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Part One

It had been two weeks since my wife, Bertia, and I, Cecil Glo Alphasta, crown prince of the Kingdom of Alphasta, returned from the Kingdom of Seahealby.

Our stay in Seahealby had not been entirely free of trouble, but in the end, we were able to celebrate the marriage of Bertia’s dear friend, Princess Lyssona, without incident. Even the journey home passed in peace.

A fair amount of work had piled up while I was away, but thanks to the tireless efforts of my exceptionally capable attendants, it only took a little push to bring everything back to its usual pace.

Though, there had been dark circles under their eyes afterward, and more than a few of them looked like they had lost weight.

Bertia, too, seemed to have turned to her backlog of duties. Still, her friends had apparently worked hard to make sure she could rest as much as possible once she was back, especially Miss Joanna, the fiancée of my younger brother, who had taken the lead in organizing everything. Thanks to them, Bertia was able to return to her normal routine almost the same time I did.

That said, the moment her official work settled down, the friends who had apparently missed her terribly began demanding more time with her. As a result, the last few days had been filled with even more tea parties and social gatherings than usual. She had been busy, certainly, but happily so.

“It’s peaceful…”

I wiped the thin sheen of sweat from my brow and looked out at the rising sun. My body still held the pleasant warmth of exertion, so the cool, crisp air of the morning felt wonderful against my skin.

“Your Highness! How can you say that while beating a man senseless?!”

Zeno, down on one knee at my feet, gasped for breath as he shouted up at me. He glared through slightly teary eyes, and I answered him with a radiant smile.

“Oh? ‘Beating a man senseless’ is a rather rude way to put it. I simply woke up a little earlier than usual and asked you to join me for some sword practice, did I not?”

“You call that sword practice?! This is obviously you taking out your frustration because Lady Bertia jumped out of bed first thing this morning, saying, ‘I’m doing morning yoga with my friends and maids.’” Zeno shot back.

“Hmm? I’m not quite sure I follow. My wife is working hard to stay healthy, and I was simply inspired to do the same by putting some effort into my training.”

I said it with my smile still firmly in place, and Zeno slumped with a thoroughly exhausted look.

To be fair, he was right. Bertia had woken up earlier than usual that morning, and I had every intention of spending a little more time relaxing with her in bed. Instead, my adorable wife had leapt out of bed the instant she’d woken up and bounded away, full of energy.

She had moved with such forceful enthusiasm that all I could do was watch her go. Left there staring after her, I no longer felt inclined to go back to sleep, so with no better option, I decided to do some morning training instead.

The castle was still sparsely populated at that early hour, and as I walked its quiet corridors, thinking I might start with some practice swings, the perfect prey—or rather, my dependable attendant and contracted spirit, Zeno—happened to pass right in front of me.

At that point, it could only be called fate, the kind that would have him accompany me in my training. So I asked Zeno if he would join me for practice, and he graciously agreed by saying, “Please spare me!”

Zeno’s “Please spare me” meant the same thing as “I’d be delighted,” so there was no problem at all.

And so, I gently held him by the back of the collar and took him to the inner courtyard, where the two of us proceeded to enjoy a friendly training session together. I might have gotten a little too into it, though, because even Zeno seemed somewhat tired by the end.

Incidentally, I had forbidden the use of spirit powers for the entire duration of training.

“Your Highness can train as much as you like, but please stop dragging me into it!” he exclaimed.

“What are you talking about? This is an opportunity for us to deepen our bond.”

Normally, Zeno would have snapped back at me with all the force he could muster, but this time, his expression darkened instead, and he let out a long, heavy sigh.

“I’m already exhausted as it is after everything that happened yesterday…”

That was strange enough to make me pause. Just as I started to lean in for a closer look at his face—

“Found youuu! Zeno, surrender yourself at once!”

My adorable wife’s voice rang out, shattering the tranquil stillness of the morning.

When I turned, I saw Bertia running straight toward us at full speed, still dressed in the easy-to-move-in trousers she had changed into for yoga.

The corners of her eyes were drawn sharply upward into a furious expression.

My adorable wife seems to be in quite the mood, but since she specifically called out Zeno, it doesn’t look like she’s mad at me.

Somewhat relieved by that, I quietly stepped away from the bewildered Zeno, who had just been told out of nowhere to “surrender.”

Best to keep silent and observe the situation for now.

“L-Lady Bertia, whatever is the matter?”

Bertia reached us before Zeno could even finish standing, then thrust her index finger at him in a sharp jab.

That alone was enough to make Zeno, halfway to his feet, blink in confusion and freeze.

“It was you, Zeno! Surrender yourself at once!”

Bertia stood there, snorting indignantly through her nose, while Zeno, having no idea what was happening, could only tilt his head in bafflement.

Meanwhile, Bertia seemed perfectly satisfied, as though that declaration had explained everything. Zeno, on the other hand, was looked lost that he could not even begin to respond.

At this rate, we’re never getting anywhere.

“Tia, what’s wrong?” I spoke up, intending to throw Zeno a lifeline.

Only then did Bertia seem to realize I was there at all. She turned toward me with a start, her eyes widening.

“My, Lord Cecil, you were here as well. Help me chew Zeno out!”

Bertia had planted her hands on her hips in a full display that screamed “I am upset,” so I took one of those indignant hands in mine and gently stroked the back of it, soothing her as I looked at her face and asked, “I don’t mind scolding him, but could you first tell me what exactly I’m supposed to be angry about?”

She blinked at me.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Alright, what did Zeno do?”

“I don’t know that either.”

At that utterly unexpected answer, Zeno and I could only stare at her, question marks practically hovering over our heads.

What kind of situation was this, exactly, where the very person who was angry did not even know why she was angry?

“You don’t know? You don’t know why you’re angry? What exactly happened here?”

I pressed for more, hoping to uncover at least some piece of the matter. Bertia tilted her head, still wearing that blankly puzzled expression, but at last seemed to arrive at the conclusion that she ought to explain the circumstances.

“I don’t know the details myself, but Kuro always comes to see me around this time, and when she still hadn’t shown up, I began to worry and went to her room just now to check on her. And that’s when I saw this! It was stuck to the door!”

Bertia thrust out the sheet of paper she had been holding so that both Zeno and I could see it.

On the page, only a single line was written: “The culprit is Zeno.”
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I see. So Zeno is the culprit, after all.

“Zeno, does any of this ring a bell?” I turned to him with a smile.

The longer Bertia explained, the paler he seemed to become. Clearly, something had come to mind.

“No… um… well…”

Zeno stammered helplessly, neither admitting nor denying anything, and I let out a quiet sigh.

At this point, it’s still impossible to say who’s actually at fault, but there’s little doubt that something happened between him and Kuro.

“I knew it!”

Like me, Bertia must have concluded that the two of them had some kind of falling out, because she drew breath to launch into another furious round of berating.

“Tia, that’s enough for now.”

I placed a finger lightly against her lips, stopping her before the torrent could begin.

It was not that I didn’t understand her feelings. Bertia adored Kuro, after all. If Zeno had done something serious enough to make Kuro shut herself away in her room, of course, Bertia would want to give him a piece of her mind.

Even so, Zeno might have his own side of the story. And hearing that side here, without Kuro present, would solve nothing.

When two people clashed and the matter remained unresolved, it was usually because each had their own argument and those arguments were in conflict.

We might be able to mediate, but in the end, we would still have to drag Kuro out and make them face each other. It was better to avoid unnecessary steps.

“Lord Cecil, why are you stopping me?!” Bertia asked.

“Let’s continue this in front of Kuro. There’s no guarantee she’ll come out, but if possible, it would be better to have her there with us so we can hear both sides.”

Well, Kuro doesn’t actually speak, so Zeno will probably do the talking while we try to infer Kuro’s position from her reactions.

“I see. So this will be a direct confrontation! Zeno, prepare yourself!” Bertia declared it with a dramatic jab of her finger.

“Understood. You’re right. I do need to talk to Kuro.”

Perhaps the sight of Bertia standing there, brimming with righteous determination, convinced him there was no escaping this. With a sigh, Zeno let his shoulders sag and gave in.

“Then let’s head to Kuro’s room,” I said.

This should be entertaining.

I urged them onward with a pleasant smile. Bertia answered with a beaming grin of her own, while Zeno clutched his head as if to say, “Ah, damn it. The most troublesome person possible just had to find out.”

Part Two

Kuro’s room wasn’t far from ours.

Normally, the royal family and the servants lived in clearly separated quarters. Even so, among the attendants assigned exclusively to royalty, a very small and carefully chosen few were permitted to have rooms within the royal wing itself, so they could come running the moment their master called.

Kuro and Zeno each had private rooms there.

To be honest, Kuro was not especially skilled as a maid.

Or rather, perhaps she could be if she truly put her mind to it, but Kuro was far more likely to sit in Bertia’s lap eating sweets or wander off somewhere whenever the mood struck her. She had very little of what one might call professional maidly awareness.

To begin with, the reason Kuro dressed as a maid at all was that it made it easier for her, as Bertia’s contracted spirit, to remain close to her mistress. It was more a matter of convenient camouflage than actual employment, which meant no one truly expected all that much from her as a maid in the first place.

That said, even though her maid skills were nonexistent, when it came to protecting Bertia, no one could surpass her. Considering that alone, one could easily argue that she was doing her job well enough.

In other words, this was what one might call special treatment.

As for why Zeno had also been given a room in that same area, that had nothing to do with his wishes. It was simply because I found it more convenient to summon and work him to the bone—or rather, because everyone around us had been convinced of his excellence as an attendant.

He had started living in those quarters when I was still quite young, and the moment I appealed to Father and Mother, earnestly praising Zeno’s usefulness, they’d approved it at once. Bertia’s father, Marquis Noches, who just so happened to be present at the time, had agreed as well.

That being the case, there could be no doubt about it.

At the time, I vaguely recall the adults around us giving Zeno strangely pitying looks, but I’m sure I must have imagined it.

“It’s here.”

Walking at the head of our little group, Bertia came to a stop at the very end of the corridor lined with rooms for the royal family’s personal attendants.

This was definitely Kuro’s room.

There was no mistaking it, considering the note reading “The culprit is Zeno” had somehow been posted on the door again, even though Bertia was supposed to have peeled it off earlier.

“Kuro! I brought Zeno and Lord Cecil with me! We want to talk, so please come out!”

Bertia knocked on the door and called out with worried urgency to Kuro, who was presumably inside.

After a short pause, there came a soft “click,” and Kuro peeked out just enough to show her face.

“Kuro! Thank goodness!”

When Bertia had come alone before, Kuro must not have shown herself, no matter how much she called. Relief flooded Bertia’s face from the bottom of her heart.

And then—

Pat! Slam! Click!

Kuro slapped a sheet of paper onto the door, withdrew her face, shut it again, and locked it.

Silence settled over the corridor once more.

“Let’s see. ‘My demands have already been made known.’ That’s what it says, Zeno.”

Since Bertia and Zeno had both frozen in the face of Kuro’s stubbornness, I read aloud the message written on the newly posted note, then turned the matter over to the person it was clearly meant for.

At the sound of his name, Zeno jerked back to life and clutched his head.

“Ugh… seriously?”

“Zeno, what does this mean?”

Seeing his reaction, Bertia pressed him for an answer.

That’s a little too close to Zeno for my liking. Your husband is a jealous man, you know. Let’s have you step back a bit.

Still smiling pleasantly, I slipped an arm around Bertia’s waist and drew her away, putting a more respectable distance between them.

Bertia blinked, clearly not understanding the reason, but since it was me, she apparently decided there must be some meaning behind my actions and obediently went along with it.

Zeno, on the other hand, understood at once.

“Seriously? Even now?” he asked with an exasperated look.

I merely smiled back, and he fell silent.

“So then, what exactly is Kuro demanding? If it’s something we can help with, I wouldn’t mind lending a hand,” I said.

I cared very little about Zeno’s circumstances, but if Kuro continued shutting herself up in her room like this, Bertia would undoubtedly worry. Depending on how badly this developed, Bertia might even refuse to leave this door until the matter was resolved.

Best to settle it quickly.

“No… um… Actually…”

Perhaps realizing there was no escape now, Zeno finally began, in hesitant fragments, to explain what had happened between him and Kuro the night before.

So, to put it simply, Kuro asked him to go greet her parents as a formal step toward dating—no, marriage—and Zeno refused, so she’s sulking?

Listening to Zeno’s halting explanation, that seemed to be the gist of it.

Lately, talk of marriage had been popping up everywhere around us.

It began with my marriage to Bertia, then came the wedding of Princess Lysonna. Before long, there would also be weddings for Bertia’s friends and my attendants, one after another.

I was not especially affected by all this, but Bertia, apparently, had been fielding all manner of consultations from her friends. As a result, the subject of marriage seemed to come up nearly every day around her.

Ordinarily, noble marriages were not always happy things. Political convenience took precedence more often than not.

Yet, for some reason, the people around Bertia were almost all blessed with happiness.

No, rather than saying such people simply gathered around her, it would be more accurate to say that Bertia herself had worked to help her friends find happiness, and this was the fruit of those efforts.

In any case, Kuro, who was always by Bertia’s side, had spent all this time watching everyone else bask in their happiness. It seemed that somewhere along the line, she had begun to want marriage for herself as well.

The one she wanted to marry was none other than Zeno, my contracted spirit.

Once Bertia and I became husband and wife, the two of them—who were constantly with us—had inevitably ended up spending more and more time together. They had already been in something very much like a romantic relationship by the time we married, but lately, it seemed their bond had deepened even further.

That said, Kuro was a spirit of darkness, and during the day, when the power of light was strongest, she conserved her strength by either taking the form of a little fox-eared, fox-tailed girl of about ten, or that of a black fox. So even when the two of them were being affectionate, an outside observer only saw an older brother doting on his little sister or a young man pampering an animal.

In fact, if anyone did look at daytime Kuro and Zeno and conclude they were a couple, it would only create the rather serious problem of Zeno being suspected of having very questionable tastes.

“Why not? Does Zeno have no intention of marrying Kuro?” Bertia fixed him with a sharp glare.

Her eyes seemed to say, “You’d better not be toying with one of my girls.”

“No, it’s not that!” Zeno blurted out in a panic. “It’s just… Spirits don’t even have the concept of marriage to begin with! So of course, there’s no custom of formally greeting someone’s parents either!”

According to Zeno’s flustered explanation, spirits did not have anything like the institution of marriage in the first place.

Instead, they had something called a mate.

To be more specific, spirits had no customs like humans did. There were no weddings, no formal introductions to one’s parents, and no filing any sort of declaration that a marriage had taken place.

Instead, they chose, within their own hearts, the one person they had resolved to spend their lives with, and designated that person as their mate. Once a mate was chosen, they would remain together for life, never parting, cherishing that person above all others.

Though I suppose every world has its exceptions, the sort who would be called philanderers anywhere.

“In that case, doesn’t that mean Zeno and Kuro are mates already?”

Bertia had listened to Zeno’s explanation with a stern expression at first. But once she understood that this seemed to be a matter of cultural differences between spirits and humans, her face softened, and she quietly heard him out.

Then, tilting her head with a small, curious dip, she hurled the obvious question straight at him.

“T-That is… I mean… I do think… we’re mates…”

Bang!

“We are mates! We are perfectly matched mates!”

Zeno’s answer had come out in an embarrassed murmur, but apparently, Kuro, who had been listening from the other side of the door, had found that unbearably irritating. Her bedroom door was struck hard in loud protest, and Zeno hurriedly corrected himself with a full-throated declaration.

Zeno, you are henpecked already.

“If that’s the case, then why not stop worrying about whether you’re human or spirit and just go make the formal marriage greeting anyway?”

Bertia asked the question with complete sincerity, as though she genuinely could not see what the problem was.

She was not wrong. Even though their culture was different, if there was something the two of them wanted to do, they could simply discuss it and do it.

It would have been different had there been some cultural taboo involved. But Kuro had demanded it without the slightest hesitation, and the fact that she was now sulking because Zeno would not agree made one thing perfectly clear: it was not forbidden among spirits but simply not part of their customs.

Kuro might look headstrong and utterly self-willed, but in truth, she paid very close attention to the people around her.

Kuro was considerate by nature too. Even when she played little tricks or pestered people for fun, she never pushed things to the point where someone would be genuinely troubled or hurt.

So that was probably all this really was. What should have been a small request, a tiny bit of selfishness, perhaps, or simply a plea, had been stubbornly refused by Zeno for whatever reason.

“No, but if we do something no one else does, we’d stand out! And if I actually go through with something like that, my sisters will never let me hear the end of it!”

Faced with Bertia’s innocent, straightforward question, Zeno seemed to give up. Clutching his head, he blurted out his true feelings.

Come to think of it, Zeno indeed has a lot of sisters, doesn’t he?

I had never been particularly interested, so I had mostly let it go in one ear and out the other. However, I vaguely recalled hearing something of the sort long ago.

Zeno came from the bloodline of the Spirit King, the only bloodline capable of wielding all attributes.

The essential nature of the Spirit King’s line, the Spirit King included, was harmony. Unlike the spirits of each individual element, they could handle multiple attributes rather than just one.

“Spirit King” referred to the king of all spirits. Every element had its own king, each with titles such as the King of Light Spirits, the King of Wood Spirits, the King of Dark Spirits, and so on. Those elemental kings, however, differed from the Spirit King as a whole, as they could use only their own single attribute.

That was why Kuro, a high-ranking spirit of darkness, could wield only darkness.

Zeno, on the other hand, being someone of the Spirit King’s bloodline, could use every attribute at least to some extent, though his primary affinities seemed to be wind and water.

Apparently, he was the Spirit King’s nephew.

I recalled that Zeno’s father was the Spirit King’s younger brother, while his mother was something like the younger sister of the Wind Spirit King.

By all accounts, Zeno’s parents were absurdly affectionate with one another, which meant Zeno had a great many siblings.

What was more, every last one of them was female, and Zeno was the baby of the family.

As a result, he had grown up being doted on by a pack of strong-willed older sisters while also being cheerfully used, toyed with, and mercilessly teased by them. It seemed he had developed something of a complex about his sisters because of it.

Not that they were actually on bad terms, of course.

According to Zeno himself, it was more along the lines of, “When those women get together, nothing good ever happens,” and, “They’re always making fun of me.”

Come to think of it, perhaps Zeno’s talent for attracting hardship had its roots somewhere around there. It certainly isn’t because I work him so hard.

“Zeno,” I called.

“What is it, Your Highness?”

I placed a hand on his shoulder with a pleasant smile, and he lifted the face he had been keeping lowered.

Tell me, Zeno. Why was it that the moment my hand touched your shoulder, your whole body twitched? And though I’m speaking to you so gently, why do you look so frightened?

“Whether they’re spirits or humans, couples who’ve only just begun courting and couples on the verge of marriage are fated to be teased and mocked.”

“But no one ever teased you, Your Highness!”

Even though I had gone to the trouble of encouraging him, Zeno had the nerve to complain.

When Bertia and I got married, I certainly… Hm? How strange. Aside from Kuro pulling a tiny prank on the day of the wedding, I do not recall being particularly teased or mocked at all. Ah, but Bertia certainly was.

My wife was adorable when she turned bright red, so that was only expected.

“Ah, pardon me. Now that I think about it, using Your Highness as the standard was a mistake. Your Highness is too terri— Uh… too dignified. No one would dare tease you,” Zeno said.

“Zeno?”

“Argh! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

Honestly, I had tried to encourage him, only to have my kindness repaid like this.

Once this matter was settled, it seemed the two of us would need to have a little talk.

But for now…

“Mm. Then it seems there’s no real problem on your side either. If you simply cultivate enough dignity, all your worries will vanish. I believe that settles it. Once you and Kuro have paid your visit to her parents, we’ll hold a wedding ceremony here. As for what to do about a ceremony in the spirit realm, we’ll leave that to the two of you… Well, primarily to Kuro.”

Smiling broadly, I clapped my hands together, as if the course of action had now been decided.

One had to make it perfectly clear that objections would not be entertained.

“Huh?! What does cultivating dignity even mean?! And why are you raising the bar?! This started as a simple matter of whether or not I’d go visit her parents, didn’t it?!” Zeno yelped in utter alarm at my pronouncement.

Of course, the conclusion had already been reached, so objections were no longer being accepted.

I had tried, in my generosity, to handle this kindly, and he had rejected that kindness. He could not complain about what came next.

Besides, this would be far more entertaining.

“My! What a wonderful idea! Kuro, come out! It’s all been settled most beautifully!” Bertia’s eyes lit up at my proposal, and she called out to Kuro in bright delight.

“It has not been settled! This is not settled at all!”

As for Zeno’s panic… Bertia appeared to be paying it no mind whatsoever.

She was probably interpreting it as something along the lines of, “He’s just embarrassed!”

At the sound of Bertia’s voice, Kuro opened the door with a soft “click” and peeked out.

She tilted her head as if asking, “It’s settled?” But the way her tail swayed happily behind her told the real story. Even through the door, she must have heard every word.

“After you’ve gone to greet your parents, let’s hold the wedding here! I’ll help too!” Bertia said, puffing out her chest.

Kuro came trotting over in quick little steps, then threw herself straight into Bertia’s arms.

Then she looked at me and, with her usual expressionless face, gave me a firm thumbs up.

Her expression had not changed in the slightest, yet she somehow looked deeply satisfied.

She had likely locked herself in her room and resorted to posting notes because she had been hoping for exactly this outcome from the start.

A crafty little thing, isn’t she?

“W-Wait! Please don’t decide all this on your own! I’m serious! I don’t want this! I really don’t want something so embarrassing! Besides, if we hold a wedding here, people are going to think I’m some kind of creep for marrying someone who looks like that!”

With the atmosphere beginning to drift toward a neat and happy resolution, Zeno shouted in desperate protest.

The moment she saw how strongly Zeno was resisting, Kuro’s ears and tail, so lively with happiness just moments ago, drooped in visible dejection.

Then she slipped away from Bertia, went straight to Zeno, and clutched his clothes tightly in her small hands while he was still loudly protesting.

“Kuro?”

Zeno, who had been desperately arguing in an attempt to halt this entire sequence of parental greetings leading straight into a wedding, finally noticed she was there and froze.

Kuro looked up at him.

Her face, as always, was unreadable, but there was something unmistakably sorrowful about her now.

Then she pointed at herself and tipped her head, just a little.

Realization instantly dawned on him, and Zeno’s expression jolted in panic as he rushed to explain himself.

“No, that’s not it at all! It’s not that I’m ashamed of you, Kuro! And of course, I’m not saying I don’t want you as my mate either! If anything, I’d be thrilled, so please don’t look at me like that! I-I just hate the idea of being teased, or rather, it’s embarrassing… No, that’s not what I mean either! I’m not saying you’re embarrassing! Ugh, come on, how am I supposed to put this?!”

So that was it. Kuro had apparently been asking, “Are you really that ashamed of me?” and the question had sent Zeno into a frantic spiral of denial.

Zeno, unless you resolve this quickly, my wife, who adores Kuro, looks like she’s about to explode.

“What exactly is it about our Kuro that isn’t good enough for you?” Bertia asked.

Too late.

It seemed my wife’s anger had already gone well past the limit.

Looking utterly crestfallen, Kuro trudged back toward Bertia and wrapped herself around her in a tight hug. Once things reached this point, there was no victory left for the man.

No matter what he did now, he would be the villain. Though, admittedly, that was also the weakness of a man in love.

“Kuro, are you all right? Please don’t cry.” Bertia gently stroked Kuro’s head as she clung to her.

Kuro’s ears and tail hung low, making her look pitiful enough to break anyone’s heart.

But…

Bertia, I don’t believe Kuro is actually crying. She is only burying her face against you. And Kuro, perhaps stop shooting me that look that so clearly says, “Don’t say anything unnecessary” whenever Bertia and Zeno look away?

Flustered, Zeno could only try explaining himself again. “No, I’m telling you, that’s not it. I’m not embarrassed by Kuro at all! I mean, I love her. That’s why I wanted her as my mate in the first place! You know as well as I do that spirits are different from humans in this regard. We’re loyal to one partner.”

Whether he had finally buckled under Bertia’s accusing stare or whether he simply could not bear to see his mate looking so miserable, Zeno began desperately pouring out his feelings for Kuro.

He was clearly fighting for his life from his own perspective, but from where I stood, it was thoroughly entertaining.

Now then, this should be about the point where he finally gives in.

“Ah, damn it! Fine, all right! I get it, okay?! I’ll go greet her parents, and we’ll have the wedding too!” Zeno’s declaration came with tears in his eyes.

At once, Kuro’s ears sprang upright with a sharp little twitch, and her tail began swaying happily again.

“Kuro, how wonderful!”

Bertia beamed in sheer relief. Kuro lifted her face, nodded up at her in obvious delight, and…

Oh?

Was it just me, or were Kuro’s cheeks a little red?

Could it be that Zeno’s frantic little confession actually made her happy?

Laughing with joy, Bertia swept Kuro up into her arms and began spinning around in circles with her.

Beside them, Zeno shoulders drooped as he sagged like a man utterly defeated.

Well… that was never a fight he was going to win from the start.

Still, he looked a little pitiful. Perhaps I ought to throw him a lifeline.

I was not entirely without guilt, given that I was the one who pushed the wedding idea in the first place.

“Your Highness,” Zeno muttered.

As I stepped closer, Zeno looked up at me with tear-bright eyes full of grievance.

Honestly, when he looked at me like that, it made me want to quietly withdraw the lifeline I had so generously prepared for him.

But then, he had provided me with a highly entertaining spectacle today, so I decided to let it pass.

With that thought, I set a hand lightly on his shoulder.

“Zeno, the solution is simple,” I said. “Have Kuro appear in her adult form for the wedding. Better yet, hold the ceremony at night. That way, at the very least, no one here will accuse you of having questionable tastes.”

“I see! Your Highness really does say something useful every once in a while!”

“Zeno?”

“Nothing, Your Highness!”

Now what exactly was that supposed to mean?

The list of matters we would need to discuss later had just grown a little longer.

“As for greeting her parents, the two of you will be going together, so I assume you can handle that part yourse—”

“Lord Cecil!” Bertia burst in brightly. “Kuro says that when she goes to the spirit realm to greet her parents, she wants to introduce me as well, and she’d like you to come with us! Of course, that’s all right, isn’t it?!”

At Bertia’s cheerful announcement, both Zeno and I froze on the spot.

“Y-Your Highness must be terribly busy, so there’s really no need for you to come,” Zeno cut in at once, trying to head the matter off in a panic.

But no, that would never do.

Keeping my hand on his shoulder, I tightened my grip with a smile.

“Is that so? So you want me to come along too, Zeno?”

“No, that is absolutely not—”

“You want me there, don’t you?” I murmured. “Tell me, if Tia and Kuro get carried away, can you really manage them on your own?”

I lowered my voice for the second half and spoke directly into his ear. Zeno’s face went pale at once, as if only just realizing the full horror of the situation.

“I’m worried about my adorable wife, you see, and also, this has the potential to become very interesting, so I’d quite like to observe it from up close,” I went on softly. “Meanwhile, you want me there to stop Tia if anything happens. It seems to me our interests align rather neatly.”

As I continued whispering in his ear, Zeno muttered under his breath, “Observation is the main point here, isn’t it?”

Even so, he seemed to have his own concerns on the matter, and after a moment, he gave a reluctant nod.

Once our negotiations were complete, I turned back to Bertia and Kuro.

“Yes, of course,” I said smoothly. “I don’t mind at all. Zeno says that if that’s the case, he would very much like to introduce me as well, so he insists I come along.”

Kuro shot me a look that practically screamed disbelief. Her eyes were full of deep suspicion, but when she saw that Zeno was neither objecting nor meeting anyone’s gaze, she seemed to grasp the general situation.

With a tiny sigh, she looked positively resigned.

“My! Lord Cecil, you are coming too?” Bertia beamed. “That makes me so happy!”

The sheer delight on her face when she heard I would be going with her warmed my heart.

“I’m looking forward to going with you too,” I told her.

Leaving Zeno behind, I walked over to Bertia, who was beaming from ear to ear. At almost the same moment, Kuro darted back toward Zeno as if trading places with me.

“I’m happy that I’ll get to meet Kuro’s and Zeno’s parents,” Bertia said, “but this will also be my first time going to the spirit realm, so I’m excited!”

She bounced in place, still humming with anticipation. I slipped an arm around her and drew her close, stroking her head in slow, calming motions.

“I’m looking forward to it as well, but before we go, let’s work hard together and finish the tasks that need to be taken care of first. As for the spirits, their existence is not something humans are generally permitted to speak of, except for a limited few. That means our trip to the spirit realm must remain secret as well. I’ll decide how to arrange our alibi while we’re away and who exactly needs to be told. Until that’s settled, you mustn’t say a word to anyone, all right?”

If she kept this level of excitement and started talking, the consequences would be disastrous. It was best to make that point absolutely clear.

“Ah!” Bertia gasped, jolting upright. “You’re right! I was so happy, I was just about to go tell everyone!”

I was definitely wise to get ahead of that.

“We obviously can’t just vanish without explanation,” I went on. “For people like us, who always have attendants nearby, there’s no realistic way to conceal our absence for several days without help. So I’ll ask a few people to cooperate. I’ll choose them carefully. Most likely, Father and Mother, your parents, your friends, and my attendants will need to be informed, but until I’ve decided for certain, you’re not to mention this at all.”

“Understood!” Bertia replied, nodding over and over again with earnest seriousness.

Bertia does her best to keep secrets, but she’s terrible at lying and even worse at pretending not to know something. I should probably tell her friends fairly early so they can help cover for her.

The thought drew an involuntary wry smile from me.

Still, seeing how happy my wife was, I found myself thinking that perhaps it was all worth it after all.

“Kuro? No, it’s all right. If anything, I should have indulged a little selfishness from my adorable mate in the first place. But my embarras— My shyness got the better of me, and I ended up making you feel bad. I’m sorry.”

While Bertia and I discussed the practicality of what came next, Kuro and Zeno managed to make up as well.

Kuro was clinging tightly to Zeno now, rubbing her head against his chest in thanks.

