred had made the chocolate in the workshop that morning and brought it straight to the mansion hall in a hurry, all that was on the table were plain white dishes. A nobleman might perhaps pluck a cluster of grapes at breakfast, but for the vampire king, gummy chocolate seemed destined to serve in their place.

“Within the smoothness is this chewy foreign sensation,” Shin said. “A strange and amusing experience. But collagen… Alchemists truly do possess such varied knowledge.”

“Based on that reaction, can I assume you’re satisfied for now?” Alfred ventured. “I can’t have you suddenly going berserk again. I don’t care about your critique, so tell me the relevant point first.”

“For now, perhaps. My tongue has grown rather refined, so novelty and amusement in combination alone are not enough for me to praise this as the ultimate chocolate. For something made in haste, however, it is remarkable.”

Alfred looked as though he had bitten into a bug.

Despite having several screws loose, Shin’s eye for the quality of Alfred’s creations was sharp. As the vampire had said, this trial piece was merely a combination of different inventions. If Alfred wanted to refine it further, he would need to adjust the gummy’s elasticity and size so that they matched the texture of the chocolate.

Still, Shin’s withdrawal symptoms seemed to have calmed considerably. The vampire seated elegantly in the chair across from him no longer emanated that ominous atmosphere from before.

How often, from now on, would Alfred have to administer medicine to this addict? When he asked, Shin answered with the worst possible reply.

“To be safe, I would say every morning, while living here in the mansion.”

At first, it was until the next full moon. Then that had been eased to once a month. And now the whole thing had flipped around, turning into every morning.

Perhaps guessing as much from Alfred’s expression, his esteemed employer sighed and added, “Of course, I will not demand perfection every time. Even something like today’s can be enjoyed. I imagine you have days when you are in better or worse form.”

That phrasing was irritating in its own way.

“Either way, it sounds like I’d better settle this whole thing soon. Otherwise, I’ll be the one to break first. Throwing myself into the sea because I got exhausted nursing a vampire would be too pathetic even to laugh at.”

“Isn’t it a little early to be so pessimistic? Perhaps you’ll grow used to it before long, and while caring for me, affection may begin to bloom…” Shin said, trailing off. “Ah, forgive me, Al. My hands seem to be trembling again. Please, feed me chocolate by hand.”

“If you don’t stop putting on such an obvious act, I’m going to slap you.”

Even so, it would be no laughing matter if the monster’s skin truly began to peel away again. With great reluctance, Alfred lifted a piece of gummy chocolate to Shin’s mouth. Naturally, what welled up inside him was not affection but murderous intent. To Shin, though, perhaps the two were the same thing.

The shameless bastard even licked Alfred’s fingers, so Alfred smacked him across the head with all his strength. Then he called Krim, who was waiting at a distance, and had him prepare a finger bowl so he could wash his hand thoroughly, as if he had touched a deadly poison.

“I’ve said this before, but the ultimate chocolate is a fantasy,” Alfred said once his hand was clean. “As long as the inquiry continues, possibility has no limits. Even so, there is a realistically impossible problem I must challenge in order to bury you as soon as possible. And for that, I’m missing something.”

“If it is something I can prepare, I will do what I can.”

Alfred fixed his gaze on him. “Then first, tell me about yourself, vampire.”

Shin’s smile vanished for a single instant. It was the first genuine shock Alfred had ever seen on his face.

“After seeing you become that black monster, I realized a fundamental problem. I know almost nothing about vampires or about the man named Shin. What I have are fragments of information and the reason you want chocolate. Until now, I’ve devoted all my effort to deepening my understanding of cacao. But since the original purpose was to kill you, I need to properly understand the nature of vampires and your personal tastes. As you know, human preferences vary wildly. So I need to sharpen my work accordingly to match the desires of the recipient.”

“That sounds almost like a confession of love, Alfred.”

“But your answer is no. Am I wrong?” Shin asked with a smile.

A long silence followed.

This man was a far more difficult and cumbersome client than Alfred had thought when they first met.

When Alfred first began making chocolate, Shin had not immediately revealed the purpose hidden behind the task. Part of that was surely because he enjoyed roundabout methods, but he also seemed to prefer avoiding openly speaking of his true feelings or wishes. Now, Alfred was standing before him with a knife in hand, and it would be much faster if Shin simply pointed to his heart and said, “Here.” Instead, for some reason, he lowered his head and fell silent like a maiden.

A man with a death wish not wanting anyone to know his weaknesses felt contradictory. Yet when Alfred thought about it, the very idea of a worthy ending was steeped in vanity. It was the same arrogant, greedy logic that made ancient kings build enormous, glittering tombs. Shin was a perfectionist and a show-off, and he had no intention of opening his heart to anyone.

Of course, Alfred had not the slightest desire to understand him on some emotional level. But the man’s secrecy made him difficult to work with.

It was the same half a year ago. So this time, Alfred would follow the same method.

“If you’re that tight-lipped, I’ll just have to investigate on my own.”

With that, Alfred shoved another piece of chocolate into the vampire’s mouth.

This time, Shin did not look happy at all.
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Even after the alchemist left, Shin remained seated in silence. Before long, Krim began clearing the dishes, and Shin murmured almost idly, “Should I be pleased right now or angry?”

“If you do not know, Master, there is no way someone like me could possibly know,” Krim replied.

What a useless attendant. Shin’s hands began trembling again.

He could not live without chocolate. He had said as much in jest before, but now that it had become reality, his position was far more inconvenient than he could have imagined.

He thought of Leonardo. He, too, had lived with an inconvenient body. Ravaged by disease, constantly burdened with pain and suffering, he had rejected becoming a vampire’s kin and struggled until his final moment as a human being.

The vampire murmured again, his expression drifting between dream and waking.

“I understand your conflict now, late though it is. But even if I could apologize, you might not forgive me.”

No answer came.

All of it belonged to the distant past.

Perhaps that was precisely why Shin sought it within sweetness.

Part 4

There were countless anecdotes about vampires, not merely in Luvillia, but around the world.

They turned to ash beneath sunlight. They could not be killed unless their hearts were pierced with ash stakes. They hated garlic. They could not cross running water.

Those weaknesses did nothing more than show how diverse vampires were, and there was no guarantee any of them would work in an emergency. At present, the situation was akin to saying, “Birds and butterflies both fly; therefore they are the same creature.” Different monstrosities were being lumped together under the broad label of “vampire.”

And Alfred’s opponent was no ordinary vampire, but the most powerful and mysterious vampire king in Luvillia. Commonly known weaknesses had no effect on him—not even a saint’s spear could harm him—yet he could somehow be killed by a single piece of chocolate. He was incomprehensible.

Professor Theodore had spent considerable time investigating the subject, but if Alfred wanted information beyond what was in that report, he would need to change the way he conducted his own investigation.

Specifically?

If one wanted to know about monstrosities, the best method was to ask other monstrosities.
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Central Park was one of Luvillia’s famous landmarks.

Located close to the Royal Academy, it sat at the meeting point of several major streets running through the city, making it easy to reach. Even during the daytime on a weekday, it bustled with students and tourists. Shops from the city district and craftsmen’s quarter often set up food stalls there, so Alfred frequently stopped by the area for lunch.

A stallholder in a turban was serving an unusual dish, and curiosity led Alfred to buy some. It seemed to be pasta made not from wheat flour but from rice. The man called it “noodles” in heavily accented speech.

The soup contained beef and seafood, along with unfamiliar herbs used for seasoning. The sweet-and-sour flavor and springy noodles were strangely addictive. When Alfred returned the dish and gestured that it had been delicious, the stallholder pressed his hands together and smiled brighter than the summer sun.

After filling his stomach, Alfred sat down on a bench. The fact that Luvillians could now casually taste foreign cuisine like this was thanks to civilization’s progress. People came and went more actively, and the world had grown that much wider.

Ships, railways, airships. Not only cacao, but countless ingredients gathered here through the hands of traveling merchants. A prosperous age had arrived, and it had only just begun.

Yet at the same time, there were beings being driven from the surface of the earth.

Things not of this world. Those commonly called monstrosities.

Witch hunts, devil slayings, exorcisms. Countless reforms had swept the world as the human species gained strength. Faith in the Church of Saint Sangria gave courage to lost lambs, becoming a weapon to drive away the curses and calamities feared since ancient times.

Even if evil beings took a life, that noble soul would be guided to heaven and granted true happiness. With the Lord’s merciful seal of approval, believers charged forward, stripping away every veil of mystery like plunderers. As a result, in the present day, most monstrosities had been culled and were now treated as though they had never existed in the first place.

Thanks to that, monstrosities driven from their homes gathered in Luvillia. Someday, their numbers might swell until the city resembled the demon’s den it was in ages past.

The headless attendant, formerly human and a direct witness to those violent waves of history, had given Alfred this warning as he left the mansion:

“The outcasts who arrived from elsewhere have not sworn loyalty to Master Shin, and lately, even among the monstrosities that have lived in this city for ages, more and more have begun behaving tyrannically. Please take great care when going out.”

“So public safety’s getting worse by the day. What exactly is our lord doing?”

“Ever since he became obsessed with chocolate, he has barely involved himself with Luvillia’s underworld. To Master Shin, he has likely only lost interest, but I have complicated feelings about the current state of affairs, with half-baked creatures doing as they please.”

If people learned he had become a craven addict, the king’s dignity would collapse altogether. If it were someone else’s problem, Alfred could have laughed, but the one holding the reins was none other than himself. If the wrong people learned his face, unsavory types might mark him and drag him into trouble.

As Shin’s servant, Alfred did receive his protection, but he would still need to exercise the utmost caution when dealing with monstrosities. Provided, of course, he actually managed to encounter the one he sought.

Though a night had passed since the last blood-drinking where Alfred had nearly been killed, his condition was still far from ideal. His broken ribs throbbed, and the sensitive places the vampire had tormented cried out every time his clothes brushed against them. He sat limply on the bench, staring at the fountain in the center of the park.

As the summer sun gradually began to sink and the heat finally eased a little, a puppet theater troupe arrived near the fountain. In Luvillia, where not only scholarship but also music and fine arts flourished, puppet theater was one of the most traditional forms of culture. Because of its artistry, it was popular not only with local children but also with tourists, and performing in Central Park was said to be the highest honor a puppeteer could receive.

By perfect coincidence, the space before Alfred’s bench became the best seat in the house, so he decided to watch from where he was.

The story went something like this:

Once upon a time, the world was flat and empty.

One day, a great hole opened.

The first to emerge from it was God.

God reached into the hole and pulled out a dragon. The dragon retched up water and made the seas and rivers. When God reached in again, giants and angels appeared. They shaped mountains on the flat earth, planted flowers and grass, and built towns.

Animals, birds, fish, humans. Each time God reached into the hole, the world grew livelier.

A little tired, God lay down to rest. While he slept, a new group crawled out of the hole.

Demons, phantoms, and monsters horrifying to behold.

The monsters were arrogant, and they immediately began fighting with the dragons and giants. The mood had been so pleasant until they ruined everything. God shoved the monsters back into the hole and hurried to put the lid on.

But then—

Three black beasts bit through the lid and emerged.

They were far more savage than any demon or phantom, and in an instant, they devoured half of God’s body. Seeing this, the dragons and giants fled, and only the angels fought to the very end.

Eventually, the humans joined the fight as well, building a sturdy fence around the hole so that the black beasts and monsters could no longer escape. Thus peace returned to the world, and it has prospered to this day.

And they all lived happily ever after.

The moment the black beasts appeared, Alfred found himself leaning forward.

The puppet was a cheap little thing—three heads sharing a single body rather than three separate beasts—but the scene where they tore apart the kindly God in his white robe had a strange sense of immediacy. The children shrieked, and even the adult tourists held their breath.

His ribs began to throb again.

Like God in the story, that was where the black beast had mauled him.

Is it just a coincidence? Where did that fairy tale even come from?

He had never heard it in his homeland, nor since coming to Luvillia.

As the puppeteer began packing away his stage, the crowd gradually thinned. Despite the large cast, he had switched puppets quickly, used a wide range of voices, and performed the entire story alone. His skill was considerable.

Alfred tossed a coin from his trouser pocket and called out in a friendly tone, “You’re the famous Storyteller, aren’t you? How much extra do I need to pay for another performance?”

The puppeteer let out a strained laugh.

Judging by the hoarse voice and white hair, Alfred had assumed he was an old man, but the face peering out from beneath the green hood was surprisingly young. His hunched posture and loose yellow overalls made it hard to tell, but he seemed tall enough to rival Alfred himself.

“No payment necessary. I’ve already received it from someone else.”

“From whom? Shin? Or Krim?” Alfred asked.

At moments like this, Alfred was painfully aware that he was still thinking within the bounds of common sense. The man before him was unmistakably one of Luvillia’s suspicious residents. Alfred had to be more flexible in his thinking, or else he would merely be laughed at with a nasal hee-hee-hee.

“Why, from Lord Leonardo, of course. Roughly two hundred years ago,” the Storyteller replied.
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The puppeteer packed his trade tools into a wooden box, then set off without looking back.

The sky was already being stained by sunset, and the scent of a dangerous night had begun drifting through the air. Alfred summoned his courage and stepped into the dazzling world of monstrosities. He had finally encountered the Storyteller he’d been looking for. He could not afford to waste this chance.

From Central Park, they descended the slope northwest. As they reached the area corresponding to the city’s left wing, faint shadows of poverty began to creep into the brilliant streetscape of the ancient capital.

Cracked exterior walls. Half-naked drug addicts lying in the alleys. Young women smoking as they waited for customers. Vagrants dressed in clothing that was little more than rags.

A gutter-colored stray cat sprang to its feet and vanished into the darkness with a movement that somehow suggested intention, like a lookout going to inform its boss.

“When Lord Glinden was still alive, this area was lively,” the puppeteer said. “Back when I was an apprentice, I used to perform newly learned plays here all the time. Now look at it. Completely fallen into ruin. They even call it Luvillia’s garbage dump.”

“The king you’re reminiscing about ruled Luvillia’s two wings about six hundred years ago. If you were an apprentice then, how many years have you been performing?”

“Has it truly been that long? No wonder the place is covered in filth.”

Alfred sighed.

As an alchemist who proudly upheld immortality as one of his ultimate goals, seeing longevity scattered so casually throughout the city rather dampened his research enthusiasm. Of course, just as with Shin, the Storyteller’s long life likely came with some heavy price.

“I’ve heard rumors at the academy about some group called Kevin and Steiner’s throwing their weight around in this area. I assume the ones leading that lot are fellow monstrosities?” Alfred asked.

“It is just as you suspect,” the Storyteller replied. “That Kevin fellow was one of Lord Glinden’s servants. Which means, young master, if you keep straying from the path, you’ll become the same sort of vampire as him.”

“Boss of a garbage dump. That’s a future I absolutely want no part of.”

The puppeteer gave another nasal little laugh.

The kings who had once existed besides Shin: Glinden and Mariw. Their servants, it seemed, formed the largest group among the vampires dwelling in Luvillia.

However, though they had received a king’s favor and obtained immortality, they were ultimately incomplete beings. Sunlight reduced them to ash, and they had no resistance to holy weapons or magical attacks. During their heyday, the “remnants of servants” numbered fifty, but after losing their masters, they became prey for monster hunters. Only six were apparently still alive.

According to Professor Theodore’s research report, incidentally, before Alfred entered the contract, the only person who had become Shin’s servant was Leonardo.

That raised a question for Alfred. Why had Shin not formed contracts with many humans the way the other kings had?

When Alfred once asked him directly, Shin had replied:

“It’s nothing grand. I’m simply far more anxious than they were.”

“Far more anxious? What is that supposed to mean?”

“Think about it. What fate might await a beloved pet after its owner is gone? Perhaps it would be hunted down and brutally killed by monster hunters, or perhaps it might carelessly approach a sunlit window in the daytime and turn to ash. Ah, how pitiful, how wretched…! I can hardly bear even imagining it!”

The vampire had clutched his head in exaggerated distress, then taken a sip from the teacup on the table to calm himself. At the time, Alfred had been struggling to reuse the waste produced in the chocolate-making process and had served tea brewed from the husks removed when crushing cacao beans.

Drinking it plain allowed one to enjoy cacao’s distinctive aroma, but Alfred preferred adding milk and sugar, just as one would with black tea. Shin had taken quite a liking to it as well, and now drank it morning, noon, and night.

That aside, why were Leonardo and Alfred alone the exceptions? For a span of years close to eternity, Shin had formed no servitude contracts with anyone. There had to be some reason for selecting them beyond merely forcing them to make chocolate.

When Alfred asked again, Shin had said:

“You seem like you would stubbornly survive, even without an owner.”

Being acknowledged as capable of living as a stray did not make Alfred happy in the slightest. To begin with, the whole “pet” treatment was unacceptable.

In any case, by that logic, the six remaining vampires were excellent survivors who had clung stubbornly to life. Moreover, they apparently did not get along with Shin, the only king left in the present day.

“How does this Kevin fellow see me?” Alfred asked. “As an enemy?”

“His underlings seem to be gathering nicely. Why not try probing them a little?”

“I see… That might be faster,” Alfred answered weakly.

When he looked, shadows of monstrosities were already gathering one after another beyond the twilit alley.
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They were marching straight into the territory of ruffians, so it was only natural that someone would pick a fight with them for having the nerve. Yet although the figures lined up to block their path, they did not appear ready to attack for the moment.

All of them wore navy smocks, with trousers of what looked like the same canvas fabric underneath. At first glance, they resembled fishermen, but the paint stains here and there suggested they usually worked in human form at some town factory or other.

Then how did Alfred immediately know they were monstrosities?

Because wolf faces grew above their mock-neck collars.

Alfred had grown accustomed to life in Luvillia, so the appearance of a few beastmen was no longer enough to startle him. What did catch his attention was that they were small and visibly young.

The boy who seemed to be their leader spoke in a high voice befitting his age. “Boss told us not to touch you. But it’s a different story if you wander into our territory on your own. Do you know who we are, alchemist?”

“Unfortunately, I don’t know any werewolves. No, wait. Are you connected to that mercenary band? The ones the Goldock Company hired to silence me?”

“Kevin’s been expanding his influence by gathering immigrants,” the puppeteer said cheerfully beside Alfred. “They’re likely orphans left behind after the adults of their pack disappeared. Mighty bold of them, seeking revenge when they’re still this young.”

The puppeteer seemed to be enjoying himself.

From Alfred’s perspective, however, this was pure misplaced resentment. His telephone invention had been stolen, he had nearly been assassinated, and after fending off his attackers with Shin’s help, their children were now out for his blood.

After a moment of silence, Alfred drew the self-defense gun hidden inside his coat. Then he took out another item as well, a pendant with an etheric crystal set in its center. Pure silver bullets, and a strike of arc discharge. As he was now, he had no reason to fear monstrosities. All the less when his opponents were young pups.

“I’ll say this in advance,” Alfred said calmly. “If you want revenge, the one you ought to go after is the vampire. If you’re telling me he looks too impossible, so you’d rather take your anger out on a weak-looking human instead, I’ll fight you, children or not. If those werewolves hadn’t attacked me, I’d be living far more peacefully right now. I have more than enough reason to accept this quarrel.”

Perhaps overwhelmed by his intensity, the boys growled and stepped back.

In truth, the odds were against Alfred. Even with powerful weapons, if they came at him at once, he would be in trouble. Better to bluff, threaten, and end this peacefully.

“One more thing,” Alfred said. “That mercenary band fought bravely to the end without bending the knee to the vampire king. Though I was the one whose life they targeted, that much deserves praise.”

“I see…” the leader muttered. “Then maybe we shouldn’t attack you here.”

“If you’re going to seek revenge against him, I’ll even help,” Alfred said with a laugh. “Honestly, I want to kill him more than anyone.”

The leader looked as though the fight had gone out of him. He was putting on a brave front, but he did not seem all that violent at heart. Deep down, he must have understood Alfred was not truly to blame.

In any case, it seemed safe to say Alfred had made it through this encounter. He had also learned that Kevin, the one standing behind the werewolf boys, did not currently intend to harm him.

Alfred took a jar from the pouch at his waist and tossed it toward the leader. The boy caught it reflexively, then tilted his head when he saw what was inside.

“What are these black pebbles?”

“Sweets I made. Take them as a token of goodwill.”

Unable to read Alfred’s intent, the boy’s expression grew even more suspicious.

He had likely never seen solid chocolate before, and perhaps he suspected it might be poison or an explosive. Under the circumstances, it would not have been strange if he had simply thrown the gift away. After hesitating, however, the leader popped a piece into his mouth.

“Delicious! What is this? It’s amazing!” he exclaimed.
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“If you’re interested in how to make it, I’ll teach you. That would probably give you a much better chance of avenging yourselves than challenging the vampire king head-on.”

Alfred’s words, however, did not reach them at all. The moment the others saw the dazzling look on the leader’s face, they all lunged for the jar, each trying to snatch the remaining pieces of chocolate first.

Werewolves or not, in the end, they were just children.

Leaving the leader to be swallowed by the scuffle, Alfred walked away.
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Before long, the sun sank in the sky, and the lonely, decaying streets were wrapped in a veil of darkness.

As they left the main roads, greenery increased, and the cries of animals—hooting, shrieking, and chattering—began sounding from every direction. Around here, humans were likely the minority.

Though if one counted the no longer living, there were probably quite a few hiding nearby.

Guided by the puppeteer, Alfred arrived at a chapel on the outskirts of town.

Its architectural style was one commonly seen in the Church of Saint Sangria, widely practiced throughout the Kingdom of Sable. For a chapel in Luvillia, it was small, resembling a square cage made by lining up candles. Cruel cracks ran through its pillars here and there, and it looked ready to collapse at any moment.

Considering the danger of it falling down around him, Alfred would have preferred not to enter. Perhaps sensing that feeling, the puppeteer walked past the chapel and went around to the rear of the grounds.

What came into view was a graveyard and a single great tree growing as though leaning against the chapel.

Alfred shivered as he approached the tree, then looked up between its branches and leaves, wondering what might be hidden there. A monster? A sage?

But he saw no one. He sensed no presence either.

Only when he narrowed his eyes did he notice broken stones scattered around the roots.

“Is this tree… a grave too?”

“Just so, Brother Alfred,” said the puppeteer. “This is the grave marker of the great Lord Glinden, the first among the vampire kings to achieve the finest end.”

Alfred sucked in a breath.

There was no doubt this was the place the puppeteer had wanted to show him.

Had Leonardo come here two hundred years ago as well?

And then—

“Why would that genius go out of his way to bring me all the way out here? And more importantly, how did he know two hundred years ago that I’d end up investigating Shin?” Alfred asked with confusion.

“I’m only a Storyteller, sir. I perform the play I’m asked to perform. Lord Leonardo prepared the script for me in advance. Quite the interesting piece it was. As a performer, I’ve long looked forward to this day.”

No sooner had he said it than the puppeteer set the wooden box on the ground and took out a puppet. Alfred knew at once that it had been modeled after Leonardo. Its reddish-brown curls, represented with yarn, matched the description recorded in history books.

“This grave was built by Shin. What do you make of that fact?”

The sudden riddle caught Alfred off guard all the more because he had expected a puppet show to begin. But the puppeteer—or rather, Leonardo—would not ask a meaningless question.

To the vampire king, “death” held a special meaning. In that sense, building a grave and mourning the dead was only natural. They had been among the only three beings of their kind in the world, so they must have been bound as closely as family, friends, or perhaps even lovers were among humans.

No, wait.

Glinden had died after being pierced by the saint’s spear. He had been the first king whose immortality was shattered because he was filled by selfless love and felt the reality of being alive.

“In other words, this grave is the origin of Shin’s desires,” Alfred said slowly.

“Correct. Through the death of his kin, he learned that he, too, could have an end. When Mariw followed the same path around that time, emotions that had never existed in Shin began to take root. The loneliness of becoming the only perfect being left, the impatience of being unable to reach the finest end, and jealousy toward the kin who had gone on before him.”

“And then he himself discovered a ‘sweetness’ that could break through immortality…?”

“I don’t know the details either, but it seems he spent quite a long time before finding chocolate. For Glinden, it was love. For Mariw, beauty. Compared to the two of them, his desire is terribly modest and shallow. Of course, even so, it must have made him feel alive strongly enough to shatter immortality.”

“For him,” the Leonardo puppet added.

Whether human or monstrosity, there was not always a clear reason why one became so fiercely attached to something.

If someone asked Alfred why alchemy, of all things, had to be the means by which he startled the world and left his mark on history, he would struggle to answer. Medicine, history, or literature could have served just as well. It was merely that alchemy happened to be the field he had fallen into.

“Wanting to eat the finest chocolate… In a sense, that thoroughly material desire is very like him. I remember quite clearly the first time he attacked me. He barged into my academy laboratory without warning and asked me, while I was researching medicine for my illness, to make chocolate. When I refused, he forced a servitude contract on me without another word. That man truly was a selfish, worthless bastard.”

“I can imagine it. Sounds like even a great genius had his share of trouble.”

“Nothing compared to what you’re about to shoulder. By the way, are the conversation patterns I predicted matching up? If they haven’t drifted too far off, I’ll continue.”

Alfred shrugged in affirmation.

His predecessor from two centuries ago was so absurdly brilliant that Alfred nearly lost confidence in himself.

“What state is Glinden’s grave in now?” Leonardo asked. “If Shin has forgotten even to mourn his friend, then my inquiry achieved a certain result. It would mean his loneliness, impatience, and jealousy have faded, and he is now drowning purely in chocolate’s charm.”

“So far, I’d call it a great success. I inherited your ambition and further developed the recipe that once seemed perfect. Because of that, though, he’s become an even more troublesome monster than before. Now that he’s always craving the next stimulus, I’m not even sure he still longs for ‘death’ at all.”

“Ahaha! That is the most hopeless scenario I anticipated. In that case, the next question is this. Does chocolate-making have an end? What form would the ultimate chocolate, capable of destroying that man, take?”

The conversation with Leonardo flowed astonishingly smoothly. He anticipated Alfred’s thought patterns and presented exactly what Alfred wanted to know. The script had been prepared before Alfred was even born. This was not merely genius; it was approaching the domain of God.

Still, even that seemingly omniscient mind had its limits.

“To be perfectly blunt, your situation is a complete stalemate. You should never have shown him the next possibility. You should have finished him with whatever ultimate chocolate you had on hand. Since there is no end to inquiry, your only winning move was to prepare a ‘stopping point’ that he could accept. The wisest choice you can make now is to surrender gracefully.”

“Could you do that?” Alfred asked. “If you were in my position?”

“What a foolish question. You are speaking with a ghost of the past.”

Alfred laughed.

True enough. The person before him was a senior alchemist who had rejected becoming a vampire, then run out of time before he could win. Worse yet, he was such a sore loser that he had gone out of his way to leave a message for his successor and entrust the next match to him.

Even through the puppeteer, speaking with Leonardo made Alfred realize something. It was not merely that they were both alchemists, nor that they were both intelligent. There was something else he shared with Leonardo.

When it came to hating defeat, Alfred would not lose even to the genius of the age.

“So in the end, I have to do something about it myself,” Alfred muttered.

“Yes. As always. Searching for an answer that does not exist is the way of an alchemist.”

The Leonardo puppet bowed deeply, as if to say the curtain had fallen.
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While the puppeteer began packing up with a deeply satisfied smile, Alfred looked once more at Glinden’s grave.

Only now did he notice that the tree thrusting up from the grave marker was an ash tree. Saint Agniela’s spear, too, was said to have been made of ash. Perhaps the legend that vampires could be killed by driving a stake through their hearts had derived from Glinden’s tale.

If the tree grew from beneath the grave, then perhaps ash roots had sprouted from the ashes left behind after the vampire’s death. Glinden’s love had been tragically one-sided. The saint herself apparently never understood it to the end, but from that self-centered “end,” new life had sprouted and now stood here, calmly marking the passage of time.

A ridiculous thought crossed Alfred’s mind, and he smiled.

If everything went well, green would surely sprout from beneath Shin’s grave too.

Without a doubt, it would be a cacao tree.

Part 5

The foundation of inquiry was analysis. If there existed successful examples of experiments or challenges close to one’s own goal, they made exceptional samples, just as Alfred had discovered new possibilities from Leonardo’s recipe.

There were two examples of vampire kings being destroyed. Therefore, the achievements to study were those of Saint Agniela and the great master Zechsen.

However, though Alfred had visited Glinden’s grave the other day, he had obtained no especially useful information. The feeling of being alive that had shattered that king’s immortality was “selfless love.” Drawing such emotions out of Shin was unrealistic, and above all, so chilling to think about that Alfred wanted no part of it.

In the first place, few results were as difficult to reproduce as the deep emotions born through human relationships. Searching for a new ultimate chocolate based on Glinden’s case could hardly be called a brilliant idea.

