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Haru knew something was wrong. Even before he opened his eyes.

First, his futon felt... strange. Like it had suddenly gotten softer. And bigger. He tentatively moved his legs, sweeping them back and forth between the sheets.

And even the air in his room smelled different. It was like waking up in a ryokan. You know, that wonderful feeling when you’re on vacation and haven’t a care in the world—

Snuffle.

He froze. That was an animal noise, wasn’t it? Like—like—a dog or a cat or... or...

Haru waited. Silence. Maybe whatever it was went away. Or maybe he imagined it?

He took a deep breath, then let it out. Was this a dream? He usually couldn’t remember his dreams, and if he was still in a dream then how would he even know it was a dream?

His heart pounded. He put his hand on his chest. No, he could feel his heart beating beneath the warm skin. This wasn’t a dream.

Haru took deep breaths to calm himself. In... and out. In... and out.

Finally, he gave in to his curiosity. Ready or not...

He opened his eyes.

The ceiling was a dingy light color with wooden joists going across it. He blinked, then forced himself to sit up.

He was sitting in the middle of a vast western-style bed and not the single futon in his Shibuya studio apartment. White gauzy curtains surrounded the four-poster bed. The curtains moved gently back and forth, as if a light breeze was coming in from somewhere. His heart started pounding again. This was real, whatever this was.

Before he moved the curtain aside, he surveyed the room. This was a bedroom, and a huge one, more like a suite. To his left, a tall armoire made of dark wood stood against the wall, while directly in front of him was a sitting room area with sofas around a low rectangular table.

A set of windows, one open, lay to his right. Haru closed his eyes and breathed in the outside air. It definitely wasn’t Tokyo air. It smelled like the countryside, like his grandmother’s home in Gifu.

He stepped out of bed—or rather he slid off and landed on his feet since the bed was rather high—and walked to the armoire. Its doors were closed. Next to it was what looked like an antique mirror. A blanket lay in front of it on the floor.

The sitting area looked comfortable, with two fabric-covered sofas and a single armchair facing a fireplace. Old-style metal and glass lanterns sat on the table. A few lanterns were nailed to the walls. He thought there would be candles inside, but upon closer inspection he saw they were oil lamps.

Have I time traveled to the past? And where... in the past? This doesn’t look like Japan.

He walked to the open window and looked out, his shoulders hunched with anxiety. He saw green fields under blue skies, people bent over working rows of crops, and what looked like a small village in the distance.

He stood quietly, trying to place what he saw. Though he’d seldom traveled overseas, he felt safe in concluding that wherever this was it wasn’t his native country. Not to mention the lanterns, which implied it wasn’t even the present day either.

As he turned from the window, he froze again. Next to the bed was a pet bed and on it was a stuffed animal. Or he hoped it was a stuffed animal. It looked like a very small dragon, pink in color, and it lay curled up.

Haru didn’t want to, but he recalled the snuffle noise he’d heard earlier. He fervently hoped he imagined it and that this was just—

Its tail moved.

He tensed up. His surge of fright must’ve traveled through the ethers and triggered the creature’s instinctive response, because what happened next was hard on both of them.

The pink dragon jumped out of its bed and landed with a flutter of wings. It took two steps toward Haru.

Haru took two steps back.

The dragon stopped and cocked its head inquisitively, its eyes blinking at Haru. “Eep,” it said.

For a moment he wanted to say Eep back. Maybe this was the response it expected?

The dragon took another step forward, and Haru took another step back.

Finally, as if tiring of this little game, the dragon took flight and stopped just short of Haru’s nose, hovering in midair inches from his face.

Haru nearly screamed. It was only his enormous self-discipline, developed while enduring long business meetings of the accounting department at Zasshi World Publishing that stopped him.

Up close, the dragon looked less like a toy and unfortunately more like a living, breathing predator, belying its small size and cheery pink color. Its beady eyes intensely peered into Haru’s as if seeking the answer to an urgent question. Its skin was leathery and looked ancient.