“B-But! We should hold the wedding at night!” Zeno rushed on. “When Kuro’s power is at its fullest, when she can appear in her adult form! I’m certain an elegant, mature gown would suit you perfectly!”

Zeno, you’re desperate.

And Kuro, you may be tilting your head as though you have no idea what he means, but you understand him perfectly well, don’t you?

You understand, and you’re deliberately putting on that “Whatever could you mean?” face just to tease him.

She would probably grant his wish anyway, so there was no real problem there.

It was while I was watching the two of them with that thought in mind that Kuro looked over and our eyes met.

The message in her gaze seemed rather clear: “You’re enjoying this, so don’t you dare say anything unnecessary.”

No, that was almost certainly not my imagination.

“Well then,” I murmured, glancing down at the face of my wife, who was still smiling happily in my arms. “This is going to get interesting.”
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Part One

“Y-Your Highness. This should be the last of today’s work, I believe?”

Charles entered the study and held out a set of documents with all the solemnity of a man approaching his own execution.

It was rather strange. As far as I was aware, I had done nothing wrong, and yet he seemed oddly jumpy.

“I see. Good work.”

I accepted the papers with a pleasant smile and flipped through them, skimming the contents.

Everything looked fine, as usual.

There was something else I wanted investigated, but… well, tomorrow would do.

“There’s no problem with any of this,” I said. “Just bring me the materials related to this section. Once that’s done, you may head home. It’s a little early, but that should be fine.”

“U-Um, it’s still light outside, you know?”

“Hm? Yes, it is.”

It was only just nearing four in the afternoon.

The sun had begun to slope westward, certainly, but there was nothing remotely unusual about it still being in the sky.

“Are you really, truly sure that’s all right? This isn’t some kind of trap, is it?”

“A trap? What exactly do you take me for?”

Charles seemed deeply unsettled by the idea of finishing work early, asking for confirmation again and again. I answered with a hint of exasperation in my voice, and he blinked at me before opening his mouth.

“Huh? Well, obviously, some kind of dem—”

“Would you like me to give you more work?”

Before he could finish, I let a quiet note of pressure enter my smile and tilted my head.

On my desk sat a mountain of documents, more than enough to bury him under, if I chose.

If I handled them myself, I would likely have them all finished by dinner. But if I selected even a few from that pile and handed them to Charles, his return home would certainly be delayed until well past midnight.

I already had a solid grasp of him from the time we’d spent working together since he became one of my attendants: how quickly he could handle a task, what kinds of work he excelled at, and what sorts he struggled with.

“I-I was joking!” Charles blurted out in a panic. “These past several days of being able to go home before dark without getting hit with impossible last-minute demands… I’ve really come to appreciate just how much of a blessing that is! I’m grateful to you, Your Highness! I was just wondering why you changed so suddenly, that’s all…”

I fixed him with a long, steady look, and he immediately flicked his gaze away.

The thing was, he never made these sorts of careless slips when handling negotiations or official dealings. Somehow, though, he always seemed to relax far too much in front of me.

Have I been indulging him too much?

If that were the case, I could always start being harsher without the slightest hesitation.

However, this time, I had my own reasons. I could let it slide.

“It’s nothing all that significant.”

I let out a small sigh before answering with a wry smile, and at those words, it was not only Charles who turned his attention toward me but also the rest of the attendants who had, by chance, gathered in my office.

Apparently, Charles was not the only one who had been wondering about the recent drop in the amount of work I’d been assigning. Kulgan, Nert, and Shaun were all clearly listening in.

Bard, on the other hand, seemed not to care in the slightest. Standing by the door as part of the security detail, he tilted his head at the others in confusion, while the rest of my attendants all but held their breath, waiting for my answer.

In short, every one of my attendants, save one, had been curious about it.

Incidentally, Shaun was a prince himself and had royal duties of his own, so I was not the one assigning his work in the first place.

That said, my younger brother had always been rather clingy, and I wanted him to grow up a little more. So from time to time, I deliberately handed him tasks of my own as well.

That was likely why he ended up reacting much the same way as the men who served me directly.

“I’ve been away from the castle rather often lately,” I said honestly, giving a small shrug. “And I know that the burden of that has been falling on all of you. So while I’m here, I simply thought I’d let you recover a little where I can.”

That much, at least, was no lie. It was only that I’d left out a small piece of information.

“Huh? His Highness is saying something completely reasonable!” Charles blurted, staring at me with wide eyes.

“Charles, shall I make an exception and double only your workload?” I asked with a bright smile.

At once, he flinched and shook his head so hard it was almost violent.

“So I really can just enjoy the free time without worrying about it? This isn’t a trap, right?”

“It isn’t a trap,” I replied. “I simply want you all to take it easy while I’m here,” I stressed. “That’s all.”

“All right!” Charles shouted, pumping a fist into the air.

You are technically the son of a duke, aren’t you? Whatever happened to noble decorum?

“If that’s how it is, then I’ll go fetch those materials right away! Then I’ll head home!” Charles declared with a grin so broad it was almost dazzling.

“Lady Anne should be at the castle today, too, so if she has time, maybe I’ll ask her out on a date.”

Seeing Charles so absurdly happy softened my mood as well.

By all means, while I’m here, enjoy your leisurely time with your sweetheart to the fullest.

“In that case, once I finish correcting these research materials, I’ll be done for the day too,” Nert murmured, already turning back to his work with renewed purpose after watching my exchange with Charles. “Maybe I’ll invite Silica to tea and we can read together.”

“Lady Joanna’s here today, apparently,” Shaun chimed in. “I think I’ll go have sweets with her. She’s been so busy with work and with getting ready to become my bride and all. I should pamper her a little!”

He, too, resumed the work he had abandoned halfway through after getting distracted by snacks.

Incidentally, Shaun—my younger brother and the second prince—had a study of his own within the castle.

So there was really no need for him to work in my study at all, and yet the moment he ran into something he did not understand, he came straight to me. Perhaps because of that, these days, whenever he had work that looked likely to confuse him, he simply started in my study from the beginning.

Shaun had attendants of his own to help him and surely no shortage of people who could teach him how to do his job properly.

Regardless, I didn’t particularly mind being relied upon by my younger brother. So rather than chase him out, I simply made a point of instructing him sternly enough to be useful, without pushing him so hard that his spirit broke.

It was while I was thinking that that I heard Kulgan, who had been silently working the entire time, murmur to himself, “Come to think of it, Milma asked me the other day if I could teach her about work.”

I rather doubt she actually wanted to learn about your work. That was almost certainly just an excuse to see you.

After all, Milma served as one of Bertia’s ladies-in-waiting, so her duties were completely different from Kulgan’s. Even when it came to the covert side of things she handled behind the scenes, her family had supported the royal house from the shadows for generations. If she truly wanted instruction, she had any number of relatives she could ask.

For some time now, Kulgan and Milma had gradually been spending more and more time together.

I was not tactless enough to pry into the details of their relationship, so I could not say exactly where things stood between them now.

Bertia, however, had been quietly cheering Milma on in love. Or rather, she had probably intended to be subtle, but in practice, seemed to be tossing bluntly direct questions about romance at her instead. Thanks to that, a certain amount had made its way back to me.

Milma was shy by nature, but apparently, she had come to the conclusion that, with her presence being so faint, she had to make a stronger effort than most if she wanted to be noticed. Lately, she had been doing everything she could in her own way to draw Kulgan’s attention.

That effort, it seemed, had reached him, though in a rather unfortunate form. Kulgan appeared to have interpreted it as a hardworking junior doing her earnest best at her job. Even so, he seemed to be responding to her efforts in his own way by giving her more of his time and attention.

Just the other day, he had apparently said something to her about her greatest complex—her lack of presence—telling her, “That can be your strength.”

And since Milma had already been in love with him to begin with, those words only made her feelings grow stronger still.

From my perspective, Milma’s faint presence would make an excellent weapon in intelligence work. I certainly wouldn’t mind seeing her polish that talent further.

At present, theirs still felt like a one-sided romance. Even so, Kulgan had recently begun paying attention to Milma in ways that went beyond merely looking after a junior colleague.

To be specific, where he would once have seen particularly good sweets and muttered something about setting them aside for Bertia, he had now started making sure there was a portion for Milma as well. And when he found himself with free time, he had begun going out of his way to check on how her work was going.

Kulgan had always been the type to look after others more than his appearance suggested. He had a great many younger siblings, after all. Still, even compared with the many subordinates and junior staff under him, it was obvious he was treating Milma with exceptional care.

Though the man himself seems utterly unaware of it.

“Hm? So everyone’s getting off early today?” Bard said, having apparently only caught half the conversation. He broke into a broad grin. “Does that mean I get off early too? That means I can train!”

I had been inwardly smiling at Kulgan’s muttered comment when Bard chimed in, looking delighted.

Bard truly was as steady as ever.

“Unfortunately, you’re my guard. As long as I’m still here working, your duties continue as well.”

“I see.”

At my words, Bard’s shoulders visibly sank.

Still, Bard’s work at the moment was only his usual duty. It was not the result of any outrageous demands on my part, so this could hardly be helped.

Besides, he had started his shift at noon today. Unlike the others, he should have had the entire morning free.

“Ah, that reminds me,” I said. “If all of you are planning to ask your sweethearts out after this, you may as well stay here for a little while longer. I imagine before too long…”

“Huh?”

Charles, who had just started walking off to fetch the materials I’d requested, turned back around with a blank look on his face.

A beat later, Nert and Shaun both turned toward me, while Kulgan, apparently sensing what was coming, let out a weary sigh.

As for Bard, the moment he realized he alone would not be getting off early, he seemed to lose all interest in the matter.

Even so, perhaps because he was a guard through and through, he must have noticed some sign of approaching company. His attention shifted to the door, and a note of caution entered his stance.

As everyone but Bard looked to me, I answered them with a pleasant smile—and at that exact moment, a rapid volley of knocks rang through the room.

Knock, knock, knock!

Still faintly on guard, Bard cracked the door open just enough to check who was outside.

“Your Highness, the ladies are here.”

The instant he saw the people beyond the door were familiar faces, all the tension vanished, and he swung the door fully open.

Strange. In situations like this, one would normally announce the visitors properly and confirm whether I wished to receive them before opening the door.

Well, this was Bard.

It could hardly be helped.

Besides, not even Bard responded this way to absolutely everyone.

“Your Highness, please forgive the intrusion!” Joanna announced as she swept into the study.

“L-Lord C-Cecil…” Bertia whimpered.

The first to enter was Joanna.

Tucked firmly under her arm was my beloved wife, Bertia, making it painfully easy to imagine that she had been brought here by force.

As for Bertia’s other arm, the one Joanna was not occupying, Kuro clung to it with a puzzled look on her face.

That, most likely, meant nothing at all. She simply wanted to stay attached to Bertia, as usual.

It was an everyday sort of sight.

“Please excuse us,” came a chorus of voices as Anne, Silica, and Cynthia entered after them.

Bertia alone looked utterly flustered. The others all wore smiles that somehow carried an alarming amount of pressure behind them.

The moment Joanna entered, she swept her gaze across the study and confirmed that the only people present were my attendants and me. “Your Highness, I see no need to clear the room. We’ll simply shut the door,” she said. Then, still smiling pleasantly, she raised one hand in a smooth, elegant gesture.

At once, the other young ladies behind her moved as though they had been expecting the signal. They shut the door and locked it.

Outside, one of the guards assigned to this room remained standing there with a baffled look, clearly unable to make sense of what had just happened. Bertia’s maids were there as well, but not one of them objected to the ladies’ actions.

If anything, the maids looked relieved, with expressions that said, “We don’t entirely understand what’s happening, but we can safely leave everything to them now.” Just before the door closed, they even offered a beautifully synchronized bow.

“Huh? Miss Joanna, Lady Bertia, Miss Anne and even the others too?” Charles said blankly, finally returning to himself after staring in stunned confusion at the women who had stormed through the very door he’d been about to use. Then he muttered under his breath, “What is this? This is terrifying.”

The slight twitch in his cheek was almost certainly not my imagination.

“Miss Joanna, and Tia as well.” I received them with a smile, even as Joanna’s own smile twitched faintly at the edges. “What could this be about? Ah, Charles. There’s no need to worry. This has nothing to do with work. Not directly, at least.”

Apparently, my attempt to reassure him was not to Charles’s liking.

“What do you mean, ‘What could this be about?’” he demanded, snapping at me like an indignant little hound. “If you can already declare it’s unrelated to work, then that means you already know, doesn’t it? And from your words earlier, you knew the ladies were coming here too, didn’t you?!”

“I didn’t know,” I replied mildly. “I merely anticipated the possibility. And as for why they’ve come, that too is only a guess.”

Honestly, for a high noble, you really ought not bark quite so enthusiastically.

“Your Highness Cecil,” Joanna said, “if you had already predicted that we would come here, then surely you also know what it is we wish to say, do you not?”

Joanna’s smile sharpened, the pressure behind it mounting still further.

In response, I merely tilted my head and gave her an innocent, “Who can say?”

“How shameless!” Joanna snapped at last, abandoning any pretense of composure. “Prince Cecil, what exactly do you mean by taking Lady Bertia with you to the spirit realm next week?!”

The moment Joanna dropped the polite smile and fixed me with a glare, Bertia—still effectively in custody—gave a visible start, her whole body jolting.

At the same instant, all the men in the room turned to me in stunned alarm.

Really now. It was only a trip to the spirit realm. Why was everyone acting as though the sky were falling?

“Miss Joanna, this is unlike you,” I said mildly. “Why not calm down? You’re frightening Tia.”

“Oh, shut— please be quiet!” she corrected herself, though the force of it hardly changed. “Can Your Highness even begin to imagine how we felt? We’d finally managed to gather for tea as friends again, and when I casually asked Lady Bertia where she was going next week, she answered in the most carefree tone imaginable, ‘To the spirit realm, where Kuro and the others’ family home is!’ I nearly sprayed tea everywhere!”

Miss Joanna, I really do not think telling the crown prince to shut up is acceptable, even if you rephrase it halfway through. And if you only nearly spilled your tea, then surely no real harm was done.

“W-Wait just a second!” Charles burst out before I could answer. “Your Highness, what do you mean? A trip next week? The spirit realm?! We haven’t heard a word about any of this!”

As though taking a cue from Charles, my attendants all widened their eyes in shock, then looked from one to another and exchanged terse, confirming nods.

“Of course you haven’t,” I replied. “I hadn’t told you.”

I had informed Joanna and the others some time ago that Bertia would be away for a while, since her schedule would need adjusting.

Officially, it had been arranged that Bertia and I would be visiting the house of her family, the Marquis Noches estate. But when I told her friends that we would be slipping away together on private business, they had apparently assumed it was meant to be a romantic trip for husband and wife alone.

I had warned them quite firmly to keep our quiet departure absolutely secret, so they could hardly ask her about it in a place where others might overhear. Most likely, they had been forced to sit on their curiosity until today’s private tea gathering among friends.

And then, once they had cleared the room at that tea party so they could speak freely at last, they had finally asked Bertia directly, only to learn that our destination was the spirit realm.

As for Charles and the others, I had simply assumed they would learn of it sooner or later, so I hadn’t bothered to tell them myself.

After all, I was the one who mainly handled scheduling and work assignments on my side, so as long as I adjusted matters personally, there would be no real problem.

That said, ever since Bertia and I got married, we had been away from the castle rather often—first for our honeymoon, then for Princess Lysonna’s wedding, and so on. I was well aware that the burden had been falling on them because of it. So once our trip to the spirit realm was decided, I had reduced their workload while I was here, thinking that much, at least, I ought to do for them.

“What was all that about wanting us to rest while you were still h— Ah!” Charles cried, his face contorting as realization struck. “So that’s why you kept saying ‘while I’m here,’ wasn’t it?! It really was a trap!”

Charles dropped into a crouch, clutching his head in despair.

I placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“Charles, a trap is something one may or may not fall into. This, however, is a future that remains unchanged no matter what any of you do. In other words, it has already been decided. So no, this does not qualify as a trap.”

I delivered that explanation with a radiant smile.

Charles stared at me in stunned disbelief for a moment, then raked both hands through his hair.

“That is such sophistry! Then why didn’t you tell us sooner?!” he demanded. “If you had, we could’ve at least prepared ourselves mentally!”

At Charles’s protest, every eye in the room turned toward me.

Every last one of them looked accusing, except Bertia.

Only Bertia stood there flustered and uncertain, as though she had no idea what she was supposed to do.

It was entirely possible she still had not fully grasped what exactly everyone was so upset about.

“That would be because,” I said lightly, “a little while ago, Tia told me that when she surprised her friends, they were delighted. I thought perhaps I might try it myself for once. A bit of playful spirit, that’s all.”

“Please do not compare Lady Bertia’s sweet, heartfelt, adorable surprises to this,” Joanna shot back at once.

“Your Highness, that’s not playfulness. You just wanted to toy with us, didn’t you?!” Charles cried at the same time.

Charles was entirely correct.

I had kept quiet on purpose to see how they would react once everything came to light. And as reactions went… Well, they were more or less what I had expected.

Charles yapped his complaints at full volume. Kulgan accepted it with stoic resignation. Shaun was startled, but more than anything, seemed worried whether he would manage without me while I was gone. Nert wore the eyes of a man who had, in some quiet corner of himself, already given up.

Bard, meanwhile, remained unchanged.

He still looked as though he had not fully grasped the situation and simply tilted his head in confusion.

If possible, I would have liked them to react a little more like Bertia—well, perhaps not quite that far, but at least with a bit more variety.

“Even if you had known sooner, it would not have changed what needed doing nor the schedule itself,” I told them. “The work assignments for while I’m away have already been decided, and until the day we leave, I’ve adjusted things so your workload remains light enough for you to take it easy. Even I feel a certain amount of guilt over leaving the castle so often.”

“That’s completely beside the point!” Charles protested. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have spent all this time living in fear, wondering what the catch was behind getting off early. I would’ve thrown myself into enjoying my free time without a second thought. Ah, why didn’t I just decide to stop overthinking it and enjoy it while it lasts and spend every possible moment out on dates with Miss Anne?”

Charles drooped again, shoulders sinking as despair reclaimed him.

Anne stepped up beside him and spoke in a soothing voice, as though comforting a wounded soul.

“Let’s enjoy the time that remains.”

Anne truly was far too good for Charles.

Of course, she still could not compare to my Bertia.

“This is what happens when you fail to place proper trust in me.”

“That would be because of Your Highness’s usual conduct, wouldn’t it?” Charles shot back.

“Hm? Whatever do you mean?”

Even in the midst of his despair, Charles still dutifully answered me, only to sag all over again the moment I smiled at him. The others watched him with something close to pity.

The men looked a little deflated themselves, too, though perhaps not quite to Charles’s extent.

“Now then,” I said, clapping my hands once as the room finally settled, “since everyone is here, let’s discuss what comes next.”

At that, everyone began taking their seats while sending me looks tinged with lingering resentment.

My study tended to attract people for one reason or another, so it had long since been furnished with enough seating to accommodate all of my attendants and all of Bertia’s friends at once.

I beckoned over the hopelessly flustered Bertia after having Zeno place a chair beside me.

I took my place at the desk with Bertia at my side. The women, along with Shaun, Charles, and Nert, settled onto the sofas in the sitting area used for visitors. Bard remained standing by the door, since he was still on guard duty. Kulgan, meanwhile, stayed where he was at the personal worktable he used whenever he assisted with my official duties.

As for Zeno and Kuro, the ones at the center of all this, they stood diagonally behind Bertia, both seeming just a touch awkward about the situation.

Ah, no. That was wrong.

The only one looking awkward was Zeno. Kuro, on the other hand, was gently swishing her tail, looking rather pleased with herself.

“Charles, as I said earlier, your work is settled, so you’re free to take those materials and head ho—”

“In this situation, do you honestly think I can just say ‘I see’ and leave?!” Charles cut in.

“No, I suppose not.”

I had only meant it as a small joke, but he shot me a flat, damp glare in return.

Not exactly the sort of look one ought to direct at the crown prince, but then, it was precisely the reaction I had expected, so I saw no reason to comment. Besides, teasing him too much would be in poor taste.

“Jokes aside,” I continued, “the ladies seem to have already heard the story from Tia, but starting next week, Bertia and I will be accompanying Kuro and Zeno on a trip home. Kuro and Zeno’s purpose is to visit each other’s parents and offer their marriage greetings. As for us, we’ll be going along as their contractors and offering our own greetings while we’re there.”

When I laid out the plan, the attendants and friends serving Bertia and me all wore expressions that were difficult to define.

There was, of course, more to it than the reasons I had just given. Since we were making the effort to visit a place we had never been before, I was hoping we might have the chance to look around a bit while we were there, but there was no real need to say that aloud.

“Your Highness,” Joanna said carefully into the awkward pause, “you’re speaking as though this is nothing more than accompanying friends on a visit home, but Kuro and Zeno are, well, spirits, are they not? And if we are speaking of their family homes, then that means you’ll be going to the spirit realm, correct?”

Even as that peculiar silence lingered in the room, Joanna asked the question as though she merely wanted to confirm the facts.

For the record, everyone present knew that Zeno and Kuro were spirits.

We had kept it from them while we were students, but once that period ended, it seemed far more convenient for the people who would be supporting Bertia and me going forward to know that we each had a contracted spirit at our side. So, taking my graduation ceremony as the appropriate turning point, I had told them.

They had certainly been surprised at first, but having seen with their own eyes the scene at graduation, when Pi-chan, the spirit of light, ran wild, they’d accepted the truth with surprising ease. My attendants and Bertia’s friends were all people destined one day to stand near the center of the kingdom, so they had already been educated in advance—at least in broad terms—about spirits, the sort of knowledge entrusted only to a select few within the realm.

Though when I told them, they gave me looks of resignation, as if they were used to Bertia and me doing the impossible.

Now, they supported the two of us without being overly bound by categories like spirit and human, all of them working together in their own way.

I suspected that part of the reason was simply that neither Kuro nor Zeno felt all that spirit-like in daily life.

They normally spent their days disguised as a maid and a valet, and neither of them ever made any show of flaunting spirit powers in obvious ways.

In other words, they had spent so long living without relying much on their powers at all that it had become second nature. In everyday life, there was almost nothing in the way they spoke or behaved that would make one think they were spirits.

Living as they did, in a way that hardly felt spirit-like at all, it was difficult to keep consciously treating them as spirits forever. More importantly, dwelling too much on the fact that they were spirits only made it easier for others to notice, which was hardly desirable.

Therefore, my attendants and Bertia’s friends had all come to accept Zeno and Kuro without constantly thinking of their supernatural identities.

“Yes, of course,” I said. “The two of them are spirits, and the place we’re going is the spirit realm.”

“Will Lady Bertia be in any danger there?” Joanna asked gravely, glancing toward Kuro and Zeno.

She was no doubt worried about Bertia entering an unfamiliar world.

That much I could understand, but why exactly was she asking only about Bertia? She had to realize I was going too, didn’t she?

“The power of spirits is not something humans could oppose,” I replied. “So yes, if one were to anger them, there could be danger. But so long as nothing of that sort happens, it should be fine. Isn’t that right, Zeno?”

When I turned the matter over to him, Zeno nodded.

“We plan to first make a stop and obtain permission from my uncle, the Spirit King, when we enter the realm,” he explained. “So it should be all right. Once that permission is granted, other spirits generally can’t interfere with us. Besides, I’m a high-ranking spirit of the Spirit King’s bloodline, and Kuro is a high-ranking dark spirit… and apparently, the daughter of the King of Darkness.”

“What?!” Bertia cried. “Kuro is the daughter of the King of Darkness? So she’s a princess?!”

Bertia, who had been listening unusually quietly to our exchange, finally burst out in astonishment.

The others, too, all turned toward Kuro with varying degrees of surprise.

As for me, I had rather suspected as much already, so it did not shock me terribly.

Feeling everyone’s eyes on her, Kuro put her hands on her hips and gave her tail one proud little swish.

If I had to put it into words, it was probably something like, “Well? Impressive, isn’t it?”

It did not feel like she wanted to act lofty, as she was simply going along with the moment.

“Come to think of it, we’ve never really heard much in detail about the spirit realm, have we?” I said. “Since we’re on the subject, would you explain the positions and relationships involved between the Spirit King, the King of Darkness, and the others?”

To be honest, from the moment Kuro said she wanted to take Bertia with her on this homecoming visit, I had not been all that worried about this trip to the spirit realm.

There was simply no way Kuro, who adored Bertia, would ever try to take her somewhere truly dangerous.

I worry from time to time that Bertia, who has a gift for the unexpected, might go charging off in some unforeseen direction.

But that particular concern was hardly unique to the spirit realm. It was the sort of thing that could happen anywhere.

Besides, as long as I was going with her, I could handle whatever needed handling.

The moment I asked for an explanation, Kuro puffed herself up confidently and launched into an eager performance of gestures and dramatic motions. Zeno watched for a moment, then finally stepped in to stop her.

“Kuro,” Zeno said, “would you mind letting me explain this? Even for you, getting all the fine details across with gestures alone would be difficult, wouldn’t it?”

Kuro made a displeased little face, but even she seemed to have realized, once she actually started, that explaining the finer points that way would be no easy task. So, she quite readily yielded the role of lecturer to Zeno, trotted over to Bertia, climbed into her lap, and settled in to listen.

Bertia, long accustomed to this sort of thing, welcomed her with a smile.

“I had no idea you were a princess! That’s amazing, Kuro.”

“Well then,” Zeno said, straightening slightly, “allow me to explain. Ah, but before I do, please don’t spread information about spirits around in the human world. Every so often, troublesome humans show up, and spirits who are vulnerable to that sort of thing can end up being exploited.”

Everyone present already knew that perfectly well, but Zeno gave the warning anyway, as if merely for form’s sake, before beginning his explanation.

According to him, the spirit realm was ruled not only by the Spirit King, who was sovereign over all spirits, but also by six elemental kings—those of fire, water, wind, earth, light, and darkness—each of whom governed their own domain.

In terms familiar to our kingdom, the Spirit King would be something like the king of an entire nation, while the kings of the individual attributes would be akin to territorial lords.

“Incidentally,” Zeno continued, “the Spirit King governs harmony and is the only spirit who possesses the power of every attribute. Members of the Spirit King’s bloodline also inherit that power of harmony to varying degrees, which means that while they do not necessarily wield all attributes, they possess more than one. All other spirits, however, belong to a single attribute only.”

“Oh?” Bertia tilted her head. “If a spirit outside the Spirit King’s family marries someone of a different attribute, what happens to their child?”

While the others struggled to wrap their minds around Zeno’s explanation, trying desperately to grasp the nature of a race so far removed from themselves, Bertia asked the question with her usual directness.

No doubt, the reason she can so readily understand spirits and the spirit realm is that the knowledge from her past life helps her make sense of it all.

“In that case,” Zeno replied, “the child will lean toward one attribute or the other. They may inherit certain traits in temperament or nature from both sides, but their attribute itself will always be singular.”

Spirits were, after all, something like living embodiments of natural power.

It was not quite like humans, where a child inherited the blood of both father and mother. Rather, it seemed closer to saying that the parents’ power combined, and within that union, a new self, a new personality, was born.

And then, depending on the aptitude of the child so formed, that inherited power would settle into one or the other parent’s attribute.

At least, that was how I pictured it.

Zeno went on to explain that because spirits were power made manifest, low-ranking spirits could sometimes be born even without parents if enough power gathered naturally in one place. On the other hand, weak, low-ranking spirits apparently found it difficult to produce children together.

Which likely meant that Pi-chan, the spirit of light who had once accompanied Heronia, the former baron’s daughter and heroine of the so-called “otome game”, had been the type of spirit born directly from nature.

Because he had no parents and had grown by drawing power from the natural world alone, Pi-chan had always seemed, compared to Zeno and Kuro, more ignorant, or perhaps more fragile.

Ah. I see.

Weak, low-ranking spirits were probably often born from nature in that way.

Which was why, like Pi-chan, many of them were innocent in the best sense of the word and ignorant in the worst. Which, no doubt, was exactly what made them so easy for wicked humans to exploit.

No. Pi-chan was a spirit who, despite being born from nature, had managed to grow into a high-ranking one.

If that was true of him, then for young spirits newly born into the world, the risk of being deceived and exploited must be far greater still.

When one thought of it that way, it became very clear just how important secrecy was when it came to protecting beings like them.

“In that case,” Bertia said, looking just a little disappointed, “does that mean only members of the Spirit King’s family live in Zeno’s homeland and only dark spirits live in the domain where Kuro’s family is?”

She must have wanted to meet spirits of many different attributes.

“No, it isn’t like that,” Zeno replied with a smile.

“The Spirit King’s domain, where my family lives, is a place filled with the power of harmony, so spirits of any attribute can live there in relative comfort. The Spirit King’s castle is there as well, which means there are many spirits serving and working there besides the royal line itself. It’s simply that the domain is governed by the Spirit King’s family. That doesn’t mean only spirits of that bloodline gather there.”

Perhaps because Bertia showed goodwill toward spirits of every attribute, Zeno’s expression softened noticeably as he spoke.

“As for the domains ruled by the kings of each attribute, those places are naturally more saturated with the corresponding elemental power, so spirits of the same attribute tend to favor living there. But that doesn’t mean only those spirits are present. Some move from another domain in order to live with their mate, and others settle somewhere simply because they like the atmosphere of that land, even if the attribute doesn’t match their own.”

So even if the domain ruled by the King of Darkness was thick with dark power, that did not mean spirits of other attributes—for example, water spirits or earth spirits—could not live there as well.

The more I thought about it, the more obvious that seemed.

Going by what we had just heard, even if a child took after only one parent’s attribute, that would not mean they would feel any rejection toward the other parent’s nature.

More fundamentally, if spirits could live only in the domain matching their own attribute, then even after finding one’s mate, a couple of differing attributes would only be able to remain together in the Spirit King’s domain—the one place shaped by harmony.

While spirits could be broadly divided by attribute, their actual traits seemed to branch outward far beyond that simple classification.

Even among spirits of light, a sun spirit and a moon spirit would naturally have entirely different dispositions.