Then what about Mariw?

That king had been so moved by a painting by the great master Zechsen that he had turned to ash. The feeling of being alive he obtained was “overwhelming beauty.” It had been a work created by human hands. In that sense, it was extremely close to chocolate, the “ultimate sweetness” that lay beyond accumulated quality, technique, and ideas.

Mariw’s grave was located at Luvillia’s Ernestden Museum of Art. The Zechsen painting that had destroyed him was displayed on the same grounds.

As a student of alchemy, Alfred would have been interested in most museums, but when it came to a mere art gallery, he knew absolutely nothing. For that reason, he had not visited once since coming to Luvillia. Still, perhaps it would not hurt to take this opportunity to appreciate it. With luck, he might even receive inspiration from a historic master that could aid his chocolate-making.

And so, once the wounds from Shin’s near-fatal assault began to heal, Alfred decided that after completing his daily chocolate-making, he would go tour the museum.

To lift his spirits, he emphasized artistry for the day’s chocolate, decorating the piece extravagantly.

Chocolate’s nature, melting when warmed and hardening when cooled, allowed for inventive shaping, much like casting. Alfred was admittedly starting to run out of ideas for novelty in flavor, so his strategy was to compete through visual splendor instead.

First, he built a metal frame on the workbench and poured melted chocolate into it. While it was half-dried and still soft, he peeled it from the table and rolled it into a cylinder, completing the base. Next, using molds borrowed from a candle workshop in the craftsmen’s district, he made cacao candles. Finally, by treating the carvings on the surface as architectural ornamentation and attaching them around the base, he completed a chapel of the Church of Saint Sangria, the sort commonly seen throughout the Kingdom of Sable.

For the parts covering the exterior, he had mixed in powdered pigment, titanium dioxide, in advance. That made the chocolate pure white without changing the taste. Choosing as his motif a religious organization famous for witch hunts and devil slayings was, naturally, his way of harassing the vampire.

However, the moment Shin appeared in the dining hall and saw the piece, he said, “Buildings of the Church of Saint Sangria are among my few favorite things. I see you have done your research on the man known as Shin. And to dye chocolate so perfectly white… What kind of magic did you use?”

It was not the reaction Alfred had expected at all.

Worse, Shin mercilessly stabbed his fork into Alfred’s labor of love and began breaking it apart.

Thinking more deeply about it, eating chocolate modeled after a chapel was exactly the kind of blasphemy a vampire would enjoy. Far from harassment, the piece ended up receiving one of Shin’s highest evaluations.

“I do not particularly enjoy being investigated,” Shin said. “But perhaps such processes are necessary for deepening the bond between us. Right now, I feel your love throughout every organ in my body.”

“Don’t say something so disgusting! I’m only acting out of a sense of danger that tells me I need to kill you no matter what. Since you broke the first conditions we agreed on without so much as an excuse, I have no idea when you might attack me again.”

“Oh, that strikes harder than a silver bullet,” Shin said dramatically. “But so long as you continue your inquiry, I will not engage in blood-drinking. It is certainly true that I swore as much before, though. Therefore, as my servant, you are perfectly within your rights to rebuke me for failing to observe the contract.”

After polishing off the chapel, which had been about the size of a candelabra, Shin set down his fork and wore a solemn expression. Did this man actually intend to show remorse with chocolate still stuck to his cheek?

“However, I too am now nothing more than a captive who has yielded to the higher being known as chocolate. My actions are bound regardless of my own will. Since the incident occurred as a result of that, could one not say that you, who turned your employer into an addict, bear some measure of responsibility as well?”

“Of course not. I’ll kill you! How does that head of yours manage to interpret everything in the way most convenient for you?”

There was not the slightest trace of real reflection. Truly, this conversation was bleak.

“It would be easier if the withdrawal killed you. Does it actually do no damage to your body? You’re not hiding any because you don’t want me to know your weakness, are you?” Alfred said with exasperation.

“That state you saw me in is less a matter of weakening and more a return to something closer to the primordial. If the self that defines me is damaged, I will become mystery itself, and eventually a calamity that does nothing but devour ether. Every citizen of Luvillia will become a corpse, and the land will wither beyond recovery. In other words, the one to meet an end will not be me, but everything else.”

Hearing Shin speak of it as if it had nothing to do with him, Alfred’s expression hardened.

The image of a monster throwing a tantrum and destroying an entire city because it wanted chocolate was both absurd and hopeless. And the one who had transformed this vampire into such a catastrophically troublesome being was none other than Alfred himself. He was unquestionably a victim, but that did not mean he could simply stand by and watch.

“This is far too harsh a trial to dump on one man. Damn it,” Alfred cursed.

“Hahaha. I thought this was exactly the sort of thing that set you aflame.”

The irresponsibility of this monster knew no bounds.

Laughing grandly, Shin snapped his fingers. Krim, who had been waiting in the corner, immediately approached and wiped the chocolate from his master’s cheek with a handkerchief. Afterward, he placed a bundle of gray paper on the table.

The Sable Times. Since the invention of movable-type printing, it held an overwhelming share of the domestic popular publishing industry.

Alfred had been busy with alchemical experiments and nearly dying from Shin’s attack, so it had been over a month since he last picked up a newspaper. But Shin ought to have been just as ignorant of trends. He dressed in ornament-heavy fashions that had been popular centuries ago, and his obsession with chocolate had become so strong that he had lost interest in worldly affairs.

If a man like that was deliberately bringing out a newspaper…

“Krim brought me a most interesting piece of news,” Shin said. “For me, it was good tidings. From your position, I wonder. Read the article at the edge of the third page.”

Alfred adjusted his spectacles and opened the newspaper. The item was less news than advertisement, and its headline was printed in huge letters:

“A Crisp Bite! Sweet and Melting!”

“Care for Some? Chocolate You Can Eat!”

Beside it was an illustration in the style of a signboard. A blonde beauty held a sweet between her teeth and struck a pose with one hand on her hip. The black, block-shaped object was clearly solid chocolate. Worse, it closely resembled Leonardo’s work, which the world was not supposed to know about yet.

“Did someone take the recipe outside? Wait, the Goldock Company has got to be behind this. That old bastard never learns. He’s planning to make a fortune off someone else’s idea again,” Alfred said.

“No, apparently this has nothing to do with Leonardo. In a distant foreign land whose name the people of Luvillia do not even know, the son of an apothecary aspired to become a confectioner. He took notice of the rich aroma of beverages made from cacao and, after several trials, succeeded in solidifying it. Word reached us only recently, but the actual event occurred more than three years ago.”

“In other words, long before I ever met you.”

“It means someone devised this recipe independently. The world is vast, and people are as numerous as stars. Moreover, civilization is advancing at a breathtaking pace, so this was something that would well have happened before long anyway. Ah, my friend Leonardo. No matter how brilliant the genius, the moment he stops moving forward, he becomes the past and yields his seat to the young who arrive after him. I was sure you would welcome that fact, just as I do.”

The vampire king looked happier than Alfred had ever seen him. His addict’s hollow eyes wandered dreamily as he murmured something to the human who had vanished two centuries ago.

Alfred, meanwhile, looked as though he had swallowed something bitter.

I am a genius. One day, I intend to surpass even Leonardo.

But the world was vast, and people were as countless as stars. Search hard enough, and there were legions of prodigies who distinguished themselves while still young.

Alfred was only one of them.
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The chocolate imported by the Goldock Company had already become the talk of the town.

It was apparently made in an island nation called Ernes, one of the foreign eastern countries that had recently begun trading with Sable. Though the country was small and still developing, it was absorbing foreign cultures at an astonishing pace and creating all manner of novel goods beyond solid chocolate.

In a few centuries, it might become one of the world’s leading trading nations.

For now, however, the chocolate’s quality was questionable.

Alfred bought some out of curiosity while passing by, but it was cloyingly sweet and gritty in texture, nowhere near Leonardo’s recipe. Even if the basic manufacturing method was the same, the finer refinements had clearly not been perfected.

Mass production made that somewhat inevitable, but after knowing the flavor of painstakingly crafted chocolate, Alfred felt like throwing it away after a single bite. At this level, it would never satisfy the vampire. Shin would lop off the maker’s head at once.

Even so, there was no doubt it would be revolutionary to anyone eating it for the first time.

The novelty-loving people of Luvillia—especially the confectioners lining Market Street—were already discussing how to incorporate this black jewel into their own shops. The genius who had reinvented the method of solidification was apparently a confectioner too. Perhaps people like them were far better suited to exploring cacao’s possibilities than Alfred was.

There were plenty of geniuses.

He was not the only special one.

That fact was deeply unpleasant, but the whole situation was absurd anyway. A man with no connection to sweets and no interest in them, saddled with the impossible task of creating the “ultimate chocolate”? If a substitute existed, Alfred would gladly shove his losing ticket onto them.

Alfred exhaled weakly.

In reality, tagging in a confectionery genius from another country was unreasonable. After all, the job came with the hellish perk of becoming a monster’s slave. He could deceive someone and drag them here, but how was Alfred, who could not leave Luvillia, supposed to scout them in the first place?

“… Well, running away from the assignment isn’t like me either,” he muttered. “I’ll keep doing what I can.”

Alfred tucked the half-eaten chocolate into the pouch at his waist and headed for the museum as planned.

The painting completed by the great master Zechsen in his later years had truly destroyed the vampire Mariw. If there was an example of human hands accomplishing such a thing, then Alfred could not simply declare it impossible and bend the knee. If that work contained something he could connect to the ultimate sweetness, then perhaps the path he ought to take would come into view.
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Though it was a weekday afternoon, the museum was bustling with people. Bored ladies and elderly patrons made up the main audience, but local students and workshop apprentices were also there, bent over sketchbooks and canvases as they copied the works on display.

The Ernestden Museum of Art possessed the largest number of holdings in the Kingdom of Sable, and its painting collection in particular was extraordinary, even by global standards. Thanks to that, the grounds were absurdly vast. Even if Alfred spent the whole day here, he doubted he could see even a third of it, let alone half.

In other words, he got lost.

When he finally found his way, he had emerged into a courtyard. After buying lunch from a stand, he paused to rest on a bench. His meal was a simple sandwich of fried white fish and scrambled egg between two pieces of bread. Standing before him was a bronze statue of a nude woman, one of the forms of beauty Alfred most preferred.

Unfortunately, the sky was cloudy today, but given the recent heat wave, that was more a blessing than a drawback. Plus, ever since Shin had drunk his blood, Alfred felt as though he had become weaker against heat and sunlight. It was a worrying sign, though given that he had originally been a student raised in the north who spent all his time indoors, it might simply have been the result of an unhealthy lifestyle.

Now that his stomach was full, even standing began to feel like too much effort. As he idly gazed at the nude statue’s waist, a seminary student in black clerical robes entered his field of vision.

The pendant around his neck, bearing a diamond set within a circle, marked him as a follower of Sangria. He had black curls, clear green eyes, and small, sloping shoulders. He gave off the impression of being somehow fragile and looked daintier and cuter than most academy girls.

From Alfred’s experience extorting people in boarding school, this sort of young ladylike type was easily influenced. He might as well lean on him and get him to guide him around the museum. Alfred fixed the student with a sharp stare through his spectacles and approached once he was noticed.

“Excuse me,” Alfred said. “I’m in rather serious trouble right now—”

“Eeeeeek! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I don’t have any money!”

All Alfred had done was speak, and the boy was already panicking spectacularly.

“Wait, wait, wait! I’m just an academy student who got lost! Please don’t shout! People will think I’m trying to shake you down!”

“Oh, is that chocolate? They have it in Luvillia too?”

As Alfred reached into his pouch to take out his student identification, the student apparently noticed the half-eaten chocolate. Bewildered, Alfred offered it—“Want some?”—and the student timidly accepted it like a stray cat.

What was going on? This student’s reactions were unexpectedly difficult to predict. Alfred had intended to make him his mark, only to be shaken down for his chocolate instead. Still, perhaps thanks to that, the student seemed to let down his guard. He bowed his head as if apologizing for the misunderstanding.

Did Alfred really look that rough? Well, he did have a rather fierce tattoo on his neck now.

The realization hurt more than Alfred expected.
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“Mmfh, fhorry. I waff juff on mah way to—”

“Finish eating before you talk. I’ll wait.”

In the end, Alfred even found himself buying the student lunch.

Apparently, he had been robbed that morning and lost nearly all the money he had. That explained his terror. And incidentally, he was not actually a student, but a traveler who had come to Luvillia to participate in a summer religious festival. His name was Kālim Bahūr, and by strange coincidence, he was from Ernes, the same country that exported the solid chocolate in question. And, though he looked young to the people of Sable, he was a proper adult. In fact, he was five years older than Alfred.

The idea that a delicate ladylike person who looked as though they should be playing in a meadow with a flower crown would return home to find two children calling him Father reminded Alfred that the world’s mysteries lay scattered everywhere. There were limits to what differences of race could explain. Perhaps he was descended from elves or high fairies.

Kālim had apparently hidden some banknotes inside his leather shoes, so if he relied on professional interactions to get by, he would manage somehow. Still, since they had already met anyway, Alfred bought him lunch as well as chocolate, then asked him to be his museum guide in exchange.

Though still timid, Kālim accepted and declared in a surprisingly clear voice, “Leave it to me! I’ve studied hard for this moment!”

The Ernestden Museum of Art was divided into wings by collection, and the wing displaying Zechsen’s painting lay just across the courtyard.

A faint fragrance resembling chocolate drifted from Kālim, and Alfred found himself thinking the man seemed like some cacao fairy. It must be a familiar sweet in Ernes. If solid chocolate became popular through mass production, Luvillia would surely be the same way.

“You are interested in Zechsen, yes, Alfred?” Kālim said happily. “Like many artists of his time, the great master painted many religious works. More than six hundred years ago, when witch hunts and exorcisms were flourishing, the upper classes saw an explosive increase in followers of Sangria.”

Historically, Sangria had reached Ernes somewhat later, when the Kingdom of Sable had brought most of the continent under its control and was attempting to expand its sphere beyond the sea.

Alchemy sought to explore mysteries and make them its own. The Church of Saint Sangria sought to defeat mysteries and drive them out. When those two forces, both spurring human ambition, meshed together, the world entered the Age of Great Voyages.

Perhaps the deaths in quick succession of two vampire kings, Glinden and Mariw, had also been omens of civilization’s rise to its current heights.

“Why did you become a believer, Kālim?” Alfred asked. “To your people, it’s a foreign religion. If there was a reason to change over from your local gods, I’d like to hear it.”

“My father worked in a profession dealing with life. So there were times he had to cling to divine protection. But the gods of Ernes only existed. They did not give blessings.”

“Isn’t Sangria the same? I’ve prayed plenty of times, but I’ve never had anything done for me.”

“Even if not now, someday it may reach the divine. Until then, it’s good to continue to pray,” Kālim said with a smile.

In truth, perhaps his life really had gone well for that reason. He had traveled all the way to Luvillia, so he had to be living comfortably. To Alfred, whose troubles never ended, that was enviable.

Though his newly learned foreign tongue gave him a slight awkwardness, Kālim possessed a rich vocabulary, and his knowledge of religious painting was considerable. When they reached the area where Zechsen’s works were displayed, he immediately launched into fluent explanations, leaving Alfred impressed each time. Though art was not his field, he had never imagined a member of the general public would surpass him in breadth of knowledge.

“Zechsen is known for realism, but in his later years, his works became more abstract. Can you tell at once that this is a flower?”

Alfred furrowed his brow and shook his head. The work on display looked like colorful horse dung. Perhaps Zechsen had gone senile with age, or perhaps he had accidentally submitted one of his grandchildren’s drawings.

“I really don’t understand art,” Alfred replied. “The angel bathing scene he painted when he was young looks far more valuable than this.”

At that, Kālim laughed cheerfully again. He himself looked far more like a work of art than the scribble before them. If someone stripped him naked and displayed him here, crowds of men like Shin would doubtless rush in to see.

“There is an angel beside it here. Society does not evaluate it very highly, but it is a storied work said to have destroyed a monster with holy power.”

“What?” Alfred tilted his head.

Since Kālim had suddenly introduced the very thing Alfred was looking for, Alfred found himself looking twice.

The painting showed a monster twisted into absurdity, neither human nor animal, smiling with a face whose outline warped and wavered. Alfred vaguely remembered seeing hallucinations like this when his alchemy experiments failed.

“Zechsen mastered every technique and rose in fame until he was called a great master. In his later years, he entrusted commissions to the apprentices in his workshop and lived a leisurely, semi-retired life. But one day, as if seized by sudden inspiration, he completed a painting of a bizarre angel on canvas. It was a result difficult to believe from Zechsen, who had created so many beautiful religious paintings. They say it was controversial even at the time,” Kālim continued his explanation smoothly.

Is this truly the “overwhelming beauty” that drove Mariw to death?

Had it been so extraordinary that even Alfred, who had no interest in art, felt moved by it, perhaps he might have gained a hint for chocolate-making. But being presented with something like a child’s scribble and told to aim for it left him even more at a loss than when he had no guidepost at all.

After staring at the angel with its distorted smile, Alfred asked in a strained voice, “Tell me what’s amazing about this painting.”

“Other than the legend that it turned the monster ruling Luvillia at the time to ash, there is probably nothing especially notable. Zechsen’s later works are among his least valuable, and I have heard almost no one comes to see them except people interested in the legend. But perhaps that is only because our sense of beauty cannot understand it; in truth, it may possess tremendous power. After all, he continued painting many abstract works like this afterward.”

Then Kālim added, “It is said that just before Zechsen died, he murmured this to his apprentices, ‘That is my masterpiece. The angel praised it as such as well.’”

Part 6

After leaving the museum and parting ways with Kālim, Alfred headed straight to the library.

He had already researched Mariw’s legend, but when he consulted Zechsen’s biographies and Sangria-related materials, new aspects began to emerge.

According to one theory, Zechsen was guided by divine revelation and took up his brush as if moved by an invisible hand. Some accounts even claimed that Sangria appeared at his bedside, which only made the whole matter look more suspicious.

So the clue leading to a new ultimate chocolate was, of all things, prayer. The work Alfred was supposed to study was a warped scribble, yet it was a fact that the thing had destroyed Mariw.

The situation had not improved. If anything, it had regressed.

Perhaps Alfred ought to follow Kālim’s example and pray. But if God appeared at an alchemist’s bedside, the first thing the alchemist would do was strip off His clothes and examine the structure of His body. Before hoping for divine blessing, Alfred had more reason to fear divine punishment.

He wiped the sweat from his brow and looked up at Luvillia’s summer sky.

It had still been cloudy when he left the museum, but as the sun began to sink, patches of clear sky opened overhead, and the temperature was now rising even higher than it had been at midday. He was already at an impasse, and in this heat, his mind only grew duller.

For now, it seemed best to abandon the attempt to derive an answer from past cases. When a man found himself at a dead end, it was only right to return to the starting point and strike at the problem again through orthodox means.

What he needed to think about was the recipe for the ultimate chocolate. A new possibility for cacao. Without relying on gods or great men, he would carve a new path into untouched land with his own feet.

With that change of heart, Alfred headed to the wharf in southeastern Luvillia.

Beyond the lukewarm sea breeze, fishing boats and trading ships lay anchored, while sunburned, half-naked men unloaded cargo, sweat pouring down their backs.

The cacao beans used in chocolate-making were imported by Sable trading ships and purchased through the Luvillia Chamber of Commerce. Supposedly, they were the variety Leonardo had carefully selected—but that had been two hundred years ago. Now that the reach of trade had expanded, it was possible that finer, more flavorful cacao was being brought in.

What Alfred had in mind now was not devising a new recipe but reevaluating the quality of the raw materials themselves.

Reality, however, proved harsh. When Alfred visited the Chamber of Commerce, the man who heard him out set a burlap sack down heavily in front of Alfred and said, “You ask for a higher-quality variety, but you see, cacao itself is already a precious trade good. Lately, the mainstream preference is for varieties that are easier to cultivate. For instance, this one here, called Forastero. It’s cacao grown in Ligaro, one of Sable’s colonies.”

Alfred brought his nose close and found that its scent seemed slightly weaker than what he usually used.

The tag showed it was being delivered to his familiar coffeehouse. In other words, the chocolate drink he tasted when he first met Shin had been made from the same cacao packed inside this sack.

“What you normally use is Criollo, isn’t it? That’s the stuff cultivated by the People of the Earth, and it’s the highest grade, rarely even appearing on the market. I hear its flavor is delicate, but it’s vulnerable to disease, which makes mass production difficult.”

Hearing this laid out properly, Alfred realized how ignorant he still was about cacao, and his expression tightened.

He purchased a small quantity of Forastero beans just in case, but if the Criollo variety he already used was superior in quality, then his plan to revise the recipe from the raw materials up would need to be scrapped.

At Alfred’s gloomy expression, the man added, “If you want to learn more about cacao, I could introduce you to a merchant who trades with the People of the Earth. But personally, I don’t much recommend it.”

“I would like to say yes immediately, but is there some problem?”

“They’re practically pirates, those people. Whether you can have a proper conversation with them is the real question.”
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By the time Alfred arrived at a tavern near the wharf, night had fully fallen.

The place stood tucked away in a backwater where tourists almost never came, and its clientele looked just as bad as one would expect. A curved knife had been stabbed into the signboard, and vulgar graffiti covered the whitewashed wooden shack from top to bottom.

Inside, predictably, a white-haired old man wearing an eyepatch and a bald giant with a hook for one hand were drinking hard. They shot sharp glares at Alfred, the unfamiliar newcomer.

A bespectacled, fine-featured alchemist was completely out of place here. Even with the fierce tattoo carved into his neck, he could not compete with the dangerous atmosphere radiating from genuine thugs.

Still, that did not mean he had any reason to shrink back.

With one hand on his hip, Alfred swept his gaze around the room, then advanced deeper inside with a composed expression.

He saw half-naked men whose bodies were covered in tattoos far more spectacular than his mark of servitude, and his curiosity stirred. So these were the rumored People of the Earth.

Sweet butter. Cinnamon. The scent of some distinctive cigar he had never smelled before. It was a tension different from facing a monstrosity—the feeling of stepping into dangerous territory.

Then one of the men stroked his backside.

A mocking cackle followed.

Without so much as moving an eyebrow, Alfred snapped his fingers and sent sparks scattering across the man’s bearded face. The men watching immediately rose to their feet. The bearded man, struck by blue electricity released from Alfred’s etheric crystal, tumbled out of his chair and stared at Alfred in astonishment.

It was important to bluff first. It made the conversation that followed proceed more smoothly.

“I’m a learned man, see. I’ve heard the rumors about you, alchemist boy.”

Only one man remained unshaken by the etheric sparks, lounging in a seat at the back.

He wore a friendly smile, but the measuring look in his eyes was more intimidating than anyone else’s.

He appeared just shy of thirty. His features were not exactly beautiful, yet his lidded eyes and aquiline nose gave him a gallant air. He had the large frame of a man of the sea, his skin glossy and sun-browned. His wind-tossed hair had been bleached by salt air into a reddish brown.

His white linen blouse hung open at the front, showing off his powerful chest without restraint. Ornaments jingled all over his body. He wore drop-crotched trousers, and a rugged curved sword hung at his waist.

The voyage far south across the Mediterranean waters facing Luvillia, to the undeveloped continent inhabited by the People of the Earth, was always a matter of life and death. In that sense, the man was closer to an adventurer than a pirate.

There was little doubt that this rough-looking man was the boss of the trading ship.

When the man stood and offered a handshake, Alfred began to extend his hand as well, but the mark at his neck suddenly burned with heat. He stiffened.

The next instant, the curved sword flashed toward him.

Alfred arched backward and avoided it by a hair. Had the mark of servitude not warned him of danger, he would have lost his nose.

“Did I do something to offend you?” Alfred asked.

“I don’t like those eyes of yours. Sizing me up like that, even though you’re nothing but a monster’s pet dog.”

Good grief. Someone had drawn a blade over something as small as “he looked at me wrong,” and Alfred could hardly stand it.

Yet back in boarding school, people had picked fights with him over that sort of thing all the time. A cocky face. Eyes that seemed to look down on others. Alfred wanted to say he had no such intention, but the truth was, he did look down on people, if only faintly.

In any case, by neatly dodging the surprise attack, he seemed to have earned a measure of respect.

The man dropped heavily back into his tavern chair and said, “Name’s Jilton. If you want feeding, come here, little dog.”
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Alfred sat on an unstable chair that creaked beneath him, sharing a table with Jilton.

Being called a pet dog was unpleasant, but the man’s tone did not feel as mocking as his words. The others around them were frightened, wary, or glaring; Jilton alone seemed to regard Alfred as an amusing, unusual guest.

“You want to know about cacao, huh? That got something to do with alchemy?”

“No. The vampire king happens to be a chocolate addict.”

Jilton furrowed his brow. If he knew the full story, he would doubtless be even more confused.

A perfect immortal with power equal to a god was now ruled by mere sugary sweets. This man called Alfred a dog, but at present, Alfred was the one taking care of his so-called master.

Once the seafarer grasped the situation, he began teaching Alfred about the lands across the sea.

“The People of the Earth have lived in nature since times so old they’d make your head spin. They don’t really have countries or towns the way we talk about them. It’s more like a bunch of packs, like wolves. Then there’s a priestess who gathers the chiefs of those packs. She does fortune-telling and curse-like things, so they treat her as sacred. Cacao’s precious, tribute worth as much as gold coins. Besides that, it’s served during special occasions, like rituals and festivals.”

Despite his appearance, Jilton was a knowledgeable and articulate man. Raw strength alone was clearly not the reason he led a trading ship. When Alfred asked more about cacao, he explained further.

“If you’ve only seen the beans, you might not be able to picture it, but when the fruit ripens, it turns bright red and gets bigger than your palm. They say it came to be used in charms because the shape resembles a heart when split open. You know lychee? The pulp’s milky white like that, juicy and sour. When it’s hot, the People of the Earth slurp it right out. Shame it spoils too quickly for me to bring any back.”

As Alfred listened intently, nodding along, the tavern keeper brought over food.

There was steamed chicken, fried rice, and a reddish-brown sauce poured over the entire plate. A foreign student from the east in the alchemy department had once made a dish called “curry” in the laboratory, and this looked rather similar.

Prompted by Jilton, Alfred tasted it. It was not as spicy as he had expected, and the distinctive aroma of spices tickled his nose—chili pepper, garlic, black pepper, cloves, cinnamon, and a faint nutty fragrance as well. It had a complex flavor produced by combining many different ingredients, and no comparison immediately came to mind. What was certain was that this unfamiliar sauce mingled with the meat juices and drew out the savory flavor of the chicken even further.

“The locals call that mole. Seems it just means sauce, and there’s no fixed recipe. Every settlement has its own mole. Some are painfully spicy; some are heavy on sourness. There’s all sorts, really,” Jilton explained.

The more Alfred heard, the more fascinated he became. These were vivid, finely detailed facts that only someone who had traveled there could know. Stroking his stubbled chin, Jilton grinned and continued.

“But most places use a certain ingredient. Not noticing that means you’ve still got a long way to go, alchemist boy.”

“Don’t tell me this reddish-brown ingredient is—”

“Cacao. They mix in plenty of the same thick paste you’d see served at a coffeehouse, along with the other seasonings. Sweet chocolate is a newcomer when you look at history. Those people have been putting cacao into their meals as porridge or sauce since back when we were hunting with stone axes.”

Alfred had known in theory that cacao was used in cooking. When he met Shin, of course, he had drunk a spiced chocolate beverage.

But pouring it over chicken had never crossed his mind.

When he tasted it again, the flavor was indeed familiar.

The vampire king desired “sweetness,” so Alfred could not serve mole as it was, but there was a great deal to learn from this dish. Cacao did not collapse when blended with powerfully fragrant spices. If anything, it evolved into a stronger flavor.

The possibilities were infinite. Alfred himself had said so. Yet somewhere along the way, he had become ruled by preconceptions. Compared with when he had first begun making chocolate, his ideas had grown narrower now that he had gained knowledge.

In truth, he still knew next to nothing about cacao.

Beyond the ultimate chocolate, the final destination of possibility, reached after inquiry upon inquiry.

He did not know whether such a thing existed. But he did not want to be the sort of fool who decided on the limits before even trying, then concluded there had never been an answer.

“Do you have any other interesting stories?” Alfred asked. “Anything at all. As for money, my employer can pay as much as you need. If you want to earn a fortune, now’s your chance.”

“Let’s see. Something you might like… There’s the legendary white cacao. Supposedly, it’s a particularly rare type of Criollo with pure white seeds. In our terms, it’s a legendary-grade thing, the sort even royal priestesses and their attendants almost never get to taste.”