Then, as if disappointed, the dragon flew out the window and soared out of sight.

Haru stared after it, feeling weirdly abandoned.

It was then that he noticed something he should’ve noticed earlier. Besides the fact that he was wearing some kind of nightshirt or nightgown—which he never did—his body as a whole just felt... different. He felt taller and heavier, like he’d grown muscles and his limbs were longer.

He shut his eyes. There was only one way to find out.

He guessed there was a mirror in the armoire, but the antique full-length one should do.

Haru steeled himself and walked to the mirror. Then he screamed loudly and kept screaming.
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He wasn’t sure why the young lady ran into the room, or why she was followed by a younger man in a fancy servant’s uniform. It was probably, he guessed, his screaming at the top of his lungs.

“Erik! What is it? Are you all right?”

Haru couldn’t answer. The shock of what he’d just seen in the mirror rendered him mute. All he could do was stare at her and wonder who she was, while also feeling she was somehow familiar.

She was petite, with blue eyes and straight blonde hair that flowed past her shoulders. She was at once lovely and also maternal, as though she was used to caring for him. She looked about twenty-four or twenty-five. Right now her gaze was concerned as she searched his face for clues as to what had disturbed him so.

“I... I...”

“Are you ill, Your Highness?” The servant’s green eyes were wide.

Your Highness. So he was a royal. Just what he needed to make this even more complicated. His legs chose to buckle at that moment, causing the servant to rush forward and take hold of his forearms.

“Forgive me, Your Highness.” Haru allowed himself to be led to one of the sofas by the fireplace. He supposed the forgive me referred to the fact that he was touching a royal. If Haru wasn’t dreaming all of this and he was actually in another person’s body, and that person was a prince or something, he didn’t know if he’d be able to handle it.

“Gregor, please get Sonia right away.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

So she was also a royal. Maybe she was his sister? She didn’t feel like his wife.

Haru sat back and closed his eyes, while the blonde royal lady fussed over him. She placed a small pillow behind his head and went to a table near the bed where a pitcher of water, glasses, and a set of small towels had been placed.

After she returned and placed a damp cloth on his forehead, he felt the impulse to speak, but didn’t know what to say. Are you my sister? Who am I? Where is this place? But he said nothing.

“I heard you scream. What... what happened, Erik?”

Haru had to decide. He couldn’t explain something he didn’t understand himself, but didn’t want to lie to her either. Whatever this situation was, he would need allies, and she clearly cared about him. But he had no idea if not being this Erik person would present a problem for her or get her in trouble in some way.

He knew he wasn’t thinking clearly. How could he, in this situation? But he had to answer her.

Unfortunately, he said exactly what was on his mind. “Who am I?”

Her mouth dropped open. Then she recovered, and her voice trembled as she asked, “What was the last thing you remembered before you screamed?”

He wasn’t going to get out of this without revealing something. She knew this world and he didn’t. He would need help and this Erik, whoever he was, would need help returning to this life that Haru had somehow fallen into.

Wait. If he, Haru, was here in Erik’s body, then—

He sat up straight, the wet cloth falling from his forehead, staring straight ahead at nothing. Oh God—

A knock on the door. The lady sprung up to answer it. Haru watched as a distinguished woman in her forties or perhaps fifties entered the room. She had taupe skin and long dark violet hair.

She shut the double doors behind her. “I’ll handle it from here, Princess Griselda. I’ll let you know after I examine Prince Erik what his condition is.” Her voice was deep and authoritative.

Griselda. The blonde lady’s name was Griselda and she was a princess, and he was a prince, so... given all the indications, she was his sister. Haru watched as Griselda nodded. She gave him a final concerned glance as she left the room.

He was alone with Sonia. What he’d just observed told him a lot. First, Griselda trusted Sonia, to the point where she’d left him alone with her even though she was clearly worried about him. To Haru, this showed that they had a long-standing relationship and that Sonia held a position of authority vis-à-vis the royal family, probably beginning when Erik and Griselda were children.