A moon spirit, for instance, would likely feel at home not only with the attribute of light, but with darkness as well.

The same held true for earth spirits. A spirit of rock or mineral would be utterly unlike a plant spirit born from the earth.

In other words, even if attributes themselves were clearly divided, each spirit’s likes, disposition, and nature would still differ from the next, and those differences would shape both their individuality and the things they governed.

As I listened to Zeno’s explanation with those thoughts in mind, Kuro, still seated in Bertia’s lap, reached out and gave his sleeve a few insistent little tugs.

“Hm? What is it, Kuro? Ah, that’s…”

Just as Zeno followed her gesture, Kuro shook her head firmly.

Seeing that, he let out a small, helpless laugh.

“What is it?” Bertia asked, tilting her head at the exchange that only the two of them seemed to understand.

“It’s just…” Zeno began, glancing toward Kuro before turning back to explain. “Dark spirits tend to keep to their own domain more than most. Compared to the lands of other attributes, the proportion of same-attribute spirits is much higher there. So Kuro is worried that, in the domain of darkness, you may not meet quite as many other kinds of spirits as you’re hoping to.”

“My!” Bertia’s expression softened at once. “Kuro, you were worrying about even that for my sake? I’ll be perfectly happy just greeting your families. You guys always take such good care of me.”

She smiled reassuringly and gently stroked Kuro’s head.

Kuro relaxed into her touch at once, eyes narrowing in visible contentment.

Watching the two of them, the atmosphere in the room softened.

“Well then,” I said, deciding it was time to move things along, “have you all grasped the general picture of spirits and the spirit realm? For the moment, at least, relations between the spirit realm and the human world are not bad, and this time, we’ve already arranged for the Spirit King’s cooperation in advance. More importantly, with Kuro and Zeno accompanying us, it’s unlikely anything serious will happen. So there’s no need to worry.”

Since we were indeed heading into an unknown world, their concern would probably never vanish completely. Even so, after hearing Zeno’s explanation, they seemed willing—at least for now—to accept the matter.

From there, the conversation shifted to what needed to be done while Bertia and I were away.

I had already made preparations on my end, so that discussion seemed unlikely to require more than a bit of refinement around the edges.

I was truly grateful for the quality of the people around us.

Even though one of them was looking at me with the dead eyes of a man who had given up, another was clawing at his own hair, and Miss Joanna was rhythmically whacking the desk with her fan while looking—no, glaring—at me.
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Part One

“It seems they got off safely.”

Standing by the window of my study, I gazed out at the distant line of carriages and escorting knights and murmured the words to myself.

Inside that carriage were Kulgan and Milma, disguised as Bertia and me.

“Ahh, poor things. Both Kulgan and Milma looked nervous.”

Charles, who was in the study with me, answered my remark in a tone tinged with something very much like accusation.

Today was the day Bertia and I were leaving for the spirit realm.

Since the existence of spirits was to be kept secret from all but a select few, it naturally followed that we could not make our journey to the spirit realm public knowledge.

And yet, if the crown prince and his wife were to vanish without explanation, that would be indistinguishable from a full-blown incident. Therefore, during our absence, it had been arranged that we were supposedly staying at the townhouse of Bertia’s family, Marquis Noches.

Though Marquis Noches, who doted shamelessly on his daughter, did complain that if this visit counted as Bertia coming home, that would mean one fewer occasion on which she might actually return to visit. In the end, however, we managed to win him over by having Bertia plead with him herself.

The marquis was not the sort to let an opportunity pass him by, even when cornered. Though he had reluctantly yielded to Bertia’s upturned, imploring gaze, he had also murmured that her beloved younger brother, Ansel, would surely be terribly lonely. In doing so, he’d secured a promise that the Noches family would instead come stay at the royal castle.

That arrangement posed no problem for me. So long as we framed it as an invitation extended in thanks for allowing us the use of their estate, everything was perfectly reasonable. And time spent together with her family would only add to my adorable wife’s happiness, so I had no objection whatsoever.

Thanks to the cooperation of Marquis Noches, we had managed to establish a suitable alibi for our absence.

The real problem lay in the movements to and from that alibi.

If we were to avoid anyone realizing we were not truly at the Noches estate, the number of people around us had to be reduced to the barest minimum, leaving only those who could be trusted.

On that front, the interior of the Noches residence was secure. The marquis and marchioness kept a close watch over everything there.

To say the Noches household was thorough would be an understatement.

How thorough, exactly?

Thorough enough that none of Bertia’s various domestic disasters over the years had ever leaked to the outside world in the slightest.

Hm? They still reached my ears, you say?

Of course. She was my fiancée at the time, so I considered it only proper that I remained well-informed. Besides, I had my little errand runner working very hard for me.

I did suffer for these things, you know.

Well, not me. The errand runner.

In any case, there was no problem with the period we were supposedly staying at the Noches estate.

When their household staff was told that Bertia and I would be slipping away on a private little trip, they had readily agreed to cooperate.

The real issue was the journey to and from the estate.

The royal family could hardly send no escort at all, and attendants would also have to be assigned to see to our needs during transit. That meant involving too many people, and once the number of eyes increased, controlling the flow of information became impossible.

No one was likely to peer into our carriage without permission, of course. But at the moment of departure and arrival, a great many people would certainly witness us getting in and out.

What mattered, then, was how convincingly we could deceive them, how well we could make it appear that we had boarded the carriage at the palace and disembarked from it at the Noches estate.

“There wasn’t anyone better suited to it, so it couldn’t be helped,” I said. “They’re the two most accustomed to disguises, and Milma’s lack of presence, in particular, works to our advantage. Since she doesn’t leave a strong impression, people are less likely to notice she’s a fake.”

“A Lady Bertia with no presence at all is honestly more unsettling than anything else,” Charles said flatly.

“Well, yes. That part is true.”

I could only give a wry smile at how accurately he had put it.

From the perspective of those who knew her well, the idea of Bertia, who constantly drew people in—or perhaps swept them up with her—having a faint presence indeed felt deeply unnatural.

Still, she would only be exposed to public view for the briefest span of time, just during the carriage transfer. On top of that, we had arranged for her friends and my attendants to surround “us” while chatting cheerfully as they moved, which should help distract the eye.

So it would likely be fine.

As for what happened once they reached the Noches estate, the plan was for Bertia’s family and the servants devoted to her to swarm the carriage in delighted welcome and usher her straight inside.

The guards assigned to remain closest to the carriage had been carefully selected from among those known to be discreet, and they had already been told the official explanation—that we were taking a private trip—and asked for their cooperation.

So that aspect, too, should pose no problem.

“Couldn’t the two of you have simply gone to the Noches estate first, and then traveled to the spirit realm from there?” Charles asked.

“It seems we could have,” I replied, “but there is, in fact, a door within the palace that connects to the spirit realm. Using that is apparently safer and places less strain on Zeno and the others.”

Long ago, when the human king and the Spirit King entered into a formal pact, the royal house took responsibility for protecting spirits and restricting knowledge about them. At the same time, the Spirit King apparently created a door within this royal palace that connected directly to his own domain.

Though saying it was a door to the Spirit King’s domain perhaps made it sound more useful than it was. Humans could not open it by their own power. In practice, it could only be used when high-ranking spirits traveled back and forth, or when someone needed an audience with the Spirit King and knocked to summon him.

“There’s really something like that?” Charles said. “Then yes, I suppose leaving from the palace makes more sense.”

“Apparently, spirits can travel freely enough to the domain of their own attribute,” I said. “But this time, they’ll be taking us along as well, and that puts more of a burden on them. From what I hear, departing from some other location leaves them feeling as tired as if they’d just sprinted a hundred meters at full speed. And those of us being taken along are apparently more prone to feeling motion-sick during the transition.”

“Your Highness, I’m fairly certain Kulgan and Milma and everyone helping cover for you are feeling far more exhausted than that right now. Also, you’ve never once gotten sick in a carriage, have you?”

“That’s true. But they’re all diligent people, so they’ll be fine. And even if I don’t get carriage-sick, there’s no telling whether I might become unwell if I’m transported to another world by spirit power, is there? That part is unknown, so I thought it best to take the safe approach. Besides, making a trip to the Noches estate first and then secretly coming back here would only increase the risk of being discovered.”

I delivered that with a bright smile.

Charles looked as though he had several things he wanted to say in response, but in the end, he merely gave a resigned shrug.

“Ah, yes. One more thing,” I added. “The existence of that door connecting to the Spirit King’s domain is a state secret passed down only to the direct royal line, so please keep it to yourself.”

“Wha— Why are you casually telling me something like that?!”

“Charles, your language is slipping.”

“This is not the time for that! Ugh, fine! At this point, now that I’ve heard it, there’s no choice but to take it to the grave, correct? Understood.”

I patted Charles on the shoulder a few times as he slumped there, and he shot me a look full of grievance.

Fair enough, really. Merely knowing a state secret that could cause a catastrophe if it slipped out was exhausting in itself.

Still, both Bertia and I were bound to high-ranking spirits.

That meant there was always a chance that some spirit-related trouble might arise in the future.

Ordinarily, I intended to handle such matters myself. But if, by some chance, I were ever unable to move, it would be better if there were someone else capable of dealing with it.

Father would no doubt manage perfectly well, but if possible, I would prefer someone closer at hand than the already overburdened king.

And when I considered who might fill that role, the candidates were my younger brother Shaun, who was of the royal line as well… or Charles.

Shaun had certainly improved compared to before, but he still had too many unreliable moments. Joanna covered for those weaknesses often enough that, if it ever came to actually relying on him in a crisis, we would likely have to inform her as well.

In that case, it would be simpler to entrust the matter to Charles, who could think, judge, and act on his own.

What I had just told him was the sort of information that, so long as nothing happened, would likely never be of use for the rest of his life.

The sort of thing he really might take with him to the grave.

“You may use it only if it becomes absolutely necessary,” I said, “because I trust you, Charles.”

“Why does the word trust somehow sound like a threat when you say it?”

“That’s your imagination.”

I let out a light laugh, and Charles made a face.

In truth, when I said I trusted him, I meant it.

This was my trust—I, Cecil Glo Alphasta, who in the past had been so indifferent to others that I had not merely failed to trust people, I had scarcely even tried to see who they really were. I would have thought that gave the word rather more weight than he seemed to realize.

Of course, I had no intention of saying any of that aloud.

“Well then,” I said, “it’s about time we got moving too.”

Zeno and Kuro had already gone ahead of us to the place where the door to the Spirit King’s domain was hidden.

Since it had not been used in some time, they had offered to check first and make sure it still worked properly.

“I’m counting on you to look after things while we’re gone.”

“Heh… Well, it’s work, so I have no choice. No choice at all. I’ll do it.”

Charles gave an exaggerated sigh, but he nodded all the same.

In response, I turned an equally deliberate smile on him.

“Tell me, Charles. Your older brother seems to have made rather a spectacular mess of things lately, hasn’t he?”

A crease formed between Charles’s brows.

He looked at me as if trying to gauge exactly what I meant.

I answered that naked wariness with a radiant smile.

“It may be that, before long, you’ll find yourself in need of my assistance. Wouldn’t it be wise to earn a few points with me while you still can?”

Charles’s eyes flew wide. He pointed at me, as if he wanted to say something, his mouth opening and closing several times without a word emerging.

Then his shoulders drooped.

“So it’s the usual, then,” he muttered. “You’ve already seen through everything.”

“Whether it’s everything or not, I couldn’t say. What I do is keep an eye on what’s happening around the people close to me,” I answered as though it were obvious.

In response, one corner of Charles’s cheek twitched.

“That’s a little terrifying.”

“In the world of royalty and nobility, it’s simply necessary. You do your share of it yourself, don’t you?”

If one meant to survive among kings and nobles, gathering information was essential.

Especially when it came to the people closest to you—your attendants, your confidants. One had to know the details of their circumstances. Otherwise, the moment something happened, the ground could vanish beneath one’s feet.

Even if Charles and the others, or Joanna and her circle, had no such intentions themselves, it was hardly uncommon in this world for someone dear to them to be taken hostage, or for them to be forced into action because a weakness had been discovered and exploited.

Of course, those around me and Bertia were exceptional people, so such things were unlikely.

But to become complacent because of their competence—to lean back and neglect gathering information—would be the height of foolishness.

Even setting all that aside, they were talented, precious companions. It was not enough to say, “I trust you.” Gathering the kind of information that would let me extend a hand the instant something went wrong was, in itself, another way of protecting them.

“I know. I know, all right?” Charles shot back, half in exasperation, his lips twisting into a sulk.

For all his words, he did not seem especially frightened or offended.

Most likely, he was simply startled that I knew something he had told no one.

Among nobles, that sort of thing was hardly unusual.

“You’re planning to make a move soon, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I haven’t decided for certain yet. It depends on what Father thinks as well,” Charles replied, though his tone carried the sound of a man who had made up his mind. “Still…”

“Still?”

“The way Your Highness feels about Lady Bertia… I feel the same about Lady Anne. Wanting to make the woman you love even happier than she is now is only human, isn’t it?”

Charles flashed me a crooked grin as he said it, and I gave him a small nod in return.

At first glance, there was something light and careless about the way he spoke and carried himself. But once Charles truly made up his mind, he had the strength to see anything through.

Otherwise, he could never have done something like taking the woman once considered his brother’s fiancée.

Yes, Bertia had given him a push, and yes, I had lent him my help, but even so, that was not something a weak-willed man could accomplish.

Unexpectedly enough, that was one of the things I liked about him.

“That is… certainly true,” I said.

I, too, put the happiness of my wife, Bertia, above all else.

Which was why I understood Charles’s feelings very well.

I had already intended to help if he needed it, of course, but once he put it that way, it only made me want to back him even more. And perhaps that was fine.

Charles was not the sort of man who thought only of his own happiness and cared nothing for anyone else.

If anything, he was the type who valued harmony, and when restraint was necessary, he could exercise it properly.

I was certain Charles would not do anything reckless.

Of course, if something precious to him were about to be taken away or harmed, he would resist with everything he had. But he was not the kind of man who would hurt others or steal what was theirs merely to satisfy his own desires.

He was the sort who lay in wait with patient, predatory focus, watching for the perfect chance to secure the greatest possible gain with the least possible effort and damage.

And if he was the one choosing to move, then I doubted it would lead anywhere truly bad.

“Well then,” I said, rising, “I’m going to fetch Tia.”

At present, both Bertia and I were officially supposed to be absent from the palace.

To keep unnecessary eyes from spotting us on the way to the door that led to the Spirit King’s domain, we had stationed only trusted collaborators along the route and cleared everyone else under one pretext or another.

Even so, the longer we lingered, the greater the chance that someone outside our circle would notice that we were still in the palace. If someone happened to see us after the disguised Kulgan and the others had departed, we could still muddle their memory into believing they’d seen us before they left. But once enough time had passed, it would become much harder to explain away.

If we wanted to minimize the risk of discovery, then the best thing to do was to leave the palace as quickly as possible.

“I’ll leave the lead to you.”

“Understood,” Charles replied.

With that, he gave an exaggerated bow, flashed a grin, and headed for the door.

The reason Charles had remained behind alone was so that, while I made my way to the hidden door leading to the Spirit King’s domain, he could go ahead of me and smoothly remove anyone inconvenient who might happen to be in the way under some plausible excuse.

Charles stepped out of the study first and, with practiced ease, checked the corridor around him. Then he looked back at me and gave a small nod.

Once I saw it, I left the study as well.

Now then, has Bertia managed to wait quietly?

Part Two

Knock, knock.

“Tia, are you ready?”

I gave a light knock and called through the door. A moment later, Bertia’s door creaked open with all the caution of someone peering out into enemy territory. However, from the inside appeared not the beloved face of my crimson-haired wife… but a mask.

This is the sort of thing certain nobles secretly use at masquerade balls, isn’t it? Why exactly is she wearing something like that?

“Tia, what is that mask supposed to be?”

“L-Lord C-Cecil! Why are you showing your face out in the open?!” Bertia cried, still wearing the mask as she darted nervous glances all around the corridor. “Officially, we aren’t even in the castle right now! We have to hide our faces!”

There was no question about it.

She looked deeply suspicious.

No, more than suspicious. You stand out far more like this, Bertia.

“Lady Bertia, speaking in the hallway like this is rather conspicuous. Perhaps we ought to invite him inside first?”

I had just begun wondering where, exactly, to start untangling this situation when Cynthia appeared behind Bertia with a wry smile.

Behind her stood Silica as well, one hand pressed to her forehead as though holding back a headache.

Apparently, after seeing off the disguised Kulgan and the others, the two of them had hurried straight back here.

After seeing Bertia in this state, I can hardly blame them for deciding it was unsafe to leave her alone for long. A sound decision, really.

“Y-Yes, of course! Please, quickly, come inside!” Bertia urged.

Including Charles, who had guided me here, we all slipped swiftly into Bertia’s room.

The moment the door shut behind us with a soft click, Bertia let out a long breath of relief.

“Honestly, Lord Cecil, that was terribly careless of you!” she scolded, planting her hands on her hips. “Milma and the others went to all that trouble to help create an alibi for while we’re gone. If we get spotted, it will all have been for nothing! I couldn’t find any sunglasses, which are an essential item for disguises, but we absolutely need something that hides our faces to a certain extent!”

But Bertia, even if these “sunglasses” of yours did exist, they’re clearly common items in your past life. In this one, they’d probably be so unusual they’d draw even more attention.

Not to mention wearing a mask when there was no masquerade to attend only made matters worse.

If she truly wanted a disguise, dyeing her hair, wearing a hat that shadowed her face, or even dressing as a maid would all have been better options.

Though, really, that was beside the point. In the royal palace, especially in the private wing reserved for the royal family, the presence of any unfamiliar person would immediately be suspicious.

“It’s all right, Tia,” I assured her. “At this hour, while we’re making our way to the Spirit King’s domain, the surrounding area has been secured with nothing but our collaborators. No one else will be coming through.”

“What?! Really?” Bertia’s eyes flew wide. “I thought I absolutely mustn’t be discovered, so until just now, I’d been hiding under the desk!”

Cynthia murmured under her breath, “It was the table in the sitting area, so when we returned after seeing off the disguised Lord Kulgan and the others, we found her immediately.”

Cynthia, you’re absolutely trying to make me laugh, aren’t you? Still, the table in the sitting area, was it?

The table was the first thing one saw upon entering the room set for receiving visitors. Beneath it was nothing but four legs, nothing at all that could actually conceal a person.

She had been in plain view.

Now, had it been the writing desk, the front panel might at least have offered some cover…

Really, Bertia never failed to do something entertaining.

“Let’s simply agree that, in the end, neither of us was discovered by anyone inconvenient. We can call this a success.”

Even though Bertia had done something a little odd, the situation was still manageable. Everyone around us at the moment was someone we could trust.

“So then,” I asked, “is everything ready?”

“Certainly!” Bertia replied brightly. “I’ve prepared the gifts as well. I had Kuro carry the luggage ahead for me!”

“Ah, yes. Given where we’re going, it wouldn’t do to ask the maids or Miss Silica and the others to handle the baggage.”

The existence of the door leading to the Spirit King’s domain was a secret.

Bertia had also been told again and again that she was never to tell anyone how we would be entering the spirit realm. In fact, just to be safe, I had not explained the exact method to her even now.

Therefore, there had been no choice but to entrust the luggage to Kuro or Zeno, the only two who knew everything.

As for my own things, Charles was carrying them at present.

I had gathered them by the door beforehand and, when I left my room, simply asked him to bring them along for me.

Charles, meanwhile, seemed to have developed a fresh sense of danger the moment he heard me say that. His gaze flicked back and forth between me and the luggage in his hands.

You know what they say. In for a penny, in for a pound.

At this point, I had already “accidentally” told him about the door. Surely, letting him know where it was could not make much difference now.

“U-Um, Prince Cecil, are you planning to tell Lady Silica and the others about that as well…?”

“Ah, about that—”

“We do not wish to hear anything.”

Charles, perhaps hoping to lighten his own burden of responsibility even a little, tried to drag Silica and the others into it.

I had no intention of revealing to all of them a secret passed down only within the direct royal line, no matter how trusted they were, and I had been about to say as much.

But Silica and Cynthia moved faster.

“As far as matters concerning the spirits are involved, we will hear only what is necessary,” Silica declared.

“Lady Joanna also warned us that if we hear too much, we’ll only end up with even more secrets we have to keep,” Cynthia added, smiling sweetly all the while.

Silica stood there with her hands on her hips, making her refusal plain as day, while Cynthia wore a pleasant smile that nevertheless communicated her stance.

I see.

Joanna understood my nature all too well.

It seemed she had moved in advance to ensure my little habit of “accidentally” letting things slip would never get the chance to activate here.

Although I had eventually decided to tell only Charles, I had hesitated for a moment over whether I ought to tell the others a little as well. Joanna must have sensed that and moved to block it in advance.

Joanna really was as sharp as ever.

“T-That’s not fair! Why didn’t Lady Joanna warn me?” Charles lamented, trapped beyond escape now that he had already been entrusted with classified information.

Still, even if he had been warned beforehand, I had always intended to tell Charles in the end. I doubted he could have avoided it regardless.

“Ah, I see! So that’s why you told me even the method of getting to the spirit realm would remain secret until the very day, Lord Cecil!” Bertia exclaimed, looking utterly satisfied with her conclusion.

“Y-Yes, that’s probably more or less it,” I replied.

Bertia turned those sparkling eyes on me, and though I smiled back, I found myself shifting my gaze ever so slightly.

In Bertia’s case, the real issue was simply that she did not seem especially well suited to keeping secrets—but there was hardly any need to say that out loud here.

Everyone present, aside from Bertia herself, seemed to understand my meaning perfectly. Like me, they all quietly looked away from her in silence.

Only Bertia remained blissfully unaware.

“We can’t keep the corridors cleared for too long,” I said, “and I imagine Kuro and the others are waiting rather impatiently by now. Shall we go?”

“Yes!”

“Ah, right, Tia,” I added. “Judging by what you’re wearing now, I assume there’s no problem, but the clothes you packed are all easy to move in as well, aren’t they?”

Spirits, by nature, were beings who favored the wilds.

From what Zeno and the others had explained, there were very few neatly maintained roads in the spirit realm like those in Alphasta’s royal capital, and travel by carriage was not really a thing at all.

Unlike humans, spirits had all manner of extraordinary means of getting around. They could fly through the air, slip beneath the earth, or move by other powers unique to their kind. There was simply no reason for them to rely on carriages in the first place.

Which meant that if Bertia had packed dresses designed with carriage travel in mind, she would be in for a dreadful time.

In Alphasta, Bertia and I were known everywhere as the crown prince and princess. But in the spirit realm, no one would see us that way. To them, we would simply be humans. That being the case, there was little point in donning overly elaborate clothing meant to preserve royal dignity. Our outfits would still be of good quality, certainly, but practical above all else.

“There’s no need to worry,” Bertia said brightly. “You told me about it beforehand, Lord Cecil, so I mostly picked out clothes that would be easy to move in. Though now that I think about it…” She looked me over again, her expression turning curious. “Lord Cecil, you’re dressed almost like a knight, aren’t you?”

That was true enough. As crown prince, I was normally the one meant to be protected, so I rarely dressed in anything so practical or martial. If there was any version of me that came close, it was probably when I was training, wearing rougher clothes that allowed freer movement, with a sword at my side.

“Given where we’re going, we can’t exactly bring guards with us,” I said. “I think we should be safe enough, since we’ll be traveling with Kuro and the others and have the Spirit King’s permission. But I thought it best to prepare for any possibility, just in case. That’s why I chose something I could actually move in if the need arose. And for the record, I already had Zeno obtain permission from the Spirit King for me to carry a sword, so there’s no need to worry on that front either.”

Bertia had been staring at me so intently that, to give her a better look, I spread my arms slightly.

At once, a faint flush rose to her cheeks.

“You look wonderful,” she murmured. “Like a prince riding in on a white horse… Ah, but then again, a black horse would be hard to ignore too…”

Her quiet muttering reached my ears, and I could not help laughing softly.

Part of it, of course, was that hearing my wife call me handsome made me happy.

But even more than that, Bertia’s deeply serious expression as she began earnestly weighing the merits of white versus black was simply too amusing.

“Well then, shall we go, Tia?” I said. “Oh, and Charles as well.”

“The moment has finally come!” Bertia declared. “Come, let us be off!”

“No, I think I’ll excuse myself here, if it’s all the same…” Charles muttered under his breath, sweating as he desperately searched for some possible route of escape.

And so, with those two at my side—one all bright excitement, the other radiating pure reluctance—I set off for the place where the door to the spirit realm lay hidden.

Part Three

“Your Highness, why are we at His Majesty’s private chambers?” Charles asked.

“Because that’s where the door is.”

I’d had Charles guide us here, checking along the way for any unnecessary individuals while I directed him with a simple, “Go right” and “Now left.” When we finally arrived and stopped before Father’s private rooms, Charles could only gape.

“This is absolutely not a place I’m supposed to enter, isn’t it?”

“It’s fine. I obtained Father’s permission beforehand,” I said with a smile. “Yours included.”

At that, Charles looked off into the distance with the exhausted resignation of a man who had simply given up.

“My! So the method of getting there is hidden in His Majesty’s private chambers!” Bertia exclaimed, sparkling with excitement as she studied the door leading to Father’s room from one angle, then another, shifting right and left as though hoping to uncover some secret at a glance.

Unfortunately, that’s an entirely ordinary door. If that door were the one leading to the spirit realm, Father would be forcibly sent there nearly every single day.

No, actually, that was wrong. Since the door to the Spirit King’s domain could not be opened by anyone but a spirit, it would mean Father was being locked out of his own room every day.

“A king’s private chambers are secured better than almost anywhere else,” I explained. “And because they’re private rooms, hardly anyone enters them except a fixed few servants, which makes clearing the area easier as well. It met every condition for something like this to be hidden there.”

Among the kings of previous generations, some had even been close enough to the Spirit King to summon him in the middle of the night with no particular business at all, simply to drink together.

Recent kings, Father included, did not appear to do such things.

“Come along,” I said. “Inside, quickly. You too, Charles.”

Charles, still clinging pathetically to the hope of escape, had begun trying to set the luggage down and slip away where he stood, so I placed a hand against his back and firmly pushed him into the room.

Then, taking Bertia’s hand, I stepped inside as well.

“We’ve been expecting you, Your Highness,” Zeno said.

Zeno and Kuro were there to greet us, standing side by side.

However…

“Goodness, that’s quite a lot of luggage. This bag must be Tia’s clothes and things, but the rest of that… Are those stacked jubako boxes? And Japanese sake?”

Kuro had brought in Tia’s things ahead of time.

The bag that presumably held spare clothes and other necessities was about twice the size of mine. I had expected that much. Women’s clothing tended to take up more space.

The real issue was the four bundles of five-tiered jubako boxes, along with four large bottles of Japanese sake.

That was excessive by any standard.

“I asked Kuro what would make a good gift to bring with us,” Bertia replied brightly. “She recommended inari sushi, so I got up very early and made it myself! And Zeno told me alcohol would be appreciated, so I prepared some Japanese sake as well.”

She answered with a radiant smile.

Come to think of it, she slipped out of the room early this morning.

A kitchen had been added to one corner of the royal family’s living quarters specifically so Bertia could use it. Since various ingredients had been brought in the day before, I had assumed she’d been making something there.

Now I knew what she’d been preparing: inari sushi for our gifts.

However, inari sushi just so happened to be one of Kuro’s favorites…

As for Zeno, his reason was probably much more respectable, something like there being spirits in his family who enjoyed drink.

“Even so, it’s an incredible amount.”

“One set is for the Spirit King, who is granting us permission to enter. One is for Kuro’s family, one is for Zeno’s family, and the rest is for backup.”

She had calculated one stack of jubako boxes and one bottle of sake for each destination, had she?

With there being this much, I doubted any backup would really be necessary.

But even setting the quantity aside, there was a more immediate problem.

“Tia, for the first day, gifts for the Spirit King and for Kuro’s family are all well and good,” I said carefully. “But we aren’t going to Zeno’s family right away. The plan is to stay with Kuro’s family for several days first, and only then visit his. In that case, food that won’t keep very long is rather a problem, isn’t it?”

The amount was plainly too much as well, of course, but in the worst case, it could probably be dealt with by having the household staff help eat it.

The issue of shelf life, however… That was considerably more worrying.

At my words, Bertia seemed to reach the same belated conclusion. Her face drained of color in an instant, and she turned to Zeno, looking utterly stricken.

“Z-Zeno…”

Her eyes were already beginning to glisten with tears as she looked at him apologetically.

Zeno, however, had apparently realized the problem from the start. He gave a small, helpless smile at her reaction and answered, “It’ll be fine.”

“There’s a spirit at my uncle’s castle who governs time,” he explained. “If we ask him to stop time for the inari sushi, there shouldn’t be any problem. He’s kind, so if we ask properly, I’m sure he’ll agree without complaint. Ah, and if we give him some Japanese sake as thanks, he might even be delighted. He absolutely loves alcohol.”

As he said that, Zeno lifted one of the sake bottles from the mountain of gifts.

There we had it. It looked as though one of the backup bottles would be useful immediately.

A spirit who governed time, though…

That was a power that could prove useful in all sorts of ways.

It would be nice to have someone like that in our service, but that would be unrealistic.

Spirit contracts had to be based on the spirit’s own wishes and consent. Anything else would conflict with the whole principle of protecting spirits. Contracts themselves were not forbidden, but forcing a spirit into service or deceiving them into a contract was completely out of the question.

If the conditions of employment happened to align perfectly with what a spirit wanted, perhaps one might agree.

But spirits were rarely motivated by money in the first place, so the odds were poor.

“Thank goodness…”

Bertia sank down in a crouch, looking relieved from the bottom of her heart.

Kuro reached out and began patting her on the head as though comforting her.

But really, Kuro, this was your fault to begin with. You were the one who recommended a highly perishable food as a gift.

“It would seem the issue has been resolved,” I said aloud. Turning to Zeno, I asked, “Zeno, are all the preparations finished?”