Alfred leaned forward. This was exactly the kind of information he wanted.

“Is there any way to obtain it?”

“Don’t be unreasonable,” Jilton replied. “Even if we tried to trade, they wouldn’t deal.”

“Boss. I heard there was someone who stole a sack a while back.”

One of the men who had been listening raised his hand. This time, Jilton’s eyes changed too.

He glanced at Alfred, and Alfred replied, “I’ll pay three hundred.”

If that meant three hundred of the high-value banknotes commonly circulated in Sable, it was an amount comparable to the profit from a single voyage. Even for mythical cacao, it should have been an exceptional offer.

Jilton quickly stood, gathered his men, and began discussing matters.

No doubt they intended to obtain the desired goods through methods they could not let the buyer hear about. It was stolen property, and Alfred did not care in the slightest. If anything, knowing they would not be picky about methods made them feel more reliable.

“It was two years ago that I even saw such a thing, so I can’t make any promises,” Jilton said finally, “but I’ll use every connection I’ve got to look for it. You don’t forget the terms you just gave me either.”

Alfred smiled broadly and shook Jilton’s hand once more. Whether he could truly obtain what he wanted remained unclear, but at least it was better than relying on prayer.

The world was vast, and people were as countless as stars. One had to use every means available to seek the answer that did not yet exist.

That was inquiry. Challenge. Adventure. Voyage.

The legendary variety, white cacao.

Was that not a sacred name perfectly suited to the ultimate chocolate?
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After walking around all day beneath the blazing sun, exhaustion finally crashed over Alfred.

When he returned to the workshop, he threw the burlap sack of Forastero cacao into the storeroom and fell into a deep sleep. When he woke the next day, he was so disgusted by his own sweat-stink that he hurried to bathe.

The people of Luvillia were known for their love of cleanliness, and any noble’s mansion would always have a bathroom. Shin apparently used it as well, though thankfully, Alfred had never run into him there. Every time he undressed, he feared the vampire might suddenly appear to watch.

Freshened up, he was just about to begin his daily chocolate-making when he finally noticed something strange.

When he checked his pocket watch, it was already nearly noon. And yet Shin had not come to hurry him along even once.

Would that impatient addict really forgive an insolent servant who overslept and then leisurely took a bath?

The oddness did not end there. When Alfred appeared in the dining hall, wearing an appropriately awkward expression, the vampire king showed no anger at all. Instead, he was smiling so cheerfully it was almost unsettling.

“How rare for you to break a promise,” he said brightly. “Still, it seems you returned late yesterday, and everyone has days like that from time to time. You may as well rest properly.”

“Are your withdrawal symptoms all right? I was planning to make the chocolate now.”

“There is no need. I have plenty of chocolate.”

Shin snapped his fingers. Krim appeared and placed several plates atop the spotless white tablecloth. Alfred was so stunned he could not speak.

Chocolate of all kinds, on dishes laid across the table like delicacies at a banquet.

Naturally, Alfred had not made them. Which meant—

“The confectioners of Luvillia sent their own chocolates as gifts,” Krim said. “They included messages saying they wished to receive an endorsement from the great vampire king. Where they heard that Master Shin is obsessed with cacao, I cannot imagine. The lower classes are remarkably enterprising.”

Krim, who had held noble status before his head was cut off, added the explanation with faint exasperation. Even the confectioners who kept shops in one of Sable’s most famous tourist cities were not that well-informed. It was easy to imagine someone behind the scenes had planted the information.

If the confectioners used imported solid chocolate, entering the market would be far easier than making it from roasted cacao. Encourage competition among confectioners, and demand for their company’s product would rise sharply along with public attention.

As expected of the Goldock Company. Did they calculate every last move?

Alfred sampled a piece of chocolate. It did not look bad, but it tasted underdeveloped. It was nowhere near Leonardo’s work, much less Alfred’s pieces that had advanced his recipe.

That said, this was less a matter of technical immaturity than a lack of understanding regarding cacao. In other words, through future competition, the chocolates the confectioners made would become more refined. Once the obsessions and techniques of professional confectioners were kneaded into them, they might well create recipes that surpassed those of an alchemist who merely possessed knowledge.

In fact, Shin seemed reasonably satisfied with the confectioners’ chocolates. Like a child excited at a birthday party, he hummed as he picked them up one after another from his end of the table.

Watching him, Alfred clicked his tongue and said, “So in the end, any chocolate will do for you.”

“If the question is whether it can suppress the withdrawal symptoms, then these immature children are lovable too. If their techniques improve, perhaps I should consider entrusting my daily chocolate-making to them. That way, you can focus on devising the ultimate recipe. I don’t think there’s any reason for you to be spiteful about it.”

Shin was absolutely right. This was a chance to shove the losing ticket onto the confectioners entirely and slip away as soon as possible.

So why did it sit so poorly with him? Because just when he renewed his spirit and decided to attack the challenge, the ladder had been pulled away from beneath him?

No. That alone could not explain how irritated he felt.

He had not been insulted, nor had any new unreasonable demand been forced upon him. Yet smoke from a cigarette no one had bothered to put out smoldered inside him, filling him with sour displeasure. No matter how much he thought about it, he could find no reason for that feeling, and that only made it harder to keep calm.

Perhaps the vampire sensed his irritation, because he watched Alfred carefully and continued.

“Are you perhaps jealous, Al? I’m not denying your ability. On the contrary, because I have expectations of you, I’m considering whether it would be better to reduce your daily burden. I would like you to understand that difference.”

“What a ridiculous misunderstanding,” Alfred snapped. “Having expectations placed on me by a bastard like you is nothing but a nuisance. If you were an honest employer, perhaps I could feel honored, but only recently, you broke the terms we had agreed to in advance. Wrap it in pretty words all you like. What you’re doing is still exploitation.”

He spat the words like poison. He knew perfectly well that dragging the subject back up now would only let Shin dodge it smoothly. Nobles, not just Shin, were skilled at shelving inconvenient problems.

From the start, Alfred had not expected an apology. You’re a bastard who can’t even keep promises he made himself. How can you still sit there looking so superior? Any excuse would have been fine if it let him tear Shin down and win the argument.

But then came a reaction he had not expected.

“Indeed, perhaps I have already lost my qualifications as master,” Shin said.

“Oh? At last, you admit it? Quite meek words for such a prideful vampire, but by commoner standards, far too late. Trust is everything in business. Once lost, it can never be regained.”

“I know. I know it well. I have constantly troubled myself over how I ought to atone as a king. Ever since I exposed such living shame, it has been like a stake driven into my heart. If I am to pull it free to escape the suffering, then I must endure a moment of pain.”

Alfred laughed. After being dragged around like he had been, seeing Shin weakened felt good.

Serves you right, you shameless bastard. Fine, then hurry up and prostrate yourself like a dog. Today, I’ll make it clear which of us stands above the other.

The vampire king fell silent for a while, then wore a solemn expression and said, “Let us dissolve the servitude contract. There seems to be no other way to beg your forgiveness.”

“What?”

For a moment, Alfred could not understand what he had heard.

And even after he understood, he doubted his ears.

But then he felt the heat withdraw from his neck and realized the words were true.

“You are free at last,” Shin said. “Just as you wished.”
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Chapter 3: The Vampire and the Chocolatier


Part 1

Evening in Luvillia.

The summer sea burned vivid orange, and the sky was gradually being stained at its edges by the darkness of night. Alfred settled into his usual seat at his usual coffeehouse, spread the Sable Times across the counter, and wasted time without truly reading a word.

How long had it been since he had spent a day in leisure like this? He was not being driven by impatience or danger. He even had enough room in his mind to vaguely wonder what he ought to do next.

Out of habit, his fingers brushed his neck, but the mark once carved there had vanished without a trace. Astonishingly, the vampire had truly released Alfred from his custody. Despite having been so obsessed with him, Shin had let him go with almost disappointing ease.

Was it because he’d learned there was a new genius in a distant foreign land? Or because he’d sensed future promise in the chocolates made by Luvillia’s confectioners?

To Alfred, what he’d said had been no more than spiteful abuse, but to Shin, it might have triggered him to atone. Alfred had not forgiven him for nearly killing him either, so there was more than enough reason to dissolve the relationship between client and employee.

As Alfred left the mansion, Krim had handed him compensation that felt rather like severance pay. Thanks to that, Alfred would have no trouble paying for daily life or tuition for the time being. He could even continue his research as an alchemist. On top of that, he was finally free.

He had no complaints whatsoever about the annulment of the contract. If anything, it was probably the best possible outcome.

“You look rather rough, alchemist boy,” a voice echoed.

“Not really. But what a coincidence, running into you here, Jilton.”

The man of the sea laughed. He smelled of oil and sweat, perhaps after working on ship repairs, but Alfred did not find it especially unpleasant.

Jilton rudely ordered only water, then said, “I saw you from outside, so I thought I’d call out. I’ve heard the rumors. You stopped being the monster’s dog, eh?”

Alfred only shrugged. It had happened yesterday, and yet the merchant had already heard. As expected, merchants had ears everywhere.

Since Alfred had been the one brokering their money-making arrangement, Jilton might have reason to complain now that Alfred had been cut loose. That said, if they obtained the white cacao, they could simply take the deal directly to Shin. Alfred did not even mind if they used his name.

Jilton seemed to understand that much, because he did not bring the matter up again. He simply sat beside Alfred, refrained from needless prying, lit up a cigar, and said, “Truth is, repairs on the ship are taking time. I’ve got nothing to do while I wait, so I was thinking of heading to the entertainment district. You look free too. Coming?”

“My alchemy experiment has settled down for now. Perhaps investigating the mysteries of the human body next wouldn’t be so bad. I’ve just come into some money too, so I may as well enjoy a Luvillian night for once.”

“Good, it’s settled then! I’ll show you a fine establishment.”

Alfred slung an arm around Jilton’s shoulders, and together they headed to a place said to have beauties of the finest selection. Now that he was free, all he had to do was hurry up and forget about that accursed vampire.

Alfred indulged himself deeply and enjoyed a night so sweet it seemed to melt. No headless attendant abducted him and left him unsatisfied. Even after he made merry until morning and collapsed, no addict scolded him by asking what had happened to today’s chocolate.

It was perfect.

No, it was normal.

Who cared about chocolate?

Something that stupid deserved to be thrown out the window.
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While Alfred was surrounded by beautiful women, investigating the mysteries of the human body, the headless boy, Krim, silently cleaned, alone in the mansion dining hall.

Shin remained seated in his chair, deep in thought. Once an eternal vampire fell into such a state, he might not move for a day, or even for several weeks. His sense of time differed from that of ordinary people; for those forced to deal with him, it was unbearable.

Ever since Alfred left, it was as if the hands of the clock had stopped moving. Krim had waited patiently, but nothing had changed, so only now had he begun clearing away the plates from the table.

Most of the chocolates made by the confectioners remained untouched. Shin had taken one bite at the beginning, and that was all. The rest would have to be discarded.

Without a head, Krim could not even sigh. He asked, expecting little, “Why did you do that?”

“Do you mean releasing that brilliant young man? You heard everything, so I don’t think there is any room for doubt. Unless, of course, you intend to corner your wounded, weakened master still further.”

“So you truly dissolved the servitude contract out of guilt alone?”

Shin answered with a silent smile.

More than the fact that he had responded at all, the truth itself was difficult to believe. The vampire king was feeling something he should never have felt toward a mere human. The only person who had ever been such an existence to him was Leonardo.

No, perhaps this was even heavier than back then.

Krim looked at the chocolates laid on the plates and asked again, “Your withdrawal symptoms have not truly settled, have they? Crude creations of Luvillian confectioners cannot satisfy your body. To release Lord Alfred in such a situation seems far from sane. If you continue without eating chocolate…”

“You have grown rather self-important, giving me counsel.”

Shin’s voice cut sharply, and Krim had no choice but to fall silent.

His life should have ended when his head was severed. The only reason he now served as a houseboy was that the vampire had found amusement in degrading a royal youth who had shown him disrespect. Krim was nothing like Leonardo or Alfred. He was a sack kept nearby solely to be kicked.

Without permission, he had no right even to enter his master’s sight. For him to comment on his master’s actions was beyond presumptuous.

And yet, without Alfred’s chocolate, how long could this supernatural being’s stubborn endurance last? If he lost his reason, he might bring ruin upon Luvillia.

A clatter rang out, and Krim snapped back to himself. The vampire’s shoulder tilted, and he collapsed from his chair onto his knees. The pure white tablecloth was dragged down with him, scattering the remaining chocolates pitifully across the floor.

Krim rushed to his master’s side and clasped those rattling, trembling hands. He could not bear to see the absolute king in such a painful state. Even if it earned his master’s displeasure and he was turned to ash, he had no choice but to call Alfred back. Atonement was one thing, but letting childish bravado ruin everything was absurd.

Then his eyes met Shin’s red ones.

Drool spilled from Shin’s mouth. His entire body swayed unsteadily. He looked no different from a drug addict collapsed in an alley.

Yet Krim sensed something extraordinary behind that expression and recoiled with a start.

“Surely, this was not out of guilt?” Krim asked.

“For all the years you have spent at my side, you understand vampires not at all. Do you truly think I would feel guilt toward a mere human because I broke a contract? If I possessed such delicate sensibilities, I would have lived only three hundred years at most.”

Shin clenched his trembling hands and smiled dreamily.

“All of this is for the sake of obtaining something ultimate. If that is to be, even this suffering is precious to me.”
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Peace and boredom were separated by a hair’s breadth. By the time two weeks had passed since the servitude contract was dissolved, Alfred had grown thoroughly restless.

His only concern—finding a place to live—had been resolved quickly when Jilton introduced him to a new workshop. Thanks to his severance pay, he would have no trouble covering tuition for the time being, but if he considered daily living expenses and research funds, he still needed a stable income. If he built a record of achievement while he had breathing room, his future as an alchemist would be secure.

His mind understood all that.

Yet for some reason, he was lying in the academy courtyard in the middle of the day, drinking.

Now that he had finally gotten his time back, he ought to have immersed himself in alchemical experiments as before. And yet he could not find the energy for it. Today too, he was wasting the hours idly.

He really ought to start moving soon. Even now, while he lay here, the outside world was changing at astonishing speed.

The closest example was Luvillia’s confectioners. Their chocolate-making skills were improving rapidly, and chocolate was already becoming a new specialty of the ancient city. A major reason for this was that the many recipes Alfred had devised had passed into the hands of the confectioners, dramatically raising the quality of local chocolate sweets.

That bastard Shin leaked my ideas. He had no intention of shouting such a thing. After all, the enormous severance payment had included the transfer of those intellectual property rights.

“The magician of cacao… chocolatier. Makes me laugh,” he muttered, taking another long drink.

Just the other day, on his way home from the academy, he had been approached by strangers. They had looked at him as if they had encountered some stage actor.

“So you people are Luvillian confectioners?” Alfred asked.

“Yes, yes! That recipe was truly magnificent. Not only the specific methods, but the precise analysis extending to aroma and flavor components. And the many variations derived from that… As if by magic, you bring out cacao’s charm in endlessly changing forms.”

“Thanks to you, Mr. Wagner, our shop’s in an uproar like heaven and earth got flipped upside down! We’ve always been proud of our baked sweets, you see, and when we used your recipe as a reference to make éclairs, they became an absolute hit! Even with the whole family working, we can’t keep up!”

“Our specialty is cookies. I’d like to try making this thing called fondant au chocolat too, but shamefully, it’s beyond my skill. If there are any tricks to baking it properly, I hoped the great chocolatier himself might teach me directly.”

An unexpected feverish passion. Even though they had only just met, every one of them had sparkling eyes. It was so intense it was suffocating.

Being worshipped like a god did not feel bad in itself, but Alfred answered half in exasperation.

“I’m an alchemist. I only made chocolate because I was asked to, and I don’t intend to do anything special with it going forward. I want to focus on my real work from now on. If you need someone to praise with that title, give it to the fellow who invented solid chocolate.”

“Please wait! To us, those recipes have far greater value! The method of solidification now available would likely have been devised by someone before too long. But you, Mr. Wagner, saw far beyond that, an entire century of cacao refinement that countless pâtissiers might have spun together, all by yourself—”

He stopped listening halfway through.

He should not have felt guilty about anything.

Yet before he knew it, he had fled, as if to avoid hearing any more.

After dozing off on the bench where he lay, Alfred finally managed to show his face at the alchemy department, where he was told Professor Theodore had been looking for him. It was bound to be another troublesome conversation. He would have liked to skip it, but that would only make things more annoying later.

Reluctantly, he headed to the research room in the back. Sure enough, the expected development awaited him.

“A summer festival will soon be held in Luvillia,” Professor Theodore said. “It is an event to pray to Hanān, god of the lighthouse, for safe voyages and plentiful fishing. Many students from the alchemy department have already decided to participate, but what do you intend to do, Mr. Wagner? I do not mean to force you, of course—”

“Which means you’re scheming to make me do something, doesn’t it?”

“The Goldock Company is considering holding a chocolate contest.”

Alfred nearly kicked the nearest chair. Of all conceivable proposals, this was close to the worst.

“You are aware that my servitude contract with Shin has been dissolved, yes? In that case, I would think it easy to imagine that I have no reason whatsoever to make chocolate anymore. Even more so if your ridiculous business schemes are involved.”

“Even so, your achievements have not vanished. The artisans entering the contest would hardly feel properly motivated without the current champion, the great chocolatier. As a citizen of Luvillia, you should do your part to enliven the festival.”

Then the old professor laughed and added, “What a sorry sight you’ve been lately. I don’t know what happened between you and the vampire king, but you should continue making chocolate. Otherwise, you’ll ruin yourself. Not only as an alchemist, but as a human being.”

“What do you know about me, Theodore Goldock?”

Instead of answering, the professor handed him a flyer recruiting participants.

Alfred could have slapped it away, but doing so would only invite another tedious lecture. Deciding he could throw it away later, he obediently glanced over it for now.

The contents were more or less what he had expected. Luvillia’s confectioners would bring their proudest creations, which would then be judged at the festival venue. The sole judge was the vampire, which made Alfred sigh in disgust. Unbelievable, how the man would crawl onto a public stage if chocolate was involved.

No. There was one other noteworthy detail. For this contest, a confectioner from another country would be invited as a guest participant.

“Under the watchful gaze of a supernatural king, two chocolatiers will clash in a shower of sparks. Will you win, or will Kālim Bahūr? If realized, I believe it would become an unprecedentedly exciting event.”

Alfred snorted.

Then he realized he knew the name the old professor had mentioned.

Kālim Bahūr.

When Alfred viewed the great master Zechsen’s painting at the Ernestden Museum of Art, that man had certainly introduced himself by that name. And that was not the only astonishing fact. When Alfred reread the flyer, Kālim’s brief biography stated that he was the very person who had invented the solid chocolate in question.

Was it mere coincidence? Or the will of God?

Without knowing it, Alfred had already encountered a genius approaching Leonardo.

Part 2

“And you turned it down? I’ll be blunt. That’s pathetic as hell.”

At a shabby tavern, Jilton cut Alfred down without mercy. Though there was an age gap between them, neither showed the slightest consideration for the other, and by now, they had become nothing more or less than drinking companions.

“It annoys me because it feels like everything’s been arranged for me,” Alfred said. “And wouldn’t it be more insulting for someone with no interest or passion to join just for curiosity’s sake? It’s a place for confectioners to compete with their skills. The spirit of the event is probably better served without an alchemist there.”

“You talk a good game. This from the same fellow whose eyes lit up like a child’s when he heard about white cacao? Well, I suppose everyone gets like that sometimes. Even I shut myself in my room and sip booze the night before a dangerous voyage.”

“I’m not scared. I just don’t see the point.”

Jilton waved that away and drained the alcohol in his glass. Perhaps because of the heat, he had ordered a mojito today, and the breath of the man of the sea carried a faint scent of mint and lime.

Alfred enjoyed alcohol in general, but he had never been fond of mojitos, a summer staple in Luvillia. Mint was hardy against cold and grew well even in northern countries. It was effective at repelling insects and beasts, and in some regions, it was apparently used as a charm against evil. But back home, the smell had clung to clothing and gardens, so even a faint drift of it brought unpleasant memories rushing back.

Right.

He had come all the way to Luvillia to become an alchemist who would leave his mark on history and kick his narrow-minded father and brothers in the teeth. What he ought to pursue was truth. Chocolate-making had only been something he undertook to dissolve the servitude contract.

Now that he had finally been freed from those chains, unrelated outsiders were pressing him to make chocolate again. It was absurd beyond endurance. A genius had come all the way from across the sea, so they should simply leave the care of the chocolate addict to him.

Magician of cacao? Chocolatier?

Don’t make me laugh.

That’s nothing but a losing ticket.
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And yet, as it turned out, Alfred was the one forced to care for someone.

Not the vampire; he was stuck looking after the confectioner who had come from across the sea.

Kālim Bahūr stood in the doorway of the workshop, looking exactly as he had when they spoke at the museum.

Dressed in clerical robes like a seminary student, he wore a smile that seemed ready at any moment to ask, “Do you believe in God?” Small, curly-haired, and baby-faced enough that no one would believe he was a father of two. On top of that, thanks to the patent on solid chocolate, he was also a businessman who had built an enormous fortune.

Yet his true calling was still “confectioner.” Even now, he ran a small shop in his homeland, and on Sunday mornings, he reportedly handed out free baked sweets to children at the chapel.

In a sense, he was a good man positioned at the exact opposite extreme from the vampire.

To Alfred, however, he was just as incompatible.

“You may call me Kālim, with affection,” he said.

“Then you can address me with an honorific. You’re rather presumptuous for a foreign monkey.”

“Yes, yes. The peerless genius alchemist, Lord Alfred.”

“Was there just a hint of mockery in that?”

“Not at all. I have been looking forward to meeting you again for so long.”

So that was why, through the Goldock Company, he had gone out of his way to request lodging at Alfred’s workshop.

He had apparently been staying at a newly opened hotel in the city until now, which made this all the more difficult to understand. Living with someone this hard to deal with was something Alfred wished to avoid. But Kālim was an honored guest invited for the festival. If Alfred carelessly refused to lodge him, he might be the one evicted by the landlord.

That said, imagining a life in which he politely entertained a guest who had barged in by force made him want to vomit.

After a stretch of silence, Alfred made a resentful proposal. “If we’re to live together, you’ll accept several conditions. You’ll handle all housework, not only your own share, but mine as well. Any errands I ask of you must also be carried out without fail. Since you’ll be freeloading here, that much is only natural, isn’t it?”

Kālim nodded along like an obedient child.

Well, in that case, Alfred would work him like a servant. If the harassment became too much and Kālim ran away, all the better. Wearing a smug expression, Alfred delivered his final, most important condition. “And don’t speak a word about chocolate in front of me. I won’t stop you from making sweets, but even then, make something that doesn’t use cacao.”

“You mean we should not reveal our hands before the day of the match,” Kālim said. “Such a proud person.”

“No! I’m not entering at all!”

Alfred could not help raising his voice, but Kālim did not seem to care in the slightest. Still wearing the same unwavering smile, he stepped into the workshop.

“Then I will make baked sweets from my homeland. I’m sure Lord Alfred will like them.”

After saying that, Kālim began rummaging through Alfred’s stored ingredients without hesitation and quietly set to work.

Alfred cooked for himself often enough, so the workshop was stocked with ingredients and seasonings. Most tools used in alchemy were modified cooking implements anyway. Kālim’s travel bag was stuffed full of ingredients he had apparently brought from his homeland, and with hands beautiful enough to admire, he began making an unfamiliar baked sweet. He even brewed fragrant foreign herbal tea.

He was clearly not called a professional just for show. Judging by technique alone, Alfred would not even be close to a match.

What Kālim made was a sweet called baklava. It consisted of thin dough, layered like pie crust, with walnuts, pistachios, and the like tucked between the layers before being baked.

Alfred knew full well that thinning the dough and layering it required considerable skill and labor. When he had previously tried to make a chocolate-coated pie, he had struggled because he could not achieve the crisp texture a professional could.

Cacao was the same, but when it came to “baking” dough, one needed to imagine the final result even before putting it into the oven. Until one grasped the knack, failure after failure was inevitable. With dough as thin and delicate as pie pastry, the difficulty rose sharply. If one then tried to sandwich fresh fruit and cream between layers, as with mille-feuille, the truth was that the skill of a mere alchemist could only go so far.

At a glance, Kālim’s baklava did not seem as difficult as mille-feuille. Yet when Alfred put his fork into it, the thinness of the stacked pastry and the thickness of the layers were extraordinary. He had noticed Kālim’s hands moving busily, but there must have been at least forty layers.

As for the flavor, it was simply sweet. Since he began making chocolate, Alfred had tried all sorts of sweets, but he could not remember ever experiencing sweetness at this level. His body nearly rejected it on instinct.

And yet, he ate it all.

Its texture was not crisp like pie but crumbly, falling apart in delicate flakes. The syrup soaked in so deeply it nearly dripped, while the nuttiness matched beautifully with the bitter tea. At first, Alfred was overwhelmed by how cloyingly sweet it was, but once he adjusted, he found himself captive to the refined flavor hidden beneath.

Kālim had immediately shown him a glimpse of genius. He had also fully demonstrated the depth of a craftsman who had poured his heart and soul into a single field.

If the Luvillian confectioners—never mind Alfred, who was nothing more than an outsider—were told to compete with this man, they would surely go pale.

And Kālim’s excellence did not end there. As a housemate, he was a perfectly cultivated human being with no flaws to criticize.
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“Hey, curly-haired brat. Did you do the housework while I was asleep— Wait.”

The next morning, when Alfred walked from his sleeping space into the living area, the room was shining as if polished. The books and notes that had been scattered across the table were gathered neatly in one corner, and in their place, a vegetable quiche and foreign tea steamed warmly.

His spare white lab coat hung from a hook by the wall. When he looked out the window, freshly washed laundry fluttered between his building and the neighbor’s house.

Alfred had not even woken up particularly late. Which meant Kālim had started working before dawn and, while taking the utmost care not to wake Alfred, had completed the cleaning, laundry, and breakfast preparations.

A sound came from the workshop’s entrance, and when Kālim returned from outside, he announced an even more startling fact. “There are many weeds in front of the workshop. The storefront does not look good because of it.”

“Don’t tell me you were even pulling weeds,” Alfred ground out.

“While you’re at school, I’ll repair the floor and walls too. This reminds me of when I opened my own shop.”

Alfred’s original plan had been to kick his new housemate around and expose the true nature hidden behind that smile, but there was no opening for criticism whatsoever. In any normal circumstance, that would have been praiseworthy. Yet when someone went over the top like this, it felt spiteful.

In truth, Kālim was a formidable opponent. Alfred assumed he would eventually slip, but instead, day by day, he grew better at anticipating Alfred’s requests. It was comfortable yet somehow unsettling. Being in a situation where every movement was seemingly perceived in advance strongly irritated the inferiority complex of a prideful man like Alfred.

Kālim even had a way of waiting for the moment Alfred relaxed, then sliding a cushion behind his back. It was almost as if he was forcing Alfred to accept kindness.

Shin, born a king, had seen Alfred as livestock to be exploited. What Kālim projected, by contrast, was an arrogant spirit of service: “I must guide you flawlessly.” He was far more excellent at it than ordinary people were, and he therefore possessed the emotional leisure to help. In essence, he looked down on everyone but himself. His lovely appearance nearly fooled people, but he was indeed just as troublesome a being as the vampire.

Then again, perhaps Alfred was overthinking it.

Just as Alfred, born into a military family, hated sitting near windows or having anyone stand behind him, perhaps the teachings of Sangria ingrained into Kālim since childhood had shaped him into a man who served others with an almost overbearing devotion.

Take, for instance, the reason Kālim woke early.

Every morning, before the sun rose, he went outside, half-naked, and prayed. He hung a wooden idol beneath the workshop eaves and muttered lines from scripture in a foreign tongue. Frankly, it was a nuisance to the neighbors. Yet no matter how many times Alfred warned him, Kālim refused to stop. Before long, because of the custom’s novelty and Kālim’s good looks, it became a small morning attraction.

Listening to the devout foreigner’s prayer, Alfred always found himself remembering the painting by the great master. Kālim was as beautiful as an angel, intelligent, and filled with a spirit of service. If God were going to grant inspiration or revelation, then surely a person like him was the fitting recipient.

“Even if that granted some amazing power, I don’t think I could keep doing it every day,” Alfred said.

“I do not seek reward. I am only offering words of thanks,” Kālim replied.

“For being born into this world, or something like that? But you and I have made it this far because we worked for it, not because of some god whose face we’ve never seen. Gratitude is something you return when someone actually does something for you.”

“God is not a being who grants wishes. Rather, it is right that we fulfill our roles according to His will. For that reason, I never neglect daily prayer.”