Next, the look Sonia gave him when she entered the room. She’d immediately seen something in him that she was keeping secret from Griselda

Maybe she knew he wasn’t Erik? Haru held his breath as she approached.

Her hazel eyes locked onto his eyes and held him captive in her gaze. He felt his body being pushed back into the sofa. Was she doing this? Or was it his own instinctive reaction at seeing someone come closer and closer?

He tried deep breathing, but remained with his back lodged against the sofa. His heart pounded uncomfortably.

Suddenly, the pressure eased. His body relaxed and he could move again.

“Please stand,” Sonia said.

He found that he could, so he did. Sonia was tall, so she nearly looked him straight in the eye. She might be taller than he was, were they in Tokyo and he was in his own body again.

Her expression had eased as well, and her tone was apologetic as she said, “I will be examining you through your eyes. Please take my hands and we’ll begin.”

Haru hesitated, but what real choice did he have? He took her warm hands in his own and hoped whatever happened next wouldn’t be painful. He closed his eyes.

“Open your eyes, please.”

Oh. She said she’d be examining him through his eyes, so.... duh. He opened his eyes and tried to gaze at her in a natural, unforced way.

He feared being paralyzed again, but it didn’t happen. Instead...

A feeling of comfort, almost bliss, saturated his mind. It spread through his body and he swayed a little. He tried to stay as alert as possible but the feeling was overwhelming.

Warmth passed from her hands to his. But the real action was taking place between their eyes. Too late he understood that she had the power to go anywhere inside his head, including accessing everything that made up who he, Haru Shinoda, was. He tried to resist—

... Only to find it wasn’t necessary. She was clearly holding back, merely probing the outer edges of his consciousness. But even that little should reveal—

He saw it. The flash of recognition in her eyes. I’m found out.

She blinked.

When Haru started to pull his hands away, she gripped tighter. “We’re not done.” But her voice was gentle.

He let her continue. The blissful feeling went away. In its place came something he was completely unprepared for. It was an inflow of images, voices, memories—Erik’s memories.

His sense was that she was choosing not to flood him. She was giving him the facts he needed to get by, but was definitely withholding other things that would help him navigate this world going forward.

This was for his immediate survival. She was helping him, but only to the extent needed for him to not give himself away while...

While what? Haru asked the question silently, in his head. Why are you doing this? He assumed she must know he wasn’t Erik, at the very least. So why was she helping him?

She dropped his hands.

Haru stared at her. “What?”

“I don’t know who you are. But I can tell you weren’t sent by any of our enemies, and that you mean the House of Airan no harm.” She gave him a measured look. “What I’ve given you should suffice for now.”

He wanted to trust her. She’d shown goodwill in what she’d already done and he needed to find a way to reverse what happened as soon as possible. He figured that would be her goal too, right?

Before he could say anything, Griselda returned. Behind her was a man who Haru now had enough knowledge to recognize.

King Eldrick of the Kingdom of Airan. Erik’s father.
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He was a slender man in his fifties, Haru guessed, with graying brown hair and kind blue eyes. Haru knew from what Sonia gave him that Eldrick was benevolent, though tough when needed, so he tried not to feel intimidated.

Sonia lightly bowed, in a bow that looked somewhat informal to Haru’s eyes, like she and the king went back a long way and only the bare formalities were maintained now. “Your Highness.”

Haru’s heart started pounding again. Here was his next test. He knew enough to be able to greet Erik’s father properly, he was sure, but beyond that—

Eldrick came towards him, with Griselda trailing behind. “Erik, I understand something has happened.” His voice was deep, pleasant, and understated, like Haru had heard it in the healer’s transmission, but hearing it in person gave him an even better sense of the man. Uh, his father, for now at least.

He was about to answer, but realized he hadn’t come up with a sufficient lie yet. Damn.

Fortunately, Sonia stepped in. “Prince Erik has experienced a temporary loss of memory as to some things,” she said smoothly.

He hoped she had a good follow-up lie, because he had squat.

The King gazed at Sonia with a mild but probing look. A short silence ensued, while both Haru and Griselda waited.