“Yes. We can leave at any time.”

With that, he moved to stand beside the large, timeworn mirror fixed into the wall of Father’s room.

Usually, the mirror itself was hidden behind wooden doors so its surface could not be seen. But now those doors stood wide open, leaving the glass, large enough to reflect a person from head to toe, fully exposed.

“Lord Cecil, is that what leads to the spirit realm?” Bertia asked.

“I’ve never actually used it myself,” I admitted, “but apparently so. The mirror’s surface itself serves as the door to the Spirit King’s domain. If you knock on it, the sound is carried to the other side. And if a spirit helps you, a human can pass through as well. Humans can’t cross over without spirit assistance, of course, but the knock itself reaches the other side even without it, so there are times when the Spirit King will appear in response. The doors fitted over the mirror were added later as protection, so that someone ignorant of its nature wouldn’t accidentally knock on it or break it.”

The mirror was covered by a pair of double doors mounted over it.

To prevent anyone from summoning the Spirit King by mistake, those doors were normally kept firmly shut and even locked.

Today, however, I had borrowed the key from Father.

“Charles, I’m sorry, but I need you to take this key. Once we’ve gone through, could you close the doors over the mirror, lock them, and return the key to Father for me?”

I took the key back from Zeno, to whom I had lent it during our preparations, and held it out to Charles.

“I really don’t want to be entrusted with something this important,” Charles protested, shaking his head violently in outright refusal.

“What? You would rather risk some unsuspecting servant coming in to clean the room tapping the mirror by accident, summoning the Spirit King, and collapsing on the spot from shock because you failed to lock it?” I asked with a smile, extending the key toward him again.

That finally did it. Charles accepted it with obvious reluctance.

“Are you sure it’s okay to lock it?” he asked. “When you come back, aren’t you going to end up trapped because the door’s locked from this side?”

It was a perfectly reasonable question, and I slowly shook my head.

I had been curious about that point myself, so I’d asked in advance.

Apparently, there was no problem there.

“The doors and the lock are only there to prevent accidents on the human side,” I explained. “They mean nothing at all to spirits. If someone returns from the other side, the doors and the lock will simply open on their own. Spirits really do get away with anything, don’t they?”

When I glanced at Zeno, he only gave a small shrug.

“That’s just how it is.”

“Well then, let’s go. As for the luggage… Kuro, let’s not stack all the jubako boxes on top of your head, okay? It’s bad enough for my heart, imagining them all crashing down, but visually, it makes it look as though we’re bullying a little girl.”

The moment I turned to see how the luggage was being handled, I found all the stacked food boxes somehow balanced atop Kuro’s head, which startled me more than a little.

It wasn’t just me. Everyone else reacted the same way, staring in alarm at Kuro and the tower of jubako before Zeno hurriedly rushed over and took them off her.

In the end, it was decided that letting a woman carry the heavier things would be poor form. So Zeno looped the bags containing the Japanese sake over his arms, while I took two of the jubako sets, with Zeno carrying the other two.

Zeno’s share ended up becoming rather ridiculous, but given our respective roles, that could hardly be helped. I was the master; Zeno was the attendant.

Once we reached the spirit realm, the portions meant for the Spirit King and the spirit of time would be handed over, which would at least lessen his burden.

Until then, he would simply have to endure.

“Well then,” I said, “the rest is in your hands.”

“Not that I wanted it in my hands,” Charles muttered, “but yes, I’ve got it.”

And so, with Charles seeing us off, we passed through the mirror and made our way to the spirit realm.

“Huh?! Lord Cecil, how can you walk straight into a mirror without the slightest hesitation?!”

I thought I heard Bertia’s bewildered voice behind me, but when I tugged her hand, she followed along after me without any trouble at all.

So there was no real problem.
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Part One

“Whoa there…”

The moment Zeno urged me through the mirror, the world before my eyes flashed white. At the same time, a strange sensation swept over me: a light, floating lurch, followed by something like a brief spell of dizziness.

I hastily adjusted my grip on the jubako box and my luggage in one hand, then tightened the other around Bertia’s hand.

“Ah!”

Just as I had expected, Bertia’s fingers clenched back around mine as a small cry escaped her.

“Ugh… the whole world just spun around… I feel awful…”

She pressed a hand to her mouth and nearly collapsed, so I caught her with one arm and slowly lowered her into a crouch.

“Are you all right?”

Careful not to drop the jubako box, I knelt beside her to check on her.

Kuro came through the mirror behind Bertia a moment later, then immediately hurried over and peered anxiously into her face.

I had been told the crossing could make one feel sick, but I had never experienced it.

In my own case, it had been no worse than a faint spell of dizziness, so there was probably a fair amount of individual variation in how strongly it hit.

After watching over her for a short while, I saw Bertia gradually settle. The color returned to her pale face, little by little.

It was only temporary. By the time she recovered enough to stand, she had already returned to her usual bright self.

“So this is the spirit realm? It’s beautiful!”

The room we had appeared in looked as though it was made entirely of glass.

The mirror we had just passed through appeared on this side, not as a mirror at all, but as something more like a door made of crystal-clear glass.

“Lady Bertia, I’m very sorry,” Zeno said, looking genuinely apologetic. “Using this door should have reduced the strain of the transfer considerably, but even so, people who are especially sensitive to changes still feel sick…”

“It’s quite all right,” Bertia replied with her usual bright smile. “It only felt unpleasant because everything swayed for a moment, but once I settled down, I was perfectly fine. And this wasn’t your fault, was it? So please don’t worry about it.”

Seeing that smile, not only Zeno, but Kuro and I, too, felt ourselves relax.

“Well then, Zeno,” I said, once things had calmed, “what happens next?”

I looked around the room.

There was almost nothing in it besides two doors and something hanging overhead that resembled a great bell.

The door nearest us was, of course, the one we had used to come from the human world.

Which meant the door on the opposite side was presumably the one used to leave this room.

“I informed my uncle beforehand that we would be coming,” Zeno explained, glancing up. “And when we arrived, that bell should have sounded to announce our presence. So I expect someone will be here for us shortly.”

I see.

The bell overhead served as a sort of summons.

Which meant that when people said knocking on the mirror in Father’s room would notify the Spirit King, it likely did not mean that he was standing on the other side of the door, waiting. More likely, a knock rang the bell, that sound reached either the Spirit King himself or one of those serving him, and the message was eventually passed along to him.

As I was thinking that, a stir began to rise beyond the door opposite the one we had entered through.

It seemed Zeno had been right. Our reception had arrived.

“Ah, Zeno,” came a cheerful voice. “Welcome.”

With a soft click, the door opened.

The man who appeared was dressed in long, layered robes that looked as though they had been made from countless veils of thin cloth, one laid over another. Upon his head rested a delicately wrought crown.

Several others entered behind him as well.

The fact that he wore a crown meant the first man through the door was almost certainly Zeno’s uncle, the Spirit King himself.

His clothing was of a style I had never really seen before, but his face bore a faint resemblance to Zeno’s, enough to make him seem unexpectedly approachable.

The people who followed him in—or rather, the spirits—were astonishingly varied in appearance.

Not merely in the shape of their features, either. Some looked entirely human, while others resembled animals far more closely. One had a face almost identical to a person’s, and yet their skin was patterned like wood grain. Another had scales running down the legs.

A fair number, the Spirit King included, had forms broadly similar to humans, but overall, there was no sense of uniformity whatsoever.

From what Zeno had explained beforehand, any high-ranking spirit could disguise itself however it pleased.

That meant if a spirit wished to pass as human, it could mimic one so perfectly that there would be no telling the difference by appearance alone.

But while in the spirit realm, most spirits preferred forms they liked best, or ones that felt easiest to move in, which was why there was such an extraordinary variety of shapes and bodies.

Incidentally, high-ranking spirits chose those forms of their own will. Middle-ranking spirits, on the other hand, often had trouble maintaining a proper humanoid shape. Most of them instead took on the forms of animals or plants.

As for lower-ranking spirits, even though they possessed minds of their own as spirits, they generally could not yet hold a clearly defined shape at all. Most appeared only as masses of power, little more than glowing spheres of light.

“Uncle, it has been some time,” Zeno said, bowing even under the burden of all that luggage. “I’m sorry to trouble you with such an unreasonable request and grateful that you agreed so readily.”

The Spirit King smiled mildly and nodded. “It is no matter. No matter at all.”

“And these must be the ones?”

The Spirit King’s gaze shifted from Zeno to us, his eyes narrowing slightly.

For a fleeting instant, I had the distinct sensation of a wind passing clean through me.

Ah. So he’s judging us.

“Hm,” the Spirit King murmured, the tension in his narrowed gaze already easing. “You do not appear to harbor ill intent.”

Then he smiled again, calm and gentle as before.

Kuro aside, Bertia and I were still humans, beings who would almost never set foot in the spirit realm under ordinary circumstances.

Zeno had arranged permission for our stay through the Spirit King, but even so, it would have been impossible for him to grant that permission without seeing us for himself.

Judging by the Spirit King’s expression, however, there seemed to be no issue with our presence here. That was a relief.

“This is the Prince Cecil, my contractor and the crown prince of the human kingdom of Alphasta,” Zeno said. “Beside him is my mate, Kuro, a high-ranking spirit of darkness, and her contractor, Lady Bertia, who is also His Highness’s wife. His Highness can be a bit devious at times, but so long as you don’t make any strange moves toward Lady Bertia, he is generally safe.”

As Zeno introduced us, each of us gave a small bow in turn.

Introducing us is fine, Zeno, but would you mind explaining why you felt the need to add that extra comment? We’ll be discussing this later.

When I cast him a sidelong glance, he promptly averted his eyes.

Apparently, from that brief exchange alone, the Spirit King grasped the general nature of our relationships quite well, because he gave several small nods to himself.

As for Kuro, the moment she was introduced, she took one jubako box and one bottle of Japanese sake from Zeno, then bowed with a neat little dip and offered them to the Spirit King with all the solemnity of someone saying, “Please accept this humble gift.”

It was probably Kuro’s way of greeting him as Zeno’s wife.

“These are inari sushi that Kuro and I made together this morning,” Bertia explained brightly, “and this is a sake called nihonshu, which we prepared with the help of the spirits as well! It’s a token of thanks for your consideration. If it pleases you, I hope you enjoy them.”
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Since Kuro said nothing herself, Bertia stepped in with a radiant smile and explained on her behalf.

The Spirit King had looked momentarily blank at being handed a jubako box and a bottle of sake, but after hearing Bertia’s explanation, he smiled.

“I can tell this is a gift given with nothing but goodwill,” he said warmly. “I’ll accept it with thanks. Still, Zeno, dressing your mate like this… Are you some kind of lolicon— Mmph!”

The Spirit King accepted the gifts while glancing between the box and Kuro, then passed them to one of the attendants waiting nearby. But the instant he turned a pitying look on Zeno and began to say something truly unfortunate, Zeno lunged forward and clapped a hand over his mouth.

Zeno, you know, from time to time, you’re rather disrespectful even to me, the crown prince, but who’d have guessed you’d behave much the same way with your uncle, the Spirit King?

“No! No, that is not it at all!” Zeno burst out, frantic with horror. “Kuro is a spirit of darkness, so during the daytime, she conserves energy by taking a childlike form. At night she is properly… properly an adult! Besides, age and appearance don’t even matter to spirits in the first place!”

He protested as though his life depended on clearing up the misunderstanding.

And all the while, Kuro, despite being the subject of the conversation, paid it no mind at all, merely swishing her tail at her leisure as she watched him.

The contrast between them really is quite entertaining.

“All right, all right. Let go of me,” the Spirit King said, half laughing despite himself as he pried Zeno’s hand gently away from his mouth.

“Hmm. But this is the spirit realm, and more than that, we’re in my domain of harmony. There shouldn’t be any need for her to conserve power here.”

“Uncle?” Zeno said sharply.

The moment the Spirit King tried to continue, Zeno fixed him with such a pointed glare that even he faltered.

“Ah… yes, I see,” the Spirit King said at last, apparently deciding it would be wiser not to say anything more unnecessary. “Because she normally conserves energy that way, this is simply the form she’s most used to. That’s what you mean.”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Zeno said at once. “And nothing else whatsoever.”

That look says he still doubts it, but for the moment, he’s decided it would be too much trouble to press the matter.

No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than my eyes met the Spirit King’s.

We exchanged the faintest nods in tacit understanding.

Seeing that, Zeno immediately burst out again with, “I told you, that’s not it!” but I ignored him smoothly.

“Now then,” the Spirit King said, turning back to us. “Cecil-kun and Bertia-san, was it? I shall personally grant the two of you permission to remain in the spirit realm.”

With that, he glided toward us in a motion so light it seemed to carry no weight at all, then tapped my forehead and Bertia’s in quick succession.

Since I could not very well inspect my own forehead, I looked instead at Bertia’s.

For the briefest instant, something like a faintly glowing crest surfaced there, then vanished.

That looks rather like the mate’s mark Zeno and Kuro once placed on Bertia and me.

It was probably something akin to the Spirit King’s seal.

Like the mate’s mark, that it could no longer be seen did not mean it was truly gone. It was likely the sort of thing that could be made visible again if needed, or something spirits could sense even if we humans could not.

“With that mark, others will know you are guests under my direct permission,” the Spirit King said with a pleasant smile. “Other spirits should not lay a hand on you. But if anyone does try something, you may strike back, so long as you do not erase them entirely. Ah, though starting a fight yourselves is not allowed, of course.”

Though his expression remained perfectly gentle, there was the slightest edge of pressure in that final line.

No ruler would tolerate his people being attacked without cause.

“Ah, yes,” he added lightly. “I’ve already permitted Cecil-kun to carry a sword for self-defense, but that’s an ordinary blade, isn’t it? It won’t help much against spirit attacks or pranks. Let me make a few adjustments for you.”

As he spoke, the Spirit King crooked a finger in a beckoning motion.

At once, the sword at my hip slid free of its scabbard, as though drawn by an invisible hand, and flew straight to him of its own accord.

If you were dealing with spirits who could do things like that, an ordinary sword really wouldn’t count for much.

Well, perhaps there would still be ways around it—an ambush, for instance, or some other trick. Even so, if he was willing to alter the weapon itself so it could actually work against them, then that was obviously the better option.

My sword came to a halt in front of the Spirit King.

It floated there horizontally, as though resting on some invisible stand.

The Spirit King raised a hand over it and closed his eyes.

Light poured down from his palm, and the blade of the sword gave off a faint glow, as though absorbing that radiance into itself.

It was a fantastical sight, beautiful enough to steal one’s breath.

I’d expect nothing less of the Spirit King.

When the outpouring of light ceased and every last trace of it had sunk into the sword, the Spirit King slowly opened his eyes again.

He wasn’t closing them because he needed to concentrate, was he? Surely this isn’t going to turn out to be as simple as the light being too bright.

“Mm, yes. That should do,” he said. “I’ve wrapped my power around the blade. It won’t let you cut a spirit itself, but it will let you cut through power wielded by a spirit. So if someone pesters you too much with pranks or tries to put you in danger, use it to defend yourself.”

The Spirit King gave my sword a little push with one fingertip, and it drifted neatly back toward me.

I caught it as it stopped in front of me, slid it back into its scabbard, and looked up again.

“Now then, as for Bertia-san… For you…” The Spirit King looked troubled.

“A lady like you ought to have some means of protecting yourself,” he said.

“Armor, of course!” Bertia declared at once. “Ah, but I forgot to bring any with me.”

For the briefest instant, the Spirit King went perfectly still at Bertia’s immediate, enthusiastic choice of armor.

“Armor might be a… tad excessive,” he finally said after a pause. “And far too heavy for a noble lady like you. Though now I find myself wondering whether such a thing as armor made specifically for you even exists… No, actually, let’s not answer that.”

Was that really the part that caught his attention? Whether or not Bertia owned a suit of armor?

For the record, she did not.

She’d wanted to have one made because, in her words, it seemed perfect for weighted exercise during dieting. I was the one who stopped her.

At the time, she’d been far too enthusiastic, with declarations like, “Female knights and valkyries are so cool!” Convincing her to reconsider had taken no small amount of effort.

In the end, things only settled down after I explained that if she took over the work of a knight, actual knights would be left with nothing to do. Then, by some mystery of the world, Cynthia—who, for reasons best left unexplored, happened to own a suit of armor—lent it to her for a trial fitting, and that satisfied her.

“It’s quite all right!” Bertia said brightly. “I may have forgotten to bring it, so I can’t wear it now, but I have enough strength to wear it if needed.”

“My, my. You really are a delightful young lady,” the Spirit King said with a laugh, clearly taking it as a joke.

Zeno and I quietly averted our eyes.

Spirit King, regrettably, my wife wasn’t joking. She trains her body rather seriously under the banner of “dieting,” so if there were armor made for a female knight, she would wear it with alarming ease.

Granted, she would never move in it like an actual professional, not to mention her slightly clumsy streak that made her prone to tripping over things.

“Now then,” the Spirit King said, “jokes aside, if we’re talking about something to carry for self-defense…”

“If armor is no good, then a shield!” Bertia declared at once.

“A shield also feels somewhat off, doesn’t it? You haven’t come here for battle, have you? You’re here to visit Zeno’s and Kuro’s families, aren’t you?”

Faced once more with Bertia’s sparkling, expectant eyes, the Spirit King let out a wry laugh.

Is it just me, or is that the look of a grandfather indulging his grandchild?

“That’s right!” Bertia said cheerfully. “More precisely, we’ve come for Zeno’s and Kuro’s marriage greetings, and also so that we, as their contractors, can be introduced as well.”

“In that case, bringing a shield would be rather out of place.”

Is that really the issue here, Spirit King? That it’s merely out of place?

“Ah, though I suppose human noblewomen do use fans as a kind of shield, don’t they?”

“In a figurative sense, yes,” I said. “In high society, a fan can be used to keep one’s distance from another person, or to hide one’s expression so one’s thoughts can’t be read. In that sense, it can serve as a form of defense.”

The Spirit King kept smiling pleasantly, but he deftly let Bertia’s sparkling, expectant gaze slide right past him and tried to steer the conversation back to its original course. I decided to help him along.

That ability to redirect things so smoothly was exactly what one would expect of someone who called himself a king.

Though, because he looked a little like Zeno, the effect felt oddly dissonant. Zeno, after all, had a terrible habit of saying the wrong thing.

“A fan for defense… gracefully flicking it open and closed, hirari, hirari, and knocking aside attacks as they fly in…” Something in Bertia seemed to click into place, because her eyes began shining even more brightly than before. “That’s so villainess-like! It’s wonderful! So cool!”

“Villainess?” the Spirit King repeated. “But my dear, aren’t you already married? You’re the crown princess, aren’t you?”

“Villainess is practically its own word in itself! A strong and beautiful flower of evil, elegant and fearsome— Mmph—”

Before Bertia could go any further down that road, I swiftly covered her mouth with one hand.

Really, only having one hand free because of the luggage was inconvenient.

“My apologies, Spirit King,” I said smoothly. “My wife has become a little too immersed in the literary world…”

“Ah? Oh, I see,” he said. “Well, I don’t entirely understand it, but if it would make her happy, then perhaps I should place a defensive enchantment on a fan instead. Do you happen to have one with you?”

Grateful that the Spirit King was generous enough to laugh it off despite clearly being at least a little taken aback, I quietly removed my hand from Bertia’s mouth so she could answer.

“Yes! I brought one, just in case, as part of a lady’s proper accessories.”

As she said this, she turned toward Kuro.

We had decided that Zeno and I would carry the heavier gifts and luggage, but when it came to Bertia’s personal belongings, Kuro had flatly refused to let anyone else take them.

Outwardly, she was still supposed to be Bertia’s maid, so as roles went, it was not entirely inappropriate. For that reason, we had allowed Kuro to carry Bertia’s things alone.

Incidentally, Zeno was carrying my luggage.

He was my attendant, after all. Carrying my things fell well within the bounds of his duties.

The jubako boxes had been another matter. Stacking four five-tiered sets together would have been difficult—no, nearly impossible—to carry safely, so I had graciously taken two of them myself.

“Kuro, please bring me my bag. It’s inside.”

At Bertia’s beckoning gesture, Kuro snatched up the luggage she had set on the floor and scampered over at once to hand it to her.

Bertia quickly pulled a fan from inside and offered it to the Spirit King.

What followed was much the same as when he altered my sword.

The Spirit King drew the fan to himself with his power, held a hand over it, bathed it in a wash of light, and then returned it once the process was finished.

Bertia accepted the enchanted fan, snapping it open and shut with obvious delight. However, since this was hardly the place to test exactly what sort of effect it now possessed, that was the end of it for the moment.

“Well then,” the Spirit King said, smiling briefly at Bertia, who was still beaming down at the fan in her hands, “we can’t stay here forever. You’re heading next to her family’s home, I take it? To the King of Darkness?”

As he spoke, his eyes flicked toward Kuro, but the question itself was directed at Zeno.

“That’s the plan.”

“The lady in question rarely meets outsiders, you know,” the Spirit King said lightly. “She’s such a hardened recluse that she won’t even answer my summons unless it’s absolutely necessary. Are you sure this is going to be all right?”

A shadow of unease crossed Zeno’s face at that. He turned to Kuro as if seeking confirmation.

Kuro looked back at him, and then at the Spirit King, who had also found himself looking at her, blinked once, tilted her head in mild confusion, and then gave one large, firm nod without a word.

Well, she was nodding, so it would probably be fine.

Even so, it was not exactly a reassuring reaction.

“All right, then,” the Spirit King said. “In that case, shall I connect a route directly to the Domain of Darkness for you?”

“Ah, before that, I’d like to see the spirit of time,” Zeno said. “We’re planning to visit Kuro’s family first and then stop by my parents’ place afterward, but I’m a little worried about the gifts going bad in the meantime. I thought I might ask him to stop time for them temporarily.”

As he said that, Zeno lifted one of the jubako boxes in his hands. The number had already gone from two to one.

“I see. Ah, then that’s convenient,” the Spirit King replied. “You’ll find him in the western wing.”

“The western wing? Oh, you mean the storehouse?”

“That’s right. I’ve also asked him to handle a bit of work for me.”

Zeno and the Spirit King exchanged a nod of mutual understanding.

That was where we were headed next, the place called the western wing.

The spirit of time would be there, and we would ask him to keep the inari sushi from spoiling. Then we were supposed to give him one bottle of nihonshu in thanks.

Once Zeno’s load lightened, I’d hand him one of the jubako boxes I was carrying. They were rather heavy, after all.

“Let’s leave this room,” the Spirit King said. “I’ll have to part ways with you partway through, since my schedule is packed after this, but there should be no trouble walking about. Nearly everyone in this castle knows Zeno’s face, after all.”

At that, a nostalgic look crossed Zeno’s face.

“I used to come play at this castle all the time.”

“And I had you help with work every now and then,” the Spirit King said with a laugh.

“That wasn’t ‘helping,’” Zeno replied dryly. “That was foisting it off on me.”

Watching the Spirit King laugh fondly at the memory while Zeno answered with a wry smile, it was easy enough to see that they really were family.

“Come, then. I’ll accompany you as far as the corridor near my office.”

With that, the Spirit King set off walking, and we followed after him.

For the record, our order was the Spirit King first, then us, with the attendants who had accompanied him bringing up the rear.

As we moved, Zeno and the Spirit King chatted cheerfully. Kuro, left slightly out of it, walked beside us, looking faintly put out.

Bertia, meanwhile, spent the entire walk gazing delightedly at her fan.

Before long, it seemed we had reached the corridor leading to the Spirit King’s office, because the two ahead of us came to a stop.

“This is where we part ways. Enjoy the spirit realm—”

“My, Spirit King! To think I would be fortunate enough to meet you in a place like this!”

A strangely high-pitched voice rang through the corridor, cutting clean across the Spirit King’s farewell.

When I turned toward the source of the voice, I found an elaborately dressed… mouse, perhaps?

Unlike Kuro in her human disguise, with only animal ears and a tail marking the difference, this spirit looked more like a large, upright-walking mouse. She burst out dramatically from behind a pillar as though making a grand entrance.

Mm. She’s pretending this is a chance encounter, but this has all the signs of someone who’s been lurking there in ambush for quite a while.

The Spirit King and Zeno, both caught up in conversation, seemed not to have noticed her until she sprang out. But unlike the other spirits, whose presence seemed faint and naturally blended into their surroundings, this one had a curiously forceful sense of presence. I had noticed something there some time ago.

Kuro, too, had stiffened midway through our walk, her tail standing straight up in alert, so I was sure she had noticed as well.

“Ah. It’s you,” the Spirit King said. “What a coincidence. A coincidence, indeed. Ha… haha.”

His tone was cool as he repeated the word “coincidence.”

The mouse-like spirit was all bright smiles, yet the Spirit King, by contrast, was frowning openly, a crease between his brows and clear displeasure on his face.

Judging from that alone, this was surely not her first time lying in wait for him.

“This must mean it’s fate that binds us together!” she declared, clapping her tiny hands once, her cheeks flushing as she wriggled with theatrical delight.

“Unfortunately for you, I already have a mate and children,” the Spirit King replied. “So no such fate exists.”

“I would be willing to settle for being your second wife,” she said without the slightest sign of discouragement, her round eyes glittering up at him.

At this point, the mouse spirit was so earnest that she had circled all the way around into absurdity.

“No such sacrifice is required,” the Spirit King said. “One mate is more than enough for me. Besides, aren’t you one of those popular young ladies everyone fusses over at parties? Go find a mate of your own somewhere else, instead of wasting your time loitering here.”

“My, how cold,” she sighed dramatically. “You’re going to make me cry…”

She began rubbing at her eyes with her short little paws in an imitation of weeping.

But all it really looked like was a mouse washing its face, which made it impossible to feel even the slightest sympathy.

“In that case, perhaps your adoring parents can comfort you.”

“Ugh, seriously!”

The Spirit King kept replying in the same flat, even tone, and the mouse-like spirit puffed out her tiny cheeks in outrage. The effect made her look less offended than a squirrel stuffing its cheeks with food.

The whole thing had turned into a farce without warning.

And I was clearly not the only one fed up with it. The Spirit King, dragged unwillingly into the performance, looked thoroughly done with it, and so did the attendants behind him, who had likely been forced to watch this same absurd little drama play out time and again. Every one of them was regarding the mouse spirit with cool disapproval.

At last, frustrated by the fact that the Spirit King was not merely unmoved but practically immobile in his indifference, the mouse spirit began darting her gaze around as though searching for some new tactic.

And then…

“You there! What are you all staring at?!” The instant she realized an audience had witnessed her spectacular rejection, she flared up like a child throwing a tantrum. Her short fur bristled as she tried to puff herself up threateningly, but then her eyes landed on Bertia and me. “Wait, there are humans here today?! Ugh, why are humans in a place like this? How disgusting! I’ll be taking my leave now!”

The look on her face twisted as though she had found something filthy in her path, and she stormed off at once.

What exactly was that creature and her endless stream of incomprehensible behavior?

A faint crease settled into my brow.

Then another thought struck me.

Was Bertia all right?

She had been strangely silent this whole time.

I turned to look at my wife beside me and found her tilting her head in puzzlement.

“Tia, what is it? Why do you look so confused?”

I would freely admit the mouse spirit had been bizarre, but not in any way that left me with questions worth tilting my head over.

“I’m not really sure myself…” Bertia began slowly.

Then she looked up and spoke with careful hesitation.

“That mouse lady… I mean, she looked like a mouse, so it’s not as though she could actually resemble someone I know. But for some reason… she reminds me of someone…”

“She does?”

At her words, I thought back to that bizarre little mouse spirit from a moment ago.

There were certainly people like that in high society, those painfully tiresome sorts, but Bertia’s friends were usually very good at quietly steering such nuisances away from her. It was hard to imagine she would know one personally.

As for the face… Well, as Bertia said, it had been unmistakably mouse-like.

Then again, it was not impossible that there might be a human somewhere with a face vaguely resembling a mouse.

There had once been a knight whose face reminded me strongly of a horse, after all.

Still, if that were the case, the resemblance ought to have been striking enough to stick in one’s memory.

I tilted my head, unable to think of anyone who fit Bertia’s description.

Perhaps this was one of those things tied to her past life…

Or perhaps it was simply imagination.

I was just beginning to settle on that conclusion when Bertia’s expression suddenly brightened. Her hand smacked lightly against her palm.

“That’s it! It’s Milma!”

“What? Milma?” I repeated. “I don’t think they look alike at all…”

Milma’s features were softer, more endearing, and her personality was much quieter.

There did not seem to be much overlap between them.But… now that Bertia mentioned it, why did it feel oddly convincing?

“It isn’t their looks, and it isn’t their personality either,” Bertia said, beaming now that she had solved the mystery for herself. “But somehow, the air around her, or maybe her presence? It felt similar. Milma tends to blend into the people around her a little too well, so there were times I only realized later that I’d accidentally left her behind. I knew that was terrible, so I started making a point of always checking for her presence to make sure she was still there. And before I knew it, I became able to recognize Milma’s presence quite well!”

As she explained this with a radiant smile, a faint line appeared between my brows.

The same reaction crossed Zeno’s face.

Kuro, too, narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.

I see.

So that was it.

“Zeno.”

“Yes.”

The moment I called his name, Zeno seemed to understand at once. He turned to the Spirit King at his side and quietly asked him to lend an ear.

The Spirit King had been watching us with clear suspicion, but there was only so much he could deny his own nephew. He bent slightly, ear to Zeno’s lips, and listened as Zeno spoke in a voice too low for anyone else to catch.

As that quiet explanation went on, the Spirit King’s expression shifted from surprise to something much harder.

Bertia and the attendants who had accompanied him could not make sense of what was happening. They fidgeted uneasily, glancing between us.

“I see,” the Spirit King said at last. “I understand. I’ll have it investigated and dealt with on our side. As for the result, I’ll inform you when you return.”

With that, he made his declaration.

Those of us who understood exchanged small nods. Those who did not only tilted their heads in confusion.

It was an unexpected development, but still, this should settle it.

With the Spirit King taking it upon himself, I had complete faith that the matter would be resolved.