“Then I understand even less. Why would you go out of your way to be someone’s errand boy?”

Kālim merely smiled his usual smile.

Alfred still felt as though he was being pitied, and he disliked it.

“To be useful to God,” Kālim said simply. “That is the meaning of our lives. That is everything.”
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While Alfred was being tossed about by life with a housemate whose values differed far too greatly from his own, the outside world was changing at a dizzying pace.

The clearest example was the market price of cacao beans. Imported solid chocolate was selling like hotcakes, and the jewel-like sweets devised from it became objects of desire. Before long, some of the more particular artisans began making chocolate themselves from roasted beans, just as Alfred had done.

The price of Criollo, already a luxury item, shot upward, and Forastero followed it in turn. The total volume of cacao traded in the narrow region of Luvillia could not keep pace with demand. Soon, even mass-produced solid chocolate temporarily fell into short supply. Drug dealers switched to reselling chocolate, and on the black market, sweets made by artisans were traded at outrageous prices.

Fever called forth greater fever, and the word “chocolate” itself began to carry a strange, spell-like allure.

The name of the young genius Kālim became known to every citizen, and the alchemist worshipped by Luvillia’s confectioners was also spoken of in whispers, alongside countless tales of glory and scandal. His relationship with the lord serving as judge, speculation over why they had become estranged, and questions of whether the king of Luvillia was truly a vampire in the first place—all of it spread by word of mouth.

Those who suffered most from this change were surely the coffeehouse regulars. Whenever they looked, the chocolate drink section was struck through with sold out, and they muttered complaints at the counter that they had discovered that flavor first.

Then who benefited most?

It was, needless to say, the Goldock Company.
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The headquarters of the infamous Goldock group stood on prime land in Luvillia. In fact, it was not far from the hill where Shin’s mansion stood. They had only moved their offices to this area a few years ago, though; before that, they had been merely one company among many.

“Imports and sales of solid chocolate are going splendidly, and if we receive an endorsement from the king of Luvillia at the upcoming festival, our position will finally be secure. At first, I thought it was nothing more than a confectionery contest, but the excitement has grown so wild that even the organizers are nearly overwhelmed. Just like with the telephone, Brother, the businesses you propose always surprise me.”

One night, with the Saint Hanān Festival close at hand, a man with the gold teeth peculiar to the nouveau riche let out a vulgar laugh. He was David, head of the Goldock Company. Once, he had been a handsome young man who closely resembled Theodore, but after inheriting the family estate, he had grown extremely fat. The armrests on either side of his chair looked ready to burst.

At this rate, he might one day simply drop dead.

Looking at his fat brother, the old professor sighed inwardly. The only reason he’d given the company to this walking portrait of incompetence was so that he could devote himself to the pursuit of alchemy. Business was merely a means of earning research funds.

At that moment, David’s sons—the three brothers now assisting their father as candidates for succession—spoke in voices far more anxious than their large frames would have suggested.

“But is this really going to be all right? That vampire is, well…”

“It was my first time seeing him too, but he’s nothing like those werewolf mercenaries. Honestly, I never want to go back to that haunted mansion again. He’ll be in a more human-looking form during the festival, right? Otherwise, the audience will run for their lives.”

“If Uncle Theodore hadn’t been there, we couldn’t have had a proper conversation at all. Alfred’s a cheeky little bastard, and I can’t stand him, but I’ll admit he had guts to live with a monster like that. Though I suppose every alchemist is insane to begin wi— Oops.”

The eldest son, George, glanced at his uncle and shut his mouth. To his nephews, Theodore, who had long served as chief professor of the alchemy department, no doubt appeared completely deranged. And if they knew his true motive in setting up this business, that impression would only grow stronger.

After all, the purpose of the contest was to kill that monster.

Theodore found his own change of heart rather amusing. In his youth, he had obtained one answer regarding what might destroy the vampire king. Through Leonardo’s recipe, he had learned that Shin, the last survivor, was obsessed with chocolate. He had simply been skeptical.

Could a supernatural being truly die from something so trivial? Could something even that heretical genius had failed to accomplish truly be possible?

But Alfred had drawn close. Close to the ultimate chocolate that could end perfect immortality.

There was no doubt that once that young upstart devised a recipe surpassing Leonardo’s, Shin’s obsession with chocolate had deepened further. Theodore had visited the vampire’s mansion and witnessed the astonishing change with his own eyes. That monster was clearly weakened.

When Theodore had once had audience with King Shin, his figure had been far more transcendent, inspiring awe alongside beauty. Now, though he felt more ominous, the bottomless quality he had once possessed was gone.

He was, in a word, a wounded beast. And the culprit that had degraded that absolute being into something so low was the chocolate Alfred had created.

The vampire king was a being as close to eternal youth and immortality as anything could be. To Theodore, he was a precious sample, one that ought never be destroyed. Yet once that possibility glimmered before him, he could not help wanting to see it at any cost.

Was it curiosity as an alchemist? No, it was a far more childish desire. Just imagining it made his heart race, and despite his advanced age, his hands clenched into fists.

A demon slayer.

A hero’s epic, the kind spoken of only in fairy tales.

“Rest easy,” Theodore said. “Controlling that vampire is easier than feeding poison to a starving dog. I have made the necessary preparations. Obtaining this was rather difficult, however.”

With that, he dropped a burlap sack heavily onto the office table.

David and the others spread out its contents, their surprise plain on their faces.

Cacao beans, the raw ingredient for chocolate. But they were not the familiar black grains. Their surfaces were pure white, as though coated in sugar.
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“I’ve heard sailors talk about this!” Theodore exclaimed. “The legendary variety, white cacao!”

“That’s the stuff Jilton’s lot were looking for! They said they couldn’t track down the fellow who stole it. To think Uncle had secretly acquired it already!”

“I bet you got it cheap again, didn’t you? Dead men tell no tales, as they say.”

“As you all know, the knight who will bear this burden has already been invited. Kālim Bahūr. If that man makes chocolate with this, our victory is certain,” Theodore said softly, then closed his eyes.

The old man was merely working behind the scenes. Once his role was done, he would withdraw to the wings and watch from the finest seat in the house. Regrettably, I do not possess the qualifications to become a hero myself.

Divine revelation, was it? He wanted not only to witness the vampire’s death, but also to verify the existence of that revelation.

After all, on the day that young man arrived in Luvillia, he had said, “I am not the creator. The Lord will be the one who makes the chocolate.”
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A corner of a laboratory in the Royal Academy’s alchemy department. Alfred had finally forced himself to get moving and embarked on a new inquiry. Though he had refused to enter the contest, loitering around doing nothing looked bad.

Conveniently, some fellow students had come to ask for his help. The matter was related to the Saint Hanān Festival. Every year, volunteer academy students put on performances and displays. This time, the alchemy department had decided to make small balloons. The plan was that even if they were not large enough for people to ride, launching many of them would decorate Luvillia’s sky beautifully.

“I’d certainly like to see that… So, this is the prototype blueprint?”

“It’s a perfect design, right? If I do say so myself.”

Alfred nodded. The principle by which a balloon floated was not particularly difficult. In simple terms, buoyancy was generated by the difference in air density inside and outside the envelope.

The students of the alchemy department had designed what was essentially a miniaturized version of an ordinary hot-air balloon. Just as they boasted, it had no obvious flaws in strength or safety. Since they were capable enough to enter the academy, this much made perfect sense.

However, Alfred sighed. There was a fatal flaw in the plan.

“How many can you prepare by the day itself?” Alfred asked.

“If we work overnight starting now, maybe five.”

“You realize a few tiny cloth bags floating around will look incredibly pathetic, right?” Alfred stated. “Well, I assume that’s why you came to me. Even so, normal people would have tried to solve this earlier. There are only five days left until the festival.”

His fellow students openly averted their gazes and mumbled things like, “I sort of thought this might be bad,” and “No one else said anything, so I figured it was fine.”

Good grief. This was why people who lived comfortably within the academy were hopeless.

Alfred took out his fountain pen and drew a huge X over the miniature hot-air balloon blueprint.

“If you want to mass produce these, simplify the balloon’s design. All you need is something lighter than air inside the bag, so make it gas-based and remove the burner and everything else. You remember the synthetic rubber I made in an alchemy experiment a while back? Shape that into balloons and fill them with helium. They should fly into the sky on their own.”

“I see. Vulcanized rubber would certainly work well as a material. But in that case, it’s more like flying balloons than hot-air balloons.”

“Given the deadline and cost, what other option do you have? Think about why you’re planning this display in the first place. Isn’t it to excite the audience?”

One student cut in, “If we want them to look balloon-like, why not tie strings to the knots and dangle something from them? We could attach message cards saying, ‘The Alchemy Department Has Arrived!’ Wouldn’t that be good publicity?”

“In that case, we should also write, ‘Please help collect the remains.’ It’ll be a pain to retrieve them all by ourselves later.”

These alchemy students did not seem the type to care about environmental considerations, but since this was a festival giving thanks to the sea, such matters ought to be handled properly.

Thanks to Alfred’s idea, the plan largely came together, and the alchemy department’s event was relaunched as Operation Flying Balloon. Since he had nothing better to do anyway, perhaps he would join the production effort and earn some points with the academy.

Or so he thought.

“Come to think of it, you’re entering that contest, right?” one student said. “As thanks for the advice, tell us if there’s anything we can help with.”

“Seriously, how far has that rumor spread? I have no intention of ever making chocolate again, and I have no intention of involving myself with that damned vampire.”

When Alfred denied it sharply, the students exchanged puzzled glances.

Professor Theodore seemed to be spreading the story everywhere. It had become common knowledge that the king of Luvillia was obsessed with chocolate, and that Alfred had played a role in causing it.

Of course, people also knew that the servitude contract had now been dissolved. So surely they could guess why he would not enter the contest. Yet perhaps the disgraceful title “magician of cacao” was simply too impactful, because no matter how often he corrected people, this topic kept being thrown at him.

“Well, that’s because you look like you’re absolutely full of regret,” another student muttered.

“Keep talking and I’ll knock you flat,” Alfred replied.

“You’re the one who isn’t being honest. You keep scratching your neck. It’s a tell.”

Alfred froze and reflected on his own actions. The place on his neck where the pattern had once been was rubbed raw.

He was free now. It was what he had wanted. And yet, without realizing it, he had been scratching.

All this time, that was what had ached. A truly loathsome mark, one carved there by his own fingers.

Part 3

The day of the Saint Hanān Festival.

Though it was still early morning, the town of Luvillia was already noisy and bustling. After purifying himself with cold water, Kālim prayed before the wooden idol as usual.

Alfred had not returned to the workshop for five days. According to the landlord, he had been drafted into helping with an event planned by the alchemy department.

Will he truly not enter the contest?

If Alfred wished to devote himself to the pursuit of alchemy, that was understandable. Some mocked it as “merely making sweets,” but the essence of confectionery was not so shallow that it could be pursued alongside another path. Rather, the more one tried to master it, the more one became mired in a bottomless swamp.

Knowing one’s place and withdrawing from the match was a wise choice.

The outcome was already as good as decided, after all.

As Kālim recited the words of prayer and heat suffused his body, he felt a great being dwelling within him, and trembled with joy.

The cold water dripping down his body hid it, but saliva dangled from his mouth. His overflowing faith had reached the realm of intoxication, and before he knew it, every prayer brought him to climax. Merely being aware that the Lord was watching him in such a state sent a numbing euphoria surging through his brain.

He wanted no reward. All he felt was gratitude.

Serving the Lord was the entire meaning of Kālim’s life. His family had been among the earliest converts in his homeland, but in his youth, Kālim had not been especially devoted to the Church of Sangria. At his parents’ urging, he attended seminary, but he did not walk the path of the clergy. Nor did he become an apothecary. Instead, he aspired to become a confectioner.

In the workshop where he apprenticed at the time, his reputation was that he was earnest and hardworking but lacking in creativity. He was skilled at making things according to recipes, but people said he would never become good enough to open his own shop.

That unremarkable man had now crossed the sea and been invited to participate in Luvillia’s traditional festival. Not only had he gained unshakable fame through the invention of solid chocolate, but he had built a fortune so vast he could not spend it in a lifetime.

Kālim did not consider any of it his own achievement.

At the time, everything had progressed with astonishing smoothness. Original ideas had come to him one after another, and he solved each problem as if guided by an unseen force. It felt as though something unimaginably enormous had entered his body and remade him from the soles of his feet up, despite his being no more than an ordinary man. Even now, there were times when he wondered whether he was in a long dream.

But this was undoubtedly reality. Therefore, Kālim had to fulfill the role he had been given.

On his first day in Luvillia, when Professor Theodore told him the true intent behind the plan, Kālim became certain that it had indeed been divine revelation. Guided by the will of heaven, he had mastered chocolate-making and would bring ruin to Shin, the blasphemous vampire king.

Like the saint who raised her spear and pressed forward to destroy evil.

Or like the great master Zechsen, who drove away wickedness through the radiance of beauty.

All preparations were complete. The method obtained through revelation had been thoroughly refined, and the chocolate recipe was now so polished there was no room for improvement.

The finishing touch was the legendary variety Professor Theodore had personally procured, white cacao. Since only a limited quantity had been obtained, Kālim could prepare only a few trial pieces, but the rich fragrance distinctive to Criollo remained intact while almost all muddiness and bitterness had vanished, leaving a clear flavor.

He had heard that King Shin was extremely particular about chocolate.

Even so, if an unparalleled work was born by layering the ultimate recipe atop the ultimate variety, then surely he would meet death just like the other kings.

A sweet end. A miracle that could only be brought forth by the hand of God.

When Kālim went to the contest venue, the men of the Goldock Company were waiting in the wings. They did not seem to doubt his skill, but perhaps they could not be certain until they examined the actual chocolate. It was caution typical of merchants.

In any case, the moment they tasted the trial chocolate, every one of them broke into smiles.

“What is this? Just a single fragment in my mouth, and my cheeks nearly melt away.”

“What have we been eating until now? Compared to this chocolate, the goods we handle are lumps of mud!”

Even Theodore, whose expression rarely changed, said, “To be honest, until this very moment, I still harbored a trace of doubt. Could a mere sweet kill that monster? Yet having experienced it myself, I can indeed believe this is ‘that sort of thing.’ Something created by human hands—”

“Could never be this perfect,” the bearer of divine revelation continued.

“Indeed,” the old professor replied with a nod.

Now that Theodore had become convinced of the great being’s intervention, he would one day become a believer like Kālim. The audience who witnessed the miracle of the demon slayer at the festival would also become storytellers of a new myth. The fever born from chocolate would transmute into applause praising the greatness of the Church of Sangria.

Ah, how wonderful.

Kālim wanted to strip off his robes at once, rub his body against the stage, and chant the words of prayer.

When the Lord saw him fulfilling his role, what would He say? Would He stand at his bedside as He had for Zechsen and stroke his head?

While Kālim quietly reached climax in the wings, preparations for the contest proceeded steadily.

When he came back to himself, the Luvillian confectioners were seated in chairs lined up on the stage, visibly tense while exchanging greetings.

According to the arrangements explained beforehand, Judge King Shin would next speak about the purpose of the contest, and finally Kālim would be introduced as the guest participant.

The people of the Goldock Company had called it a surprise presentation, but since Kālim had already been staying in Luvillia for several weeks, surely no one in the audience would be surprised now.

“It seems this is the first time in approximately two hundred years that I have shown myself before all of you like this,” Shin said. “For a vampire, this is daytime, a time one ought to spend indulging in idle sleep. Yet here I am, beneath a sun that shines with truly detestable brightness, offering greetings with a jester’s false smile. In more than a thousand years, I never imagined the day would come when I would expose such living shame. And yet, chocolate has that much value. Enough value that an absolute being would endure humiliation and raise a commotion shoulder to shoulder with the lowly masses.”

Shin was as beautiful as the rumors claimed. He wore a black suit with a strange luster, and gold-thread embroidery glittered here and there beneath the midsummer sun.

Had Kālim not known his true nature, he might even have seemed divine.

But that was deception born of blasphemy.

If one lined up the clues hidden in old fairy tales, it became clear that most of the mystique dwelling within this monster was nothing more than borrowed radiance, stolen long ago from the Lord.

That was why his mask would soon peel away.

After Shin briefly explained how the contest would proceed, perhaps feeling the venue’s excitement was insufficient, he added one last playful remark.

“As I sit upon the throne, serving anything half-hearted will not be permitted. You must make your chocolates with the resolve to tear out your own hearts. If there is no work worthy of evaluation… Let me see. I suppose I shall cast all of Luvillia into the flames. If you do not wish to become like badly roasted cacao yourselves, you had best make every effort.”

A great cheer rose from the crowd at the self-deprecating black humor from the lord rumored to be a vampire. Most of the people there did not take Shin’s words seriously, and the confectioners, believing they had merely been given a forceful pep talk, smiled wryly.

But the men of the Goldock Company watching from the wings panicked, their faces turning pale all at once. Professor Theodore wore a grim expression and looked up at the heavens as if seeking salvation from God.

Everyone had been certain of victory, yet in an instant, that certainty had been repainted in the colors of terror. Kālim’s angelic face twisted with fury as he glared at the stage.

That man was undoubtedly an enemy of God who deserved divine punishment. With the eyes of a starving beast, he sought ultimate sweetness and felt nothing else was even worth a wrapper. Those words were surely his true feelings. If the contest ended in failure, the vampire king intended to reduce the entire city of Luvillia to ash.

Because he had not been able to eat delicious chocolate.

For that reason alone.
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At the same time, Alfred was watching the festival clamor while suffering from a headache and drowsiness.

In the end, he had become deeply involved in the alchemy department’s display, spending night after night preparing for it. He would have liked to go home immediately and dive into bed, but at least until he confirmed whether the plan succeeded, he was waiting for the starting signal while swaying on his feet.

The final plan they settled on was this: with the cooperation of the Luvillia Chamber of Commerce, rubber balloons would be released all at once from the decks of ships lined up at the harbor mouth, vividly coloring the summer sky.

At this time of year, the wind blew from the north or northwest, so the rubber balloons would slowly rise, freeze in the cold upper air, shatter into fragments, and fall near the festival venue. If the pieces fell right before their eyes, even visitors would be inclined to help collect them. Add a little trick that made people want to pick them up, and it was perfect.

There’s still some time.

No sooner had Alfred thought that than his stomach growled.

He had been so busy he had barely eaten anything since morning. The festival stalls were conveniently lined up, so he decided to kill time by buying food.

Because it was a seaside city, the easiest ingredients to obtain in Luvillia were seafood unloaded at the fishing port. Fish, of course, but also shrimp and other shellfish—especially scallops—were superb.

Naturally, they were a staple of the stalls as well. Squeeze the juice of another local specialty, lemon, over them before eating, and the savory juices burst in one’s mouth. Grilling them with butter was also good, but Alfred personally preferred eating them simply, without even so much as salt.

The homeland where he had been born and raised lay far to the north, a barren place where crops barely grew, let alone seafood. For that reason alone, Luvillia felt like heaven for its abundance of delicacies.

Now, what should he taste next?

Just as he began walking again, an unusual stall caught his eye.

Its bold sign, bordered in black and pink, stood out amid all the hastily scribbled lettering.

—Care for Some Chocolate?

Alfred stopped, planted his feet, and glared. Amid the swirling festival crowd, he felt as if he had run into his sworn enemy by chance.

The confectioners participating in the contest, ever commercially spirited, were apparently also selling sweets made in their own shops in stalls.

“Well, it would be boring if people only watched the judge eat,” Alfred muttered as if convincing himself. “Since this is a festival, the spectators ought to get to try things too.”

He had no intention whatsoever of entering the chocolate-making contest, but he was interested in what kinds of works would be submitted. Stall versions could not be perfect reproductions, but he should at least be able to glimpse some of the ingenuity on display.

And so, despite himself, he ended up stopping by several chocolate stalls.

What deserved admiration was that every sweet was suited to mass production and portability. Since they dealt with tourists and local customers on a daily basis, perhaps they were far more skilled than he was at that kind of consideration.

For example, there was candy-like chocolate wrapped in a white sugar coating. Coating it with sugar made it less likely to melt when picked up, and among stalls lined with black pieces, it caught the eye. There were wide varieties of what resembled orangettes: candied fruit coated in chocolate. One even boldly used fresh imported bananas coated just as they were; that audacity was something worth learning from.

There were also mendiants: coin-shaped chocolates topped with nuts and dried plums. Standard baked cookies kneaded with chocolate chips. Chocolate meringues made by whipping egg whites with sugar, baking them to a crisp, and dusting them with cocoa powder.

Depending on how one looked at it, Alfred had fallen perfectly into the Goldock Company’s scheme. He began to feel a little like a judge himself, and he enjoyed it more than he cared to admit.

That said, they were still just festival stalls. If one was pursuing the ultimate chocolate, their quality varied too widely, and most of the works derived from recipes he had once devised, so they could be said to be lacking in originality. If Alfred had been in their position, he would not have been satisfied with this level of execution. He would have searched for still more approaches.

Instead of merely coating them in sugar, the colors and shapes could be varied. If they had not only white but red and yellow as well, the chocolates would become even brighter and more delightful.

Even so, the crowds walking through the festival venue whispered to one another about which they liked, falling captive to a great variety of charms. Because Alfred had once been on the maker’s side, his tongue had grown too refined, but to those tasting these sweets for the first time, every bite was surely a new surprise.

With his mouth sticky from chocolate, Alfred broke into a smile.

This is probably the sense of possibility I felt back then.

Leonardo had sown the seed two hundred years ago. Alfred had watered it, however unwillingly. And now, the confectioners of Luvillia had gathered together to reap the rewards. Kālim’s reinvention of solid chocolate had surely influenced it too, of course. But what had created this swelling, wave-like fervor was unmistakably the obsession of Shin, the vampire.

And that was precisely why it felt so regrettable.

Shin had fallen into withdrawal from his craving for sweets, exposing a pitiful state while being forced to seek the ultimate chocolate. Could he, in that condition, truly have the leisure to savor the many flavors woven by cacao?

It was all well and good to fan the confectioners’ passion, set them competing, determine superiority, and pursue quality and originality. But chocolate, at its core, was merely a luxury.

The moment Alfred thought that, he saw balloons soaring high into the sky beyond the sea.

Ah, damn it. He had forgotten his original purpose.

He had let himself get distracted by the stalls. What was he, a child? An idiot?

Alfred clicked his tongue and glared at the chocolate in his hand. An alchemist who sought to discern the essence of things could not ignore objective fact. Even if the observed phenomenon was inconvenient to him personally, once he saw it, he had to accept it.

Right now, he had been more absorbed in this accursed sweet than in the flying balloons he had spent days making. It was black, beautiful, so sweet it nearly made one’s cheeks melt away when placed in the mouth, and above all, the more one learned about it, the more profound it became, a crystal of sweetness.

“Never before have I felt such a reason to live!”

Shin’s singing praise echoed through Alfred’s mind, making his expression turn even sharper.

The vague unease that had smoldered inside Alfred since he left the mansion finally emerged from the dim haze, wearing a mocking smile.

Do I feel it too? The same as that man?

A reason to live inside chocolate?

He would not deny that, even though he had pursued it to dissolve the servitude contract rather than to enjoy it as a luxury, he had found the process of devising the ultimate recipe worthwhile. It was true that when he reluctantly began, he had discovered more depth than expected, and his intellectual curiosity had been thoroughly stimulated. Even now, while eating other people’s creations, he was thinking, I would do it this way, despite no one asking him, and trying to carve open a new path for chocolate.

It irritated him to admit it, but analyzing cacao and creating supreme sweetness with his own hands had been a more stimulating challenge than throwing himself into an alchemy experiment.

Yes.

It had been fun.

Just like his, Alfred’s eyes had sparkled. Without realizing it, he had fallen completely for chocolate’s charm. That was why he had been so irritated.

In the end, the “ultimate chocolate” Shin spoke of was only one set of values. Ask the people walking by about it, and they would surely reply, “Who cares?” The words that followed would be, “As long as it tastes good”—no, whether the taste was superior or inferior should not matter here.

Before he knew it, Alfred was running.

When conducting alchemical experiments, he sometimes made mistakes like this. He became so fixated on the distant goal ahead that he forgot assumptions he had fully understood when the inquiry first began.

When that happened, he usually had no choice but to hurry back, pick them up, and start over.

From the beginning?

Are you insane? Don’t be ridiculous.

But his headache and drowsiness were so severe that he had lost his usual composure.

It had been stuck in his head all along. He had kept thinking about it, even to the point of neglecting experiments. Not just quality. Not just originality. Chocolate’s charm could not be described by such stiff words alone.

Trying to pursue the ultimate chocolate while leaving the most important thing behind was far too shallow. As an alchemist, if he discovered an error in the conditions forming his premise, he would not be satisfied until he corrected it, no matter what.

You dragged me into this.

You taught me something. Fun.

Are you enjoying this, vampire?

Part 4

“This is not worth discussing at all. How you could shamelessly present such a thing to me is beyond belief. The idea is trite, and the quality is so crude it deserves to be spat upon. I would like to behead you this instant, but if I soil the stage with blood, there will be no contest left to speak of. Let me wash this away with palate-cleansing water and erase it from memory. Now, the next entrant. Step forward.”

“Y-Yes! It is my greatest honor to have one as noble as Your Majesty judge—”

The venue of the chocolate-making contest was silent, as if cold water had been poured over it.

Shin’s judging was practically a public execution. The confectioners, skewered on the stage by the spears of his words, had lost all vitality and looked like mere shadows of themselves.

By now, it was common knowledge among the people of Luvillia that the vampire king had an extraordinary fixation on chocolate. But no one had expected him to be this scathing, this merciless, or to demand excellence while wearing the expression of a starving beast.

The people of the Goldock Company and the festival staff waiting in the wings were trembling in fear at how completely the venue’s excitement had died. Only Professor Theodore stood with his arms crossed and his brow furrowed, directing a prayerful gaze toward their last hope, Kālim.

As for the foreign genius standing on stage, he did not doubt his success at all, even amid the hellish atmosphere.

I have the Lord’s blessing.

As the bearer of divine revelation, he had been guided to Luvillia. To destroy the last blasphemer left on earth, he had created the ultimate masterpiece.

“Now then, it is finally your turn,” Shin said. “The invention of solid chocolate itself was something my friend Leonardo once secretly achieved long ago, but I will praise the skill by which you derived it entirely through your own power, without the slightest hint.”

Shin’s voice was far softer than before, yet it carried a strangely ironic color. This was the first Kālim had heard of a predecessor who had devised the method of solid chocolate, and his finely shaped brows lifted slightly.

Had this person called Leonardo failed to create the ultimate chocolate? Alfred too had apparently had his servitude contract dissolved. In the end, they must have been nothing more than mere geniuses.

Unless one received divine revelation, unless chosen by the Lord, one could never reach the true ultimate chocolate. If it was to destroy a supernatural being, then naturally, it had to be a masterpiece woven by a power beyond human understanding.

Kālim presented it reverently. As if offering a sacrifice upon an altar. Or as if handing a poisoned cup of wine to a tyrant.

“To preserve the material’s qualities, I deliberately kept it simple. The ingredient used is white cacao. The highest-grade variety, so rare even the People of the Earth call it legendary.”

“I have heard rumors, but this will be my first time tasting it.”

Shin gazed dreamily at the black jewels piled on the silver plate. The white beans had changed into that familiar color during the process of becoming chocolate, and judging by appearance alone, they did not look particularly different from those made with other varieties.

But the supernatural being’s keen sense of smell seemed to detect the difference at once. The instant he brought his nose close, his eyes changed. His hand shot out like a snake and lifted one piece into his mouth.

There was a brief silence.

Then the tyrant released a sigh of ecstasy.

“Indeed… This flavor stands apart from anything the other artisans made. Because there is so little bitterness or astringency, I can directly feel cacao’s inherent aroma and taste. I understand very well why you pursued quality alone without adding unnecessary labor. Ever since I first put chocolate in my mouth, I have dreamed of the day I would encounter sweetness like this. An ultimate masterpiece capable of impressing even a vampire who has lived for near eternity. And now, it is before my eyes.”

Unlike before, it was unreserved praise.

Everyone in the venue let out a breath of relief. The people of the Goldock Company were so overjoyed they thrust their fists toward the heavens.

After all, Luvillia’s fate now depended on the contest’s success.

Even Theodore, normally calm, had forgotten his original goal of becoming a demon slayer and was simply looking at Kālim with gratitude for his skill.

But the next instant, the vampire king continued.

“Had I been my former self, this might have satisfied me. Thinking so leaves me in a mood I can hardly describe. Half vexed, half tempted to thank fate for its ironic turn. Kālim, your work is truly splendid. One could call it a form of ultimate chocolate without exaggeration. And yet my thirst is not moistened in the slightest. What do you make of that?”