Haru saw Eldrick’s face shutter abruptly, as if he’d heard enough for now. He only hoped Sonia would tell him whatever she would tell Eldrick later, seeing as how the two needed to keep their stories straight.

“I see,” Eldrick finally said. “I assume you will be investigating the cause?”

This was a land where magic existed, and was used primarily by royals. That was one of the first facts he’d received from Sonia in his mind. It could be that this kind of thing wasn’t completely uncommon, given this was a land of magic.

He recalled Sonia’s determination that he wasn’t an enemy. It had obviously been important that she find that out first before giving him the additional information on the kingdom. He didn’t imagine people often lost their memories or had others take over their bodies here. But it didn’t appear to shock Sonia, nor did he feel undue concern from Eldrick.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Sonia said. “I will work on it right away.”

Eldrick nodded, and Sonia bowed to him and left the room.

Now it was just Eldrick, Griselda, and himself. Haru was nervous. Well, he’d been nervous the whole time but now it was on an entirely new level. He had to be Erik for real and even with the excuse of temporary memory loss, this was going to be hard to pull off because family members really knew each another.

Plus, he was still in his nightshirt-thing and Griselda and Eldrick were fully dressed. This made him feel vulnerable, like being the child in the family, which Sonia had informed him that he was. Erik was nineteen and Griselda was twenty-five, meaning he was in fact the youngest.

“Erik, why don’t you sit. Father—”

“Yes, of course,” Eldrick replied.

They retreated to the sitting room area, with Eldrick taking the armchair and Haru and Griselda seating themselves on one of the sofas. He wondered how often the family had sat like this in this room before, his mind reaching for the memories Sonia had given him access to.

Wait. Eldrick, Griselda, Erik... Where was Eldrick’s wife—Erik and Griselda’s mother?

“I believe Sonia will do her best in this situation,” Eldrick said. “I will keep apprised of her progress. It’s important that this situation be reversed as soon as possible, safely of course.”

Haru felt Griselda nod beside him and make affirmative noises, so he also nodded. He didn’t say anything. Anything he said would be an opening for further conversation, which could trip him up, so keeping silent was the best course of action.

Eldrick looked at him keenly. Haru returned his gaze as naturally as he could, considering he was low-key terrified. “All things considered, I think a meeting is in order.”

Meeting? Of who? About what?

“Yes, I agree,” Griselda said. “The three of us, and let’s see... Gregor, of course. What about Kristof?

Kristof was his second-in-command of the knights. Erik commanded a corps of knights called the Daredevil Squad that was dispatched on missions to fund the Kingdom of Airan. The exact nature of these missions was unclear.

He couldn’t remain silent forever, so he spoke. “Yes, I think Kristof should be present as well.” He said this with a quiet confidence, or so he hoped.

This only earned him another keen look from Eldrick. He’s sharp. And he knows more than he lets on. I’m not sure how long I can keep this up.

“Good. Then, let’s not delay. Griselda, please contact everyone and tell them we’re meeting in the conference room.”

Eldrick stood, and Haru and Griselda followed suit. He began to follow them out of the room, when Griselda turned and whispered, “Erik... Get dressed first.”

Was that a hint of a smile on Eldrick’s face? Haru would never know because he passed through the door and out of sight, followed by Griselda.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four



[image: ]


The comforting sound of water boiling in the next room reached Sonia’s ears, as she readied her trance space. Because, of course, tea came first.

She always returned to her forest cottage north of the castle when she had a difficult task to perform. While she could function equally well in her suite at the castle, just being in this beautiful natural setting felt appropriate when she faced a situation of this magnitude.

Because she knew from the moment she stepped into Erik’s room that the one she knew as Erik, the boy and now young man she’d known since his birth, was nowhere present in the room.

She’d immediately reached out through the ethers with her healer’s sensibilities, honed through years of practice, seeking any sign of Erik whatsoever. She caught a slight sense of an energetic cord of light that began at the old mirror. She would’ve investigated it, but was stopped by a very strong knowing that it wasn’t time yet. When the time came to act though, she would begin by analyzing the mirror.