Even so, if it truly was what we thought, then Bertia’s instincts were extraordinary.

“I have to return to my duties,” the Spirit King said. “You should be on your way as well. Best not to keep the King of Darkness waiting too long.”

Ignoring the questioning looks directed at him by Bertia and his attendants, he made it plain that the discussion was over.

“In that case,” Zeno said, “we’ll head to the western wing from here, then use the gate connected to the Domain of Darkness to go to the King of Darkness. I’ll leave the rest in your hands, Uncle.”

“Leave it to me.” The Spirit King smiled, lifting one corner of his mouth in a sharp, almost boyish grin. Then he turned on his heel and started down the corridor leading back to his office…

Only to stop after a few steps and glance back over his shoulder.

“Ah, right. Zeno, since you’re here, you may as well show your face first.” The Spirit King sent a cryptic smile and remark in Zeno’s direction, leaving his nephew standing there with his head tilted in confusion, before finally departing for good.

Part Two

“I’ve been had. Why are you three here?”

That was the very first thing Zeno said when we reached the storehouse in the western wing, where the spirit of time was supposed to be.

The words had barely left his mouth before he clutched his head and crouched down on the spot.

Standing opposite him were three people—two men and one woman.

Their appearances were entirely human, but since we were in the spirit realm, there was no doubt that they were spirits.

One of the men was presumably the spirit of time we had come to see.

As for the other two, there was no need for anyone to explain.

They were Zeno’s parents.

“My, Zeno-chan,” the woman said with a bright, easy smile. Her hair was much the same color as Zeno’s. “Was today the day you meant? You said you’d come see us soon and asked us to make time, didn’t you? You usually just drop in whenever you want and leave whenever you please, so of course I wondered what on earth was going on. But then you never said when you were coming or why. We were worried.”

“And now that we see you,” said the man beside her, wearing a calm smile of his own, “I have to wonder whether the reason is that young lady over there… the daughter of the King of Darkness, perhaps?”

His face resembled Zeno’s even more strongly than the Spirit King’s.

If he were human, I would have said he looked like Zeno ten years older.

Though, of course, for spirits, ten years was barely an instant. In truth, Zeno’s appearance likely would not change at all unless he chose to alter it himself.

“Wait, wait, could it be? Could it really be?!” Zeno’s mother gasped. “My, my, my! So our Zeno-chan, who went off to the human world and hardly ever comes back, has finally found a mate! And since she’s come all the way here, that means she’s here to greet us properly, doesn’t it? What a good girl! Although her disguise is a little too young and I’m slightly concerned about Zeno-chan’s tastes, but then again, age and appearance mean nothing to us spirits, do they?”

With that, the woman—Zeno’s mother—lifted lightly off the ground and floated straight over to Kuro. In an outrageously good mood, she seized both of Kuro’s hands and shook them up and down enthusiastically.

Kuro, too, seemed pleased to be accepted so warmly. Though her face remained expressionless, her tail was wagging away in broad, cheerful sweeps.

“Oh, she’s adorable, absolutely adorable!” Zeno’s mother cooed. “And if you’re the daughter of the King of Darkness, then that makes you the child of that hopeless shut-in, Dark Fox-chan, doesn’t it? I knew she had a child, but Dark Fox-chan never once let us meet you. This might be our first meeting, but I’m so happy to see you!”

Apparently, hand-holding was no longer enough for her because the next moment, she threw her arms around Kuro in a full embrace.

“Carp fox?” Bertia echoed, blinking.

“No,” I corrected her. “Dark Fox.”

When Bertia tilted her head at the mention of Kuro’s mother’s name, Zeno’s mother turned toward her without letting go of Kuro and answered cheerfully.

“We spirits don’t have names unless we form a contract with a human. Instead, we have something more like the names everyone uses for us, or special pet names that are only permitted between mates. ‘Dark Fox’ is this child’s mother’s…” She paused, blinking. “Oh? But if she’s contracted to a human? Then like Zeno-chan, she must have a proper name, doesn’t she? What is it?”

“It’s Kuro,” Zeno supplied. He still looked as if the sudden appearance of his parents had left his mind lagging several steps behind reality, but somehow, he managed to answer that much. “That’s the name Lady Bertia gave her.”

“I see. Kuro-chan, then. I’ll remember that!” Zeno’s mother said brightly. “In that case, the name everyone uses for Kuro-chan’s mother is Dark Fox. And since Zeno-chan clearly isn’t going to introduce us properly, I’ll do it myself. The name everyone uses for me is Storm Bird. And my mate, Zeno-chan’s father, is called Enishi1. We also have daughters who aren’t here at the moment—Spring Wind, Summer Wind, Autumn Wind, and Winter Wind. They’re all Zeno-chan’s older sisters.”

Perhaps pouting a little because Zeno had not introduced them first, she finished her self-introduction with her lips pushed out in a faint sulk.

“Hahhh…” Zeno let out a deep sigh. “I didn’t fail to introduce you. You simply started talking before I had the chance, Mother. Your Highness, Lady Bertia, these are my father and mother. And the one beside them, smiling wryly, is the spirit of time, Lord Time Wolf.”

After that weary sigh, Zeno finally introduced his parents and the spirit of time, whom we had come here to see.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. “I am Cecil Glo Alphasta, crown prince of the Kingdom of Alphasta in the human world. And this is my wife, Bertia.”

Bertia and I bowed in turn to Zeno’s parents and to the spirit of time.

“My, my, my! So you’re the famous master of our little Zeno-chan!” Zeno’s mother exclaimed, floating closer to me the instant I gave my name, her whole demeanor sparkling with curiosity.

“The… famous…?” I repeated.

At my question, she flashed me a mischievous grin that looked positively wicked.

“Oh, you know the one, don’t you?” Zeno’s mother said, the same wicked smile plastered on her face. “The master who tricked dear Zeno-chan when he was still practically a toddler and running around saying things like, ‘Humans are all idiots anyway!’ into accepting a wager, then thrashed him so thoroughly he had to promise to serve you.”

“Mother, not that story!” Zeno cried, horrified.

“What?!” Bertia gasped, instantly leaning in. “What is this terribly fascinating story?!”

Zeno was in a panic at having one of his blackest moments dragged into the light, while Bertia and Kuro both turned toward me with unabashed curiosity sparkling in their eyes.

“It’s really not such an impressive story,” I said with a wry smile.

Bertia and Kuro only looked at me more intently, eyes shining all the brighter.

Beyond them, Zeno was shooting me a desperate pleading look, but honestly, once this much had already been revealed, the truth was practically out anyway.

Just as Bertia and Kuro had their first meeting, Zeno and I had one too. And no, it was not anything grand. The fact that neither Father nor Shaun had contracted spirits should have made that obvious enough.

No, our meeting had been something much smaller than that.

“I was… two, I believe,” I began. “And among the servants in the castle, I happened to notice one rather unusual individual. I realized at once that he must be one of the spirits I had read about in books. Of course, that made me a little curious.”

“A little curious?” Zeno cut in at once. “Doing that over ‘a little curiosity’ is awful!”

Now that he had apparently resigned himself to the story being told, he seemed determined at least to object to the phrasing.

“There was nothing especially awful about it,” I said. “We simply made a fair wager.”

“Fair? Fair?!” Zeno spluttered. “Ahh, why didn’t I realize back then that this was the larval form of a demon king?!”

“You really do say rude things so casually.”

“Because it’s the truth!”

“I didn’t force you into any wager. You looked bored, so I invited you to a game. An ordinary game would have been dull, so I proposed that the loser would serve the winner. That was all.”

I smiled pleasantly.

At the memory of those days, Zeno lowered his head and began smacking himself lightly while muttering, “I was an idiot… I was such an idiot…” over and over.

Our meeting really had been nothing more than a trivial accident.

There was none of the touching, heartwarming sentiment Bertia and Kuro had in their first meeting.

At the time, Zeno had grown sick of being pushed around by his older sisters in the spirit realm, so he had come to the human world and lived there in disguise among humans.

Back then, he had been far less agreeable than he was now, and there had been a part of him that looked down on humanity.

So when I—then a two-year-old crown prince—proposed the childish wager of “the loser has to serve the winner,” he had looked down on the idea and laughed at it, but accepted anyway for the amusement of it.

If Zeno had won, his plan was to spend some time covertly manipulating me from the shadows and amusing himself with his little royal puppet, then call the punishment game over once he got bored.

His attitude was something like, “Let me teach this foolish little prince a lesson about how harsh the world can be.”

Naturally, the contest itself was a game of wits, albeit one suited to a two-year-old.

He had not the slightest intention of losing.

In the end, I won by a landslide.

And because he had been disguised as a servant at the time, Zeno had assumed I did not know he was a spirit. So even after losing, he intended to satisfy the terms of the wager simply by carrying out some servant’s duties here and there and calling that “service.”

Since I had proposed the wager, knowing full well that he was a spirit, what I wanted was for him to serve me as a spirit.

And so, by the seeds of his own sowing, Zeno ended up becoming my contracted spirit.

When Father heard the full story at the time, he held his head in despair and consulted with the Spirit King, and in the end, they reached a compromise by formally employing Zeno as an attendant as well.

The Spirit King, for his part, understood that all I had done was prove myself more intelligent than my appearance suggested—I had not lied to Zeno, after all—so he could not exactly condemn me outright.

Besides, if Zeno truly found it unbearable, he could always sever the bond as my contracted spirit later. In the meantime, the decision was that he ought to honor the promise he had made.

“My, so something like that happened?” Bertia said.

“The greatest stain on my life,” Zeno answered without lifting his head.

Bertia smiled warmly at the thoroughly dejected Zeno.

“But if you’ve stayed Lord Cecil’s contracted spirit all this time, then doesn’t that mean the two of you are close after all, in your own way?”

“What?!” Zeno and I blurted it out at the same time.

We looked at each other and both ended up making rather awkward faces.

True enough, after that, there had never been any serious falling-out that led to the contract being broken. But that did not necessarily mean we were close.

It was more that the employment arrangement had simply continued on somehow.

“Hehe… I’m grateful for it myself,” Zeno’s mother said, her cheerful voice slipping into the strange atmosphere between us. “That experience taught Zeno-chan quite a lot and helped him grow up in all the right ways.”

Apparently, even Zeno himself thought his younger self had been painfully embarrassing. He could not refute what she said, nor did he want to agree with it. The result was a deeply sour expression, as though he had just bitten into something bitter.

“Now then, let’s set that story aside for the moment and have you introduce our real guest.”

She had been the one to drag out the past Zeno would rather have kept buried, yet now she cast it off as though she had already lost interest, turning her eyes toward Kuro instead.

Ah, yes. We had been halfway through introductions, hadn’t we?

“This is Kuro, the contracted spirit of my wife, Bertia,” I began, then glanced toward Zeno. “Though in this case, I think it would be better if Zeno introduced her himself.”

At that, Kuro seized her chance. She slipped neatly out of Zeno’s mother’s arms, took one jubako box and a bottle of nihonshu from Zeno, and moved to stand beside him.

Then she flicked her tail against his leg, as though urging him to introduce her.

“Ah… well… right,” Zeno said. “She is Kuro, a high-ranking spirit of darkness. And, as you’ve likely guessed, I’ve decided to make her my mate. She wanted to properly greet Father and Mother before that, so I brought her here. We’re heading to Kuro’s family home today, so after that, we’ll come back and pay our respects to the two of you properly.”

In tune with Zeno’s introduction, Kuro bowed her head neatly.

Then she held out the inari sushi and the bottle of nihonshu she had been carrying.

We came all this way to see the spirit of time so the inari sushi wouldn’t spoil, but now that need has disappeared, hasn’t it?

Still, since we were here anyway, perhaps we could ask him to stop time for the extra inari sushi instead.

“My, my, how very proper,” Zeno’s mother said as she accepted the inari sushi and the bottle of nihonshu from Kuro. “So you’re going to see Dark Fox-chan as well. Ah, of course. Humans do have that sort of custom, don’t they? I see now. So that’s why you came all this way to introduce your mate to us personally. My, my… how affectionate.”

Perhaps because she was a wind spirit, every item she took simply floated up around her, suspended in the air as though weight meant nothing at all.

“It’s not affection,” Zeno insisted, though his cheeks were tinged faintly red with embarrassment. “We’re just doing it the human way.”

Kuro, meanwhile, seemed rather pleased with herself. She edged closer to him and leaned lightly against his side.

There was no question about it now.

They were showing off just how close they were.

“So, from what you’ve said, you won’t be coming to our house today,” Zeno’s father said at last, having quietly observed the whole exchange until now. “Tomorrow, then?”

“That depends on Lady Kuro’s mother,” Zeno replied. “But if nothing goes wrong, we plan to visit by tomorrow or the day after. Actually, the reason we came here in the first place was to ask Lord Time Wolf if he could stop time for the inari sushi so it wouldn’t spoil before we’d bring it to you. But it seems that the problem has resolved itself.”

With an apologetic dip of his head, Zeno turned toward the one man standing there with the slightly awkward smile of someone who had become an outsider to the family reunion.

The spirit of time nodded in understanding.

“Ah, so that’s what this was about,” he said, brushing it off with a light wave. “From the way the conversation was going, it sounded like you didn’t know Enishi and Storm Bird would be here, so I was wondering why you’d come all the way to the storehouse. In that case, I suppose I’ve ended up out of a job before I even started?”

“No, if that’s the situation, then let’s save this and open it when Zeno and the others come to the house,” Enishi said.

He took the inari sushi his wife had been keeping afloat in the air and held it out toward Time Wolf.

“In that case, if you wouldn’t mind, could I trouble you with this one as well? It’s only a spare in case we run short. Though to be honest, I’m not entirely convinced we ever will.”

Seizing the opportunity, Zeno came over to me and collected the jubako box I had been carrying, as if it were only natural to add it to the request.

Nicely spotted, Zeno.

There was no way we were going to finish all of that spare inari sushi, so this was definitely the better option.

“Hm? Certainly. It’s hardly any trouble at all,” Time Wolf said.

He held a hand over the two boxes.

A pale violet light poured from his palm and sank into the jubako.

“I’ve woven time-stopping magic into each individual tier. Time will begin moving again only in the tier you open, so just make sure you open only the one you intend to eat.”

Time Wolf flashed a grin, and both Zeno and Zeno’s father thanked him at once.

“Zeno! You forgot to give him his thank-you gift!”

Seeing the exchange threaten to end with nothing but words of gratitude, Bertia hurriedly spoke up. Beside her, Kuro pulled a bottle of nihonshu from the bag Zeno was carrying and held it out toward Time Wolf.

“Lord Spirit of Time, thank you very much for keeping the inari sushi Kuro and I made from spoiling,” Bertia said, hurrying over to stand at Kuro’s side. She smiled brightly and spoke on Kuro’s behalf, since Kuro herself only stood there silently offering the bottle. “This is a drink called nihonshu. If it pleases you, we would be honored if you accepted it as our thanks.”

“Oh? I hardly did anything worth such thanks,” Time Wolf said, scratching at his head with a bashful air as he accepted the bottle. “Still, liquor does happen to be one of my great weaknesses. And when it comes to unusual kinds, I simply can’t resist. I’ll gratefully take it.”

For all that he said, there was not the slightest trace of hesitation in the way he accepted it.

This was a man who clearly loved his drink.

“We’ll be off to the Domain of Darkness now,” Zeno said. “We’ll stop by Father’s and Mother’s tomorrow or the day after, but as long as I can speak with the two of you, that’s enough, so please, whatever you do, don’t let my sisters—”

“That’s right!” Zeno’s mother cried. “After you visit Dark Fox-chan’s place, you’re coming to ours, aren’t you? If you’re going to the trouble of bringing your mate to meet us, then we simply must throw a grand party!”

“No, there’s really no need for anything like that! It’s enough that I get to talk with the two of you for a bit!”

“Oh, there’s no time to waste! I have to send word to your sisters and tell them Zeno-chan is bringing his mate home, so everyone should gather! Ah, but since this is such a special occasion, perhaps it would be better to keep the mate part a secret and make it a surprise?”

“Please don’t do that! I’m begging you, don’t tell my sisters—”

“Hehe… It looks like the whole family may finally get to gather again,” Enishi said with a fond smile.

“No, I said please don’t do this!”

“Oh, that’s right.” Zeno’s mother turned back, eyes sparkling. “If Kuro-chan’s family would like to come too, please do invite them. It may be a bit unusual for spirits, but let’s do what humans call keeping up family ties! I’d love to see Dark Fox-chan again, after all. I can’t stand here chatting any longer! I’m off to make arrangements and send messages everywhere. The rest is in your hands, Enishi.”

“I said please stop, Mother!” Zeno cried. “Don’t turn this into a huge commotion! And above all, don’t tell my sisters!”

“That settles it. I’ll be off ahead of you. Oh, so busy. So busy!”

“Wait, Mother!”

Despite Zeno’s heartfelt pleas, his mother—who, much like Bertia, had absolutely no talent for listening once she got excited—darted happily out through the window and disappeared.

What remained behind was a thoroughly dejected Zeno and his father, smiling wryly as he patted his son on the shoulder in consolation.

This was probably what daily life with Zeno’s family usually looked like.

“All right then,” I said, “our business here is finished, so shall we head to Kuro’s family home?”

I addressed Bertia and Kuro directly, blithely ignoring the fact that Zeno was still standing there with his head bowed in despair.

The moment I tried to get us moving, the protest finally came.

“Could you not try to move on to the next item on the schedule like this is all perfectly normal?!” Zeno snapped.

“No, but this is already beyond fixing, isn’t it?” I replied. “Or do you intend to chase after your mother and stop her yourself, Zeno?”

“I… can’t.”

At my words, Zeno’s shoulders slumped all over again.

There were times when resignation was an important virtue.

“Father, please try, just try, if nothing else, to keep Mother from turning this into too much of a spectacle.”

“It seems unlikely,” Enishi said, still smiling faintly, “but I’ll do what I can.”

And with that exchange between father and son as our final note, we took our leave of the Spirit King’s domain.
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Part One

It was dim there, even though it was still daytime. The dark wasn’t ominous or sinister. If anything, the place felt like night itself had taken shape. This was the Domain of Darkness, the land where we now found ourselves.

At the center of the spirit realm lay the Spirit King’s domain, and built into it were gates leading directly to the other territories. Pass through one of those, and you could arrive at your destination almost at once.

After parting ways with Zeno’s father and Time Wolf, we had followed Zeno and Kuro through one of those gates and come here, to the Domain of Darkness.

Travel was not especially burdensome for spirits to begin with, but when they wanted to shorten the time it took to cross between territories, they used the gates.

I did not know the detailed geography of the spirit realm, but in broad terms, the Spirit King’s domain sat in the center, with the other territories arranged around it. Which meant that if one wished to go to a domain on the far opposite side, the distance could be considerable.

In such cases, it was far more efficient to go from one’s own territory to the Spirit King’s domain by gate, and then use another gate from there to the desired territory. It required less spirit power, less stamina, and less time all around.

“So this is the Domain of Darkness, Kuro’s homeland!” Bertia exclaimed. “It’s wonderful! Especially the way there are stars out even though it’s daytime. It’s so beautiful!”

Just after passing through the gate, Bertia had looked a little unwell, much like when we first crossed from the human world into the spirit realm. But once she had a moment to settle herself, she began looking around with sparkling eyes.

Kuro looked pleased at the reaction. Anyone would be happy to hear the person they loved praise their homeland.

“Kuro, would you mind taking the lead from here?” Zeno asked. “I haven’t visited the Domain of Darkness often enough to know it well myself.”

He had taken charge of guiding us through the Spirit King’s domain, but it seemed that here, in the land of darkness, he intended to leave the guiding to Kuro.

“Mm!”

At Zeno’s words, Kuro puffed out her chest and nodded confidently.

Tail swishing energetically, she took Bertia’s hand and started walking.

Are you really all right with holding Bertia’s hand on the way to offer your marriage greetings? Shouldn’t that normally be the hand of the man you intend to marry?

Admittedly, said future husband was currently too occupied carrying the remaining jubako boxes, the nihonshu, and my luggage to spare a hand for anything else.

“Really,” I murmured as we followed after Kuro, glancing around at our surroundings, “the spirit realm is a strange place. While we were inside the Spirit King’s castle, it didn’t feel quite so striking. But now that we’re outside…”

Daylight, and yet a dusky gloom.

Stars visible overhead, but a sky nowhere near as dark as night.

Even the trees differed from those of the human world, their leaves and trunks tending toward somber colors: black, violet, and other deep shades.

In a world this thoroughly painted in darkness, one might have expected something oppressive or frightening. And yet, perhaps because this was the realm of spirits, the impression it gave was not dreadful but pure and dreamlike, almost sacred in its beauty.

“When humans hear the word darkness, they tend to imagine something fearsome,” Zeno said. “But darkness is, if anything, something that brings peace.”

“The way you find comfort in Kuro’s presence, perhaps?”

“Your Highness, please don’t tease me.”

Watching the two women ahead of us from behind, I traded that quiet little exchange with him.

Zeno looked thoroughly put out at being needled, but notably, he did not deny it. For all his grumbling, it seemed being by Kuro’s side truly was a comfort to him.

“I understand,” I said. “It’s no different from how, among humans, one’s station or profession does not determine whether one is good or evil. For spirits as well, that sort of thing is not decided by attribute alone, is it? Even light, if too intense, can wound. And if its power is misused, as Pi-chan once showed us, it can corrupt people and lead them astray. By the same token, darkness may sometimes stir fear or unease, but it can also shelter, can it not? It can also be something that offers the comfort of night, something that lets one rest. Isn’t that right?” Without taking my eyes off the path ahead, I spoke lightly, and beside me I felt Zeno let out a small, quiet laugh.

He really does love Kuro, doesn’t he?

He was probably pleased that I understood her attribute for what it was.

Up ahead, Kuro tugged on Bertia’s hand to get her attention, then pointed up and ahead at an angle.

“Lord Cecil, Lord Cecil! A pitch-black castle! It’s so wonderful! It looks so cool!”

The moment Bertia saw the jet-black castle rising in the distance where Kuro pointed, she turned back toward me with a radiant smile and pointed at it together with her.

“It really is,” I said. “A castle done entirely in black has a beauty of its own.”

In the human world, I had never seen a castle built in nothing but black.

There were buildings that used black here and there—on roof tiles, for instance—but making the entire structure black risked creating too much intimidation. It could overwhelm or unsettle visitors, which made it less than ideal from a diplomatic perspective.

However, seeing it now, I had to admit that in terms of overawing one’s opponents, it was remarkably effective.

As Bertia said, it looked magnificent. Even though it was ill-suited for a castle meant for diplomacy, as a fortress, it would likely have quite the effect.

“Your Highness, I think my stomach is starting to hurt,” Zeno muttered.

“Do your best, dear bridegroom.”

It was quite useful for putting pressure on the son-in-law who had come to steal away the daughter, wasn’t it?

“Lord Cecil, I’m certain a bewitching vampire who has lived for untold ages must dwell in a place like that!”

“No, that’s Kuro’s family home,” I said before I could stop myself. “So yes, someone there has probably lived for a very long time, but they’re spirits of darkness, not vampires.”

Bertia was staring at the castle with a dreamy, almost dazzled look in her eyes, spinning wild fantasies at once, and the correction escaped me automatically.

“Ah! Of course, you’re right!” she cried. “And we’re going to be staying there tonight, too, aren’t we? I’m so excited!”

Bertia was positively glowing with delight, and Kuro looked just as pleased to see it.

Meanwhile, Zeno only grew paler still.

It was hardly unusual among the nobility to stay the night on one’s very first visit to a fiancé’s family home.

When visiting nobles who lived out in their territories, the journey alone often took several days. Naturally, once one arrived, one would stay at the family estate.

In more rural domains, there might not even be an inn nearby, so there was no helping it.

Of course, just because it was common did not mean the nerves and anxiety went away.

“Come now, we’re almost there! Let’s hurry!”

The moment the castle came fully into view, Bertia’s excitement rose even higher and her pace quickened.

Zeno, meanwhile, looked as though each step was growing heavier than the last, but at this point, there was no escaping it.

So we continued on, matching our pace to Bertia and Kuro as they hurried ahead.

Part Two

“My, it’s enormous!”

Standing before the gates of the black castle, Bertia let out a breathless cry of admiration.

In terms of sheer size, Alphasta’s royal castle was many times larger. But perhaps because this one was black from top to bottom, it gave off a different kind of vibe altogether.

“This is one of those moments, isn’t it? I’m supposed to shout, ‘I humbly request entry!’ right here!”

“Tia, regrettably, even if you did shout that here, I don’t think anyone would hear you. The entrance to the actual building is still quite a distance away.”

“Huh?”

Bertia had already drawn in a breath and looked ready to cry out at any moment, so I stopped her with a wry smile.

She obediently held back but now wore a puzzled expression, as though she could not understand what had been wrong with the idea in the first place.

Normally, in a situation like this, there would be a gatekeeper to summon and ask for entry…

But there was no one here who looked the part.

How exactly did Kuro usually handle this?

I glanced toward her, and Kuro tilted her head at me, question marks practically hovering over her head.

Kuro caught on to the meaning of my glance a beat later. With a bright little pop, she smacked a hand to her palm, then gave me a confident thumbs-up.

“I’m counting on you.”

The moment I voiced my confidence, Kuro gave one firm nod and stepped up to one of the gateposts, which had been built from solid black stone.

Then she knocked on it.

Knock, knock.

The very next instant, a pitch-black shadow oozed out of the pillar as though rising up from within the stone itself.

Bertia startled so badly at the sudden appearance that she almost cried out, only to clap a hand over her own mouth at the last second.

So that’s where the gatekeeper was.

Admittedly, if one stationed the guard inside the gatepost like that, there would be no need for a separate gatehouse. Efficient use of space, indeed.

Still, if you didn’t know to expect it, of course, you’d be startled.

Though really, unless they planned to emerge of their own accord whenever someone approached, it would make requesting entry rather difficult.

“Zeno, are all spirit castles like this?”

“No,” Zeno replied flatly. “This is my first time seeing that as well.”

Unsure quite how to react, I watched as Kuro silently pointed toward the castle and gave a series of instructions to the shadow.

Bertia, meanwhile, must have found the abrupt appearance of the gatekeeper genuinely frightening, because although she was trying very hard to act unaffected, she had edged away from Kuro and closer to me, now clutching the hem of my clothes tightly in one hand.

She likely understood from Kuro’s behavior that the spirit meant no harm, and yet could not quite stop the feeling of nervousness that gnawed at her. She could only do her utmost to hide it.

Bertia would almost certainly think it rude to recoil from someone out of fear.

Unfortunately for her, the brave front was so weak that even the gatekeeper noticed.

After finishing Kuro’s silent instructions, the shadow turned and stared at Bertia for a long moment. Then, as if arriving at some conclusion, it gave a single nod.

The next moment, its body rapidly shrank down and down again until, at last, it transformed into a black dog.

“My, it turned into an adorable little doggie! This is perfectly fine now!”

The moment the gatekeeper turned into a dog, Bertia’s face lit up. Still clinging to me only seconds before, she now rushed straight over and began petting its head.

The little black dog gave a delighted whine and rubbed its head against her palm.

It seemed to have transformed out of consideration for her, but was this really acceptable behavior for a gatekeeper?

I stood there watching the scene with mixed feelings for a good moment, until Kuro, clearly jealous that the gatekeeper had started cozying up to Bertia, marched over, forcibly separated the two of them, and instructed the gatekeeper once again to go announce our arrival.

With all the reluctance in the world, the gatekeeper trotted off toward the castle.

After a short wait, it returned, opened the gate, and proceeded to lead us to the entrance of the castle, still in the shape of a dog.

As it guided us, the gatekeeper kept sneaking glances at Bertia and wagging its tail in blatant hopes of being petted again. But every time Kuro shot it a look, the poor thing drooped and lowered its tail at once.

It was unsurprising. Kuro was the daughter of the lord of this castle. In other words, the daughter of its employer.

There was no question of disobeying her.

Beyond that, Kuro was almost certainly of far higher rank as a spirit than the gatekeeper anyway.

“Mm!”

As if to declare that we had arrived, Kuro spread both arms wide in front of the castle entrance.

Zeno, meanwhile, had gone visibly stiff, looking as though the final moment had at last arrived. He drew in a breath, likely trying to steady himself, only for Kuro to ignore him completely and knock on the door without a trace of hesitation.

“W-Wait! At least give me time to prepare myself—”

Knock, knock.

The sound rang out with surprising force, even though Kuro had not appeared to put much strength into it.

Then, though no one stood there to open it, the doors slowly swung inward on their own.

“My! It’s an automatic door! How very high-tech!”

Tia, I don’t entirely understand the meaning of those words of yours, but I feel rather certain that’s not the right description here.

“This is the proper moment for it, isn’t it?” Bertia declared suddenly, drawing herself up in delight. “I humbly request entry!”

Okay. So she’s still doing that, after all.

After stopping her earlier, I’d let my guard down and assumed we were past it.

“Tia, when you visit someone else’s home, you don’t shout ‘I humbly request entry.’ You say, ‘Excuse me for intruding.’”

“Hm? But—”

“Excuse me for intruding,” I repeated.

“Excuse me for intruding…”

I stopped Bertia just before she could barrel ahead on pure momentum, and though she looked reluctant, she obediently followed my lead.

The little droop in her shoulders was adorable, so I reached over and patted her on the head. That seemed to do the trick. Her cheeks flushed faintly, and her mood immediately improved.

“Your Highness,” Zeno murmured near my ear while Bertia and Kuro, now slightly calmer than before, stepped into the castle ahead of us. “You really are training Lady Bertia.”

“You say that as though Bertia were docile enough to be trained,” I replied.

Honestly, I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea.

All I did was tell her what needed saying, when it needed saying, and stop her when necessary.

“Let’s go in as well. Excuse us.”

“Excuse us.”

We followed after Bertia and Kuro and stepped inside.

The moment we did, the dim interior of the castle suddenly brightened. Apparently, all at once, blue flames had burst to life in the candles mounted along the walls.