For a moment, Kālim could not understand what he was being asked.

A work spun by divine revelation. True sweetness manifested upon the earth by the unseen hand of the Lord. And yet the vampire stared at the plate that had held the chocolate with an expression of profound disappointment.

“This is only a sensory impression, but I cannot feel anything like a soul from this chocolate. The maker’s fixation, perhaps? Emotion, philosophy, style, individuality, something along those lines. In that respect, the artisans waiting at the edge of the stage for judgment were far better. Their work was crude, but at least I felt passion. Yours, on the other hand, tastes as though…” Shin smiled as if seeing straight through him. “As though you simply made something someone else taught you. Formal, stiff, and impersonal.”

Everyone in the venue held their breath.

Even the tourists who knew little of Luvillian legends and had thought of Shin as no more than an eccentric lord sensed the abnormal atmosphere and fell silent.

The vampire’s ominous gaze carried an undeniable pressure, and everyone felt in the depths of those crimson eyes an inescapable death.

Kālim, terribly shaken, raised a shrill voice in protest.


[image: 08]

“That cannot be. The chocolate I made is the ultimate. Do not let a mere vampire mock the miracle guided by the Lord’s hand—” Kālim’s foreign, halting speech vanished, and the calculating nature of the young man who had pretended to be innocent showed itself. The face that had once looked as childish as a young girl’s twisted in fury, and age-appropriate wrinkles carved themselves deep into it. The power dwelling within his body thinned with every curse he spat, until at last it streamed away like a veil caught in a gust of wind.

Without heavenly blessing, he reverted to an ordinary man.

No, the artisan who had once been earnest and hardworking despite lacking any remarkable talent had lost even his original virtues by being “chosen” by the Lord. Suddenly coming back to himself and sensing that the constant feeling of being watched had vanished, Kālim collapsed to his knees and began muttering passages from scripture.

Meanwhile, the vampire had not moved since delivering his judgment.

At last his figure wavered faintly, and even the audience doubted their eyes.

A shivering chill began drifting through the venue, which had been hot enough to feel oppressive.

Yet no one found it strange. Instinct told them what was happening.

The limit was near.

One more slight push, and the gates of hell would open.
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I know very well that you’re prone to tantrums. So when you feel like you’re about to lose yourself, try slowly counting six seconds. Then, oh wonder of wonders, your anger will settle as if it had never been there in the first place.

Shin tried the method Leonardo had taught him two hundred years ago, but it had almost no effect. Kālim was deeply unpleasant, and the shaking in Shin’s hands from withdrawal only grew more violent.

But then the old professor slumped in defeat in the wings entered his vision, and the vampire suddenly regained his composure. If they had underestimated him enough to think such a setup could win, then his current self must look terribly weakened.

Kālim, Theodore, and the Goldock Company had all merely performed a farce according to a prepared script. They had been used as simple pieces, and when victory seemed impossible this time, they had been discarded with ease. In that sense, they were pitiful people.

Intervention from a higher mystery in the heavens. The instant Shin put Kālim’s chocolate in his mouth, he had clearly sensed that presence. It was impossible to confirm now whether his brethren had known that truth, but as for himself, would he meekly accept such meddling?

Absolutely not.

If he truly desired the finest end, then it had to be something chosen with his own hands.

That person beyond the clouds had apparently derived His own version of ultimate sweetness. But this time, things had not gone as they had with Glinden and Mariw.

With a method like sitting in a chair and lecturing, one might deepen one’s thoughts on love or beauty, but it was difficult to understand the essence of pleasure. Without an inconvenient body, one could not savor chocolate’s melting mouthfeel nor lose oneself in its rich taste. Yes, one had to be like a human, greedy and vulgar. Only one blasphemous and proud enough to lean over a cliff to steal a golden egg could open the path to the abyss.

Leonardo had been like that. He had understood what Shin sought.

But that man was gone now.

How empty.

Shin had wanted to eat delicious chocolate and feel good.

He had wanted to be freed from this unbearable thirst as soon as possible.

He had been looking forward to this day.

What he gained instead was disappointment and a sense of indigestion. Plus anger at some tactless meddler interfering from the side.

Burn it.

None of it had any value anyway.

Some corner of his mind understood that he was lacking composure, but his hands would not stop trembling, and he had no room to care. Even if he slowly counted six seconds, his irritation only worsened. Everything reflected in his eyes became unpleasant. If he threw away reason along with shame and became a mere beast, surely he would feel better.

Just as he thought that and lifted his face, his eyes met those of a man in the audience.

Despite being a lowly human, he wore a smile that seemed to look down on Shin, a supernatural being. Yet instead of anger, Shin felt nostalgia, and his mouth softened before he could stop it.

Ah, there you are, Leonardo.

Hurry and make sweet, sweet chocolate for me.

A sea breeze carrying the heat of summer brushed his cheek, and the man who had lived for eternity straightened his back as if remembering himself. The clouded world gradually regained its contours, and he too returned to the form he ought to have.

There was no old illusion there.

Instead, an exasperated voice flew toward him, “What a sorry sight, vampire.”

Adjusting the rim of his glasses, the alchemist slowly climbed onto the stage.

Shin’s old friend had once said that the world was vast, and humans were as countless as stars. If he waited patiently, another similar fool would appear someday.

He had been entirely right. Though it felt as if Shin had waited somewhat too long.

“Are last-minute entries allowed?” the alchemist asked.

“Of course,” Shin replied with a smile. “I believed you would come, Alfred.”
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The audience’s gazes all gathered on him at once.

Alfred felt like a beast tamer in a circus.

Perhaps now that he was expecting something close to the ultimate chocolate, Shin had regained the relaxed bearing appropriate to a contest judge. Yet his slender white hands trembled faintly, and no one could say when he might lose his reason again.

His chocolate addiction was worse now than Alfred had imagined.

Alfred had assumed that as long as Shin consumed cacao regularly, the symptoms could be suppressed to some extent, but that expectation might have been far too optimistic. Judging by his condition, he had been suffering from withdrawal for quite some time. Since when?

Surely not from the very moment he dissolved the servitude contract?

The alchemist’s keen powers of observation and analysis saw through the vampire’s lies. From the beginning, Shin had never been satisfied by the chocolates made by the confectioners. Only works born from Alfred’s hands had eased his withdrawal symptoms, and yet this man had cut off that supply himself.

Was it atonement for forcibly drinking his blood, or stubborn endurance born of pride?

Whatever the reason, there was no doubt that the monster before him had been driven to the verge of explosion.

Alfred let out a long breath and spoke to the troublesome addict. “You don’t understand the essence of chocolate at all. That’s why, the moment a man like you started acting high and mighty as a judge, the whole venue went cold.”

“Quite the opening greeting. And yet you do not seem to have prepared so much as one piece of chocolate that could be called your own work. Are you going to make the ultimate chocolate I seek now?” Shin asked.

“Don’t make me laugh. I have no intention of making anything like that here.”

Shin furrowed his brow, looking as though he wondered whether Alfred had hidden a piece somewhere. But with the vampire’s extraordinary sense of smell, he would soon realize there was not a single piece of chocolate in Alfred’s hands or bag.

Seeing a lofty supernatural being look confused was a rather pleasant experience.

“It’s fine to seek craftsmanship. But if you lean only into taste and quality, you lose sight of the essence. In the sense of a perfect work, Kālim’s piece here—”

Alfred picked up one of the chocolates on the stage.

“—is one correct answer. Just as you yourself judged.”

And yet Shin had not been satisfied by its taste.

Evidently, the ultimate chocolate was not something one could reach merely by pursuing high quality.

From the perspective of an alchemist who prized ingenuity, arriving at the simple-minded approach of “combine refined technique with the finest variety and it will be perfect” was enough to make Alfred spit and call it mediocrity.

Alfred himself, impatient for results, had nearly jumped at that easily understood answer when it appeared before him. But whether variety was good or bad was only one element that enhanced chocolate’s appeal. No matter how wonderful white cacao itself might be, it could not become a decisive wild card that led to the ultimate sweetness all on its own.

“Chocolate is, by nature, just a luxury. It was created for the purpose of enjoying the flavor when you put it in your mouth, so naturally its essence lies in that one point alone. But obsession and fixation are troublesome things. The more you seek the heights, the more you forget the joy and wonder you felt at the beginning,” Alfred said.

“Do you think I am like that now?” Shin asked.

“Am I wrong? You’ve lived a thousand years. What the hell are you so impatient about?”

For once, Shin openly faltered.

It was not that he lacked self-awareness. Rather, he had only just realized, now that Alfred had pointed it out, the category to which the emotion he felt belonged.

A deeply human tremor of the heart, entirely unbecoming of a supernatural being.

It was not merely withdrawal. Precisely because the “finest end” he had long sought had finally come within reach, the vampire had felt impatience for the first time and lost the composure that should have been his by nature.

“You’re starving, panicking, and stuffing your face. As if you could savor a reward like that. You’ve got everything backward right now.”

So—Alfred smiled like a mischievous child.

First, he would make him remember the appeal of chocolate. That heart-stirring joy.

“Look. It should be falling soon,” Alfred pointed.

“What should? There is no sign of rain,” Shin looked overhead and frowned at the bright blue sky.

The next instant, cheers rose from all around.

The confectioners on stage and Kālim looked up in confusion, wondering what was happening.

Soon, something struck the wooden stage with a small clack and rolled across it.

“This is… chocolate?”

“Tied to the balloon strings,” Alfred said proudly to the vampire, who had picked up the little package.

When Alfred helped with the alchemy department’s festival display, the question had been how to collect the balloon remnants afterward. So he had decided to tie sweets to the strings and have the attendees pick them up for the treats.

It would become a little treasure hunt, far more entertaining than merely watching balloons.

“What I made is only a bonus meant to liven up the festival. It’s a crude thing with not a shred of the ultimate sweetness in it. But it’s packed with the original charm of chocolate, the thing you were starting to forget.”

With trembling hands, Shin clumsily opened the wrapping and put the contents in his mouth.

After a brief silence, the vampire who had become a tyrant laughed with the innocent face of a boy.

“Hahaha! You really are the best, Alfred! Indeed, this is not the ultimate chocolate. And yet I am moved as though I’ve obtained it. This chocolate is a new discovery, and at the same time, it gives me an indescribable nostalgia. To think that after living near eternity, I could still be surprised like this!”
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The venue stirred.

It was the praise every confectioner had desperately sought. And it had been given not to some finely wrought masterpiece like Kālim’s, but to chocolate currently being scattered freely from the sky.

At this point, the contest was no longer the point. The audience’s eyes changed as they sought the remains of the rubber balloons, becoming like a mob fighting over gold nuggets.

Looking down from the stage, Alfred muttered in satisfaction, “Now this is what a festival should be.”

“Wait! Your chocolate is cheap enough to hand out as a bonus? It’s not even made from white cacao, is it?! Then my ultimate creation cannot possibly be inferior to it! You must have been colluding from the start! To rig a contest at a sacred festival… Have you no shame, you blasphemers?!”

The one who cut in was Kālim. Still on his knees, howling like that, he looked exactly like a losing dog barking after a defeat.

But if he was dissatisfied with the judging, he could confirm the results with his own tongue. At just the right moment, Alfred grabbed a falling remnant from the sky and threw the chocolate package at Kālim.

“In terms of quality, it’s probably worse than everyone’s work here. I barely used any Criollo at all. The base is a Forastero blend.”

“And yet the strength of its flavor is by no means inferior to white cacao. Combining two things and discovering new value within them. That, too, is an alchemist’s art.”

After listening to both of them, Kālim put the chocolate he had been handed into his mouth. The next instant, his eyes widened in shock.

“What is this foreign sensation? It isn’t only cacao’s flavor. There’s an impact equal to it, perhaps greater… Don’t tell me you mixed herbs into chocolate?!”

“Peppermint essential oil, extracted by steam distillation. In Sable, it’s long been used to repel insects and deodorize, but because it’s such a cold-resistant herb, back home it was a dining-table staple. We used it in sauces for meat, brewed it as tea, all sorts of things. To be honest, ever since I was a brat, I hated it for being too strong,” Alfred explained.

“Then why would you put in something with such a powerful aroma? If you knew chocolate at all, you should have predicted it would ruin the cacao’s flavor!”

“Because I knew cacao wouldn’t lose just because I added mint. As an alchemist, I derive answers rationally. Even if it’s an ingredient I dislike, if I think it can be used, I’ll use it. Kālim. Taste it carefully one more time, then tell me what you think. Is it really ruined?”

The young foreigner choked on his words. Watching his reaction with even greater amusement than Alfred was Shin, who stood in the position of judging both works.

The vampire king exhaled slowly to savor the refreshing coolness of mint before speaking.

“To a craftsman like you, it may even feel like a desecration of chocolate. Your piece is an ultimate work refined by doing nothing unnecessary, all to draw out the rich fragrance of white cacao to its fullest. Compared to that, Al’s work is quite a forceful and rough approach. Had he blended it normally, the elements would have repelled one another and produced a crude result. The delicate flavor of Criollo alone would have lost to the strength of the mint. The blend with Forastero is not merely to make it inexpensive. It is to add strength to the cacao foundation. All of it is a possibility derived through precise calculation, the very charm I seek in chocolate.”

Kālim finally admitted defeat and collapsed to his knees.

One work had relied entirely on the variety called white cacao and neglected the ingenuity of a craftsman. The other had combined an inexpensive variety with powerful flavoring to create a taste never before seen. In the setting of a contest, there was no need to say which way victory fell.

“Mint is supposed to ward off evil too. It would have been perfect if you’d foamed at the mouth and died, but I guess killing you really is going to take some work,” Alfred grinned and thrust his fist toward Shin.

“What a sharp-minded man. To think you calculated even that when using it as a flavor,” Shin replied.

With the servitude contract dissolved, Alfred had become free. Yet his heart remained bound by cacao’s charm. When he decided to attach bonuses to the rubber balloon remnants, chocolate was the first thing that came to mind. But a plain flavor would be boring. He’d wanted to add playfulness, something that would make whoever put it in their mouth gasp in surprise.

He was, after all, an alchemist. And an incredibly sore loser besides.

If the goal was to liven up the festival, then he might as well target the vampire. Picking up a sweet that fell from the sky, eating it, and perishing? What a stupid end, perfectly suited to that bastard.

His original plan had been to watch the outcome from a distance, but that would not have cleared the murky feeling in his chest.

So, on impulse, he had leaped onto the stage.

After being pushed around so thoroughly, he would not be satisfied unless he pointed and laughed at the vampire on his deathbed, or at least raised his middle finger and properly corrected the man’s mistake.

I’m the one who’s going to kill you.

Like hell anyone else could, idiot.

“Though in the end, I failed again,” Alfred muttered. “And I still don’t know how to satisfy you. Beyond the ultimate chocolate? That’s too impossible a problem to solve, damn it.”

“Judging by how frustrated you sound, does that mean you will continue making chocolate for me?”

Alfred snorted. Absolutely not. He would not fall for that.

This time, things had simply happened to flow this way. If he kept getting dragged into this sort of idiocy every time, his body would give out. The mint flavor might have cleared the fog from that addict’s head, but Alfred had been pulling all-nighters for days and was on the verge of collapsing.

He was the only one who could kill Shin. But that did not mean he would obediently do as requested. He could even leave him to live forever in shame and suffer for all eternity. If Shin lost himself to withdrawal and turned Luvillia into a sea of flames, that was none of Alfred’s concern. If things came to that, he would simply run.

After all, he was still free.

Just then, a package fell from the sky and struck Alfred on the head with a small thump. He looked up.

Since it was summer, the sunlight was especially fierce today. For now, the chocolate seemed safe, but if more time passed, the pieces that had fallen to the ground might melt. They needed to urge the festival-goers to collect them as quickly as possible.

Shin was staring at him.

Ah. Of course. He was waiting for Alfred’s answer.

Seeing the pleading color deep in those crimson eyes, Alfred felt the murk in his chest finally begin to clear. You’re the one making a request here, so the correct answer is to wag your tail every time and put your partner in a good mood.

But if he thought barking once would be enough, he was sorely mistaken. Perhaps he believed he could draw sympathy and receive a reward, but his master’s answer was this:

“Who the hell would do it for—”

That was all Alfred remembered.

According to what he heard later, he suddenly pitched forward and collapsed.

From heatstroke and lack of sleep.

Part 5

Alfred woke in a fluffy bed.

Krim was beside him. That alone told him he was in Shin’s mansion.

“You nearly died again, Lord Alfred. It hardly needs saying to someone as learned and intelligent as yourself, but heatstroke must not be underestimated. Ah…! Please do not try to sit up immediately like that,” Krim urged.

“I’m leaving before that bastard shows up. If I see his face, things will get annoying. More importantly, how long was I asleep? My head feels strangely clear,” Alfred said.

“Exactly one full day. The reason you are so energetic despite collapsing is likely because Master shared his vitality with you. As an apology for nearly taking your life last time.”

“Wait. What does that mean?”

“Vitality is what you people call ether.”

That was not what Alfred meant. He flinched and touched his neck. A sharp pain ran through him, and he realized there was a wound there that felt like a bite.

“A vampire’s fangs can also be used like an injection. If Lord Shin had not performed life-saving treatment at the scene, in the worst case, you would have died as you were. Even in the best case, your limbs might have been paralyzed from lasting aftereffects. You ought to be grateful. Fleeing without even seeing him would be rather unreasonable. Though Master is partly responsible for the cause.”

“In that case, what happens to the servitude contract?”

“Hahaha! Allow me to explain that myself! My beloved Alfred!”

The door flung open, and Shin entered with great energy.

His mood was unusually high. It gave Alfred an intensely bad feeling.

“At the time, you were in no state to speak. I had no choice but to ask your body. While pouring my passionate pathos into you… Well? This is what it means to become one. Our souls mingling with each other… Yes, surrender everything. Then you trembled and shuddered—”

“Stop! Everything coming out of your mouth is disgusting!” Alfred shouted.

Without a word, Krim brought over a mirror. The pattern was clearly carved into Alfred’s neck.

“The previous contract was formed as compensation for saving you from danger,” Shin explained. “Therefore, even though it was temporarily dissolved, once I performed a life-saving act, consent to re-contract was established. You could say your body has become more receptive to me.”

Didn’t you decide that much too easily?

Alfred wilted, collapsed back down, and surrendered himself to the bed.

He did not want to think anymore. He did not want to see that damn vampire’s face either.

※※※



Because he had been saved from the crisis of heatstroke, Alfred had not only failed to keep the servitude contract dissolved, but he had also lost what initiative he had nearly grasped.

In the end, he had returned to a life of looking after an addict. Since the mark’s binding prevented him from fleeing Luvillia, if Shin lost himself, Alfred would be the first prey.

The longer this situation dragged on, the fewer ideas he would have left for types of chocolate to provide. Even if the possibilities of cacao were infinite, the path of inquiry would only grow harsher.

As expected, he had to kill the vampire as soon as possible.

It did not matter whether something beyond the ultimate chocolate truly existed. If failing to find the answer placed his life in danger—no, even if he were not in such an urgent situation, he would probably still have continued making chocolate.

As an alchemist, abandoning an inquiry halfway would wound his pride. As a sore loser, he could not bear leaving a challenge in failure. Or perhaps he simply enjoyed the pursuit of ultimate sweetness.

He could list any number of reasons, but the most important was this one: he would not be satisfied until he erased that obnoxious man from the world.

And so, Alfred devoted himself to chocolate-making from the very first morning after he woke up. The trial-and-error process was rewarding enough, thanks to his naturally obsessive temperament, but when he had to carry it out dutifully every morning to keep a troublesome addict docile, its futility made him feel somewhat ill.

I’m an alchemist, damn it.

He had come all the way to Luvillia to become a genius whose name would go down in history. Yet now, asleep or awake, his head was full of nothing but chocolate.

Every time he ran roasted beans through the press, cacao pigment crept into the fingertips roughened by chemical mixing, dyeing them black as if tattooed. The sight called to mind the proof of the servitude contract and filled him with fear, as though madness were spreading through him by some invisible power.

I have to complete the ultimate chocolate as soon as possible and regain my original self. At this rate, before I became one of the vampire’s kind, I might turn into an addict just like that bastard.

Die. Die. Hurry up and die.

I’ll crush you so completely there won’t even be dust left. I’ll kill you until nothing remains.

“What a wonderful expression. I’d say you, as a human being, are finally beginning to mature,” Shin said.

“Like cacao, you bastard? I keep telling Krim to make sure you don’t come anywhere near the workshop because you distract me.”

“Surely every now and then is fine. Watching new sweetness come into being seems to ease my mood somewhat. Since my chocolate addiction was born from craving, perhaps reducing impatience and anxiety also relieves the symptoms.”

“Hold on. Does that mean I have to start paying attention to your mental state now? If you’re about to throw a tantrum, I’m supposed to shove chocolate in your mouth or some nonsense like that? Make Krim do it.”

Shin chuckled. If it came down to it, this man would undoubtedly use the servitude contract as a shield and force Alfred into some detestable act. Alfred briefly considered shoving his whole arm down Shin’s throat, but the other party was an immortal who would not suffocate.

The result would only be an even more unbearable nightmare.

By the time that thought crossed his mind, the preparation was finished. He set aside the morning’s batch to rest, then began developing some new chocolate with dough he had prepared beforehand.

In the end, focusing on chocolate-making was the most reliable way to keep damage to a minimum.

Previously, he had made gummies and put them inside chocolate, but this time he mixed the raw gelatin with chocolate, milk, and cream to create a light, airy texture. He poured it into a glass cup, chilled it until set, then flipped it onto a plate, where it took the shape of a crown. Borrowing the name of a kingdom from an old fairy tale, he decided to call this method bavarois.

Compared with thick chocolate, it should feel lighter on the tongue, and because it was mixed with gelatin, the flavor should be more refreshing.

If he taught the local confectioners how to make it, Luvillia might gain yet another new specialty.

“Come to think of it, what happened to Kālim?” Alfred asked.

“According to the Goldock Company, he returned to his homeland immediately after the festival. They said his eyes were vacant, as though he were an empty shell. Unfortunately, his talent was no more than a counterfeit borrowed from heaven.”

While checking the firmness of the bavarois with a spoon, Alfred thought back over the commotion surrounding the festival. He had already heard, in a roundabout way from Krim that morning, what Professor Theodore’s true intent had been in proposing the contest.

A being beyond human understanding, distinct from the apparitions dwelling in Luvillia, had tried to destroy Shin, the vampire king, through the human being called Kālim.

Just as with Saint Agniela and the great master Zechsen, a miracle born of divine revelation had manifested an ultimate masterpiece using white cacao at the site of the festival.

“And yet you didn’t perish,” Alfred pointed out.

“Because the sweetness you made was far more appealing than a god’s miracle. Though honestly, the scheme was too crude to have come from that man himself. I imagine it was the work of one of His subordinates,” Shin said.

“You make it sound like you know Him. Isn’t the scale a little too grand for mere chocolate-making?” Alfred paused. “Well, who knows how much of this is even true.”

“Someday, you too will be old acquaintances with them. Now that their interference through Kālim has failed, it is obvious whom they will next think to use as their pawn.”

Shin said this with a meaningful smile, then drove his spoon into the freshly made chocolate bavarois. Judging by the expression he made when he put it in his mouth, there was no need to ask how it had turned out. Still, what he had just said was troubling.

For example, suppose one day, a heavenly messenger suddenly appeared at Alfred’s bedside. Suppose it whispered, “Let us cooperate to destroy the vampire king.”

What would Alfred answer then?

He thought about it for a moment, then looked at Shin and smiled faintly. The detestable vampire was in rapture, sinking into the pleasure of chocolate.

I’m a genius alchemist.

I don’t need some god telling me what to do. I’ll destroy this bastard myself.

So shut up and watch. And you, up there in the sky? Behave yourself.
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Incidentally, there was a later conversation regarding the previous uproar.

Two weeks after the Saint Hanān Festival, after presenting a chocolate prototype in the mansion dining room, Alfred suddenly remembered something and spoke.

“By the way, why did you dissolve the servitude contract before?”

“That question comes rather late,” Shin replied. “Krim seems to have guessed it was atonement born of guilt.”

“However, Master denied it, saying something along the lines of, ‘As if I would feel such meek emotions toward a mere human,’” Krim interjected modestly from the corner, perhaps because his name had been mentioned. “Those words themselves made sense, but then no matter how much I think about it, I cannot arrive at a plausible answer as to why you let Lord Alfred go while suffering such agony that it wore down your very self.”

The servant had apparently been ordered by Shin lately to gather information concerning divine revelations, but there had been no particular progress so far. Recently, he seemed to have time on his hands.

That aside, Alfred considered the vampire’s true intent.

An alchemist’s duty was to discern the essence of things, but the detestable monster currently devouring chocolate before him existed outside the concept of rationality.

Alfred had once tried to understand him in order to reach what lay beyond the ultimate chocolate, but in the end—

“It’s pointless trying to guess what this thing is thinking when he acts.”

“How cruel. When you tried to investigate me, I found it somewhat unpleasant, but at the same time, I was happy.” Shin paused. “If there is anything resembling an answer, it would be that. I too tried to understand the human being called Alfred Wagner.”

That made no sense. How did dissolving the servitude contract connect to understanding Alfred as a person?

Seeing Alfred’s doubtful expression, the vampire continued, “You’re proud, sorely unwilling to lose, and on top of that, you have a neurotic streak that cannot let an error go uncorrected once you find one. Because you consider yourself a genius, you cannot bear being judged inferior to others, and if someone smears mud on your face, you are persistent enough to make them pay no matter what.”

“Amazing! That is exactly Lord Alfred!”

“Given all of those points, I judged that unilaterally dissolving the servitude contract at that moment would set fire to your heart. Just as I had nearly forgotten the ‘fun’ hidden within chocolate, you too seemed to have nearly forgotten the killing intent you initially carried, because the path beyond the ultimate chocolate had grown so steep. It was a dangerous tightrope walk, but it was worth doing. Even now, see? The look in your eyes makes me shiver.”

The vampire king watched Alfred with the same smile he wore when tasting a reward.

He had seen through him perfectly. He had held Alfred in the palm of his hand and made him dance.

Even now, Alfred was offering chocolate exactly as he was told. For an alchemist who prided himself on genius, there could be few humiliations greater.

Worse still, what was truly beyond saving was this:

“My beloved Al,” Shin said. “Hurry and kill me.”

Even the fierce hatred Alfred carried, to this man, could become an offering equal to cacao.

(To be continued)
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Afterword


To all my readers, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Masanobu Serizawa.

Thank you very much for picking up The Vampire and the Chocolatier: The Genius Alchemist’s Sweet Obsession.

This work is the print edition of a story I had been publishing on a fiction-submission website.

I had published books a few times before through newcomer awards, contests, and commercial projects, but this was my first time experiencing the “contacted through the web → print publication” route. So when I first received the offer, my reaction was, Seriously?

It was serious.

I have nothing but gratitude for the editor who reached out to me. They put a tremendous amount of effort into every stage of the publication process, and thanks to that, I feel the finished book turned out even better than I had imagined.

My heartfelt thanks as well to Kyō Kitazawa, who created the beautiful illustrations, and to the designer who handled the cover design and layout.

Also, a manga adaptation of this work is currently underway, and it too is shaping up wonderfully. I hope you’ll look forward to it. As the original author, I’m very excited myself.

As I write this afterword, work on Volume Two is largely complete, and my personal feeling is that it has powered up even more than Volume One. Alfred’s lordly arrogance and Shin’s troublesome, clingy, gloomy intensity have both been cranked up, so when it is published, I would be delighted if you would join me again!

Until then, I will keep devoting myself day by day—nibbling on chocolate as I go—so that I can bring all of you another wonderful story.
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Special Bonus Side Story: Just the Two of Us on a Rainy Day


Part 1

As Luvillia’s summer neared its end, rainy days began to stretch on one after another. Dark, gloomy clouds spread seamlessly across the sky, covering the entire city like a soaked sheet.

The residents, accustomed to life by the sea, usually began reinforcing roofs and windows so they would be ready whenever a typhoon came. But this year, no such event arrived. Instead, many days passed with people simply staring anxiously at the dreary sky.

Shin had no weaknesses. But he did have things he disliked. Rainy days were one of them.

For an ordinary vampire, a day with no danger of being burned by sunlight would be ideal weather for going out. But for a perfect immortal who had reconciled with the sun, dry, pleasant weather was far preferable. When he woke in the morning and realized it was raining, his reaction was no different from an ordinary human’s. He stared gloomily out the window, then returned to bed.