It was hard seeing Erik, the tall handsome boy with his unruly red hair and beautiful blue eyes, leader of the Daredevil Squad of knights and beloved of his family, simply not be there when she gazed into his eyes.

Obviously, it would’ve been even worse if she’d seen an enemy there instead. At least that hadn’t been the case. She’d only caught a glimpse, but the person she saw was a frightened young man from a different world who didn’t know why he was here in this body and in this place. He was without guile or dark motives. In fact, he had no motives at all.

This implied that there’d been a switch. Erik was now in this young man’s body in that other place. Sonia was certain Erik hadn’t initiated the switch and it was plain this young man hadn’t either. So that left one likely probability.

Some other force, possibly related to a shared history between that world and this one, had caused this to happen.

Sonia went into the kitchen and prepared her tea. The forest was abundant with herbs that could be used for simple beverages, medicines, and even mood enhancers. This room was filled with jars of herbs she used for all these purposes. Today she chose a medicinal herb that opened both mind and heart to revelations.

She finished her tea and returned to the living room to start the trance ritual. Her ritual space was simply a corner of the room kept for that purpose. It had a mat on the floor made of rushes that had been flattened over the many years of rituals performed there. Candles surrounded the space, and there were small containers of aromatic herbs that aided in opening the consciousness to visions from the All-That-Is.

There was another feature of this space that Sonia loved. A skylight stood directly above it. She went to get the pole from the closet, as it needed to be opened from the inside.

She whispered a brief incantation to release the magic seal that protected the cottage from intruders—both magic and otherwise—and lifted the skylight cover with the pole to let the sun shine in.

She lit the candles and opened the containers of herbs, and their smells of damp ground and flowers filled the air. The sun shone down on the precise middle of the ritual corner space, and it was here where she finally settled herself and prepared for trance.

Trance required emptiness of mind and openness of heart. Sonia took a deep breath and then released it, allowing her worries and concerns to flow out of her body and psyche.

It didn’t take long. Soon she was in a state of being she called floating, though there was probably a more specific term for it in the old healer archives. She preferred floating as it accurately described the feeling she experienced while waiting for the right moment.

Finally, she was ready. The shaft of light from the sun created a pathway through her body and down into the ground beneath her home. She was fully connected, both above and below. And so she asked the question.

“Where is Erik, and who is in his body now?”

She kept her mind clear, and waited.

The answer didn’t come in words. Rather, images and feelings flowed through her. It was like a river where you turned your attention to each thing as it slowly passed by, and overall you could assemble a complete picture by putting together all the different scenes.

This related—as she’d suspected—to a historical link between the two worlds. Somewhere in the back of her mind... something stirred. She’d read something in the archives about this other world. An image of Erik’s antique mirror, passed down to him by his maternal grandmother, came into view, followed by an image of the woman herself.

Sonia caught her breath. She’d known Erik’s grandmother before she passed away. When she was a little girl starting her healer training, the always-smiling matriarch of the Queendom of Airan had singled her out for special attention.

She was from a long line of healers, so Queen Fenia made sure she had everything she needed to learn and practice her craft. Sonia’s mother had been second in line to be the royal family’s healer. When the royal healer passed on, Sonia was chosen as the next royal healer as her mother had passed just the year before.

Seeing the image of Erik’s grandmother meant she must have played a role in this, however small. The next image Sonia saw was of another woman who was grandmother-age. In her vision, she and Queen Fenia embraced each other.

This woman was small in stature with black hair, dark brown eyes, and pale skin. Sonia’s distinct sense was that she was from this other world, the one the person now in Erik’s body came from and where Erik might now be.

She tried to hold on to the images to glean what information she could, but they moved on down the energetic river before she got anything more.

Then quickly, images of this other world came through. It was an oddly configured place with tall buildings seemingly made of metals and glass. The people resembled the older woman she’d just seen in hair and skin color. All wore plain clothing that seemed strictly utilitarian.