“Welcome home, Kuro,” came a woman’s voice. “And welcome, honored guests. You have done well to come.”

At the far end of the entrance hall stood a grand staircase.

On the landing above it sat a black-haired woman in a sweeping black dress, settled into an opulent chair as though it had been crafted for her alone. At her side stood a young man dressed as a butler, perhaps around fifteen in appearance, with white hair and violet eyes.

Like Kuro when she took on a human form, the woman had black fox ears atop her head. Behind her, several thick black tails fanned out.

There was no mistaking it.

She was the King of Darkness. Kuro’s mother. The dark spirit known as Dark Fox.

Since she had come out to receive us, it was only proper that we return the greeting.

As for who ought to take the lead here…

I cast a quick glance over our little group.

Zeno stood frozen behind me. Kuro, perhaps because this was her own mother, had simply lifted one hand in a casual little greeting.

In a situation like this, Kuro introducing us properly would really be ideal, but since she doesn’t speak, there’s not much point hoping for it.

And Bertia…

She wasn’t merely looking at Kuro’s mother. With those glittering eyes of hers, she looked positively captivated.

At that point, there was really no helping it.

I would have to handle it myself.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, King of Darkness,” I said. “I am Cecil Glo Alphasta, crown prince of the human kingdom of Alphasta. And this is my wife, Bertia. Bertia is the contractor of your daughter, Kuro. Beside me here is Zeno, my contracted spirit, and he has formed a bond with your daughter, which is why we have come to offer our greetings. Thank you for permitting us to stay.”

I had paused over how to introduce Zeno, but in the end, I kept it to the bare essentials.

If there was to be any direct declaration that he intended to take Kuro as his mate, then surely, that was something he ought to say himself when the moment came. To be perfectly honest, I did not think it was my place to state it for him outright.

Zeno, who had been rigid with tension until then, seemed to realize something at my greeting. He looked at me with a start, then sagged at the shoulders in clear disappointment at his own attitude.

Since this visit was meant to be his and Kuro’s formal marriage greeting and the rest of us were only accompanying them, this was really a role he should have fulfilled himself.

Still, from the look of things, if I’d waited for Zeno to get moving, we’d all still be standing here in silence.

“I see,” Kuro’s mother said at last. “So these are the ones…”

Her gaze moved in turn to Bertia, the contractor of her daughter, and then to Zeno, the one who would become Kuro’s mate.

“Go on, Tia,” I murmured. “Greet Kuro’s mother.”

“Oh! Right, of course!” Bertia said at once. “My name is Bertia. Kuro is always, always taking such wonderful care of me. And also… um… well…”

She had begun brightly enough, but then her cheeks suddenly flushed red and her words faltered.

I was just beginning to wonder what brought that on when Bertia seemed to make some sort of decision. She lifted her face and fixed Kuro’s mother with a firm, determined gaze.

“You are the very image of my ideal villainess! Please, I beg you, allow me to call you my master!”

Silence fell over the room.

Bertia, there you go again, saying something utterly incomprehensible.

In all fairness, the sentiment was not exactly right. I understood perfectly well what she meant.

Kuro’s mother certainly possessed the sort of presence one would expect from the King of Darkness: beautiful, alluring, and undeniably powerful.

No doubt that was exactly what matched the image of the perfect first-rate villainess Bertia had once aspired to become.

That part, in itself, was not the problem.

No, it was a problem, strictly speaking, but it was amusing, so I was willing to let it stand.

The real issue was that saying something so baffling to a person you had only just met, and then immediately asking to call them your master, would, of course, throw them into confusion.

And sure enough, Kuro’s mother was staring blankly, frozen in place.

Though she clearly did not understand what “villainess” was supposed to mean, she must at least have gathered from words like “ideal” and “master” that she was being praised, because a faint blush rose to her cheeks and she started fidgeting ever so slightly.

So she was not entirely displeased, then?

Of course, that was only because she had no idea what a villainess actually was.

“W-What is this child saying all of a sudden?!” Kuro’s mother exclaimed. “Utter nonsense, the lot of it…”

“That noble bearing, that beauty, that natural charisma that allows you to command others as though it were the most obvious thing in the world…” Bertia pressed on, eyes shining. “You are exactly the kind of supreme flower of evil I’ve always aspired to be!”

“I-I am by no means evil! I am the queen who rules over these spirits of darkness!”

“I know that perfectly well! There is no way Kuro’s mother could ever do something wicked. When I say flower of evil, I mean it symbolically, as a figure of noble grandeur, so to speak!”

That was the first I’d heard of it.

What was Bertia claiming here?

Was that some kind of accepted understanding from her past life?

“So then,” Kuro’s mother said, “what you mean is… you admire me?”

“That is exactly what I mean!” Bertia declared. “I want to become someone as magnificent as Kuro’s mother one day, too!”

“I-I see now. Hm. You are an endearing little thing. If you insist on praising me so highly, then I suppose I needn’t object. Very well, very well. Come closer. Kuro, you too.” Cheeks still tinged slightly pink, she beckoned them closer.

Bertia obeyed at once, delighted.

Kuro, clearly long accustomed to this sort of scene, swiftly took the jubako box and bottle of nihonshu meant for her mother from Zeno and followed after Bertia without hesitation.

What exactly is this absurd situation?

“Wow, even up close, you’re so beautiful and elegant!” Bertia breathed. “And your ears and tails are so fluffy. Ah, Master, may I ask you something?”

I see. So “Master” has already been made official.

A villainess’s master.

I had no idea what that was supposed to mean.

“How many tails do you have, Master?”

“Why are we suddenly discussing the number of my tails?” Kuro’s mother asked.

“Because foxes are supposed to have nine tails, of course! I need to know whether that’s actually true.”

No, Bertia. Ordinarily, foxes have one tail.

I had never seen nor heard of a fox with nine.

For that matter, I had never seen anything with multiple fox tails at all until this very moment.

“I don’t know why you are so certain it must be nine,” Kuro’s mother said, sounding faintly apologetic despite herself. “But regrettably, I have only eight.”

Perhaps she felt there was no point trying to hide what was already plainly on display.

Still, there was no need for her to look apologetic about it.

Eight was already more than enough.

“I see…” Bertia said, looking momentarily disappointed. But then the moment passed as quickly as it had come. She rallied at once and smiled brightly again. “Even so, eight is still wonderfully fluffy and beautiful!”

Suddenly, Kuro moved.

“Eh? Kuro, why are you hiding behind Master— Ah!” Bertia gasped. “Now there’s another tail added on from Kuro’s side! That makes nine! Nine tails! This is exactly what they call a Nine-Tailed Fox!”

Kuro handed the jubako box and the bottle of nihonshu to the young man dressed as a butler, then moved behind her mother and wrapped her arms around her waist, slipping her own tail in among the roots of her mother’s eight as though to add it to the total.

Kuro, that still doesn’t make nine.

That’s just eight plus one.

Still, Bertia seemed perfectly satisfied, so I supposed there was no real harm in it.

“Zeno, perhaps it’s time you offered your greetings as well,” I murmured. “At this rate, we’ll never regain control of the situation.”

I couldn’t quite say why, but Bertia and the others were happily chattering away in complete delight.

Kuro’s mother had been swept fully along with the tide.

If we let things continue like this, there was no telling how much stranger the scene might become.

It was time to steer matters back to their original course.

“You’re right,” Zeno said with a wry smile. “That is the reason we came, after all. I ought to handle it properly.”

Perhaps the sheer chaos of the moment had finally knocked the excess tension out of him. He stepped forward, still wearing a strained smile, but no longer frozen.

“It is an honor to meet you, King of Darkness. I am Zeno, son of Enishi, younger brother to the Spirit King. I have come today because Kuro and I are to become mates. I wish to offer you my formal greetings.”

He placed his right hand over his chest and bowed with perfect grace.

“Oh, of course. So you are the one who would be Kuro’s mate?”

Kuro’s mother, who had, until now, been thoroughly carried away by Bertia’s energy, suddenly seemed to return to herself. Straightening her posture, she tried to compose the serious expression she had worn when we first arrived.

Then she looked Zeno over intently, as though weighing him properly for the first time.

A slight crease formed between her brows. Her gaze dropped to Kuro, still clinging to her. Then it returned to Zeno once more.

“Tell me,” Kuro’s mother said at last, a trace of hesitation in her eyes, “may I ask you one thing?”

“Of course,” Zeno replied. “What would you like to ask?”

There was a faintly troubled cast to her gaze.

“Are you what humans call a lolicon?”

“I am not!”

Zeno’s full-throated denial rang through the hall, and then silence fell all over again.

The moment the word “lolicon” was spoken, the eyes of the young butler standing at Kuro’s mother’s side turned glacial in an instant.

Despite Zeno’s immediate denial, suspicion still lingered in Kuro’s mother’s gaze as well.

“To deny it that strongly…” she murmured. “That only makes you seem more suspicious.”

“So if I deny it, I’m suspicious, and if I don’t deny it, that’s even worse, isn’t it?”

Yes.

This was precisely the kind of situation where he would be doubted no matter what he said.

“Kuro, are you truly certain this one is the right choice?”

Kuro’s mother turned to ask her daughter directly.

Kuro tilted her head a little.

She was likely only tilting it because she did not fully understand the meaning behind the question.

Unfortunately, it looked very much as though Kuro herself were hesitating. Seeing that, Kuro’s mother’s brows drew together even more deeply.

“I understand.”

That was all she said.

Then, exchanging some silent communication with the young man at her side by look alone, she gave a small nod. A fan appeared in her hand from nowhere, and the next moment, she swept it sharply toward us.

A black wind burst forth.

Darkness swallowed my vision, and for an instant, I felt the strange sensation of being lifted, almost as though the wind itself were carrying me away.

“Tch!”

I caught myself and forced my footing steady. At the same time, the darkness and wind vanished as abruptly as they had come.

Before us was a scene entirely unlike the one from moments before.

“We’re… outside?”

Somehow, Zeno and I were standing in front of the very gate where Kuro had first summoned the gatekeeper.

I tried—though I suspected it would be useless—to step back through, but an invisible barrier stopped me cold, like a wall I could not see.

It was probably the same sort of ward Kuro used.

“W-What? What just happened?” Zeno stared at the gate in disbelief. “Don’t tell me… Were we thrown out?”

While I stood there considering our options, Zeno, who had been thrown out here with me, looked around in open bewilderment, his eyes darting from place to place.

As long as Bertia is still in there, turning around and leaving isn’t an option. At the very least, I intended to have my wife returned to me immediately.

Fixing the black castle with a hard stare, I suddenly saw Kuro’s mother appear high above us.

“My apologies,” she said with a graceful smile. “But I have no wish to see my precious daughter heartbroken. So I ask that the two of you work together in harmony and clear the task I have set before you.”

“A task? What task? Wait, what’s going on?!” Zeno demanded, thrown completely off balance by the abrupt command.

Kuro’s mother only smiled more serenely.

“It is nothing terribly difficult. The paper explaining your task has already been given to that one.”

She pointed behind us.

Standing there was the young man in butler’s attire who had been at her side earlier, now holding two envelopes in his hands.

His gaze was every bit as cold as before.

“If you complete the task together and do so properly, I will allow you back into my castle. If you fail, you will not be admitted. Keep that well in mind.”

Having said only that, she turned as though to leave.

“Wait a moment,” I called out before she could go. “Zeno may be one thing, but I have nothing to do with this. I can’t accept having my wife taken from me for no reason.”

Kuro’s mother, who had already begun to drift back toward the castle, stopped and looked over her shoulder.

Our eyes met.

“You are correct that you have been drawn into this,” she said. “But you are the husband of Kuro’s contractor, and the contractor of Kuro’s mate. By necessity, your lives are now bound together. Since you are not uninvolved, I ask that you cooperate. Oh, and there is no need to worry about my daughter Kuro or your wife. Bertia, was it? I shall keep that one safe and well in my care until you return.”

A faint smile touched her lips.

Then, without another glance back, Kuro’s mother turned and made her way into the castle.

I let out a small sigh.

This has become troublesome. I glanced at Zeno beside me. “Whatever shall we do?”
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Part One

Before us stood a castle we could not enter.

Within it was my wife.

Behind us stood the young man in butler’s attire, still fixing Zeno with that glacial stare, and in his hands were the two sealed envelopes.

“Zeno,” I said, “is there any way to break this barrier?”

The moment I asked, an unmistakable wave of killing intent shot toward us from behind.

“It’s the King of Darkness’s barrier, isn’t it?” Zeno replied, already sounding resigned. “If I had my uncle’s or my parents’ help, then maybe. But on my own? No chance. Darkness is specialized for defense, and this is the king who stands at the very top of that attribute. If she holes herself up behind a barrier, getting in or getting anything out is nearly impossible. If it were a matter of direct combat, there might be a way to win, but…”

The instant the word “combat” left his mouth, the murderous pressure that had been touching me vanished entirely and bore down on him with redoubled force.

“N-No, I’m not going to do that! I’m not, I swear!” Zeno spun around at once, shaking his head so violently it was almost comical. “She’s Kuro’s mother! I’m not going to attack her!”

That was about what I expected.

Breaking through a barrier to reach the woman one intended to marry was one thing.

Attacking that woman’s mother when no one’s life was in danger, and when neither his mate nor anyone else had been harmed, was something else entirely.

At best, it would be foolish.

At worst, it could sour his relationship with Kuro beyond repair. Besides, Kuro’s mother had not said she would keep Kuro and Bertia forever.

She had not even said she would bar us from the castle indefinitely.

All she had said was this: if we wanted to be welcomed, then we were to complete the task she had given us.

Though why she felt the need to impose such a thing in the first place was another matter.

It was possible she simply wanted to know whether Zeno truly loved Kuro for herself, or whether he was merely one of those men who could be swayed by any small, childish-looking girl who came along.

I cast a sidelong glance at the young man in butler’s clothing.

He continued watching us with sharp, unblinking eyes, but made no move to speak.

There are one or two things about him that make me curious, but even if I asked, I doubt he’d answer.

He had that sort of air about him.

In that case, the fastest and safest way to reunite with Bertia and the others was probably to do exactly as Kuro’s mother had said and tackle the task she’d set before us.

“That leaves us with only one course, then,” I said. “Let’s clear this so-called task. I, for one, have no desire to have my time with my wife obstructed any longer than necessary.”

With that, I held out a hand toward the silent young man glaring at us and gestured for him to hand over the envelopes containing our assignment.

He stared at my outstretched hand for a long moment.

Then, with a crease forming between his brows, he shifted his gaze to Zeno.

It was a look that might as well have been an accusation.

This task had been imposed on Zeno, the one seeking to become Kuro’s mate.

I was merely an accessory to the matter.

I had acted because I wanted to get it over with and return to Bertia as quickly as possible, but properly speaking, this was something Zeno ought to have taken the lead on himself.

The fact that he still had not stepped forward even after seeing me move first was, no doubt, something that would count against him.

“This is your task,” I said, withdrawing my hand. “That means you should be the one deciding how to approach it.”

“Huh? I don’t object or anything…” Zeno said, tilting his head in confusion as both the young man and I looked at him.

I understood immediately. In Alphasta, I was his master, and he had long become accustomed to obeying my instructions as my attendant. He had probably never once been put in a position where the initiative was expected to rest wholly in his own hands.

But at the moment, that would not do.

“This is your matter, isn’t it?” I said, fixing him with a sharper look. “I may lend a hand here and there because I want to get back to my wife quickly, but the principal figure in this is you.”

Only then did understanding seem to strike him.

His eyes widened slightly.

Then, after a brief flicker of shame crossed his face, his expression firmed. He straightened himself and turned properly toward both me and the young man holding the envelopes.

“I’m sorry,” Zeno said. “You’re right. This is between Kuro and me. I would be deeply grateful for your cooperation.”

Then he bowed properly to both of us.

As expected of someone who worked as an attendant every day, the gesture was flawless.

“Please tell me what task Kuro’s mother has set.”

Facing the young man once more, Zeno held out his hand.

The young man still did not move. His expression remained as hard as ever.

While this drags on, I can’t help worrying that Bertia may be causing some sort of trouble in there. I would very much like to get back to her as quickly as possible.

If these delicate little exchanges about testing someone’s sincerity could be postponed until later, I would be most appreciative.

“If this continues,” I said at last, “not only will we be unable to return to the King of Darkness, but you won’t be able to go back to her side either. She has already made the task clear, has she not? If so, wouldn’t it make more sense to judge whether or not you can accept Zeno through the task itself?”

The two of them were simply standing there, locked in a silent stare, and I was beginning to get tired of it. So I offered the suggestion with all the unspoken emphasis of getting it over with as fast as possible.

The young man, who had until now been looking only at Zeno with icy disapproval, finally turned that gaze on me.

I answered him with a pleasant smile.

For some reason, he twitched.

Then, with visible reluctance, he took one of the two envelopes he carried and held it out to Zeno.

Zeno, I heard that little mutter of yours about the fear of the demon king still being alive and well even in the spirit realm, you know.

If I really were a demon king, there was no telling what might have happened once I heard those words.

I let the smile I had been giving the young man drift over to Zeno instead.

Zeno immediately averted his eyes with his fastest possible speed.

Good. It seemed he understood perfectly well without my having to say it aloud.

“U-Um…” Zeno accepted the envelope that presumably contained the task, then glanced at the second one remaining in the young man’s hand. “What about that one?”

It was clearly the same kind of envelope.

Even if the contents differed, there was no doubt that both had come from Kuro’s mother.

The question was obvious enough.

Why hand over only one of the envelopes? What was he planning to do with the other?

That, certainly, was worth wondering about.

As Zeno and I watched for the young man’s response, he drew the remaining envelope farther out of Zeno’s reach and curled his lips into a knowing smile.

In the end, he offered no answer at all. Instead, he jerked his chin toward the road leading away from the gate and started off without a word.

“I see,” Zeno muttered. “So you’re not giving me that one. I was hoping it might contain some kind of hint that would help us clear the task.”

Still grumbling to himself, he trudged after the young man with visible disappointment.

“So then, Zeno,” I said, falling into step beside him, “what does the envelope you received say?”

There was no sense dwelling on what we had not been given. It was better to turn our attention to what was on hand. Until Zeno opened that envelope, we had no idea what the task actually was.

Following this young man blindly with zero knowledge was dangerous. For all we knew, he could be leading us straight into some immediate predicament.

“Oh, right. We need to confirm that first.”

Careful not to let the young man, who continued striding forward as though we did not exist, leave us behind, Zeno opened the envelope and examined its contents.

There were two instructions written on the sheet inside.

One was to bring back a shell fragment from the great turtle spirit of darkness that lived at the bottom of the valley.

The other was to obtain a piece of cloth woven from cotton, carefully guarded by a tree spirit of purple roses dwelling in the forest.

Without a deeper knowledge of spirits, there was no way for me to judge exactly how difficult either of those tasks might be.

I glanced at Zeno, thinking that since he was a spirit himself, perhaps he would know something useful, but I found him tilting his head in puzzlement, which likely meant he was not acquainted with either of the two named in the letter.

That was hardly surprising.

“Spirit” was a broad term, after all. There were countless spirits. It would have been stranger if he knew every one of them.

I would be at an equal loss if someone said, “You’re human, so surely you know this person,” and then started talking about some stranger I had never met.

“So, for now, is it safe to assume we’re heading toward whichever of the two items can be obtained first?”

“I think… probably,” Zeno said, though his confidence was visibly lacking. “But he doesn’t seem very cooperative, so I can’t say that for certain.”

After seeing such openly rude behavior, anyone would feel uneasy.

A moment ago, he had done nothing more than hand over the letter. He had told us nothing about what he himself was thinking, nor what exactly he intended to do.

Even now, all we were really doing was moving on the assumption that he was probably guiding us somewhere.

“Even so, I think it’ll be all right,” I said. “He seems to be acting under instructions from Kuro’s mother. And if the one giving the orders is the same, I doubt there’ll be any serious discrepancy in where this is going.”

“I certainly hope so.”

Therefore, we continued onward for a time through the dark forest, lush with strange life, until the young man in butler’s attire abruptly stopped.

“Oh? Have we arrived?”

There was… nothing there.

Yes, nothing.

More accurately, there was no ground continuing ahead.

“Eh? Here?” Zeno looked around in confusion. “There’s no turtle, no purple roses, and no cotton.”

I had no idea why he could not grasp it immediately.

The ground ended in front of us. In other words, we were standing at the edge of a cliff. And if there was a place beneath a cliff…

“Zeno, where did the letter say the great turtle spirit of darkness lived again?”

“The great turtle spirit of darkness lives at the bottom of the valley. Wait, then does that mean where we’re going now is…”

I turned my gaze back to the young man, who had stopped and was watching us in silence.

Expressionless, he pointed downward at our feet.

No, not at our feet. At the sheer drop of the cliff stretching out below us.

“How exactly are we supposed to get down there?”

Zeno peered cautiously over the edge of the cliff, his expression stiff with unease.

As he leaned forward to look into the valley, the young man gave him a light kick squarely in the rear.

“Wha—?!”

Zeno twisted back toward us in utter shock, then lost his balance and plunged straight over the edge.

That was rather vicious.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?! That was dangerous!”

A moment later, the same Zeno who had just fallen came drifting back up, pale as death, clutching the jubako box in his arms as though his life depended on it, panting hard as he shouted his protest.

At the very least, it seemed Zeno had remembered that he was, in fact, a spirit, and one particularly skilled in the use of wind.

So that answered the question of how we were getting to the valley floor.

Now then… was that little stunt his way of helping us along, a hint, perhaps, or…

“Tch.”

Whether it counted as a hint or not, that click of the tongue made it fairly clear there was malice in it.

Zeno kept yapping at him in outrage, nearly in tears, while the young man looked away in stony silence, as if refusing to acknowledge Zeno’s existence.

He quite clearly disliked the “lolicon” who had dared entangle himself with the princess, the daughter of the King of Darkness.

“Zeno,” I said, “that’s enough barking. Let’s get down there.”

“Even you’re being awful about this, Your Highness! I nearly died just now!”

“Have you forgotten that you’re a spirit? More than that, a high-ranking spirit especially adept with wind and water? Someone like you isn’t going to die just because he falls off a cliff.”

After all, he had been kicked off one and returned without the slightest real trouble.

Though I supposed he really did get the fright of his life.

“That’s not the point! It was terrifying!”

“Ah, yes. How tragic.”

“There’s absolutely no sincerity in that whatsoever, is there?!”

He had changed the focus of his outrage, redirecting it from the young man to me.

I briefly thought of taking a leaf from the young man’s page and ignoring him.

“Putting that aside,” I said, “you remembered that you can fly, didn’t you? Since we now have a way down, would you kindly make yourself useful and serve as the horse?”

“That’s awful! And what do you mean, ‘the horse’?!” Zeno yelped. “Why do I have to become a horse and carry you, Your Highness?! There are plenty of other ways to transport you, right?”

“What, then? Were you planning to carry me in a bridal princess carry? For the record, I refuse.”

Zeno grimaced.

“I’d hate that too.”

For a moment, we both pictured it, and each ended up looking deeply displeased.

“Besides,” Zeno went on, “there’s no need for carrying or horses in the first place. I can just use spirit power to move you normally. You saw my mother floating the jubako and the nihonshu earlier, didn’t you? It’s the same principle.”

“Ah, good. Then that’s settled.”

With the matter decided, we began our descent to the valley floor.

“Ordinarily, when humans are suspended in midair high above the ground, they get frightened,” Zeno remarked after a while. “But you haven’t even changed expression.”

“That’s because I know Zeno would never drop his precious contractor.”

“It’s nice to be trusted, but even then, a normal person ought to feel instinctive fear… No, that was a foolish question. Your Highness doesn’t have emotions like fear, does he?”

“You really do slip in rude remarks so casually, don’t you?”

Zeno did not have the nerve to intentionally kill a human, and more importantly, I was here under the Spirit King’s express permission.

If he were to harm me with actual malice, even Zeno, nephew to the Spirit King, would not get away with it lightly.

Of course, there was always the smallest possibility of some accidental mishap caused by carelessness, but a high-ranking spirit as powerful as Zeno was hardly going to lose control and drop me under normal circumstances.

Given all that, what exactly was there for me to fear?

“Here we are.”

The instant my feet touched the ground with a light thump, my full weight settled back onto them.

Zeno had likely chosen that moment to release the wind that had been supporting me.

“He refused to let you carry him, but is he all right?”

Zeno had offered to transport the young man along with me, but the offer had been rejected so completely it was almost impressive.

Still, he was a spirit too.

Surely he could manage something as simple as flying on his own.

With that in mind, I looked up, searching the sky for the one person who had not yet landed, and found him instantly, descending in a slow, drifting flutter, nothing like Zeno’s controlled way of riding the wind.

It would take him a little longer, perhaps, but he looked perfectly fine.

The moment the young man’s feet touched the ground, Zeno broke the silence. “All right, let’s begin the search for this great turtle.”

He cast the other spirit a look that rather openly hoped for guidance.

The young man, however, simply moved to a rock outcropping a short distance away that looked comfortable enough for sitting, dropped himself onto it, and made no further motion.

He had taken up a perfect observer’s position.

There was not the slightest sign that he intended to help.

Zeno looked a little dejected at that but quickly pulled himself together and began scanning the valley floor around us, a place spacious enough that it hardly felt like the bottom of a gorge at all.

Cliffs rose sheer on both sides.

One direction along the valley stretched open and clear, so much so that it was easy to see that nothing but bare rock lay far into the distance.

The other side, however, was blocked by something enormous, more like a hill than a boulder, which made it impossible to see what lay beyond.

“Hm… there doesn’t seem to be anything that way. The far side of that big rock looks suspicious.”

With that, Zeno started off, and I followed.

The closer we drew, the more obvious the sheer scale of the thing became. And yet, more than its size, what caught my attention was the regular pattern etched across its surface.

This pattern…

I’d seen something like it before.

“I’ll climb up and see whether there’s a turtle on the other side.”

“No, I think it would be better if you didn’t.”

I was now quite certain I recognized that pattern.

“Huh? We can’t see what’s on the other side with this rock in the way, can we?” Zeno protested. “It’ll be fine. If I use wind, climbing it won’t be much trouble.”

If you’re going to use wind, wouldn’t it make more sense to simply fly instead of climbing the suspicious mound that practically screams danger?

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“It’s all right. We’re in the spirit realm. I don’t need to conserve my power the way I do in the human world.”

“Is that so?” I smiled lightly. “Just to be safe, I’ll hold on to that food box you’re carrying.”

“Your Highness being kind is somehow making me nervous.”

“This isn’t kindness,” I said pleasantly. “It’s a necessary measure to protect the inari sushi Bertia worked so hard to make.”

At that, Zeno gave me a wary look and handed over the jubako box.

Once I took it, I put some distance between myself and the mound and, like the young man in butler’s attire, found a convenient rock and sat down.

The young man and I watched in silence as Zeno used the power of wind to spring lightly up the slope of the mound in quick, easy bounds.

And then, just as he reached the top…

“Argh! Who dares climb my back so rudely?!”

The mound roared.

The next instant, the hill shook, and limbs burst out from beneath it.

“W-What? Huh? What?!”

Startled by both the bellow and the sudden movement, Zeno flailed for balance and let out something very close to a scream.

“Just as I thought. Which is exactly why I told you not to climb it,” I muttered, watching his panic unfold. Zeno appeared to have heard me quite clearly, because he turned toward me with tears in his eyes.

“I-If you knew, then you should have told me!”

“I told you to stop, properly and clearly,” I said with a small shrug in response to Zeno’s outrage. “Besides, it may have been hard to see because it was black and covered in moss, but that shell pattern was unmistakably turtle-like. And really, considering the very thing we were looking for was called a great turtle, not being suspicious at all was rather careless, don’t you think?”

This time, at least, I was not at fault.

I had kindly warned him not to do it.

True, I had deliberately refrained from explaining exactly why I thought climbing it was a bad idea, because I had suspected something entertaining might happen… but that was hardly the point.

“That’s perfectly logical! Completely logical! And yet I still don’t accept it!” Zeno shouted back, clinging desperately to the violently thrashing shell of the enraged great turtle.

Though really, instead of hanging on for dear life, wouldn’t the smarter choice have been to let go and take to the air?

“Zeno,” I called, “rather than carrying on this conversation with me, shouldn’t you be apologizing to the great turtle and trying to negotiate for a piece of its shell?”

“As if this is a situation where I can negotiate anything right now!”

“Ahhh!”

The great turtle kept roaring and bucking in outrage, while Zeno clung to it tearfully with all the dignity of a man whose life had gone very wrong.

Admittedly, if he tried to apologize or negotiate at the moment, he would probably bite his tongue first.

The struggle between the two of them went on for some time, but it finally ended when Zeno was flung free. He caught himself with the power of wind before crashing into the rocks, and that at last brought the exchange to a pause.

The expression on his face at that moment was truly noteworthy.

It was the look of a man realizing, for the first time only after being thrown clear, that there had never been any need to cling on so desperately in the first place.

Part Two

“And so, while I realize it is terribly improper to make such a request after treating you so rudely, might I ask whether you would be willing to give me a fragment of your shell?”

Once he had climbed, or rather, gotten flung down from the turtle’s back, Zeno moved around to the front of the great turtle’s face and dropped into a flawless prostration, apologizing profusely for having clambered onto him without permission.

Apparently, this sort of thing happened from time to time. The great turtle was occasionally mistaken for a rock or a hill, and once he understood there had been no ill intent behind it, he proved relatively quick to forgive.

And so, the negotiation began.

Charging in with “Hand over a piece of your shell!” would have made Zeno little better than a bandit, so instead he earnestly explained everything—how we had come here, what had happened up to now, and why he needed a fragment of the shell.

He explained it all, and yet…

“Oh. Now that you mention it, Dark Fox indeed said something about wanting a piece of my shell,” the great turtle rumbled. “I seem to recall she explained something or other as well.”

So Kuro’s mother spoke to him in advance.

Though what she had told him was another matter entirely.

“Then does that mean you’ll let me have a fragment of your shell?” Zeno asked, his eyes lighting up with hope.

But was it really going to be that easy?