Naked, he slid the lid of his stone coffin shut from the inside with a grinding creak. It resembled an ancient altar. In the pitch-dark world within, he closed his eyes like a sulking child. Once he indulged in just a little more idle sleep, he would get up and go eat the chocolate Al had made. Thinking of that reward made him feel somewhat more positive.

He felt as though he had not always disliked rain this much. At some point, however, rainy days had become terribly burdensome. Even Shin himself did not quite understand why they disturbed him so. Merely listening to the patter of rain made every possible thing feel worthless.

In Professor Theodore’s report, there was a sentence like this:

“At the end of summer, on a damp rainy day, the peerless genius alchemist Leonardo quietly breathed his last upon his sickbed.”

※※※



“Is that idiot still sleeping? His withdrawal symptoms aren’t getting worse, are they?” Alfred asked.

“He is always slow to rise around this time of year. Perhaps he is weak to the changing seasons,” Krim replied.

“As if he’s that delicate. Well, if it’s not unusual, fine.”

“To think Lord Alfred would worry about Master’s health. I must inform him first thing when he wakes— Ouch! A sack full of beans is a blunt weapon!”

When Krim protested, the malicious alchemist struck him even harder.

Lately, Alfred’s treatment of him had become noticeably rough. It felt as though the number of tyrants Krim served had increased to two. Even if Master was sleeping late, he should wake soon. Before that happened, Krim needed Alfred to finish preparing today’s chocolate. Otherwise, he might suffer vented frustrations from both sides.

That aside, as Krim watched Alfred concentrate as he made chocolate, sweat beading on his brow, Krim could not help admiring just how earnest this man was.

Because of Alfred’s usual airy way of speaking, people tended to misunderstand him and imagine that he simply had sudden flashes of inspiration and used them to make things quickly. In truth, each time, he struggled and wrestled through the process, grumbling all the while, until he squeezed out something that satisfied him.

Perhaps a genius was someone who did not think of failure as failure. Someone with no awareness that they were making an effort. Someone who treated even setbacks positively and turned them into fuel for greater desire.

That was why they could continue trial and error without limit until they were satisfied.

What Alfred was currently attempting was a new recipe for chocolate cake. He was still hard at work on the batter that would eventually become the cake, and judging by how far it was from completion, Master’s late awakening could be considered a blessing in disguise.

After the Saint Hanān Festival, something had certainly changed in the young alchemist’s mindset. Instead of shutting himself in the mansion workshop and silently repeating trial and error alone, he had begun visiting the shops of Luvillia’s confectioners and asking for opinions about chocolate-making.

Despite having utterly defeated them in the judging, Alfred still respected the wisdom and techniques of local professionals and greedily tried to absorb them. That attitude was, in its own way, astonishing. At present, his technique did not seem to have caught up with the ideal image in his mind, but one day his constant effort would surely bear fruit, and something astonishing would be placed on the table.

“I have never lamented my cursed state before. Only now do I find it regrettable that I cannot enjoy the taste of chocolate,” Krim muttered.

“I’m always thinking how nice it’d be if I had someone to help dispose of the failures. Well, if you can’t eat, then at least lend a hand. At this rate, I’ll have to serve it unfinished.”

Krim was usually summoned only for heavy labor or cleaning, so Alfred must truly be pressed for time. Since it was obvious that one mistake would bring a barrage of abuse, Krim fearfully took on the role of chocolate-making assistant.

“I’ll only say this once, so listen carefully,” Alfred explained. “First, melt the chocolate in a bain-marie on this stove, then heat the fresh cream in that small pot. Once the cream starts boiling, pour it little by little into the melted chocolate while carefully stirring in circles. When the two have blended properly and the surface looks smooth, add more cream and emulsify it, then finally all the remaining cream—”

“W-Wait! Please don’t explain everything all at once!”

“Don’t be greedy. Any confectioner would understand this instantly,” Alfred clicked his tongue. His attitude really was awful in moments like these.

Krim was competent enough to handle the miscellaneous tasks his master assigned him without issue, but being rapidly told to perform a task he had never done before was unsurprisingly difficult.

Alfred deliberately repeated the explanation more slowly, as though out of spite.

According to him, the material made through this process was called ganache. Once understood, the procedure was quite simple: heat and mix. But if even a few air bubbles entered, the finished texture would suffer, so it was a task requiring more delicacy than expected.

On top of that, they had to make a large quantity efficiently, and Krim’s concentration gradually began to fray. The alchemist, dissatisfied with the result, showered him with abuse and immediately ordered him to redo it.

Even work simple enough to entrust to an amateur turned out this way. The work Alfred normally handled must only look easy while actually being quite advanced.

And there were as many techniques to master as there were recipes. He devised them himself, then searched for new possibilities.

Merely imagining it made Krim dizzy.

“And this is still only preparation?”

“No. This is the step before making the batter, so it’s preparation for the preparation. Turning the chocolate into ganache first makes it easier to blend with other flavors and creams than using the chocolate as is. I had a few candidates for what to combine it with, but none of them had the kind of impact that satisfied me. So after making a huge amount of ganache, I was going to start mixing it with anything I could—”

Another flood of explanation began.

The eyes behind Alfred’s glasses gleamed fiercely, brimming with so much energy that it was hard to believe he had been working without sleep or rest. Leonardo had once had a similar quality, but now Alfred might well surpass him in sheer passion.

As long as the hands of time continued to move, the geniuses of the past were destined to be overtaken.

Krim, too, had lived far longer than an ordinary person, thanks to his cursed state. Yet because of the difference in the density of the time they had lived, all he could do was watch in a daze as the genius beside him climbed higher and higher.

“I wish I had something I could lose myself in as completely as you do.”

When Krim muttered it without thinking, Alfred’s face twisted openly in displeasure.

Krim was envious beyond words. And the fact that he felt that way but still didn’t make the effort himself was precisely what made an ordinary man ordinary.
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The vampire king listlessly sank into the chair prepared for him, then stared at the pure white tablecloth and murmured, “So, there’s no new chocolate today?”

“When you make me do this so often, days like this happen,” Alfred snapped. “If Krim had made the ganache a little more efficiently, I might have finished in time. In other words, I’m not at fault. Definitely not.”

Krim, watching from the corner of the dining room, was stunned. That was far too much blame-shifting. He had only been trying to help. Sometimes, one could make an effort and still fail to produce results.

The way Alfred brazenly insisted it was not his fault at such times was also exactly like Leonardo. He was abnormally competitive, and on top of that, thick-skinned. Perhaps that was why he never agonized or stopped moving.

That said, even Alfred seemed to feel somewhat awkward today. The fact that Shin did not grow angry or make sarcastic remarks, and rather simply looked dejected, only made the discomfort worse.

Judging by his appearance, he did not seem to be suffering withdrawal symptoms. Rather than unwell, he simply seemed low in spirits.

In Krim’s experience, Master was exceptionally troublesome at times like this.

“Everyone has days when they perform poorly,” Shin said dejectedly. “Rather, I would like to show respect for the skill with which you have continued preparing new works of such quality every morning. I recognize your efforts. There is no need to take it so hard. Ah, how unfortunate.”

A deep sigh. Then he glanced at Alfred’s face and sighed again.

The air was so damp and miserable that Krim felt an urge to flee the room immediately.

As for Alfred, who was facing him directly, a vein was twitching at his temple. But since he was currently in the weaker position, he seemed desperately to be holding himself back.

“I have leftovers from yesterday,” Alfred said.

“I was looking forward to a new piece. That is why I worked so hard to rise this morning despite not feeling in the mood. This sorrow shall never heal… Ah, if only there were something else to make my heart dance.” At that, the vampire king stood and moved near the window.

Drip, drip. Tap, tap.

The weather looked more likely to deepen one’s gloom rather than clear it.

Krim knew perfectly well that Master hated rain. That was why, when he heard his next words, he was even more surprised than Alfred, to whom they were addressed.

“Let’s go out together today. As compensation for the chocolate debacle.”

Part 2

Naturally, Alfred wanted to refuse an outing with Shin. But it was better than being asked for his blood.

He also had the calculated thought that, considering the future, it might be better to go along with this today.

The servitude contract had been renewed at the Saint Hanān Festival’s contest venue, while Alfred had been unconscious from heatstroke. As a result, the terms were extremely vague.

At present, the rules exchanged between Alfred and the vampire were limited to these:

•	Continue creating the ultimate recipe.

•	Provide chocolate prototypes on a regular basis.

Everything else was updated fluidly through interactions with his master, Shin.

For example, the condition that Alfred should “make efforts to suppress the symptoms of chocolate addiction” had been formed in a messy, gradual fashion in order to protect his own safety and prevent Luvillia’s destruction.

As a result, he was now providing prototypes of a level capable of satisfying Shin every morning. In truth, there was no need to make them that frequently, but he did so diligently every morning because he had an obsessive personality.

Under such conditions, what would happen if he failed to provide a prototype?

Shin compromised, saying, “Everyone has days when they perform poorly,” and then proposed, “Let’s go out together.”

By Alfred’s acceptance, a new clause had effectively been added:

•	If Alfred cannot provide chocolate, he must compensate by going out on a date together.

There was psychological suffering involved, but as a penalty, it was light. If too much time passed between offerings and the withdrawal symptoms worsened, Shin would likely demand blood. But knowing that the occasional failure could be covered by spending a day keeping him in a good mood was, mentally speaking, quite significant.

And that was precisely why Alfred had to see this damnable date through to the end.

“This really is miserable rain,” Alfred said. “I can’t understand anyone who’d suggest going out on a day like this. By the way, do you have an umbrella?”

“Of course,” Shin replied. “Incidentally, if I use my power, I could clear away the rain clouds themselves, but as a price, a tremendous storm would occur in the regions neighboring Luvillia. If you desire perfect weather for an outing—”

Alfred snatched the umbrella from him by force.

Like hell am I letting you cause a major disaster just because getting wet is annoying. Don’t casually mix a devil’s whisper into normal conversation, damn it.

By the time they left the mansion, however, the rain had grown heavier, and Alfred’s brow had furrowed deeply. They were currently in the heights, which meant they had to descend the hill to reach the center of town.

The road was fairly poor, and even on clear days it was easy to lose one’s footing. The tiles paving the street were riddled with cracks, and since it was summer, weeds grew thickly in the gaps. Thanks to the umbrella, Alfred’s upper body stayed dry, but tall flowers and grasses drooping under the rain’s weight clung around his waist with every step.

Even more annoying than that was—

“Why are you leaning this way?” Alfred snapped.

“There’s only one umbrella. If I don’t, I will get wet.”

“Then get one for yourself! You’re absolutely doing this on purpose!”

Alfred tried to shove him away with his shoulder, but the damn vampire seemed to find even that exchange amusing, and he began squealing with laughter like a schoolgirl.

When Alfred took advantage of a gap and ran at full speed, Shin caught up in an instant. There was no way a human could win a footrace against something inhuman.

In the end, Alfred got soaked from head to toe and only succeeded in delighting his companion even more. It was a complete disaster.

They took shelter from the rain for a moment beneath a tree halfway down the hill, and Alfred sighed.

Shin, meanwhile, was wearing a bright, refreshed smile. “Thanks to that,” he said, “I feel a little better.”

“Glad to hear it. I’m feeling the worst I ever have in my life.”

Looking closer, Alfred noticed Shin’s clothes were not wet at all. When he pointed this out, the vampire replied, “For a being of my caliber, erecting a rain-repelling barrier is a trifling matter.”

“Then you didn’t need to share the umbrella at all, did you?”

When Alfred glared at him, Shin dried his soaked clothes in an instant.

If you can do that, then do it from the beginning, damn it.
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“Is there anywhere you want to go?” Alfred asked.

“I thought I might see how the academy looks after all this time.”

“Absolutely not. It’ll turn into a huge commotion, and I can’t tolerate you entering my territory. A noble seat of learning should not be polluted by the stench of a perverted vampire. Shoo. Shoo.”

“I’m the one funding your studies, you know. Still, if you dislike the idea, I won’t force it. That said, with this unfortunate rain, our options are rather limited.”

“True enough. Anyone walking on the beach or gazing at a fountain in the park on a day this rainy would be insane. Maybe we should go to the wharf and drop a certain someone into the sea,” Alfred said pointedly, just before his stomach growled.

Unlike a perfect immortal, humans could not escape hunger. That was especially true when he had eaten almost nothing beyond tasting chocolate prototypes and had done nothing but devote himself to chocolate-making without sleep or rest.

It was an awkward time of day, neither breakfast nor lunch, but they ought to eat. When Alfred suggested that, Shin said, “Eating out is a fresh experience. I have no interest in anything besides chocolate, but every now and then, perhaps I should enjoy cuisine like an ordinary human.”

“Where, then? The coffeehouse I usually frequent has light meals, but personally, I feel like eating something more substantial.”

“In that case, what about the restaurant at the foot of the hill? You know it already. It’s the one I used to order food from when I first invited you to the mansion.”

Alfred nodded. He had felt bad making a chef deliver food every time just for him, so nowadays he had ingredients brought in along with the cacao beans and cooked for himself. But if his memories were accurate, the food from that restaurant had been fairly good.

“Then let’s go there. Obviously, you’re paying.”

“I don’t mind. When Leonardo stayed with me, the two of us often had lunch together there. I would be pleased if it hasn’t changed since then.”

He spoke like a soldier returning to his hometown, but if this restaurant had truly been open back then, the place was a storied establishment with over two hundred years of history. In that case, it might be worth expecting even more from the quality of the food.

Even if not, there was no meal better than one eaten on someone else’s coin. Since he had the chance, today’s lunch would be extravagant.

Considering the mental burden of spending a whole day with this bastard, at least that much compensation was only fair.

Alfred opened the umbrella again and walked into the falling rain. When Shin sidled up against him, Alfred kicked him away. The vampire fell spectacularly to the ground and burst into delighted laughter.

What the hell is so fun about this?

His face is covered in mud. He looks no different from a country brat.

As Alfred stared in exasperation, Shin clung to him, still covered in wet muck.

But he can just fix himself afterward, right? So this is fine?

Very well. Alfred would shove that pretty face into a puddle.
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That day, the old restaurant had been passing a calm morning.

It was a famous establishment listed every year in Luvillia’s tourist guides. Its vivid purple roof and red brick exterior were the pride of the place, and when it was not raining, they looked beautiful beneath Luvillia’s sky.

In keeping with its elegant, noblewoman-like exterior, the interior was bright and ornate. Colorful red and yellow sofas were arranged here and there, surrounding white round tables placed at even intervals.

The waitstaff consisted of a young male part-timer and an older woman. In the kitchen were the chef, who was also the owner, and four apprentices.

The workplace was remarkably pleasant, and when there were no customers, conversation blossomed freely. Once lunch hour began, however, everyone worked briskly and efficiently, and orders never backed up.

It was a weekday, and the weather was poor. Perhaps few customers would come today.

With that thought in mind, the staff opened at a leisurely pace. Immediately afterward, two young customers arrived.

Through the steadily falling rain. Like a pair of reapers.
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Although Shin had dried his clothes, by the time they arrived at the restaurant, Alfred was breathing hard. He had been thoroughly baited by the other man’s provocations and had challenged the supernatural being to a contest.

“A table for two, yes? Ah! You’re—!”

“Seriously, none of that today,” Alfred muttered in exasperation.

“As he says. For the sake of my high-strung companion, please serve us as ordinary customers,” Shin ordered.

Honestly, whose fault did he think it was that Alfred was so on edge?

The young waiter bowed and stammered, “O-Of course, sir!” Then, with a level of reverence well beyond what was necessary, he guided them to a table in the back. Given that the man before him was Luvillia’s lord—and an inhuman vampire besides—it seemed asking for normal service was difficult.

Before long, an older chef who appeared to be the owner came out. He was plainly terrified.

“There was a dish another friend of mine often ordered long ago,” Shin said. “Not the one beside me here. I don’t remember the dish’s name, but I would like that today.”

“Er, when might this have been, my lord?” the chef asked.

“About two hundred years ago. If you don’t know what it is, ask the chef from back then.”

“He’s definitely dead,” Alfred snapped. “Just order something from the current menu like a normal person.”

But the vampire king shook his head. “I have no intention of putting anything else in my mouth,” he said stubbornly.

“You’re such a pain…” Alfred accidentally let his true feelings slip.

The chef, who had been handed an impossible demand, did not merely look exhausted. His face was starting to turn a bluish tinge. After Shin’s tyrannical conduct at the Saint Hanān Festival, it was hardly an unreasonable reaction.

“Please… allow me some time,” the chef said, then disappeared into the kitchen.

It was too pitiful to watch. If he failed, the restaurant would burn despite being a storied establishment with more than two hundred years of history.

“Anything would taste bad with you around,” Alfred said.

“Is that so? But I’m having as much fun as when I wait for chocolate,” Shin replied with a smile.
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“How nostalgic. Whenever I came here with Leonardo, the atmosphere was always like this.”

“The old chef looked like someone had taken his daughter hostage. And honestly, this is pretty damn close. Ah, there’s screaming coming from the kitchen…”

As Alfred surveyed the restaurant’s transformed atmosphere, he held his head in his hands.

The young waiter nervously tried to explain wines they hadn’t ordered, but Shin cut him off with, “Do not interfere with my time with Al.” The waiter retreated into the back on the verge of tears.

Alfred was sure he had told them ordinary service was fine, yet the older waitress had gone to hang a “Reserved for Private Use Today” sign at the entrance. They were such a nuisance as customers that he couldn’t help feeling a pang of conscience.

He had underestimated this outing with the damn vampire as a light penalty. In practice, it was like going out for a stroll while carrying a large quantity of gunpowder that could explode at any moment.

All because Alfred had failed to finish the chocolate that morning, a chef he had never met now stood on the brink of having his restaurant burned down. Had Leonardo felt this same stomach-churning anxiety every single time?

No. Judging by the impression Alfred had gotten when speaking with him through the puppeteer, there was a chance Leonardo had enjoyed this sort of thing right alongside Shin. Even now, Shin watched the hellscape he had created with a smile of delight, and that peerless genius had carried a similar whiff of inhumanity. Somehow it made the whole thing even more of a public nuisance.

Still, this was a famous historical restaurant. It had survived more than two hundred years by overcoming plenty of unreasonable trials in the past.

So for now, Alfred would believe. There was nothing else he could do.

Hang in there, old chef. I understand exactly how you feel.

But then—

After the long wait, the vampire looked at the dish finally placed on the table and said, “This is completely wrong.”

His face was utterly expressionless. The lack of emotion in his voice made his rejection unmistakable.

The old chef collapsed weakly to the floor, and the sobs of apprentice cooks and servers echoed around the restaurant. The tradition passed down through the years—the history of a beloved Luvillian institution—would come to an end here today.

“No, no, hold on. Couldn’t you be remembering wrong?” Alfred asked. “This is a dish Leonardo used to order, right? Knowing you and your lack of interest in anything besides chocolate, your memory’s probably vague anyway. You forgot the name of the dish in the first place.”

“Well, I can say with certainty it wasn’t this,” Shin replied. “What my friend ate was far more splendid, a dish as colorful as the tapestry on that wall.”

Tell them that before making them cook it, Alfred thought, but it was too late now.

He looked where Shin pointed and saw a tapestry decorated with colorful patterns. It certainly looked nothing like the dish that had been served. After all, what sat before them was a whole, boldly baked pie. It used plenty of egg. The surface was yellow and browned in places, with the wheat color of the crust besides.

It had a certain appeal, yes, but it was far from splendid, a vegetable quiche. Alfred did not want to complain before tasting it, but it was plain, homely, and utterly unsuited for the situation. It was not a dish worthy of taking center stage but something to serve as an appetizer.

“Why did you bring this?” Alfred asked.

“I heard that Lord Leonardo was an extremely picky eater,” the chef said. “When one speaks of the port city of Luvillia, one speaks of seafood. Our restaurant is known for pescatore made generously with the fruits of the sea, but he apparently did not care much for ingredients such as shrimp and crab.”

“He often said they looked like insects and that anyone eating such things must be mad,” Shin said. “I also heard he could not eat oysters because the cross-section after biting into one was grotesque. I merely feel no need to eat anything besides chocolate, and I have no foods I dislike in particular, but Leonardo was an exceedingly fussy man.”

“That guy had lunch with you? From a restaurant’s point of view, that’s about the worst combination imaginable. It’s practically sabotage,” Alfred murmured pityingly.

“I also heard he could not bear the smell of cheeses and similar things,” the chef continued. “In that case, pizza seemed an unlikely choice. I wished to confirm it with someone who knew at the time, but two hundred years ago is, as expected, difficult… After desperately recalling what my grandfather once heard from the restaurant’s founder, the only menu item that has existed since that time was the vegetable quiche. Thus, I concluded this had to be it and presented it to you.”

It made sense once explained.

However, the information came through a hearsay relay of founder to grandfather to old chef, and the choice itself had been made by process of elimination rather than absolute confidence in the dish. So the explanation alone was probably not enough to overturn Shin’s verdict.

Unfortunately, it did not seem possible to avoid a future in which this famous old restaurant was baked golden-brown like a quiche.

Looking utterly weary, Alfred said, “Sorry to interrupt while your ether’s crackling, but at least taste it once before judging. Who knows? Maybe you’ll like it even more than chocolate.”

“If you insist, then I shall. But I have no desire to cut it myself. I’ll simply wait while you bring it to my mouth like a mother bird feeding her chick.”

Alfred very nearly drove the fork straight into those crimson eyes.

He stood, drew in a deep breath, and resolved to sacrifice his dignity for the sake of the restaurant staff. He slid the knife into the steaming quiche and served a triangular slice onto a plate.

Why the hell did they serve it whole in the first place? Normal people cut it before bringing it out.

That damn old chef had been so desperate for a result that he had forgotten the fundamentals of restaurant service.

Alfred made the portion small, assuming Shin would barely eat any of it, so the piece lacked enough thickness to stand and flopped flat on the plate. Tomatoes, green peppers, pumpkin, and bacon—the ingredients buried inside the filling—became clearly visible.

Alfred froze with the plate in hand, then said with sudden understanding, “No, this is it. This is the meal Leonardo ordered.”

“What?”

To the frowning vampire, Alfred showed the cut face of the quiche.

There it was, a tapestry woven from colorful ingredients. Red, green, orange, and pink.

A splendor that matched the patterns decorating the restaurant walls.

“Two hundred years ago, didn’t your friend cut the quiche for you like this, too? That’s why you remembered the cross-section, not the whole pie,” Alfred explained.

“Is that… so? Back then, I—”

Since they were getting nowhere, Alfred shoved a forkful into his mouth by force.

Taste and scent were closely tied to memory. Even when something had been nearly forgotten, tasting or smelling the same thing could make it suddenly return by reflex. A vampire, surely, would be no different from a human in that regard.

Shin chewed in silence.

After a while, he murmured with a sigh, “It is not something extraordinary. It does not come close to chocolate.”

Then he added, “But Leonardo ate this with pleasure. I would be glad if you did as well.”

“So if I’m satisfied, you’ll accept that, my lord?” Alfred’s shoulders drooped as he cut a portion for himself as well.

It was rich with butter, rich with egg, and the generous ingredients gave it a pleasant texture. It was rustic, yet the vegetables harmonized mysteriously well, while the saltiness of the bacon tightened the sweetness of the filling. As expected. After all, it was a dish that had survived for two hundred years.

“As an appetizer, it’s perfect. Personally, though, I’m more interested in the pescatore.”

“I see. So you’re different from Leonardo.”

After murmuring that most obvious of observations, Shin laughed grandly.

Judging from his expression, there was no longer any need to worry about the restaurant’s fate. When Alfred glanced toward them, the kitchen staff took each other’s hands in joy.

At least sacrificing his dignity had been worth something. The vampire king opened and closed his mouth, clearly demanding more, but Alfred ignored him.

No. Absolutely not.

Even if it meant the restaurant burned down, he was never hand-feeding him again, damn it.

Part 3

By the time they left the restaurant, the rain had weakened to a drizzle.

Mist-like droplets merely dampened their clothes. At this rate, they could walk without an umbrella even without supernatural power repelling the rain.

Since carrying it would only be a nuisance, Alfred tossed the umbrella to Shin. The umbrella, which was about as long as a cane, floated in the air for a moment and then vanished.

“I have as many replacements as I require,” Shin said. “I sent it into another space.”

“That’s worse than throwing it on the roadside. Did no one ever teach you to take care of your things?”

With weather like this, strolling through town was not a bad idea. And so they headed toward the downtown district. Alfred, however, moved as slowly as a snail.

The reason was simple: he had eaten far too much at lunch.

“As expected of a famous old restaurant,” he said. “The pescatore they brought afterward, the quattro formaggi pizza, and the pudding after the meal were all flawless. I know you only care about chocolate, but do other desserts really do nothing for you?”

“The only ‘desire’ within me is to savor the sweetness woven by cacao. If I eat other ingredients as accompaniments to chocolate, they can connect to that desire within me and provide satisfaction. But the starting point must always be the flavor brought about by cacao. Without that, the current does not run through me. Does that convey my desires?”

“The more I hear, the more troublesome your body sounds. Should I call it a fetish?”

Shin did not deny it. For this man, putting chocolate in his mouth did not stop at merely enjoying its taste. It was a more primitive, intense pleasure. Vampires and humans differed in everything, beginning with the very structure of their bodies. Alfred should not think of the stimulus Shin felt as belonging in the same category as what humans experienced.

“What about you?” Shin asked. “Do you have no favorite food? Something like chocolate is to me?”

“I don’t have anything so extreme that I’d die from ecstasy if it were perfected,” Alfred said. “I’m not as obsessed with chocolate as you are, either. I’ve eaten whatever was put in front of me without complaint since I was a kid, so nothing immediately comes to mind when you ask about my favorite food. My family was wealthy, but the educational policy was… unusual. It wasn’t exactly an environment where I could afford to be picky.”

“Personal instruction from a major general of the Kingdom of Sable’s army, then.”

Alfred was not surprised that Shin had correctly stated his father’s career. He knew the vampire had investigated him from the moment he set his eyes on him, and even within the academy, there were people who reacted to the Wagner surname.

Whether professors or students, once they learned about his family, the question they asked was always the same. “Why did you enter the alchemy department instead of the army?”

Alfred adjusted his glasses. First, his poor eyesight. Second, his lack of motivation. And if he were to add one more reason, his rebelliousness toward militarism itself.

For those reasons, he would have been rejected at the document-screening stage. Though it was only natural he would fail when the enlistment application would have to be submitted without his consent.

“I wasn’t always like this from the time I was a kid. There was a period when I was desperate to have my father’s respect. He taught me everything from how to catch field mice to how to skin a snake. Once, he made me dig up the dirt near a tree root and eat grubs. Compared to grotesque things like that, most food tastes good.”

“Please do not put any of that in chocolate,” Shin begged.

“Even a vampire lord doesn’t want to eat mice and bugs, huh? The things that made me happy during field training were nuts and fruit when I could find them… Ah, maybe that’s why I still eat nuts and cranberries a lot. Citrus, too.”

“So your favorite foods are nuts and fruit. My friend enjoyed those as well, if I recall.”

Leonardo again. He had been coming up a lot today.

Shin had likely never gone out with anyone else, so Alfred could understand why those old memories kept surfacing. Still, being compared each time made him feel restless. It was annoying. Or rather, it left him feeling subtly displeased in a way he could not quite name.

Luvillia’s specialties, in addition to seafood, included almonds, pistachios, lemons, and oranges. They paired beautifully with cacao, so Alfred often used them when making chocolate, but eating them as they were once in a while was not bad either.

Just as he was thinking that, Shin said, “Then let us go to the market. There will be mountains of nuts and fruit there.”
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They crossed the park where Alfred had once watched the puppeteer’s show and headed for Luvillia’s largest central market. As expected of a port city, all manner of trade goods from across the world were exchanged there. Many peddlers also came to buy locally harvested nuts and fruit.

Among the agricultural products, citrus fruits were especially popular. Luvillian oranges, in particular, were so highly regarded that they were chosen as offerings to the Sable royal family. When Alfred first tasted one after arriving in town, he’d been startled by the refreshing flavor and the juiciness of the flesh.

Perhaps because the rain had weakened, people were streaming into the market, which had been relatively quiet before. It was summer, so the air was hot and humid, and being packed among the bustling crowd made it almost hard to breathe.

To avoid a repeat of the restaurant incident, Alfred sternly told Shin not to stand out. He even made him disguise himself, changing out of his usual glittering black suit and into brown overalls and a straw hat.

That said, most of the customers were absorbed in shopping and hardly looked at other people. Perhaps there had been no need to go so far as to transform his outfit with supernatural powers. But Shin, for some reason, seemed to be enjoying himself.

Alfred’s stomach still felt tight from eating too much at lunch, but a light sampling of nuts and fruit was within the realm of possibility. If he liked something, he could take it home and eat it later or use it as an ingredient in chocolate-making. Since his sponsor was with him today, he could afford not to worry about his budget the way he did when wandering and snacking on days off.