It had energy, this other world, and intelligence. And yet... there was also sadness. And isolation. The numerous amazing machines that made their lives easier also meant each person could live alone. The community sense that was so strong here in Airan, Orlan, and the village was largely missing.

Sonia felt the energetic flow of images start to fade. Desperately, she mentally reached out for information on Erik.

The last images she received were just flashes, and went by so fast they barely registered. They were of Erik, she was sure, though in this other young man’s body. He had black hair and dark brown eyes, was not as tall as Erik, and he wore the same utilitarian clothes as the people she’d seen earlier.

He had a job working with numbers. She was glad to see that, as Erik was always good at mathematics. He would be able to handle this job.

He lived in a small place by himself. She felt sorrow at that. Here, Erik was surrounded by love and people who were eager to support him.

How can this situation be reversed?

All images abruptly disappeared. Her body jolted and her eyes opened.

Again, she knew what the vision was saying to her. It wasn’t the time to try to put things to right. This was something that needed to play out. There was nothing she or anyone could do right now to change this.

What to do with this knowledge?

Sonia sat with this question, but no answers came.

***
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The conference room was located just outside the royal family’s private suites. Haru had gotten dressed, combed his hair, and opened his door, only to realize he had no idea where the conference room was.

Fortunately, Griselda returned to retrieve him. Haru fumbled out an apology, stopping himself from bowing at the last moment. Did they bow here? And anyway, she was Erik’s sister so he wouldn’t, right?

As they walked through the castle, Haru surveyed everything while trying not to look like he was. It looked like all of the castles in all of the fantasy manga and light novels his employer published, most of which he’d read since he was a big fan.

That he’d somehow found himself in a real-life isekai story hadn’t escaped him. He was now a tall athletic guy, a prince, head of a bunch of knights, with a father and sister who cared about him. Him, Haru Shinoda, who was orphaned young and raised by his grandmother, who’d gone through school with no friends, and who’d only found some small measure of self-respect and contentment once he’d begun working at a Tokyo publisher as an accountant.

This was the exact opposite of his lived experience. If it was real at all. He still half-expected to wake up at any moment, even though when he pinched his arm it actually hurt.

Another thing he noticed... Though this was a royal castle and the furniture and everything looked magnificent, his eye for detail saw carpets that had wear and tear and some of the lanterns were in need of repair. He didn’t know what this meant, or if it meant anything. Maybe all royal castles here were like this?

Finally they reached the conference room. It was a big airy room with the same high ceiling as the ones he’d seen on their way here, and large windows. He’d seen little of the outdoors as yet and had to stop himself from gazing outside.

He tried not to stare at everyone around the table. The information from Sonia gave him their names and positions in relation to himself, but that was bare bones. He felt hampered by his lack of knowledge and wished she had given him just a little more...

He felt all eyes on him as he sat down. Eldrick sat at the head of the table, Griselda was on Eldrick’s left, and Haru seated himself on Eldrick’s right. To his own right was Gregor the valet.

Across from Gregor was Kristof. He was Erik’s second in command of the Daredevil Squad. He looked like a protagonist from a superhero movie: tall and muscled with a head of thick light brown hair, great face, kind eyes. He was reportedly talented at corralling the knights and keeping them in line, and he handed out squad assignments on Erik’s behalf.

Eldrick cleared his throat. “This won’t take long. I’ll get to the point. Erik has suffered a temporary loss of memory. It happened overnight, and we don’t know how yet.” He gazed around the table. “Sonia is investigating. In the meantime, we need to come up with a story and stay consistent with it until we know what’s really happening.”

Haru glanced at Kristof, who’d looked startled at Eldrick’s words. “Your Highness, is there any sign of Erik being, well...”

Eldrick nodded to acknowledge his concern. “No. It doesn’t appear that he’s been compromised. If he had been, Sonia would have let us know.” The king sat back in his chair, his face contemplative. “For the time being, we should keep his activities restricted. Erik, I’m sorry, but you should stay inside the castle
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