This was one of the tasks Kuro’s mother had imposed, after all.

Sure enough, as I watched to see how it would unfold, things went exactly as expected.

“A mere fragment wouldn’t hurt me in the slightest, so I have no objection to giving you one,” the great turtle said. “But handing it over for free would be dull. Let’s see… If you can take it from me by force, then I’ll let you have it.”

“Eh? N-No, that seems a little too dangerous…” Zeno said at once. “If possible, I’d really prefer to settle this peacefully…”

“Come, then. Let’s begin. This time, I’ll be using my spirit powers as well. Do your best, young one.”

And so began the second round between Zeno and the great turtle.

Part Three

“Wait! That’s dangerous! Seriously?! Using barriers like that is completely unfair! Ahh!”

About thirty minutes had passed since Zeno’s screams first began echoing through the valley.

The great turtle remained perfectly unharmed behind barriers woven from darkness.

Zeno, meanwhile, had somehow managed to avoid actual injury, but he looked thoroughly ragged.

Regardless, it was rather enlightening. A barrier, it turned out, could be sharpened and launched like a projectile, or dropped from overhead to crush an opponent, among other things. There was quite a bit of room for creativity there.

Zeno had said that darkness was an attribute specialized for defense, but perhaps that was only true if one thought about it too rigidly.

In practice, Zeno was taking quite a beating.

“Your Highness! Stop sitting there watching so leisurely and help me!”

“I can’t,” I replied mildly. “I’m only human.”

“With you, that doesn’t mean anything and you know it! Besides, you’ve got that sword Uncle enchanted for you, don’t you?! You could at least get a shell fragment, couldn’t you?!”

I probably could.

“Do your best, Zeno.”

Not that I couldn’t help. I simply found it troublesome. And more importantly, this was Zeno’s task. The more he could handle on his own, the better.

“Nooo!”

“Now then,” rumbled the great turtle in obvious amusement. “If all you do is dodge, you’ll never get one of my shell fragments, you know?”

“If that’s how it is, then I’ll just do it!”

Until then, Zeno had done nothing but defend himself, but at last he sprang into action.

At this rate, even if he couldn’t defeat the great turtle outright, he could probably manage to take a shell fragment before long.

“Oh my, oh my. I thought Great Black Turtle was having an awfully lively time, but it seems you have guests.”

Just as I settled back into the role of spectator, an old woman suddenly appeared at my side, smiling pleasantly.

I didn’t sense her presence at all until she spoke.

“Are you acquainted with that great turtle spirit?” I asked.

“Why, yes, of course,” she replied easily. “We’ve known each other a very long time.”

With that, she lowered herself to the rock beside mine.

“My name is Cecil Glo Alphasta,” I said. “I’m the contractor of the spirit currently frolicking with Great Black Turtle over there.”

“My, how polite. And what exactly are those two so excited about?”

“You see…”

I explained everything that had happened up to this point to the old woman.

“I see… So that’s what’s going on,” she said, giving a small nod of understanding once I finished. “No wonder Great Black Turtle is having such a wonderful time.”

With that, she turned her eyes back to Zeno and the great turtle, who were still going at it, and watched them with a gaze full of gentle affection.

“Ah, if you’d like, would you care for some of this?” I said, lifting one tier free from the jubako and offering it to her. “My wife made it together with Kuro, who is that spirit’s mate. It’s quite good.”

The reason I removed the bottom tier instead of the top was simple enough.

It would be easier to carry the rest afterward that way.

Time Wolf had placed his time-stopping power over these jubako boxes, and once a lid was opened, time would begin moving again for that tier. So if we failed to finish everything here and I later decided to leave the remainder with her, taking off the top tier first would have caused the lower ones to start progressing in time as well.

A jubako only had a proper lid for the very top; each lower layer was covered by the bottom of the box above it.

If, on the other hand, I took one out from the bottom, then although the tier I handed over would be left without a lid, the unopened upper layers would remain preserved.

“Oh? Am I truly allowed to eat this?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’m sorry it makes it seem as though I’m offering leftovers, but these were extra portions my wife and the others made, and at the moment, there’s no one else to give them to. I’m sure they’d be happy to know someone enjoyed them.”

“In that case, perhaps I shall. And you should eat with me,” she added. “It must be just about time for you to be feeling a little hungry, no?”

“Then I’ll gladly accept.”

The old woman took one piece of inari sushi from the jubako I had offered and brought it to her mouth. After seeing that, I took one for myself and began eating as well.

At one point, my eyes met those of the young man in butler’s attire, who had been watching Zeno and the others from a short distance away. I beckoned him over to join us, but for some reason, he only shook his head with a faintly frightened look and would not come any closer.

“Really?” the old woman sighed. “What dreadful manners.”

“He must have his own reasons,” I said, offering him a little defense.

Were our positions reversed, I probably would have felt rather conflicted myself, so I could not blame him entirely.

“Is that so? Still, if he gets too rude, just tell me,” she said with a playful wink. “I’ll give him a proper scolding.”

“Thank you. That’s awfully thoughtful of you. But for now, let’s simply enjoy watching them do their best.”

“Agreed.”
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Our eyes met, and we smiled.

For some reason, I had the feeling she and I might get along rather well.

“Hey! Don’t enjoy this! There’s nothing enjoyable about it! Can’t you see I’m falling apart over here?!”

Zeno shouted at us the moment he noticed our little exchange.

Yes, yes. Do your best, Zeno.

“Great Black Turtle looks as though he’s finally starting to tire,” the old woman observed. “I don’t think he’ll lose, of course, but he should begin leaving openings soon enough. It feels as though the end is near.”

“I agree,” I said. “Though Zeno looks even more exhausted than Great Black Turtle, I believe he still has enough strength left to take advantage of any opening.”

About ten minutes later, the great turtle’s footing wavered ever so slightly.

Zeno summoned up the last of his strength, seized that brief opening, and at long last, managed to obtain a fragment of the great turtle’s shell.

Part Four

“Oh, that was a fine bit of exercise for the first time in ages,” Great Black Turtle declared cheerfully. “Zeno, was it? You have my thanks. That was entertaining.”

“Exercise… Entertaining…” Zeno echoed weakly. “No, it’s fine. I got what I came for. Even if I’m in tatters.”

Zeno looked utterly spent, while Great Black Turtle still seemed to have plenty left in reserve and was delighted from the bottom of his heart.

Zeno was, at least in theory, a high-ranking spirit of the Spirit King’s bloodline. Which only went to show what an extraordinary figure this turtle really was.

“We really should get going…”

“Hehe… thank you for the inari sushi,” the old woman said. “It was delicious. I’m sorry I ended up eating Great Black Turtle’s portion as well.”

“Not at all,” I replied.

After the fight had ended, Great Black Turtle had taken an interest in the inari sushi the old woman and I had been eating.

Since they refused to take the whole jubako from us, I ended up leaving them the remains of the tier we had been eating from, along with one additional full tier for Great Black Turtle.

“Whether this counts as proper thanks or not, I couldn’t say, but if you’d like, give this to your wife,” the old woman said, producing a single beautiful feather of deep black from seemingly nowhere and offering it to me.

I had no idea what sort of bird it had come from.

Then again, it was probably not the feather of any ordinary bird, but that of a spirit.

It might have been something commonplace here, but in the human world, I doubted one could obtain such a thing.

Hearing our exchange, Great Black Turtle slowly turned his massive head toward me.

“My apologies for the trouble, Mr. Contractor,” he rumbled. “I’ll enjoy that inari sushi of yours later.”

“If you do, my wife and the others will be delighted,” I replied.

We had just finished our farewells and were about to leave the valley floor when, quite suddenly, the old woman seemed to notice something. Her bent back straightened in an instant, and she stared fixedly into empty space.

“My, my… It seems a transmission is coming through. Great Black Turtle, would you lend me your shell for a moment?”

“Oh, certainly,” he replied at once. “Use whichever spot you like.”

Since I had no idea what was happening, I simply watched in silence as things unfolded. The old woman placed a hand lightly against one section of the turtle’s shell.

A brief pulse of black light flashed from her palm.

The next instant, that particular patch of shell changed. It became smoother than the rest, shining with the dark polish of obsidian.

Suddenly, something began to appear across that one-square-meter surface of black glass.

“Mm, yes, that’s coming through quite ni— Oh! There we are. It’s working!” the old woman declared.

“Bertia, Kuro, the line is open.”

“What?! Right now, of all times?! Master just told me it wasn’t going to connect anymore, so I’d already started cleaning everything up!”

The first voice had been Kuro’s mother’s.

The next was Bertia’s, bright and energetic as ever.

At the same time the voices came through, the hazy, indistinct image on the shell gradually sharpened.

What appeared first was an extreme close-up of Kuro’s mother’s face.

And behind her…

Bertia, in a sudden panic, was hurriedly fastening handcuffs around her own wrists before dashing into a cage that had apparently been set up behind her.

Tia. What exactly are you doing?

“Ahem.” After a deliberate little cough, Kuro’s mother abruptly began speaking in an unmistakably theatrical villain’s tone. “It seems you have managed to clear the first task. However, you have taken far too long. If you do not hurry, these maidens may yet come to grief.”

“L-Lord C-Cecil! I’m perfectly safe, so there’s no need to worry!” Bertia called from inside the cage, smiling brightly. “Kuro! You need to come over here too and speak to Zeno!”

The fact that Kuro’s mother had taken charge of them made it obvious enough that Bertia was in no danger. And while she was currently acting the part of a captive maiden locked in a cage, I had, just moments earlier, seen her standing quite freely outside of it and also watched her put the handcuffs on herself.

In fact, Kuro apparently hadn’t managed the handcuffs very well on her own. Even now, she was carrying them into the cage and asking Bertia to fasten them for her instead. And because Kuro had closed it carelessly, the cage door was still hanging slightly open.

This is supposed to be some sort of imprisoned princess scenario, isn’t it?

Was there truly no one over there willing to stop them, or at least object?

The young man in butler’s attire had, at some point, moved to stand beside me. Now he was rubbing at the crease between his brows as he stared at the scene playing out on the shell.

I see.

So the one person capable of serving as the voice of reason had been sent here, which meant there was no one left over there to rein them in.

“For now, I’m simply relieved to see that you’re all safe,” I said. “We’ll come for you before long, so please behave yourselves until then.”

There was not much else I could reasonably say.

The rest, I decided, I would leave to Zeno.

“W-Wait, what? Kuro? A cage? Handcuffs? What exactly is going on over there?!”

Zeno, meanwhile, was in the grip of utter confusion.

The old woman beside me smiled cheerfully, while Great Black Turtle… Well, since the image was projected on his own shell, he couldn’t exactly see it himself.

“Hehe…” Kuro’s mother gave a thoroughly pleased little laugh. “If you do not come quickly, I may yet make these two mine, body and soul…” Turning to look behind her, she asked, “Bertia, was that the sort of thing you had in mind?”

“Yes, exactly so!” Bertia replied at once, eyes shining. “As expected of Master! You’re so wonderfully villainous! It’s magnificent!”

“Is that so?” Kuro’s mother said, sounding rather delighted by the praise. “I must admit, I’m beginning to enjoy this myself. Very well, then. We shall be waiting for you at the castle. Clear the task quickly and return.”

And then, the connection cut off.The image of Bertia and the others vanished from the shell.

“All right,” I said into the strange silence that followed, “at least we know everyone seems quite well.”

With the air around us turned indescribably awkward, that was all I could think to say.

Tia, you’ve even dragged Kuro’s mother into it now. What in the world are you doing?
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Part One

After being shown a scene so incomprehensible that neither of us had the slightest idea how to respond, we made a deliberate choice not to address it at all. We exchanged farewells with Great Black Turtle and the old woman, then set off toward the next task.

“So it’s this pattern again, is it?” Zeno said with a strained little laugh, watching the back of the young man as he walked ahead in silence.

“It can’t be helped,” I replied. “We haven’t done anything that would improve his opinion of us, after all.”

“That’s… true enough.”

All the young man had done so far was guide us and observe.

He did not speak, and he certainly did not help with the task.

Perhaps kicking Zeno into the valley could be called assistance, in a rather loose sense.

Though from Zeno’s point of view, it had likely felt more like an attack.

“The next task is the one about ‘the cloth made of cotton, treasured by the purple rose spirit living in the forest,’ isn’t it?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what it says.”

Zeno pulled out the sheet with the assignment written on it, checked it once more, and nodded.

After climbing back out of the valley, we had returned to the forest in the Domain of Darkness.

Trees surrounded us on every side, but so far, there was no sign of either purple roses or cotton.

“So it’s fairly deep in the forest after all.”

“It seems that way,” I said. “If we were all spirits, we would probably be moving much faster without me slowing things down. Here’s an idea. Would you like me to return to the castle gates now and wait there instead?”

Bertia was still on my mind, after all. Returning first and talking my way inside wasn’t such a bad idea.

Judging from what I had just seen, persuading Kuro’s mother did not strike me as especially difficult.

“N-No, absolutely not,” Zeno said at once. “Please don’t do that. Being left alone with him in this atmosphere would be torture.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said. “You’re more thick-skinned than you look, Zeno.”

“It’s true enough that being around you forces a person to become thick-skinned, Your Highness, but that doesn’t mean I want to suffer any more unnecessary stress. We’ve already come this far, so we’re finishing this together. Yes. That’s exactly what we’re doing.”

Zeno seized my arm in a firm grip and fixed me with a firm look.

That arm is reserved for Bertia, you know. Still, I suppose waiting should be fine.

If my instincts were right, things were going to become fairly entertaining from here on out as well.

Primarily for Zeno, of course.

“Ah,” I said lightly, “it seems we’ve arrived while you were talking.”

The young man in butler’s attire, who had been walking a little ahead of us, had stopped and was now looking back our way.

Judging by his expression, he was probably trying to convey, “Hurry up and get over here.”

“So this is the place… There really are purple roses here,” Zeno murmured.

It was a small clearing deep in the forest.

Because this was the Domain of Darkness, even an open space without tall trees overhead was not bathed in sunlight.

The only thing illuminating the clearing and the mass of purple roses growing there was the light of the stars.

Though trees crowded thickly all around it, that single patch of ground was smothered entirely in roses, creating a scene so strange it almost felt unnatural.

Zeno swallowed hard.

Considering he had only just been used for target practice by Great Black Turtle, a little caution was understandable.

“Your Highness,” he said, edging subtly behind me, “after you.”

“No,” I replied at once. “This is your task, remember?”

Still smiling, I pushed him gently back out in front of me.

The young man in butler’s attire had been watching our exchange, and at that, he gave a single, deeply satisfied nod in my direction.

That confirmed it. That really had been the correct response.

“As expected,” Zeno muttered with a heavy sigh. “I knew it would come to this.”

Shoulders drooping, he trudged forward with all the enthusiasm of a man heading toward his own execution, making his way toward the place where the purple roses grew thickest.

For the record, I took the jubako box back from Zeno just before he began his approach.

If something like last time happened again—which, to be honest, seemed highly likely—I needed to protect the inari sushi my wife and the others had worked so hard to make.

Hm? Was I not going to protect Zeno as well?

Of course not.

He’d be fine. Zeno was a sturdy sort.

Just as Zeno reached the front of the rose thicket, the young man in butler’s attire drifted back toward where I stood.

So you ran back here to avoid getting caught up in it too, right?

Our eyes met in passing as he attempted to retreat to a position even farther behind me.

He gave me a sly grin.

Yes.

That all but confirmed my suspicion.

“Um, excuse me! Is the spirit of the purple roses here?”

Zeno’s call rang out through the quiet forest.

The next instant, the rose thicket directly in front of him began to shift like a living thing, the vines and branches smoothly drawing apart to either side.

From the passage that opened between them, a middle-aged man with bluish-purple hair and violet eyes came walking forward.

“What is it?” he said, fixing Zeno with a suspicious look, a faint crease between his brows. “You need something from me?”

Behind him, just beyond that corridor of roses hemmed in on both sides, I could glimpse what looked very much like cotton growing farther in.

So that, apparently, was our target—the cotton carefully guarded by the spirit of the purple roses.

Nestled behind a thorn-filled wall of purple rose bushes, growing there as though under their protection, was exactly what the task had described.

If he guarded it that jealously, then one would have to be very careful in how one approached the negotiation.

Otherwise, this could become troublesome very quickly.

A faint smile touched my lips as I watched the exchange between Zeno and the man unfold.

“The truth is…”

Zeno gave the same explanation and plea he had offered the great turtle.

Ah… foolish.

If someone guarded something that dearly, and you came right out and asked, point-blank, to have it…

“Are you mocking me?!” the spirit of the purple roses exploded. “Do you really think I’d hand over my precious cotton that easily? Damn you! Barging in here like some shameless thief trying to take away something cute and precious to me!”

And there it was.

The spirit of the purple roses was angry now.

“Ummm… I’m sorry, I’m sorry… But it’s not like I asked lightly!” Zeno cried.

Even as he apologized, he clearly had no intention of giving up. If he wanted to get back to Kuro, he had to keep pushing forward.

Unfortunately, his attempt to explain only poured oil on the fire.

No, more than that. It was like he had taken a whole barrel and emptied it over the flames.

The purple-rose spirit’s face went crimson. In the next instant, his limbs transformed into thorn-covered rose vines and lashed toward Zeno.

At the same time, the masses of purple rose thickets blooming all around the clearing began to writhe and surge after him.

“Round two of the chase then?” I murmured.

Strictly speaking, what happened with the great turtle had not been a chase so much as a mock battle. But being attacked, fleeing in tatters, defending oneself just enough not to seriously hurt the other side… The pattern was much the same.

“All right,” I said softly. “What shall I do with myself this time?”

The old woman had appeared midway through the last trial, so I had not lacked for company then.

This time was another matter.

Even though the style of attack was different, the overall flow was the same—Zeno getting thoroughly battered. At this rate, I would likely tire of watching rather quickly.

So, while those thoughts drifted through my mind, I spent some time observing the purple-rose spirit’s fighting style instead.

The great turtle, by virtue of its massive body, had barely moved at all, but the purple-rose spirit was the opposite. His vines whipped in every direction, striking from above, below, and all around, with enough variety to keep things moderately entertaining.

Suddenly, I noticed something.

Say, spirit of the purple roses. You’re so absorbed in attacking Zeno that the rose thicket protecting your precious cotton has disappeared entirely. Are you quite sure that’s wise?

I flicked a glance in his direction.

He was fully engrossed in pursuing Zeno and had moved quite a long distance away. He was not paying the slightest attention to the rest of us.

“I don’t intend to steal anything, but perhaps I’ll go take a look,” I murmured.

With the defensive wall of purple roses gone, the patch of cotton was left sitting alone in the middle of the open clearing.

I headed toward it without the slightest hurry.

As I drew nearer to the thick growth of cotton, I realized someone was there.

A small girl.

Her hair was a pure, beautiful white, the exact same color as the cotton growing all around her.

“Oh? Are you the spirit of this cotton?”

The moment she noticed me, she broke into a bright, utterly guileless smile.

“What are you doing here? Ah, I see. The spirit of the purple roses, who was with you, ran off to play chase with Zeno, and you stayed behind to watch.”

At the edge of the cotton patch stood a rock of a convenient size for sitting.

Perched on it, she swung her feet back and forth and pointed toward the purple rose spirit as he continued his energetic pursuit of Zeno.

The one the purple rose spirit truly wanted to protect was not the cotton itself, but this girl, the cotton spirit.

“My contracted spirit ran off to participate in the chase, leaving me with nothing to do. Would you mind if I kept you company?” I smiled as gently as I could, taking care not to startle her.

Her smile widened in response, and she nodded several times in eager delight.

“Here, would you like to try this? It’s called inari sushi. My wife made it together with the mate of the spirit currently being chased over there.”

The girl scooted a little to one side, making room for me on the rock.

I sat beside her and, just as I had with the old woman earlier, offered her some inari sushi.

She looked puzzled at first, but when I took a bite myself to show her that it was food, she immediately understood. Her face lit up, and she happily took one for herself and stuffed it into her mouth.

Good thing I held back on eating too much when I shared some with the old woman.

I couldn’t very well offer food to a little girl and then sit there without eating any myself. If nothing else, I had to have at least one piece out of courtesy, so she wouldn’t feel awkward.

“You seem to like it. I’m glad.”

The moment the girl took a bite of the inari sushi, her eyes lit up. Then she gave me a firm thumbs up.

After that, she devoured the one in her hand at an astonishing speed, then looked up at me as though checking my reaction.

So I held out the jubako again and offered her another.

At first, she tilted her head slightly, hesitation written all over her face, but when I nodded, her face brightened all at once, and from that point onward, she did nothing but eat.

“Is it good? Just be careful not to eat so much that you make yourself sick.”

By the time the inari sushi packed tightly into the box had vanished by half, I couldn’t help offering that warning with a wry smile.

Even if I meant no harm, if the girl ate too much and ended up with a stomachache, that overprotective-looking spirit of the purple roses would almost certainly have something to say about it. That sounded troublesome.

Before long, only about a tenth of the inari sushi remained.

What was more, though the girl still looked eager to keep eating, she had begun glancing over and over toward the spirit of the purple roses.

Most likely, even though the food was nearly gone, she wanted him to have some too because it had been so delicious.

Then she noticed that there was still another unopened tier of the jubako.

This time, she fixed me with a stare.

Now then. What to do?

It had been meant as spare food from the start, so giving it away wouldn’t really be a problem.

“Do you want this one too?”

I lifted the unopened tier slightly to show her.

The girl hesitated for just a moment, then gave a small nod. And then she looked straight at me again.

Of course, I could have ignored that look if I’d really wanted to.

But the pressure of those hopeful eyes was rather strong.

I suppose it’s fine.

We were heading back after this, anyway.

“All right. You can have it. Go on.”

The instant she heard those words, the girl sprang to her feet and hopped once in delight.

Though she looked like a little girl, she had surely lived dozens of times longer than I had. And yet, watching this spirit brought to mind the children from the orphanage Bertia so adored.

At first, they had been frightened of me. But after meeting me a number of times alongside Bertia, they had gradually begun warming up, little by little.

I still could not look at them with the same pure, uncomplicated gaze that Bertia did, but even so, I felt as though something in me had started to soften compared to before.

“I’m glad you enjoy it so much, and I’m sure my wife would be pleased too. But don’t eat too much all at once, all right? If you want to share some with him, then once you finish the inari sushi in the tier you’re eating now, wait until you’re together before opening the next one. I had the spirit of time place a time-stop spell on it, just in case.”

The girl listened with complete seriousness, nodding over and over in cute solemnity before suddenly seeming to remember something. She turned and slipped into the thick patch of cotton behind her.

I see. So this cotton field opens for her as well, since she’s the spirit of the cotton itself.

A short while later, she came back carrying a neatly folded length of pure white cloth.

“Hm? What’s this? Are you giving it to me?”

Still smiling wordlessly, she held the cloth out toward me.

This is, by any reasonable measure, the very cloth that’s gotten Zeno chased all over the place by the spirit of the purple roses, isn’t it?

I glanced toward Zeno.

They were still at it.

Just for the record, Zeno was looking as ragged as ever this time too, since those thorn-covered vines kept striking at him from every direction.

But what was I to do?

The cotton spirit was offering me the cloth of her own accord.

Most likely, she meant it as thanks for the inari sushi, which made refusing feel rather rude.

However, this was precisely what Zeno had been trying so desperately to obtain and why he was, even now, getting battered half to death while still stubbornly pleading with the spirit of the purple roses.

Would it really be right for me, who had gone through none of that trouble, to simply accept it?

Oh well, I suppose it’s fine.

It wasn’t as though I had asked for it.

The cotton spirit herself had chosen to give it to me.

Refusing it out of some misplaced consideration for Zeno would be strange in its own way.

“It’s a beautiful cloth. Thank you.”

I thanked the pleased little spirit with a smile.

After that, once she had polished off every last piece of inari sushi from the opened jubako, the cotton spirit slipped back into the field again. This time, she returned carrying tea.

And so, drinking that tea, the two of us sat there in lazy peace, waiting for Zeno’s endless chase to finally come to an end.

Ah. This green tea feels like something Tia would love.

Part Two

A little while after I had finished my tea, the fleeing Zeno suddenly glanced our way.

Since our eyes met, I gave him a small wave in encouragement.

For some reason, he froze on the spot and stared back at me with a look of complete disbelief.

Up until then, he had been desperately running for his life, so the moment he stopped moving and began staring elsewhere, the spirit of the purple roses immediately sensed that something was wrong and halted his attack as well.

Then he followed Zeno’s line of sight… and froze in exactly the same stunned manner.
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I did not wave to him, since we were not acquainted. But the cotton spirit seated beside me happily waved both hands with great enthusiasm.

A strange silence settled between Zeno and the spirit of the purple roses.

On our side, however, there was no such awkwardness. The cotton spirit remained in excellent spirits and kept cheerfully waving at the purple rose spirit.

After a while, both Zeno and the spirit of the purple roses seemed to come back to themselves at the same instant. Wearing expressions too difficult to define, they walked toward us together like companions.

“Why do you already have the cotton cloth?” Zeno asked.

“Hm? Because while the two of you were busy chasing one another around, I became friends with her. I gave her some inari sushi, and she gave it to me as thanks. Why else?” I answered with the simple truth.

Zeno’s cheek twitched, and he made a face that clearly refused the outcome.

“And why did you give something so precious to this man?” the spirit of the purple roses demanded, turning irritably to the cotton spirit.

Without the slightest sign of being intimidated, she maintained her bright smile and held out the jubako I had given her toward him.

“He gave you something delicious, and so you gave him a gift in return? Were you bribed with food?”

He looked deeply displeased, but perhaps because he could not bring himself to be harsh with the cotton spirit when she was reporting so happily, the purple rose spirit only slumped in weary defeat.

He had fought so desperately to guard that which he cherished, only for the one being guarded to give it away of her own accord.

Anyone would be deflated.

Perhaps I should offer a little help here.

“She only gave it because she wanted to,” I said, smiling pleasantly. “It seems she wanted you to try it as well, since she found it delicious.”

At that, the spirit of the purple roses shot me a glance, then turned away with a brusque, “I see,” his cheeks faintly red.

Even with his face turned away, though, he was gently patting the cotton spirit on the head.

He really was pleased.

“In that case,” I asked mildly, “would you prefer that I return the cloth?”

I could more or less guess the answer before it came, but I asked anyway, just to be sure.

Zeno let out a startled cry. “You’re giving it back after finally getting it?!” But even if the girl who owned the cloth herself said it was fine, if the one who had been guarding it objected, returning it first was the proper course of action.

Leave resentment behind, and it would only fester later.

It was far better to return it once, then have it given again in a way the spirit of the purple roses could truly accept.

Besides, this task was meant for Zeno in the first place.

The spirit of the purple roses frowned at my words and gave them some thought, but then the cotton spirit tugged tightly at his clothes and tilted her head at him disapprovingly. Seeing that, he raked one hand through his hair in resignation.

“Damn it. If the one who owns the cloth says she wants to give it away, then fine. You can have it.”

All’s well that ends well.

If our positions were reversed, I likely would have done the same.

If Bertia looked at me with those sad eyes, then there would be nothing left to do but surrender.

This task had ended up with me helping Zeno rather more than intended, but that could hardly be helped.

To be fair, he had done his part.

If he had not kept the spirit of the purple roses occupied, I likely never would have spoken to the cotton spirit at all. We might not have even realized she was there.

On that point, at least, Zeno deserved credit.

“Thank you for acknowledging it.”

“Hm? Oh.” The spirit of the purple roses looked puzzled for an instant at my gratitude. Then, as if he had understood what I meant, he gave a small nod. “So you noticed after all.”

Well, with this much information gathered, yes.

Even though a few key pieces were still missing, it was enough to see the outline.

With that thought, I flicked my eyes toward Zeno.

He was tilting his head with a lost look.

I see.

So Zeno still had not realized.

In that case, I would keep quiet until he figured it out himself or until someone laid it out for him.

That way, I would almost certainly get to see a much more entertaining reaction.

“Come then. We’ve cleared all the tasks, so let’s get back to the King of Darkness’s castle. I’d like to see Tia again myself.”At Great Black Turtle’s place, we had glimpsed—quite by accident—what was going on back at the castle.

That only made me more concerned.

At this rate, Bertia would probably have managed one or two more incidents of her own before we returned.

If I stayed here, I could neither stop them nor observe them.

If I could not stop her, then the least I ought to do was watch my wife being endearingly ridiculous.

At that moment, an idea occurred to me.

This might work rather well… but which of them is the better one to ask?

Slowly, I turned my gaze first to the spirit of the purple roses, then to the cotton spirit.

The first one to meet my gaze was the cotton spirit.

Noticing me looking at her, she tilted her head in curiosity.

Asking the cotton spirit was probably the right move. It seemed like the safest option.

Even if it turned out to be something only the spirit of the purple roses could do, as long as the cotton spirit agreed, she could likely persuade him on my behalf.

“Before we head back, I’d like to see how my wife and the others are doing. Earlier, a dark spirit in the valley showed us an image that had been sent from the King of Darkness’s castle. Is it possible to see what’s happening over there from this side as well?”

The cotton spirit stared at me blankly for a moment, but then she seemed to understand what I wanted. Folding her arms, she struck a thoughtful pose.

A moment later, she smacked one palm into the fist of her other hand and flashed me a firm thumbs-up.

That meant I could leave it to her.

“Hm? What is it?”

The cotton spirit trotted over to the spirit of the purple roses and began explaining something to him in animated gestures.

I had no idea what she was trying to say, but he clearly did. After a brief exchange—something along the lines of, “That’ll work?”—he nodded.

“So… not too large, then?”

As if verifying with the cotton spirit, the spirit of the purple roses flicked his fingers lightly, and the nearby rose vines slithered outward, weaving themselves into a broad rectangular frame.

The cotton spirit gave several enthusiastic nods, apparently pleased, then dashed into the dense patch of cotton and returned with another piece of pure white cloth.

“And what are you planning to do with that?” the spirit of the purple roses asked, looking mildly puzzled.

The cotton spirit handed the cloth over, then launched into another round of energetic gesturing.