“That is the smile of a man fully intending to mooch. When Leonardo ran out of his own money on alchemy experiments, he often invited me to the market, too,” Shin said fondly. “Even if I was merely a convenient purse, it pleased me to be relied on by a friend. Since he refused to become my kin, that was about all I could do for him.”

After a pause, Shin continued as though suddenly remembering something.

“Come to think of it, there was once a time we searched for a fruit to use in his pursuit of immortality. Though I dragged him into chocolate-making, his original goal was still to overcome his own illness. One of the conditions he demanded in exchange for producing the ultimate sweetness was that I help him obtain ‘otherworldly’ ingredients that could not be acquired by ordinary means.”

“Do they sell things like that in the market?” Alfred asked. “Well, in Luvillia, I guess they might.”

“Most are put up at dark auctions, but on very rare occasions, they become mixed in among ordinary goods. Likely the work of mischievous fairies.”

“Without the lord knowing about it, huh?”

Shin nodded. Though the word “apparition” covered many things, not all of them possessed emotions and intelligence like werewolves. Fairies, spirits, and other beings close to nature lived as they were, and for that very reason, they were said to be difficult to bind with words or force.

The vampire king might be able to compel them if he wished, but he had little reason to manage every last detail of their daily behavior.

“I can’t say whether any will be available in this season at the end of summer. But since we’re here, let’s search for the fruit Leonardo sought. It’s a variety grown by fairies living near Luvillia. My friend called it ‘tachibana.’”

“Do you know what it looks like?” Alfred asked. “What about the taste?”

“In shape, it’s close to an orange. Only somewhat smaller and more strongly yellow. The peel is soft, and when eaten, it’s sweet at first before the sourness hits you. I also recall that it was quite juicy.”

“How much immortality did it grant?”

“If it granted any, I would have been sent to heaven by Leonardo’s hand before ever speaking to you like this. Looking back now, though, its acidity and sweetness might pair well with cacao.”

Shin’s expression changed by the second, and Alfred could not help smiling wryly. Apparently, this had stopped being a simple outing.

For the vampire, chocolate was still the first priority after all.
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At the largest market in the Kingdom of Sable, it was no small task for someone who did not regularly buy there to find exactly what he wanted.

The market was divided somewhat by product type, but stalls shifted around depending on the season, and the slightest empty space would immediately be crammed with another vendor. As a result, the closer one got to the center, the more maze-like the market became.

Even if a shopper changed their mind and decided to return to buy something, going back required real resolve. To move against the flow of foot traffic, they’d have to force their way through the tightly packed throng.

Once-in-a-lifetime encounters were the rule.

If they merely wanted quality oranges, there would be no difficulty. But what they sought was a fruit grown by fairies, hidden among ordinary goods, its location unknown. There was even a chance it was not being sold at all. It was better to think of finding it as a stroke of luck.

The treasure’s name was tachibana. Even the sound of it felt unfamiliar, giving it the air of an otherworldly fruit. And although it had already been proven not to grant immortality, Alfred still wanted to know what it tasted like. If it seemed likely to pair well with cacao, all the more reason. This cursed outing, after all, had begun because his daily chocolate-making had not been completed in time.

“Look there. They’re selling pistachios,” Shin pointed. “That mendiant you made once, with rum raisins and roasted pistachios scattered over it, was exquisite. That truly was harmony woven into chocolate. Each ingredient played a beautiful tone and brought out the charm sleeping within the cacao to its fullest.”

“Our target’s a citrus fruit, right? Then we should hurry to wherever the orchards are auctioning their produce or someone else might buy it first.”

“You really understand nothing about fairies. There are stories of people buying a jar of pickled herring, only to open the lid and find it had turned into honey.”

Alfred stopped in his tracks. So it can show up somewhere completely unrelated, too? Oh, for God’s sake.

He munched on pistachios from the little paper bag he’d bought, tossing the shells at Shin’s back as they walked on. The fact that they tasted good raw proved how fresh they were, but if he was going to use them in chocolate, roasting them would still be better.

They passed a stall selling tomatoes, so Alfred bought one and used it to soothe his throat, which had become parched by the heat. It might seem surprising, but this vegetable also paired well with cacao. Shin had given very high marks to the chocolate Alfred had made with dried tomatoes and basil.

“So this is the section that handles oranges and lemons. The grapefruits look pretty good, too. Well? Do you think there are any fairy-grown fruits around?” Alfred asked.

“I have been tracing the flow of ether, but when the sources are as small as fairies, it’s difficult to detect their traces. There does seem to be a being belonging to the apparition side among the merchants, though. Let’s ask whether any suspicious fruit has found its way into his stock.”

With that, the vampire headed toward a wide-open area where an auction was underway.

Typical of Luvillia, Alfred supposed. If fruit grown by fairies could find its way into the market, then it was equally plausible for nonhuman dealers to be openly conducting auctions in broad daylight.
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“Tachibana, you say? Sure, they do get mixed in with other fruit sometimes, but now that you mention it, I haven’t seen many lately. Their kind’s been dwindling quite a bit, so I guess they don’t play tricks in the market like they used to.”

“Hmm… So this, too, is part of the passing age.”

“You said you bought some two hundred years ago, mister? You look young, but you sure have been around. I’m only eighty-five myself. Finally the age to learn how to shapeshift.”

The auctioneer laughed and popped out a pair of rabbit ears.

They were in an area only merchants could enter. Wooden crates packed with fruit were stacked high around them, hiding them from the shopping lanes where ordinary customers passed.

Even so, the auctioneer's sudden reveal of his true nature felt rather careless, but he was probably always like this. Shin was disguised, and the man showed no sign of realizing he was speaking with Luvillia’s lord. He seemed to have an extraordinarily laid-back personality.

The rabbit-eared man said, “I’ll go ask the others, too,” and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Alfred to wait there with the vampire, whose expression had turned strangely solemn.

“Are you mourning because you heard the fairies are disappearing?” Alfred asked.

“It is the natural order for beings like them to be culled by the passage of time. As for the fruit, I had hoped it might be used in chocolate, but if we can’t obtain it, it’s hardly cause for mourning. Only…”

His voice trailed off.

Alfred had no interest whatsoever in what Shin was thinking or why he looked like that.

Still, out of minimal courtesy, he waited for his next words.

“What I want now is to do the same thing I did back then.”

Alfred laughed. For once, he felt as though he had heard the vampire’s honest feelings.

“I had a friend, too. A guy named Maessen. Some things happened, and we’ve grown apart, but we used to do stupid things together all the time.”

Shin looked at him, his face clearly asking why Alfred suddenly brought up the topic.

Alfred continued anyway.

“You know playing cards? They’ve been around in Sable for a long time, so even a vampire like you probably knows about them. Back at boarding school, I’d play poker with Maessen and the others at night. Then, around a little before the Saint Hanān Festival, I ended up playing with some academy guys for money, but the rules were slightly different from what I knew. I don’t know if it was regional variation or some special boarding school rule, but it wasn’t the poker we used to play.”

“And what did you do?”

“I played the Luvillian way, obviously. But how do I put it? The only guy in this town who’d know the poker I used to play is probably Maessen. And sometimes I feel like playing that version again, but then I remember I’ll probably never see him or talk to him again. When we first fell out, I didn’t feel this way. But now… it feels like I wasted something really damn precious.”

Another silence settled between them.

By the time the rain began to strengthen again, the vampire murmured, “I think I understand.”

Alfred shrugged. Shin probably didn’t care about the fairy race’s circumstances. He was only disappointed that something he once shared with Leonardo might disappear. If that feeling came before even his desire to use the fruit in chocolate, despite his severe cacao addiction, then his attachment to his memories with Leonardo had to be considerable.

But this would happen countless more times. Not just with this fruit he had once eaten. It had been two hundred years, after all. Whether something was otherworldly or not, all things eventually faded into the past.

“Immortality sounds lonely.”

“Does it? I’ve never once felt such an emotion.”
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Eventually, the rabbit-eared man returned and set a burlap sack down in front of them with a solid thump.

It was packed full of fruit. They resembled oranges, but their peel was softer and their yellow stronger. Judging by Shin’s brightened expression, there was no doubt that these were the rumored tachibana.

“Damn. Are all these fruits grown by fairies?”

“No, no. They’re sold normally. From an orchard.”

Alfred and the vampire looked at each other.

What the hell? Wasn’t tachibana supposed to be an otherworldly fruit?

But the answer was painfully simple.

“Seems someone managed to cultivate them. From the seeds.”
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How fairies cultivated crops remained unknown.

Since they, too, were beings belonging to the realm of the mystical, they were poor at innovation. It was hard to imagine them using any special techniques. At most, they probably prepared the growing environment with fertilizer and watered the plants regularly.

Based on these points, it was natural to assume that the fairies had secret places only they knew, places deeply bound to nature where they cultivated or gathered tachibana and other crops.

A fairy realm. Paradise. Shangri-La, just like in the old tales. If “otherworldly” was meant to be taken literally, then perhaps such lands were hidden in the seams of dimensions born from etheric distortions.

Later investigation revealed that there had been several attempts in the past to cultivate tachibana. However, because those attempts had been carried out by alchemists who took the legends about its power to grant immortality at face value, every last one had ended in failure. They had tried to imitate orange cultivation by sight, but things did not go as smoothly for them as they would have for fruit-growing specialists.

According to the records left in the alchemy department, the tachibana they had somehow managed to cultivate were vastly inferior in quality to those grown by fairies, and no immortality-granting effect had been obtained either.

Not that even fruit born in otherworldly soil apparently possessed any supernatural power to begin with. In other words, it was a pointless effort from the start.

As for Leonardo, the brilliant man seemed to have realized at once that tachibana was merely an ordinary citrus fruit.

Because it was grown by fairies. Because it had borne fruit in otherworldly soil. Therefore, it had to be something “special.” That was nothing but a preconception.

It was a fruit that did not grow in Luvillia. That was the whole of the truth.
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“Compared to oranges, the fragrance is weaker, see? And when people talk about Luvillian citrus, fragrance is everything. Farmers never really thought to bother cultivating these. Even when one turned up now and then, it was only some eccentric alchemist who’d buy it. It was treated like a deep-sea fish that got caught in a squid net.”

As he listened to the man’s explanation, Alfred took one tachibana from the burlap sack. It was significantly smaller than the oranges he was used to and so soft he felt he could crush it easily in his fist. He probably would not even need a knife to peel it.

“It’s much sweeter than I expected. But it has this sourness, too, and it’s juicy… How do I put it? It has a gentle taste. Sure, it doesn’t have as much aroma as an orange, but isn’t this perfectly good in its own way?”

“Oh, so you think so, too?” said the rabbit-eared man. “The fellow who decided to cultivate it fell in love with that sweetness and gentle flavor. Took him about ten years of trial and error, apparently, but he finally got it to a quality that holds its own against what the fairies grow.” The man scratched his head. “When I see things like this, I figure there’s no beating humans. With wisdom and persistence, they even take things that were never supposed to exist in this world and put them right in their hands. I’m clumsy, see. Just keeping up with them is all I can manage.”

“You hear that? You should eat one, too. This is another crystallization of ingenuity.”

Without a word, Shin peeled the fruit. The yellow stained his pure white fingertips, and he placed one segment of a memory shared with his friend into his mouth. After a while, he closed his eyes as if deeply moved and murmured, “I want to eat it with chocolate.”

“Yes, yes. I’ll try doing that for you once we get back to the mansion,” Alfred said with a shrug.

I’ll coat anything and everything in cacao if it’ll make your obnoxious sentimentality a little more bearable.

Part 4

By the time they’d bought two sacks of Luvillian tachibana along with several other ingredients that seemed usable for chocolate-making, the rain had grown heavier. Taking advantage of the merchant’s goodwill, they had their purchases sent to the mansion.

At times like this, having someone beside him who received special treatment was convenient. Though Alfred did feel a little sorry for the rabbit-eared man. The instant he realized the casual customer he’d been chatting with was the rumored lord of Luvillia, he dropped into a full prostration.

Now then. They had enjoyed lunch at a restaurant and gone shopping at the market. By any reasonable standard, the condition of “going out together” had been satisfied.

In that case, they should cut things short and start making chocolate back at the mansion. Shin, too, must want to taste a tachibana-based creation as soon as possible, so surely he would not whine about wanting to play longer.

Or so Alfred thought.

But as Alfred opened the umbrella, the vampire king bumped lightly against him and said, almost pleadingly, “Could we make a small detour on the way back?”

“Like I have the right to refuse.”

“If you truly don’t want to, I’d respect your wishes. In that case, I’d get to taste chocolate all the sooner. It’s only… How should I put it? Unless it is a day like today, even I find it somewhat difficult to go there.”

Alfred shoved his shoulder away and frowned. This shameless, arrogant bastard, who feared no one and nothing, found something “difficult”? Was there still someone lurking in Luvillia whom even the absolute ruler at the summit of all mysteries hesitated to face?

Seeing Alfred’s expression, Shin gave a wry smile.

“It’s nothing important. I only want to visit Leonardo’s grave.”

※※※



When Alfred heard the reason, it was absurdly trivial.

Shin had neglected it for so long that going there now felt awkward. That was all.

The fact that “so long” meant two hundred years was very vampire-like.

From Alfred’s perspective, what was truly surprising was that this man possessed enough delicacy to feel awkward about that sort of thing at all. Humans should have been no more than insects to him, or, at best, pet cats.

“He used to scold me about it constantly. He said, ‘You make graves and then never look after them. I bet you’ll forget about me as soon as I die, too.’”

“I see. So that’s exactly what happened.”

Thinking back, Grinden’s grave was overgrown and neglected, too, so perhaps expecting Shin to manage such things dutifully had been a mistake from the start.

Incidentally, the other king, Mariw, had said, “When I die, cast me into the sea,” so Shin had done exactly that.

With the rain pouring down in sheets, Alfred climbed the hill while bumping shoulders with the vampire. Partway back toward the mansion, Shin led them off onto a side path, and Alfred stopped in his tracks.

“The academy is up ahead.”

“I won’t trespass on your territory. Even if my old friend once belonged to the alchemy department.”

“So what’s his current affiliation? Heaven or hell? Either way, there’s no grave on academy grounds.”

“But there is a medical department.”

Alfred had no idea what that was supposed to mean. Still, he followed in silence.

As Shin had said, their destination was the academy’s medical department, located fairly close to the center of campus. It was not somewhere Alfred usually had any reason to go, and he barely knew anyone there.

The medical department was not as idle as the alchemy department, so outsiders did not attract much attention. And since Alfred had made Shin disguise himself again, as he had at the market, they were able to proceed deep into the building without incident.

But so far, there was nothing that looked remotely like a grave. A bad feeling crept up Alfred’s spine, and he said cautiously, “Don’t tell me he’s here.”

“Leonardo was an exceedingly rational man. That’s precisely why he sought the place where his death could be used to the greatest benefit. In other words…”

He had donated his body to the medical department as a pathological specimen. So that one day, an incurable disease might cease to be incurable.

As Alfred stood stunned, the vampire king spoke quietly.

“I know very little about human illness. I have no particular interest in it, and the name was so long that I have long since forgotten it. But if Leonardo judged it so, then it must have been something medicine two hundred years ago had no hope of overcoming.”

“So that’s why he sought otherworldly power. A path to immortality.”

“Yes. But at the same time, he also considered what would happen if his life ended before he reached that path. Perhaps sowing the seeds for the eradication of disease with his own remains was his own pride as a sore loser. Whether in alchemy, medicine, or chocolate-making… he lived desperately in the present, always trying to leave something behind. He was a man worthy of being called friend by a king such as I.”

Shin searched through the shelves lined wall to wall in the room, then introduced Alfred to his friend.

He was terribly small. About the size of a single piece of chocolate. And yet the resolve hidden within that tiny remnant felt almost immeasurably vast.

Leonardo, the peerless genius.

The more Alfred learned of him, the more terrifying he became.
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After pressing their hands together in prayer in the dim room, they left without exchanging another word.

Shin probably did not want words anyway. Sympathy, pity, compassion—none of those suited a vampire who had lived for an eternity. Leonardo had been his friend. Knowing that fact and mourning him carried its own meaning.

On the way out, Alfred heard that even now, no cure had been found for the disease that had claimed the genius’s life. Research, however, apparently still continued in a small and quiet way.

No one remained who knew that the specimen sleeping on the shelf in that room had once been called Leonardo. As one of many records managed by symbols and numbers, it continued to contribute to the advancement of medicine. That was the form of “death” the peerless alchemist had wished for at the very end.

Perhaps one day, some medical student would discover a groundbreaking treatment from that specimen and destroy one of humanity’s incurable diseases.

Just as the pursuit of ultimate sweetness had rolled all the way to Alfred’s feet, Leonardo had planted seeds everywhere, entrusting them to the young people of future generations.

A genius was someone who kept looking forward. An explorer who refused to stop. An idealist in search of a better future.

No matter how faint the hope, no matter how small the chance, he used rational judgment to break through the present. Alfred felt as though he had glimpsed the true strength of a person whose name deserved to remain a part of history.

For now, he was still merely chasing the back of a great predecessor. Even though he had discovered new possibilities in chocolate-making, that alone was not enough to say he had become someone like Leonardo.

Even as the flame of his life was guttering out, Leonardo had laid out every possible scheme to accomplish his goal. The recipe that served as a clue in chocolate-making. The pathological specimen preserved by the medical department. Whether the opponent was the vampire king or an incurable disease, if victory came in the end, it did not matter if that victory was achieved by someone else’s hand.

As a fellow alchemist, Alfred found himself jealous. Of Leonardo’s intellect, which looked far into the future. Of his ruthless rationalism. And more than anything, of his ferocious tenacity.

He had grown sick of being compared to Leonardo at every turn, but now it felt less like an irritation and more like a challenge: Become someone like him. The more he compared himself, the more painfully he felt that he still did not possess the strength to stand on the same level.

And yet, if he meant to become a genius who would leave his mark on history, he could not afford to stop over a setback this small. If he had time to stew in jealousy over another man’s brilliance, he would be better off returning to the mansion and crushing cacao beans. More importantly, if he completed one of the tasks Leonardo had left unfinished, perhaps he would finally catch up to that distant back.

So he would make chocolate.

Fortunately, Alfred still had time to try, fail, and try again.
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“How unexpected. You look so lively, Lord Alfred. I thought Master would drag you all over the place and you would return looking utterly haggard.”

“That’s basically what happened,” Alfred replied with a click of his tongue. “I’m never going out with that bastard again.”

The headless attendant’s teasing words earned only Alfred’s irritation. Still, inwardly, he had to admit that the day had produced more than he had expected.

He had stuffed himself on the signature dishes of a long-established restaurant, acquired ingredients at the market that might be useful in chocolate-making, and learned more deeply what kind of man the genius Leonardo had been.

All of it would be reflected in the new recipe he was about to attempt. A path that had not been visible before his outing with Shin now stretched before him like a beam of light, and that was why Alfred found the corners of his mouth lifting on their own.

Before long, Krim brought in the ingredients the rabbit-eared man had delivered for them. He took one of the pale orange fruits from the burlap sack and held it up with visible curiosity.

“This is tachibana?” Krim’s curiosity was obvious even without a face. “Now that you mention it, I do vaguely remember Lord Leonardo returning from the market once with a very disappointed look.”

“This time, our dear master wants me to make chocolate with his precious memory.”

“It is rare for Master to specify an ingredient besides cacao. As a rule, he shows absolutely no interest in anything else.”

Now that Krim mentioned it, this was indeed an order unlike any Shin had given before: to make chocolate using a specific ingredient.

At first glance, it sounded easier because it narrowed the possibilities. In reality, it only raised the difficulty. Understanding the featured ingredient deeply enough to bring out its best qualities demanded even more ingenuity than usual.

As the rabbit-eared man had explained, tachibana had a weak aroma for a citrus fruit. If the fragrance was just going to lose to the cacao, then why not simply use Luvillia oranges, famed for their scent, instead?

Alfred took one tachibana from the burlap sack, peeled it by hand, and popped a segment into his mouth.

The tender flesh. The gentle sweetness. Those were unquestionably charms that oranges lacked.

The question was how to create a synergy between that and cacao.

He glanced out the workshop window. Night had long since fallen, and rain continued to patter through the darkness. At this rate, the weather would likely still be miserable the next morning.

If he failed to prepare chocolate two days in a row, Shin’s mood might turn from rainy to full-blown storm. Today, Alfred had somehow survived the penalty game of “going out together” without incident, but there was no guarantee the next punishment would be so mild.

There were heaps of fruit from the market. They were not rare treasures that fairies had slipped into the stalls on a whim. They were grown on a mass scale by human hands, which meant Alfred could experiment with them to his heart’s content. He could pile failure upon failure and move forward little by little. That, right now, was the only path by which he could win.

“Well then,” Alfred said, rolling up his sleeves. “Time to work ourselves to the bone. Chocolate-making is a contest of endurance.”

“So this will be our second sleepless night in a row,” Krim muttered. “At this point, Lord Alfred, you live far more like a vampire than Master does.”

Perhaps even a ghostly being could get tired from lack of sleep, because Krim kept grumbling under his breath. Alfred kicked him in the back and promptly ordered him to start making a new ganache.

Who are you calling vampire-like? Don’t lump me together with that spineless bastard, idiot.

When faced with a worthwhile pursuit, Alfred was far more tenacious than any vampire.

Part 5

Just as Alfred had predicted, the weather was still poor the next day. Luvillia’s sky was buried under thick rain clouds, and the city remained steeped in gloom.

Perhaps the sun had worked too hard that summer and decided to take an extended holiday. Or perhaps it had collapsed from overwork. If it never came back, the earth would be swallowed by darkness like an old fairy tale, and monsters would crawl up from the depths of hell.

And yet the vampire who stood at the pinnacle of monsters was late to rise again that day.

Given the popular image of vampires being creatures of the night, that should not have seemed strange. But Shin, unaffected by sunlight, was usually an early riser, so Alfred could not help finding it a little concerning. He knew Shin had been looking forward to the tachibana chocolate since the previous day, which only made the delay feel more conspicuous.

For Alfred, however, the extra time was convenient. Shin appeared just as Krim was setting the plates in the dining room, so perhaps the king had been awake for some time and had merely waited for the chocolate to be finished. If so, it was not hard to imagine the expectations he had placed on the morning’s offering.

But perhaps the anticipation had backfired. The moment Shin saw what was placed on the plate, his brows drew together in displeasure.

Then, pointing at it as though condemning a criminal, he said, “I believe I requested chocolate.”

Sitting proudly on the white tablecloth was a golden-brown baked pastry.

Alfred could understand why Shin might want to complain.

Still, he decided the proper response was this: “Does living too long wreck your memory? Think back to yesterday’s lunch.”

The vampire king’s eyes widened. Then he took the fork Krim handed him.

Vegetable quiche. This pastry was meant to be enjoyed the same way as the dish they had eaten at the historic restaurant.

When Shin cut a triangular slice, what appeared within the cross-section was molten chocolate and the fruit of the tachibana, shining the same color as the sun.

“If I were using Luvillia oranges, coating them in chocolate would’ve been enough,” Alfred explained. “Their strong aroma and acidity match perfectly with cacao. Of course, I could do the same thing with tachibana, but once I tried it, there was an obvious lack of impact. It has a lot of moisture and soft flesh, so when you bite into it, it gets mushy. Worse, that gentle sweetness gets pushed into the background by the cacao. Cooking it or turning it into dried fruit might be delicious, but I wanted to preserve that fresh, juicy feeling you get when eating it raw.”

“So you wrapped it in pastry.”

“When two substances are combined, they often repel each other as they are, or one overwhelms the other, preventing the desired effect from appearing. In alchemical experiments, when that happens, we introduce a third substance to harmonize them. Three is said to be the most stable state. Luvillia was more prosperous when it had three kings too, wasn’t it? As a demon-haunted cesspit, anyway.”

Shin laughed at that. The sole surviving king was a chocolate addict with unstable emotions. Even now, if the sweetness before him failed to satisfy him, he looked liable to throw a tantrum or sulk.

Shin, having regained some composure, tasted the offering on his plate. Before long, he breathed out deeply, as though convinced.

“Yes… The crisp texture of the pastry and the faint saltiness of the butter bind the flavors of chocolate and fruit together beautifully. If this is what I get to taste afterward, then going out with you yesterday was the right decision after all.”

“No, it’s because we weren’t alone on our outing. If we had been, I would have absolutely snapped while babysitting a damn vampire like you.”

“You say the strangest things sometimes. Who else was there besides us?”

The vampire stopped then and looked down at the chocolate pie.

Not two, but three. The most stable state in alchemy. The same principle had applied perfectly well during yesterday’s little outing.

“Leonardo, huh?”

“You wouldn’t shut up about him no matter where we went. Even now, I still have no idea why I needed to learn the favorite foods of a man who died two hundred years ago.”

Thanks to that, Alfred felt as if he knew a man he had never even met. So yes, there had been one more person with them after all. Leonardo had been there, smirking as he took the vampire’s hand in one of his and Alfred’s in the other.

“Now that I think about it, this whole chocolate-making ordeal was something your friend passed down to me, wasn’t it? Because Leonardo’s recipe existed, I was able to discover the possibilities beyond the ultimate chocolate and continue his research. In other words, it was never two things from the start. It was three.”

And so today, too, Alfred had prepared a creation using tachibana.

To be honest, he could feel that he was onto something. Guided by Leonardo’s invisible hand, he had undeniably produced something that held more possibility than anything he had made before.

And yet—

“This can’t become the ultimate sweetness.”

“No,” the vampire king replied with cool precision. “I agree completely.”

What mattered most was chocolate.

Friendship, sentiment, memories—none of those would sway this man’s judgment.

“It is true that this piece is perfectly harmonious. But as a result, the flavor of cacao is no longer the star. A performer who should have remained in a supporting role is standing at center stage as though he were the lead. I would like to hear your thoughts on that point.”

“Other than the fact that you’re as merciless as ever, there’s nothing to say. You’re right. I tried to bring out the charm of the tachibana, and because of that, the chocolate ended up taking a step back. Adding the pie crust created harmony, but the price was that the cacao blended too neatly into the whole. As a baked sweet, it’s excellent. If you’re expecting chocolate, it feels a little lacking. And if the results of Saint Hanān Festival taught us anything, it’s that your so-called ultimate sweetness needs individuality more than balance.”

“A very clear self-analysis. If you understood that much, why did you serve it?”

“I don’t know about you, but Leonardo would probably be pleased.”

For once, Shin looked as though Alfred had caught him completely off guard. Then, a heartbeat later, he clutched his stomach and burst into laughter.

“I see. I see. Put that way, this truly is an offering worthy of my dear friend. Even if it cannot be the ultimate sweetness, there is no doubt it is the chocolate that should have been prepared at this very moment.”

“Then let that be enough for today. I’ll surpass Leonardo soon enough even if you don’t rush me every damn second. I’m in the midst of repeated trial and error for that exact purpose.”

Shin only gave a silent shrug.

The gesture grated on Alfred’s nerves, but it seemed safe to assume the vampire had accepted the answer.

Just you wait, you bastard.

I’ll kill you with chocolate. I swear it.

And after you finally meet that “perfect end” you’ve been craving, you can go find your friend waiting in the afterlife. Reminisce, fight, go out for lunch together, do whatever the hell you want.

As Alfred stood with his arms folded, glaring daggers at him, the vampire turned his eyes toward the window.

“Even after living through eternity, there are still so many things that surprise me.”

“Such as?”

“Thanks to you, I think I may come to like rainy days.”
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After finishing his morning’s work, Alfred slept like the dead.

It was only natural. He had stayed awake for two nights in a row, and on top of that, he had endured the mentally exhausting ordeal of going out with a vampire.

When he woke the next morning, the world outside was bright enough to be hard to believe. The sun blazed down with a ferocity that hardly felt like the end of summer. The sharp swing in pressure made his temples throb, and he cursed under his breath as he reached for his glasses on the side table.

For a moment, he considered spending the entire day lazing around in bed. But if he did that, he would become no better than a slothful vampire. So, like the living human being he was, he dragged himself up and decided to head to the academy for a change of pace. There was no sign Shin had come to check on him while he slept, so surely he could take the day off from chocolate-making. If it were absolutely necessary, Krim or Shin himself would have already nagged him to death about it.

So Alfred spent the morning at the Alchemy Department, went out to lunch with his peers, and then returned to the mansion. Since the weather had finally cleared, he thought he might take a walk around the courtyard. But as he started across the grounds, he found Shin sprawled across the vivid green lawn, looking straight at him.

“Would you care to join me?” Shin asked.

“A vampire sunbathing. How innovative. Doesn’t your skin start sizzling?”

“Sadly, no. I would not mind turning as tan as a sailor, but as you can see, I remain pale as ever. Oh, don’t look away like that. I only showed you a little of my chest.”

Alfred ignored him and tried to turn back the way he had come.

But his feet refused to move.

Worse, they carried him of their own accord toward the grass, where he flopped down beside the vampire.

“You used forced servitude for something this stupid? I’m going to beat the hell out of you.”

“Now, now. Every once in a while, you should rest. You went to the academy today, didn’t you? Did you have business there?”

“I had leftover tachibana, so I shared them with the Alchemy Department. They’re supposed to have immortality effects, after all, even if that’s probably nonsense. We held a tasting, mostly for the story.”

“I envy you for having so many friends.”

Alfred snorted, a sound that made it perfectly clear he did not believe Shin meant a word of that.

“Speaking of which, I heard something interesting while we were eating the tachibana,” Alfred said.

“What was it?”

“There’s a student in the Alchemy Department who came all the way from an island nation in the east. According to him, they’ve been cultivating the fruit back home for ages.”

“That’s odd. Those were supposed to be fruits of the other world grown by fairies.”

“Right? Apparently, similar legends exist on those eastern islands. Which means someone over there must have been skilled enough to grow them from seed long before the farmers in Luvillia managed it.”

Even a mystery from beyond this world, once handled by human hands, could be reduced to an ordinary fruit. That, too, was the passage of time.

“But in that island nation, they call them mikan.”

“What an adorable word. I find it much easier to feel fond of than tachibana.”

Lying there in the grass, the vampire murmured “mikan” again and again.

Perhaps he was teaching the word to his friend somewhere beyond the sky.

Alfred yawned and continued watching him.
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Digital Edition Bonus Short Story: A Voyage on the Luvillia Sea with a Vampire


Part 1

This happened not long after the end of the Saint Hanān Festival.

From Alfred’s point of view, he’d only ended up joining the chocolate-making contest because circumstances dragged him there by the neck. Even so, as its glorious winner, he received prize money. He and the Goldock Company shared more than a little bad blood, but since they had just made a fortune importing chocolate, they were surprisingly generous. The unexpected windfall was enough to make the corners of Alfred’s mouth loosen despite himself.

Now then, what should he use it for? He could put it toward the funds for a new alchemical experiment. Or, since it was easy money anyway, it would not be a bad idea to blow it all in the pleasure district. If he thought of the future, investing it was another option.

After one thing and another, he’d somehow ended up making chocolate at that damned vampire’s mansion again, so he was not going to struggle for money any time soon. In fact, the severance payment he’d received when the contract was broken still remained untouched, which meant Alfred’s purse was feeling healthier than it had in a long time.

It was precisely at such a moment that a certain man chose to approach him. The man was Jilton.

“Want to buy a boat?”

“That came out of nowhere,” Alfred said, eyeing him with suspicion. “No, I’m not planning to change careers and become an adventurer.”

“Nobody’s telling you to sail across the world. I mean something smaller. Something for fun. If you’re living in the city, don’t you think it’d be nice to have a hobby like cruising around on your days off or fishing at your leisure? As it happens, through my connections, I can get you a used—”

At first, Alfred was not particularly interested.

He had been raised in the mountains of the northern provinces, and before coming to Luvillia, he had never so much as seen the sea, let alone gone cruising or fishing. At most, he glanced at it in passing on his way to the academy. He had never gone swimming with his fellow students. Besides, he did not exactly have the time to indulge in leisure. It was less that he had no interest and more that he had always thought of the sea as something that had nothing to do with him.

And yet, the cruising and fishing stories that spilled from Jilton’s mouth sounded annoyingly fun. Little by little, Alfred began to think, Well, I do have money right now. Maybe starting something like that wouldn’t be so bad. If he had thought about it calmly, he would have realized that buying a boat would only leave him burdened with something he couldn’t handle. But by the time he noticed, he had already signed the papers.

And what happened after that?

He looked at it once, bobbing at its mooring. After that, it was hauled up onto land and left to gather dust. Why had nobody told him in advance that simply leaving it with a management company would cost maintenance fees?

When Alfred complained to Jilton, the man only said, “That’s obvious. You’re the idiot who bought it and didn’t use it.”

“Ugh! Damn it, that’s completely accurate…”

The boat itself wasn’t bad, so it was hard to find fault with the purchase. The problem was that even though it was called small, it was still a boat that could carry about eight people. It was not the sort of thing one man could casually take out to sea by himself.

Hiring several rowers just for a bit of leisure felt idiotic, and gathering people from the Alchemy Department for the purpose was a hassle. So even though he kept meaning to use it, he always ended up back at the starting line, forced to watch local fishermen enjoying themselves while a bitter taste spread through his mouth.

Then, one day about two months later, the vampire king said something while nibbling on his usual morning chocolate.

“Now that I think of it, I heard you bought a boat.”

“Oh yeah. That happened. It’s still hauled up somewhere gathering dust.”

The instant the words left his mouth, Alfred thought, Damn it!

Shin’s face had taken on the look of a man who had just thought of something deeply unwise.

“It would be a waste not to use it. I shall teach you—”

Teach him what?

“—how to enjoy the Luvillia sea.”

When Shin delivered that line with a cheerful smile, Alfred’s expression turned severe. He knew how this sort of thing usually went. One way or another, he would be forced to go along with some absurd whim and regret it.
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Naturally, Alfred did not want to go play around at sea with that damned vampire. However—

“The boat’s maintenance costs? I’ll cover them. In fact, I own several villas on the islands near Luvillia. I had been thinking of buying a boat for getting around anyway.”

An offer like that was difficult to refuse. And so, as always, Alfred found himself dragged along at the vampire’s pace, whereupon he would inevitably suffer horribly and regret ever listening.

And this time, ominous clouds gathered from the very start.

On the appointed day, Shin said the boat had been brought down from dry storage and moored, so Alfred accompanied him to the wharf. Six sailors were already preparing to head out to sea, and Alfred almost admired how smoothly everything had been arranged in the manner of an aristocrat well accustomed to leisure.

Though he could not help but be bothered by the fact that their departure time was at night.

“We’re not smugglers. Why are we sneaking out to sea in the dark?” Alfred muttered. “This ‘fun’ you’re going to teach me about had better not be squid fishing.”

“You sometimes seem to forget that I am a vampire,” Shin said lightly. “Even if I can move about in daylight without issue, there are certain things that are more convenient at night.”

“Such as?”

“It is easier to use my minions at night without drawing attention. They are excellent sailors, but I cannot honestly say their appearance is friendly.”

Alfred stiffened and turned around. On the wharf, six men were just climbing aboard the deck, oars in hand. They wore crisp white outfits and navy marine caps like any proper sailors, but now that Alfred looked more carefully, there was something strange about their silhouettes.

Their bodies were oddly thin for their height. No, not thin. More like—

Rattle. Rattle-rattle.

“They’re all skeletons! Don’t just casually bring monsters along, you idiot!”

“Hahaha. If one requires disposable labor, summoning the dead is the quickest option. They’re only tracing the memories they had in life, so they can’t handle detailed instructions, but as rowers, they’ll do just fine.”

As if to prove his point, the skeletons began setting sail without waiting for their master to board. The vampire promptly grabbed Alfred by the collar and leaped gracefully from the edge of the wharf. The instant they landed, the boat lurched violently, and a great rush of seawater burst up with a heavy splash. Drenched from head to toe on the spot, Alfred spat toward the fading lights of Luvillia.

“I hate this… I want to go home already…”

But their delightful voyage had only just begun. Across the night sea rang the vampire’s sparkling laughter. And nothing else but the creaking of countless bones.

Part 2

The night sea was eerily still. Alfred leaned over the side and peered down at the water, but all he saw was moonlight sliding across the shifting waves. Nothing else moved.

Even though it was night, it was nothing like the mountains. In the mountains, darkness might seem to spread endlessly, but if you listened closely, you could hear the whisper of insects, the hoot of owls, the rasp of branches and leaves rubbing together. You could feel life breathing somewhere beyond the undergrowth.

Here, the only sound was the rattle of dead sailors’ bones as they pulled the oars. Even that was swallowed almost instantly by the surface of the sea, black as spilled ink.

Shin gazed up at the stars with a faint, lazy smile. Surely this was not his idea of enjoying the Luvillia sea. As far as Alfred was concerned, there was not a single thing here to lift his spirits, and he still wanted nothing more than to turn back immediately.

Just as Alfred let out a deep sigh, the vampire spoke.

“This stretch of sea near Luvillia is heavily affected by etheric distortion. On nights like this, when the boundary between this world and ‘everything else’ grows indistinct, the chances of encountering prey increase.”

Alfred frowned. That made it sound as though Shin had come all the way out here with a specific target in mind.

The first possibility that occurred to him was fishing, but Shin did not seem to have brought a rod or bait. Then again, this was a vampire who manipulated powers beyond human understanding as easily as breathing. Alfred would not have been surprised if he casually reached into the air and pulled out a magical harpoon crackling with lightning.

“Tell me one thing,” Alfred said. “What exactly are we going to do out here?”

“Do you remember when I treated you to a chocolate drink flavored with ambergris?”

“A luxury like that is one of the privileges of the nobility. Chocolate itself originally came to Sable as a tonic, and ambergris has long been used as an aphrodisiac. It makes sense that people would think to combine two precious indulgences. But what does that have to do with this voyage?”

“For an alchemist, you are unusually slow tonight. Do you not know where ambergris comes from?”

With that question, the pieces finally clicked into place.

Ambergris. A supreme fragrance ingredient, known to be traded for sums rivaling mountains of gold depending on its quality. Despite the name, it was not actually dragon spittle, but a “gallstone” excreted by sperm whales. Because it floated, it sometimes washed ashore, and unless one was fortunate enough to stumble upon such a chance occurrence, it almost never appeared on the market.

And if there was an exception to that rule, it would be—

“Are you planning to catch one?” Alfred asked slowly. “A sperm whale? In this flimsy boat?”

“No. What I seek is ambergris not of this world.”

“How is it different?”

“The prey is not a whale. It’s a sea dragon.”

Alfred thought about that for a moment.

“That’s even worse, you half-witted bastard!”

“Hahaha. Thank you for reacting exactly as I hoped.”

Alfred could not help clutching his head. Venturing into an otherworldly sea with skeletal sailors in order to fish for an actual dragon. This was certainly a very Luvillian way to enjoy the ocean, and it made him want to vomit.

To make matters worse, while they spoke, violet fog began to billow around them, and their surroundings took on an even more ominous shape. There was no doubt they had entered waters not entirely of this world. At any moment, Alfred expected some colossal sea dragon’s jaws to erupt from beneath the surface and swallow them whole.

While Alfred huddled on the deck in fear, the vampire was as carefree as ever, perched on the edge of the boat and humming to himself.

Alfred wanted to kick him into the sea. Unfortunately, that would only make things worse for Alfred. If a dragon appeared, the only person capable of dealing with it was the damned vampire. Judging by his maddening composure, Shin could probably subdue even a legendary aberration. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have decided to go fishing for one in a rowing boat.

“Just to make sure,” Alfred said, “you can actually catch it, right?”

“Sea dragons have poor eyesight, so there is no need to worry about it spotting us first. I can also sense the flow of ether when it surfaces to dispatch it with certainty.”

Alfred still had endless questions about what would happen after it was dispatched, but Shin would probably work those details out with supernatural power too. He might slaughter it or knock it unconscious, then extract only the gallstone from its body, or perhaps tie it up with a magical rope and drag it back to port. In any case, this had become far more grandiose than the original image of a pleasant outing at sea.

Putting that aside…

“There’s not even a one-in-ten-thousand chance of failure unless the sea dragon happens to surface directly beneath this boat. If our footing is overturned before I can locate the prey, even I would find it difficult to respond.”

“As if that kind of coincidence would happen in a place this hu— Wait, didn’t the boat just move oddly? There’s no wind, but the water’s getting awfully choppy.”

The moment Alfred braced himself, the boat tilted again with a heavy lurch. The skeletons, who should have been mindless, gave a few extra rattles as though unsettled, which only made the whole situation even more unnerving.

Normally, Alfred would not have lost his composure over something like this. But to a man raised in the mountains, the very fact that he was floating on water already felt deeply unreliable. The knowledge that there was nowhere to run in an emergency was slowly gnawing at his mind. Perhaps that was why he forgot his pride and grabbed the sleeve of the vampire’s coat.

“That was probably my imagination too, right? There’s no way our coordinates just happened to overlap with something directly beneath us unless we were unbelievably unlucky. Hahaha. Damn it, don’t scare me like that.”

“My friend Leonardo once told me this,” Shin said. “‘Never voice ominous speculation aloud. The goddess of fate may hear you and put a target on your back.’”

Alfred never got the chance to ask what that meant.

The next instant, the boat did not simply tilt. It launched violently into the air, a tsunami-like column of water exploding upward as a colossal sea dragon emerged from below.

For Alfred, who had become an alchemist after developing a passionate interest in mysteries beyond this world, a legendary monster like a sea dragon was, in a sense, something he should have admired. As the impact flipped the boat over and sent him spinning through the air, everything in his vision seemed to move in slow motion. For one breathless moment, he even forgot the fear of his approaching death and stared, transfixed, at that majestic form.

Incredible.

It looks exactly like in the picture books I read as a kid.

“Hrgblgh—”

Then he was flung into the water, and his vision went black. The last thing he saw was the sea dragon’s oddly bewildered face.

Part 3

When Alfred opened his eyes, Shin’s face was descending toward his.

He’s going to steal a kiss!

Alfred slapped him across the face with everything he had. Even half-conscious, his body moved on reflex—proof, if nothing else, that the brutal training beaten into him by his military father had not gone entirely to waste.

“How cruel,” Shin said mildly, one cheek reddened. “I was only trying to save you.”

“Were you?”

If Shin had merely been trying to give him mouth-to-mouth after he nearly drowned, then perhaps Alfred had done something a little unfair. The thought flickered through him for all of an instant before he noticed that his body did not feel nearly damaged enough for a man who had just brushed shoulders with death. His nose stung faintly from seawater, but otherwise he felt no worse than he had as a boy after leaping from a rocky outcrop into a river.

Alfred narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “Knowing you, the moment you sensed the sea dragon, you used ether or whatever to protect me, didn’t you? Normally, hitting the water from that height would kill a person outright.”

“Very sharp. So long as I am near you, my thrall cannot die. I put a sturdy barrier around you before that could happen.”

It was as expected of the vampire king. As a companion, he was reassuringly capable.

Of course, none of this would have happened if he had not suggested hunting a sea dragon in the first place. Also, the fact that he had tried to sneak in a kiss amid the chaos remained unforgivable.

Alfred, thoroughly fed up, pushed his soaking bangs back from his face. Though Shin’s supernatural power had protected him, both of them had clearly been tossed around by the sea. Their upper bodies were bare, and their trousers had been shredded until only ragged scraps remained, cut off at the knees. Alfred vaguely remembered seeing an illustration of a protagonist dressed exactly like this in a desert-island survival story he had read as a teenager.

Despite the sorry state of his clothes, his glasses had somehow survived. Shin had given them to him in the first place, so perhaps they were imbued with some supernatural force.

The two men seemed to be in a dim cave. For all Alfred knew, they had washed up on an uninhabited island like the hero of that castaway tale. If their boat was nearby, they might be able to escape. Just as the thought crossed his mind, he noticed fragments of the destroyed hull scattered around them.

Along with what remained of the skeleton crew.

“A noble sacrifice,” Shin said.

“Don’t talk nonsense. You really did use them as disposable labor…” Alfred’s voice sharpened as he looked over the wreckage. “And since the boat ended up like this because of you, you’re paying me back later. It’s too tragic for it to be wrecked after I took it out to sea exactly once.”

“Now, now. Calm yourself. Once we obtain the ambergris we came for, we’ll be able to buy ten boats like that and still have change left over. We can use a tiny piece to test it as an ingredient in chocolate, then sell the rest at an auction on the black market.”

“You’re still talking about that, you rotten bastard? We should be grateful we ended up in a cave instead of drifting helplessly in the middle of the ocean.”

Alfred spat the words out and planted a hand on the ground to push himself upright. Then he paused.

Something felt wrong.

At a glance, the ground looked like rough stone, but when he touched it, the surface had a strange elasticity. It was lukewarm.

Also, it was slimy.

Was this even a cave?

“Let’s go harvest the gallstone,” Shin said brightly. “This was always what I intended to do after bringing down the prey anyway. Yes, there was an unfortunate accident first, but things have largely proceeded as planned.”

“Wait a damn second! Are we inside the sea dragon’s stomach!?”

The vampire strode cheerfully deeper into the gloom. Alfred stood there, stunned, until the reddish-brown wall pulsed with a heavy throb. He hurried after Shin at once.

More than anything, he wanted to get back to Luvillia as soon as possible.
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The inside of the sea dragon was damp, humid, and sweltering.

The farther they went, the more the reddish-brown inner walls shifted into pale pink, with red and purple veins visible along the slick surface. Drops of what seemed to be mucus dripped from overhead, while the ground beneath their feet was so slippery that one wrong step would send Alfred tumbling. It was entirely grotesque, but Shin kept striding ahead as if none of it bothered him.

To make matters worse, as he climbed a fleshy rise, he tossed out a warning. “This is the stomach, so we should hurry. Otherwise, we will be digested.”

“Don’t rush me and don’t scare me! Aren’t you supposed to be protecting your thrall? Can’t you do something with that barrier you used when we got swallowed by the sea?”

“To think the great genius alchemist would cast aside his pride and beg. I can, of course. But that’s not the proper tone to take when asking someone for a favor.”

Shin extended his hand from the top of the rise. Alfred reached for it, only for the vampire to dodge away at the last second. Alfred lost his balance and fell spectacularly.

“Is this the time to screw around?! I’m seriously going to kill you!”

“Ahaha! You look adorable, all covered in slime. However, that mucus contains digestive fluid, so unless you wipe it off or I put up a barrier soon, it’ll be dangerous. Not that I’d mind taking my time here and watching you melt like chocolate.”

“You’re the one who’ll be in trouble if I die.”

“Even so, at the moment, I would rather have you ask me for help properly.”

Alfred clicked his tongue. He wanted to believe Shin would help if things truly became dangerous, but the terrifying thing about this damned vampire was that there was a nonzero chance he would let Alfred suffer for the sake of a moment’s amusement.

“Please, Master.”

“Good boy. Now give me your hand, Princess.”

This time, Alfred was allowed to grab it.

When he finally climbed up the rise, he let out a weary breath. A gentle warmth bloomed around him, and his whole body was wrapped in faint light. This had to be the protective barrier. Reassured, Alfred tried to let go of Shin’s hand, only for the vampire king to smile pleasantly.

“If you do not hold on tightly, the effect will end.”

“So we have to stay like this the entire time we’re in the dragon’s stomach?”

He was already slick with mucus and miserable. Now he had to walk hand in hand with another half-naked man. Perhaps dying when he was flung into the ocean would have been preferable.
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After they continued for a while, the scenery around them changed once more. The space was still absurdly vast for the inside of a creature, but the inner walls became much paler, with a faint, glittering sheen.

Judging by their surroundings, they must have passed beyond the stomach. Alfred tried letting go of Shin’s hand. The vampire looked disappointed, but he did not resist. It seemed safe to assume the danger of being digested had passed.

“Where exactly is the ambergris?”

“A little farther in, I’d say.”

Alfred grimaced. Their objective was a sea dragon’s gallstone, so of course they had to go through its insides, but he could not help worrying about whether any of this was hygienically acceptable.

Yet the deeper they went, the cleaner everything became. The walls grew whiter, mottled here and there with black and amber patterns. Their texture turned almost stone-like, until the place felt less like the inside of a sea dragon and more like a path through a crystal cavern.

“You look relieved, Al. Sea dragons mainly feed on plankton drifting through the ocean, as well as ether. They are not quite on the level of a perfect immortal like me, but in the sense that they have little need to consume ordinary food, they are fairly close. That’s why their insides stay so clean.”

The vampire continued, “Because sea dragons are so enormous, they inevitably swallow all sorts of things. Ships, cliffs, and the like pass through without being digested, but to prevent such objects from injuring the insides of their bodies, sea dragons coat them in secretions. Like that, for example.”

Alfred followed the direction of Shin’s finger and saw objects scattered here and there that fit the description. Each was coated in crystals of a color similar to the inner walls, like driftage from the sea candied in caramel.

“So that’s the ambergris we came for.”

“We will only need a small amount for chocolate, and to avoid depressing the market value, we should select something of high quality to take home. Natural resources like these must be treated with care.”

That was an uncharacteristically restrained sentiment for a greedy vampire, but Alfred had no reason to argue. He approached the candied driftage and began observing it with great care.

The “contents” of the ambergris varied wildly. Some pieces clearly had artificial shapes. One was cracked, so Alfred peeled away the outer layer like a shell and found what seemed to be a wooden chest with a lock inside. Perhaps it had once been cargo on a ship swallowed by the sea dragon. He had no intention of checking the contents, but for all he knew it could be packed full of old gold coins. Treasure coated in treasure. Just imagining it made his heart beat a little faster.

“By the way, how do we judge quality?”

“A sea dragon’s secretions contain ether, so the more strongly an object radiates supernatural power, the purer a fragrance ingredient it is. Since you and I have become so intimate, your ether sensitivity should have improved. Why not try sensing the flow of otherworldly power?”

“Stop using phrasing that invites misunderstandings, damn it.” Alfred paused, then said, “I’m not especially confident about it, but I feel something prickling a little farther in.”

“Not bad. As expected of an alchemist who makes mysteries his own.”

Learning to sense supernatural power was not a bad thing, considering that deciphering such forces was part of his field of study. Yet he could not rejoice honestly when it also felt as if he was unknowingly stepping farther from the human road. In any case, he followed the prickling sensation with the vampire.

And there, something utterly unexpected was waiting for them.

“To think living humans would wander into a place like this.”

Alfred stared in blank astonishment.

The remains of ships swallowed by a sea dragon were coated in secretions and became ambergris. Sometimes their cargo became ambergris as well. That much he could understand, more or less.

But this?

“Um… are you all right like that?”

“I know not. When I came to myself, I had become all sparkly.”

The mysterious old man answered as if it were nothing. Like them, he wore only a ragged pair of shredded trousers and no shirt. The difference was that his entire body had been beautifully caramelized. Even Shin had not expected this development. He stared at the man and said, with clear fascination, “How intriguing. An ambergris human.”

Alfred let out an exasperated laugh.

That was a more deranged existence than a chocolate-loving vampire.

Part 4

“Since you speak the language of Sable, you young men must have come from that region. I am the opposite. While voyaging from an eastern island nation to Sable, I was swallowed by a sea dragon and reduced to this state. Now I cannot even remember my own name… Yet there is one thing I have never forgotten. The one mission I carved into my soul.”

The old man, who had been transformed into ambergris, quietly explained how he had come to be there.

Alfred had no shortage of questions. How long had he been here? How had he survived? Why was he even alive in that condition? For now, however, all he could do was listen to the story of a man whose fate was so bizarre it barely seemed real.

“I was a swordsmith. I never took a wife, never took an apprentice. I simply swung my hammer in silence and devoted my life to forging blades. By virtue of that dedication, I was recognized as the greatest craftsman in my homeland, and at last, I completed what one might call my masterpiece. This is it.”

Moving like a clockwork automaton, the old man raised a sword. He must have been gripping it ever since the sea dragon swallowed him, because it had almost fused with his caramelized arm. An ambergris human and a swordsmith. There was already too much information to process, and yet the story was not finished.

“A sword is a weapon. Unless it is used in battle, it cannot reveal its true worth. Yet my homeland knew a long peace, and there was no enemy for it to cut down. Then I heard rumors of a terrifying monster in a faraway foreign land. If you are from Sable, you surely know of it.”

“D-Don’t tell me…”

“The vampire of Luvillia. The fearsome immortal king.”

Alfred looked at Shin beside him. The rotten bastard did not so much as twitch at the mention of himself. Instead, as though this had nothing to do with him, he asked, “In other words, you wished to confirm the quality of the sword you had made by using it to slaughter the vampire of Luvillia? You boarded a ship bound for Sable, only to be swallowed by a sea dragon along the way?”

“Indeed. But reduced to this body, I can no longer fulfill that purpose. For that matter, I am not even sure whether I am alive. Until I spoke with you, I thought I was merely a ghost clinging to this place.”

“That understanding is not entirely wrong. As you are now, your soul is barely anchored to your decayed flesh by the ether contained in the ambergris. The reason you can still retain a vivid sense of self without becoming a mere shade is likely because this environment, surrounded by high-quality ambergris, functions as a strong barrier.”

“Hahaha! Hearing that has helped me loosen my hold. I know not why you two have wandered into such a place, but from your words, you must be knowledgeable about dragons, sorcery, and the like. If you manage to escape safely, would you slay the vampire in my stead with this sword?”

Shin nodded firmly. “Leave it to me. I shall see your mission fulfilled.”

“Thank you… thank you…”

With an expression of utter fulfillment, the old man collapsed with a dry rattle. All that remained was a scattered corpse and the sword wrapped in ambergris.

While Alfred stood stunned by the sheer speed of events and the overwhelming number of things to object to, the vampire cheerfully hummed, picking up the sword.

“The lump stuck to the hilt looks best. Let’s take only this part home.”

“You’re a demon.”

Alfred snatched the sword from him and swung it at the vampire. The nameless swordsmith’s masterpiece snapped cleanly in half.

Somehow, that only made the outcome even more miserable.

For some reason, all at once, he was entirely exhausted.

If this was how people in Luvillia enjoyed the sea, then Alfred would be happy never to have any connection to it again. Everything about this little trip was so unreasonable he felt like he might lose his mind.
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There was not much worth saying about what happened after they obtained the ambergris. The moment Shin said their business was done and they might as well return, he seized Alfred’s hand and teleported them. When Alfred came to himself, they were back above the sea. If you could do that, say so from the start, damn it.

After they floated for a while, Krim arrived with Fossile, and they rode the carriage that galloped through the night sky back to the mansion. After that, Alfred spent a full day sleeping. As soon as he woke, it was time to make chocolate.

“The flavor is frankly nothing special.”

“It probably has a strong restorative effect. But do you need that?”

“I would rather have something delicious, even if it were bad for my health. We went through all that trouble to gather it too. How disappointing.”

That’s my line. Seriously.

Why won’t this bastard just hurry up and die?

Unfortunately, the man was a vampire with a lifespan approaching eternity, and there was no way to finish him off except by feeding him the ultimate chocolate. If Alfred wanted to escape a life spent being jerked around by a vampire, he had no choice but to pursue the possibilities hidden within cacao.

Renewing his resolve, Alfred turned to the vampire.

“Don’t forget you owe me for the boat. Pay me in cash after selling off the ambergris, not with another boat.”

“I will keep my promise. I had fun playing with you at sea, though…”

“I am never going to the sea with you again!”

Alfred slammed his fist on the table as he spat the words. The fact that Shin looked genuinely disappointed only made him more irritated. In the vampire’s mind, it had probably been a delightful leisure outing. Precisely because Alfred understood that, he swore in his heart that he would firmly refuse from now on.

※※※



Later, Shin generously handed Alfred the full proceeds from selling the otherworldly ambergris. As a result, the cost of the boat returned to him more than tenfold.

To be perfectly honest, that should have been enough to make him laugh uncontrollably, but the sum he received had so many digits that it became frightening instead. To avoid wasting it on another foolish purchase, he invested most of it, then used the rest sensibly on improving his workshop equipment.

Thanks to that, making chocolate became somewhat more comfortable. Buying a boat to enjoy sea leisure as a break had been a mistake from the beginning. An alchemist ought to devote himself entirely to inquiry after all.

“Lord Alfred, you seem especially committed today,” Krim said. “Is this a sea dragon? Having seen the real thing, the modeling is magnificent.”

“Chocolate is well suited as a material for three-dimensional work. If you use a palette knife properly, you should be able to make something like a work of art.”

“Incredible! You carved such detailed scales with that one blade…”

Since Krim sounded impressed, Alfred showed off his newly crafted palette knife. It was a flat, spatula-like tool used not only for chocolate but for confectionery in general. Since it often appeared in delicate work requiring precise control of pressure, its usability could determine the final quality of a piece. Naturally, any craftsman would be particular about it. And the palette knife in Alfred’s hand was an exceptional piece.

After all, it had been made from the nameless swordsmith’s masterpiece, picked up inside the belly of a sea dragon.

“It snapped in half, so it ended up being just the right length. I had a craftsman in Luvillia rework it for me. Since I’ll be using it to slaughter a vampire, I doubt the old man would complain.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”
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