“I see.”

Following her directions, the spirit of the purple roses spread the cloth and carefully fitted it into the rectangular frame made of rose vines.

The way he adjusted the angle, shape, and positioning of each vine so the cloth wouldn’t be damaged made it painfully obvious just how precious the cotton spirit was to him.

“All right. That should do it.”

A wide, rectangular frame of purple vines stretched with white cotton cloth.

The cotton spirit looked at the finished result with great satisfaction, then turned to me with a bright smile and pointed at it.

“Ah… So you’re going to project the image onto that, are you?”

Judging from the shape of what they had made and the steps they had taken, it seemed the obvious conclusion. When I voiced it, the cotton spirit clapped her hands happily.

Though honestly, once they’d gone this far to make it obvious, it would have been harder to misunderstand.

I couldn’t help smiling a little at that, but since I very much wanted to see what my wife and the others were up to as soon as possible, I said nothing more and simply waited for the image to appear.

For several moments, the cotton spirit closed her eyes and pressed her palms together before her face as though in prayer.

Then, all at once, she snapped her eyes open and slapped both hands against the stretched white cloth.

Nothing appeared on the white cloth.

No, wait. Is that a faint blur?

At first, it had been only a blank white sheet. Now, however, something indistinct had begun moving across it, little by little.

And at the same time, from somewhere far away, the vague sound of voices began to reach us.

“Could this be… a success?”

I wasn’t entirely sure how to react to something so difficult to make out, so I simply watched.

As I did, the image gradually sharpened, and the sound grew clearer as well.

“… nk you! All right…?”

The first voice I recognized was my wife’s.

At once, my expression softened.

After a few more moments, the image finally came fully into focus.

“Wait! Kuro, please undo this for me! Ah, not that side! This one, this one!”

There, for reasons beyond all logic, was Bertia, wrapped from head to toe in what looked like black yarn, so thoroughly tangled that she could barely move. Beside her was Kuro, attempting to free her, only to get tangled up herself until all she could do was tilt her head in confusion.

Just as I thought, she’s managed to get herself into something again.

A helpless smile rose to my lips.

“Um… Your Highness?” Zeno said, staring at me in bafflement. “What exactly is… this?”

He was looking at me as though he expected an explanation.

I should like to point out that I had no explanation either.

“Why did this happen?!” Bertia wailed, nearly in tears now as her struggles only wrapped the yarn tighter around her. “Isn’t having the heroine lowered by strings after she’s fallen into the villain’s hands a standard scenario?! This isn’t being suspended; it’s just being wound up into a giant ball!”

Kuro, Bertia really does seem to be in trouble this time, so perhaps refrain from playing with the yarn while trying to free her?

“Ohhh,” Kuro’s mother said, sounding deeply impressed. “So this is the ‘standard scenario’ you spoke of. It looked like it would be painful to suspend you too high by mere strings, so I attempted a lower arrangement instead and made the strings thicker and softer so they would not hurt you. What do you think?”

I see.

So what Bertia had intended was something like a marionette, with her suspended by strings. But because Kuro’s mother had thought hanging her only from above would be painful, she had chosen a lower position. So low, in fact, that Bertia could have sat down comfortably with no issue at all.

At which point, one had to admit she had rather abandoned the “suspended” part entirely.

What she had actually done was merely wrap yarn around Bertia’s body, and because she’d thought thin strings like marionette cords might be too harsh, she had substituted them for soft yarn instead.

Then, having prepared a generous amount of it, she tried to wind it around Bertia but failed to do so properly, leaving Bertia hopelessly entangled and unable to move.

At this point, rather than a captive heroine, she looks exactly like a kitten that got into a ball of yarn and wrapped itself up so badly it can no longer escape.

What exactly was I supposed to do here?

Perhaps that’s what this is meant to be, then? Perhaps I’m supposed to be the one who rescues the kitten tangled in a ball of yarn.

“That does look as though it might be a rather fun rescue,” I murmured.

“No, I think by the time we get back, Lady Kuro’s mother will probably have already freed her,” Zeno said. “It looks like she’s started helping untangle her.”

“Unfortunate.”

Standing shoulder to shoulder with Zeno, I watched the scene playing across the cloth with a faintly wry smile.

Apparently, unlike the earlier transmission, this one was one-way only. They had no idea we were watching from this side.

“You and yours do make for lively mates,” the spirit of the purple roses observed.

The cotton spirit was pointing at the projected image and laughing merrily, while the spirit of the purple roses looked at us with a touch of sympathy.

“At least it’s good to know things are peaceful over there,” I said. “Though I fully intend to hear all about it once we get back…”

It had gone about as I’d expected—Bertia had managed to do something—but fortunately, this time, the result did not seem particularly serious.

As an added bonus, watching my wife in one of her more ridiculous states had soothed me a little.

“In any case, it seems we’d best return as soon as possible. The longer we stay away, the more likely it is she’ll keep getting into things… and I’d hate to miss any especially entertaining moments.”

Or rather, to be honest, I simply wanted to see Bertia again.

This spirit realm was a place I had never visited before.

It was not that I felt uneasy being separated from my wife in an unfamiliar land.

Though I am certainly uneasy about what she might get up to where I can’t see her.

Even so, when it came to enjoying this world full of strange and marvelous things, Bertia’s presence had somehow become essential to me.

No matter how unusual or intriguing the sights before me, without her, they all felt a little lacking.

On the other hand, if she was there, even familiar places and unchanging days became bright and interesting, transformed into something vivid.

The old me would never have been affected by another person’s presence like this.

What needed to be done was always clear. I simply carried it out, calmly and methodically, as work.

What I wished to do, I did as inclination moved me. If someone else stood in the way, I did not adjust myself to them. I contrived matters so that they would adjust themselves to me instead. And when I tired of something, I stopped.

That was all.

I had never once watched someone’s expression to judge my own course, nor changed how I felt or responded based on whether a particular person was there.

Yet now?

Now, even in the same place, doing the same things, if Bertia alone was absent, my mood, my sense of purpose, everything shifted.

At this point, it might even be fair to call it a kind of dependence.

Perhaps that was why I felt it so keenly now, in this moment when I had been forcibly separated from her during a time that, by rights, should have been spent together.

“Ah… I’m lonely,” I murmured. Then I shook my head. “No… that’s not quite it. More likely, I’m simply irritated that we were made to part against our will.”

After all, this trip to the spirit realm was meant, first and foremost, to be about Zeno and Kuro.

We were only the extras.

Of course, I understood that helping with their circumstances was the natural thing to do. I had no real intention of getting angry over something like this, nor of venting any dissatisfaction.

My rational mind understood perfectly well that it was only a matter of splitting up for a few hours.

However, the fact that something restless and difficult to digest still lingered in my chest was probably proof that I, too, was only human.

“Thank you for indulging my request.”

“No, no. We got to see something entertaining ourselves, so there’s no need to worry about it,” the spirit of the purple roses replied, absently stroking the cotton spirit’s head.

The image had already cut out, yet the cotton spirit still seemed to be basking in the afterglow of it all. She smiled brightly and flashed me a thumbs-up.

Seen off by the pair, we started back toward the King of Darkness’s castle.

Now then, what would my wife be doing by the time we returned, having at last escaped that yarn?

Had she reached the point of genuinely starting to worry about us by now?

No, probably not. It was not that late yet, and she had seen how we were doing partway through. She was unlikely to be truly worried.

In that case, what unexpected thing would she think up next?

Bertia’s thought process was impossible to predict.

That was exactly why I found myself so absurdly eager to see her again.

“To think the day would come when I’d want to hurry back to someone this badly…”

“Your Highness?”

Lost in thought, I had slowed without realizing it.

Zeno, who was a step ahead of me, must have caught my quiet murmur, because he turned back and tilted his head.

Judging by his expression, he had heard my voice, but not the words themselves.

“Sorry. It’s nothing.”

“Your Highness is apologizing to me?!”

“It seems Zeno would like to end the day in even more of a tattered state than he already is.”

The moment I smiled at him, Zeno gave his usual violent shudder and shook his head as hard as he could, fear plain on his face.

Honestly, this attendant of mine, this spirit, had far too many verbal slips for one person.

At this point, I could only assume he was doing it on purpose.

“Ah, look,” I said. “You can see the castle now. We’re almost there.”

Now that we’d finished distributing the gifts, we moved toward the castle with lighter bodies and a slightly quicker pace.

The young man in butler’s attire was still well ahead of us, so even if we sped up a little, there was no danger of overtaking him.

“At last,” Zeno muttered. “At last, we can get into the castle. I never imagined that just entering a house and having a conversation would take this much work.”

“Nor did I.”

“Your Highness, you realize that all you really did was sit around eating inari sushi, chatting, and watching my lone heroic struggle from a safe distance, right?”

“For me, being separated from Tia for no reason is the greatest hardship of all.”

“That’s not… No, actually, in your case, that’s probably true,” Zeno said, catching himself midway and then giving a wry smile. “For most people, the things you do would count as enormous hardship, but for you, they’re so easy they don’t even qualify as ‘trouble.’ At least, unless it has something to do with Lady Bertia.”

After more or less agreeing with me, he immediately followed it up with, “Still, if all of that was so easy for you, I think you could have helped me a little more.”

A little help would not have been a problem. But helping too much would have led to poor results for Zeno. He still hadn’t realized that himself.

“Tell me, Zeno. Did you enjoy it?”

“How could I possibly have enjoyed it?! You were watching the whole time! You saw how hard I had it!”

“So did I. But without Bertia, it all felt a bit lacking.”

“That is not what we were talking about,” Zeno said flatly. Then, after a moment, he added with slight embarrassment, “Though… I suppose I did feel a little lonely without Kuro there.”

Watching him admit that, shy as he was, made it easy to see how good and genuine his bond with Kuro really was.

“In that case, I suppose we should hurry even more.”

With the castle now in sight, I picked up the pace again.

“I’m exhausted,” Zeno groaned. “I just want to rest.”

“Think of it as one last push.”

“All right. The castle’s just ahead!”

Unfortunately, that wasn’t what I meant, Zeno.

What I meant was that I had a feeling there was still one more effort to come.

And so, we made our way toward the castle gates, the very place where this little adventure had begun.

I was fully aware that the young man in butler’s attire, still some distance ahead, had turned back and was watching us intently.

He had stood quietly at the King of Darkness’s side.

So after seeing Zeno complete these trials, what had he thought?

What conclusion had he reached?
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Part One

We’ve finally made it back.

We had completed the tasks and returned at last to the gates of the King of Darkness’s castle.

The young man in butler’s attire had arrived ahead of us. He had already passed through the gate and now stood waiting by the great front doors of the castle itself.

The gate stood wide open. There was no reason to stop there.

So we went straight through and approached the entrance.

“Thank you for your work,” I said to the young man waiting by the doors. “And thank you for accompanying us this far.”

Then I reached for the castle doors, but they wouldn’t open.

The fact that we had been able to pass through the gate meant Kuro’s mother’s barrier, the one that had kept us from entering the castle, had either already been lifted or altered to permit our entry.

Which meant that if the doors still would not open, this was no barrier.

They had simply been locked.

“And what exactly is the meaning of this?”

I turned my gaze to the young man.

He quite clearly knew what was going on. More than that, with a key hanging from a chain around his neck, it was painfully obvious that he was the one responsible.

I am not a dog.

I had no intention of obediently sitting there and waiting when someone had dangled “you may see your wife now” in front of me like bait.

I let that thought show plainly in my stare.

In response, the young man calmly drew a dagger from inside his coat and came at us with it.

My hand moved instantly toward the hilt of the sword the Spirit King had imbued with his power.

He was close, yes, but still well within a distance where I could draw and respond in time.

If he intended to fight…

But no.

He ignored me entirely and went straight for Zeno instead.

“Oh? I guess that’s fine.”

I let go of my sword hilt.

“What do you mean, ‘it’s fine’?! Why are you taking your hand off your sword?! This is the part where you help me! This is the part where the armed one steps in between us and protects me!”

Shouting his complaints at full volume, Zeno kicked off the ground with the power of wind and leapt backward, widening the distance between himself and the attacker in one smooth movement.

The young man pursued him immediately.

At the same time, thin cords like taut strands or wires shot out from all around, stretching toward Zeno as though to bind him.

At first, they looked frail and insubstantial.

Then, little by little, they thickened and hardened.

“Wait! Why are you attacking me all of a sudden?! No, actually, not all of a sudden. You were pretty hostile from the start, but still!”

Zeno, trying desperately to make sense of the situation, shouted his questions at the young man.

To his great misfortune, the young man did not answer.

“I cleared the tasks, didn’t I?! There’s no reason for me to be attacked now!” Zeno pressed the issue again.

But there was still no answer.

Even so, despite the intensity of the assault being directed at him, Zeno somehow found the energy to keep shouting this much.

Which really only proved one thing.

He still has quite a bit of composure left, doesn’t he?

Or rather, perhaps it was time for him to accept reality: from the moment we left the gate to the moment we returned, this young man had not uttered a single word.

Surely by now, Zeno could afford to notice that and give up on expecting answers.

“Your Highness, stop watching and help me! He’s technically Lady Kuro’s mother’s butler, so I can’t really injure him! I have to restrain him without hurting him, and he’s surprisingly stron— Ugh!”

Mid-complaint, the young man pulled more throwing knives from his coat and hurled them. Zeno dodged most of them, but not all. One blade grazed his cheek, drawing a thin red line across it.

Oh? So spirits bleed red, too.

Then again, I had seen Zeno bleed once before, back when he’d managed to injure himself through his own clumsiness.

“W-Wait! You’re serious, aren’t you?! You’re actually trying to kill me, aren’t you?! With Great Black Turtle and the spirit of the purple roses, I could at least tell they were holding back, but I’m not getting that from him at all!”

Face gone pale, Zeno frantically used wind magic to evade each attack.

But every time he escaped one danger, something else came for him. Plants lashed out from where he landed, trying to snare him.

I’ve seen that plant somewhere before… Ah. Of course.

The one I’d seen before hadn’t moved like that, and it had looked much more like an ordinary tree.

So he’s that spirit.

Which meant…

Oh dear.

While I was busy with that train of thought, Zeno got his leg tangled in the plants and went sprawling.

The young man came down at him from above, both hands wrapped around the dagger’s hilt.

“Zeno, if you stay like that, you’re going to get a hole in your shoulder.”

“Please don’t calmly say horrifying things like that! Ugh!”

Reacting instantly to my warning, Zeno rolled sideways.

At the same time, he sliced through the plants around his legs with the power of water and fled again.

His opponent was attacking with absolutely no restraint.

Zeno, meanwhile, had to subdue him without injuring him.

The problem was that the young man was so strong that Zeno couldn’t simply overpower him.

This was becoming rather dangerous.

Before long, the accumulated fatigue in what was now Zeno’s third battle of the day began to show. His movements slowed little by little, and he started taking more hits.

Great Black Turtle and the spirit of the purple roses had attacked him, yes, but both had still held back enough to avoid truly injuring him.

This young man was different.

So instead of merely looking ragged, Zeno was beginning to bleed.

“The sky is starting to look strange.”

I was still debating whether to step in when the heavens above began to churn in visible displeasure. Before long, a low rumble like distant thunder rolled across the air.

“Ah… I get it.”

This was the Domain of Darkness.

And the sky here, too, fell under the King of Darkness’s domain.

Which meant that this sullen, roiling sky could very well reflect her will.

“Tch!”

Still panting, still dodging, still just barely staying ahead of the attacks, Zeno shifted to evade a dagger that seemed aimed at his thigh, only for the young man to suddenly change the flow of the strike and drive a kick into the back of Zeno’s knee while he was off-balance.

The pained grimace that crossed Zeno’s face was likely less from the kick itself than from the way it forced him down.

He hit the ground hard.

Then the young man kicked him in the back.

Zeno was slammed fully prone, and before he could rise, the young man planted a foot between his shoulder blades to keep him pinned. As if that weren’t enough, plants immediately wound around his body, binding him in place.

And then, still standing on his back, the young man raised his blade high.

“This is bad.”

There was no leaving this alone.

If this went much further, Zeno could be seriously injured. With enough bad luck, he might even be reduced from a spirit to nothing more than a lump of power once again.

My hand went back to my sword, and I was just about to run… when it happened.

Crash!

With a spectacular burst of shattering glass, a black object came flying out from the second-floor balcony of the castle.The black shape shot straight into the young man standing over Zeno, striking him full on and sending him flying.

Then it landed and rose with effortless poise.

“Kuro… You’re in your adult form today.”

There she stood, the familiar little girl in an unfamiliar grown woman’s form.

In her adult form, Kuro’s face was blazing with anger. After sending the young man flying into one of the trees growing in the garden, she rushed straight over to where he had fallen.

Then, as though to make absolutely sure her point was understood, she began kicking him over and over.

“Your Highness, this is not the time to be admiring that. Help me.”

While I was busy appreciating the crisp efficiency of her attacks, far sharper than in her little-girl form, a voice rose from near my feet.

It was Zeno, still pinned to the ground by the plants.

“I suppose it can’t be helped,” I said.

The fight with the young man was, in all likelihood, over now, and if it was, it was time to deal with the aftermath.

I went over to Zeno, who remained trapped against the ground, and drew the sword at my side to cut through the plants binding him and pull him free.

All the while, Kuro kept kicking the young man.

When she finally seemed satisfied, she switched tactics. Now she stood over the young man, who had fallen into a miserable, dejected slump, and began hissing at him.

It sounded cute to me, but I assumed she was actually scolding him rather than simply hissing.

“So,” I said, “I suppose that settles the matter.”

Beside me, Zeno pushed himself upright now that he was free, brushing dirt from his clothes.

Just as I was letting out a quiet breath of relief—

Bang! Bang, bang, bang! Thud. Thud. Thud.

From beyond the castle’s heavy doors came the unmistakable sound of a major commotion, followed by rapid footsteps.

Drawn by the noise, I looked toward the entrance.

Rattle, rattle! Clack!

“Lord Ceciiil! Kurooo!”

Bertia burst out of the castle like an arrow loosed from a bow, tears already shining in her eyes.

The instant she spotted me, she ran straight toward me without slowing at all and threw herself into my arms.

“Lord Cecil, are you all right?! I was so worried!”

She clung to me with crushing force, as though needing to confirm that I was truly there. Then she abruptly pulled back and looked me over from head to toe to make sure I wasn’t hurt. Once she saw that I was uninjured, she immediately threw herself at me again and burst into tears.

Since the sky had begun to grow ominous around the time Zeno and the young man started fighting, Kuro’s mother and the others must have been watching the situation outside by some means.

Once Zeno had truly fallen into danger, Kuro must have reached the end of her patience, leapt from the second floor, and driven the young man off.

The fact that something serious enough to make Kuro jump out of a second-floor balcony had happened must have shaken Bertia so badly that she could no longer contain her anxiety, and she came running all the way out here to see whether we were safe.

That was touching.

It truly was.

But before anything else, there was one matter I could not ignore.

“Tia, I’m glad you were worried for me, but… would you like to tell me why you’re dressed like that?” I asked.

I simply could not let it go.

Bertia was wearing a jet-black dress, very much like the one Kuro’s mother had on earlier.

She had most likely borrowed it from her.

Compared to Bertia’s usual style, it was far more daring and far more mature. And then there was the makeup.

Her lipstick was a vivid, eye-catching crimson.

Around her eyes was a gradient of shadow that shifted from black into violet.

Even her lashes looked dramatically longer than usual.

It was an appearance utterly unlike her normal self.

If I had to describe it, it was exactly the sort of “seductive villainess” Bertia adored in her imagination.

Though, admittedly, thanks to all the crying, the area around her eyes had become a bit of a disaster.

“W-Well…” Bertia sniffled. “Since we had such a wonderful, elegant master here, someone so cool and magnificent, just like a final boss, I thought that while you and the others were working hard, we should work hard too and try to perfect the flower of evil…”

“I see… Right. And then?”

At this point, I had already stopped pretending I properly understood what she was talking about, but for the moment, I decided to simply let her continue.

“After discussing the setup with Master and Kuro, we came up with the scenario and started preparing everything so we could surprise you once you returned, Lord Cecil.”

“I… see?”

That explained the incomprehensible part.

What I still did not understand was why “perfecting the flower of evil” required surprising us in the first place.

Generally speaking, I was fairly certain being a villain was not, in fact, a profession centered around startling people.

If I started pointing out everything wrong with that logic, I’d never finish.

“So then, Kuro and I had been cast in the role of prisoners held by Master,” she continued. “Since we were originally on the side of good, we thought we’d become the kind of villainesses who had been captured by the final boss, brainwashed, and turned into enemies.”

“That is… certainly a very elaborate villainess setting you chose.”

Bertia, you said you wanted to surprise us when we came back, but at this point, that goal has already been accomplished.

I absolutely had not expected something this elaborate and incomprehensible.

So I felt justified in wondering, Tia, what in the world have you actually been doing?

A mixture of exasperation and helpless amusement washed through me, and with it came an odd sense of release.

A moment ago, things had been fairly dangerous, but somehow, all of that tension had simply blown away.

“By the way, the plan was that in the end, Lord Cecil and the others would defeat Master, the final boss, and Kuro and I would return to our senses and be restored to normal.”

“Tia, if that’s the flow of the story, doesn’t that mean we’d have to defeat Kuro’s mother? Are you sure that’s all right?”

I couldn’t help asking.

The instant the question reached her, Bertia froze solid. Then all the color drained from her face.

“T-That won’t do! That absolutely won’t do! Ahh, then this whole setup is unusable after all!” She clutched her head in despair, apparently genuinely shocked by the realization.

Seeing her react in exactly the same way she always did, I couldn’t help letting out a quiet laugh.

“Lord Cecil! I’m in my right mind! I haven’t turned into an enemy at all! So if you attacked Master, I’d hate it!”

“It’s all right. The King of Darkness is Kuro’s mother. I was never going to do anything like that.”

Bertia hurriedly launched into an earnest attempt to reassure me, but I had never intended such a thing in the first place.

More to the point, their little plan had already collapsed—no, it had been utterly destroyed—before it could even begin, considering they had confessed everything in advance.

Even if no trouble had arisen and the scenario had somehow played out exactly as intended, there were far too many holes in the setup for it to have worked.

Most importantly, no one involved was capable of acting well enough to fool anyone.

But this is exactly what makes her Bertia.

There was something oddly comforting about it.

I really had been thoroughly infected by her.

While this thought ran through my mind, Kuro’s mother finally stepped out through the castle doors, which had been left wide open the entire time.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked.

The moment she laid eyes on the state of the garden, her anger flared openly.

All eight of her tails had puffed up with fury, which was quite a sight in itself.

Still bristling like that, she strode straight toward the young man who had been receiving Kuro’s scolding.

Kuro, who had been chastising him right up until then, immediately stepped aside and took her place just behind her mother.

“Tell me, what is the meaning of this, Daizu2?” Kuro’s mother repeated, raising her voice sharply.

At that, the young man jerked violently.
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“Daizu? Ah!” Bertia gasped, eyes suddenly blazing with discovery. “Now that I look closely, these plants sprouting all over the place are soybean stalks! And those little pods growing here and there are edamame! How wonderful! So that man was a soybean spirit all along!”

There she went, reacting with delight to something else entirely.

It was a soybean plant, after all.

Still, Bertia, now’s really not the time to get excited, so let’s keep quiet for the moment, shall we?

As she started toward the soybean plants with shining eyes, I slipped an arm around her waist and stopped her in place.

Bertia blinked up at me, clearly unable to understand why she was being restrained, so I pressed a finger lightly to her lips and signaled for silence. Then I pointed toward Kuro’s mother and the young man.

The moment she saw the fury radiating from Kuro’s mother, even Bertia seemed to realize this was not the time. She hurriedly clapped both hands over her own mouth and nodded repeatedly to show she understood.

Silence stretched on.

Even so, Daizu remained bowed and wordless.

At last, Kuro’s mother let out a deep sigh, as though resigning herself to the situation, and spoke again.

“Daizu. My mate. Kuro’s father.”

At those words, Daizu slowly raised his head.

Zeno’s eyes flew wide in shock.

Zeno, so you really never realized until the very end.

Given how openly hostile he’d been and the fact that Kuro’s mother had him standing at her side when she came to receive us, I would have thought it obvious that no one but Kuro’s father fit the role.

“It is true,” Kuro’s mother continued, “that I know you were upset at the thought of Kuro taking a mate… of Kuro getting married. I know you hated the son-in-law who would come and take our daughter away. To be honest, I feel some of that sadness myself, so it is not as though I cannot sympathize. But still, this is the man our precious daughter chose. I told you that you must accept him, did I not?”

From what Kuro’s mother went on to explain, it seemed that from the moment Kuro had sent word saying she would come to pay her greetings with her chosen mate, Daizu had only grown more and more agitated at the thought that his daughter was about to be stolen away by some strange man.

Kuro’s mother had tried to soothe him somehow, but things had not gone especially well.

Kuro’s father had refused to listen to his mate from the very beginning, having already decided on his own that the man in question must be worthless.

At first, Kuro’s mother had been sympathetic. It was easy enough to think he was simply grieving the thought of giving his daughter away in marriage.

But even sympathy has its limits.

When someone kept throwing the same childish tantrum, irritation naturally followed.

In the end, Kuro’s mother had snapped and devised a plan.

If no amount of persuasion worked, then she would throw him out of the house along with the prospective son-in-law. Surely, if she told him he would not be allowed back inside until the two of them learned to get along, he would at least make some effort.

It was a rather forceful solution.

While she was at it, she decided she might as well have them make the rounds of the relatives as well, under the guise of “tasks.”

However, the true purpose had always been either to get Kuro’s father and Zeno to bond or, at the very least, to make Kuro’s father acknowledge Zeno as his son-in-law.

She had made all the necessary arrangements in advance, but apparently, if on the day itself, Kuro’s father had simply accepted Zeno in a straightforward manner, she had intended to call the whole thing off.

Instead…

“It is true that when Kuro was brought here in her child form as his mate, even I had a moment of unease and said some unnecessary things,” Kuro’s mother admitted. “But surely that was no reason to become that hostile.”

On the day of their arrival, Kuro’s father’s mood had not improved in the slightest.

If anything, it had worsened.

On top of that, he had latched onto Kuro’s mother’s careless use of the word “lolicon,” making his attitude even worse.

At that point, Kuro’s mother had decided the situation was hopeless and put the plan into action. She’d thrown both Zeno and me outside with Kuro’s father, given us the tasks, and set everything in motion.

At the same time, it seemed she had handed Kuro’s father a second letter, separate from the one describing the tasks. It was a scolding note telling him, “Be kind to Zeno and make an effort to get along with him. If you don’t, you won’t be allowed back into the house either.”

In other words, of those two envelopes we had been shown at the beginning, the one the young man had refused to let us see had contained a letter from Kuro’s mother to Kuro’s father, ordering him to get along with Zeno.

Okay.

When he had reacted so meaningfully while refusing to hand it over, it wasn’t because it held some mysterious hint at all.

It was simply something he absolutely could not afford to let us read.

Kuro’s father, it seemed, was quite the actor.

“I had already arranged in advance with your parents and with mine as well that if the prospective son-in-law earned their approval, they were to give him the shell and cloth as gifts of congratulations,” Kuro’s mother said, fixing him with a steady stare and pressing for an answer. “If the son-in-law completed the tasks, then that meant Kuro’s grandparents all approved of him too. I wrote as much in the letter, did I not? Which means… the only one who has not accepted him is you.”

Watching that exchange, Zeno swallowed once, hard, and then stepped forward toward Kuro’s parents.

“Father-in-law.”

The moment he used that title, Daizu turned a sharp glare on him.

Zeno flinched for the briefest instant, but he did not look away.

“I understand why you would look at me that way and feel uneasy, Father-in-law,” he said. “The one with whom your precious daughter will spend her life… Of course, you would worry. If I ever have a daughter of my own someday, I’m sure I would feel the same way. Even so, I want to spend my whole life with Kuro. As I am now, I may not yet be worthy of her in your eyes. But I will keep trying. If there are faults in me, I will correct them. If our views differ, I will work things through until we find an answer we can both accept. So please, judge me not only for who I am now, but also for what I may yet become.”

With that, Zeno bowed his head deeply.

For a while, Daizu said nothing. He only stared down at Zeno, as though weighing him in silence.

Then, at last, he let out a sigh.

He reached out, gave Zeno a light tap on the head, and rose to his feet.

After that, he slipped his arm around Kuro’s mother and began escorting her toward the castle.

“D-Daizu? What exactly does that mean…?”

Kuro’s mother looked utterly bewildered, too confused to understand what had just happened. Though she let herself be led along, her eyes moved anxiously between Zeno and Daizu.

At last, when they reached the castle entrance, Daizu looked back over his shoulder and, with a short jerk of his chin, signaled for the rest of us, Zeno included, to come inside.

“D-Daizu!”

Kuro’s mother broke into a radiant smile, her eight tails swishing happily behind her.

Kuro, too, was clearly pleased by her father’s concession. As though praising Zeno for all the battered effort he had put in, she pressed her face against him and rubbed softly against his body, tail swishing.

“Eh? Eh? What does this mean?” Bertia asked, still standing at my side.

She seemed unable to fully grasp Daizu’s rather clumsy way of yielding, but after looking around at everyone else’s reactions and finally at my face, she seemed to understand. A smile bloomed across her own. “Then… it all worked out?”

“It did,” I said.

“That’s wonderful! After all, everyone wants to be accepted by family.”

My wife was positively glowing with relief and delight, and that expression naturally drew a smile from me as well.

“Shall we go inside too?”

As Kuro and the others headed for the entrance, I escorted Bertia after them toward the castle.

Just as we reached the rear of Zeno and Kuro’s little group, Kuro glanced back over and gave Bertia a firm thumbs-up.

Bertia beamed and returned it in kind.

That settled it. This matter, at last, had reached its happy ending.

“That reminds me. I’d wondered if that might be the case, but the people we met today really were Kuro’s grandparents, weren’t they? If so, then Great Black Turtle must have been the former King of Darkness?”

I murmured it half to myself as the thought returned to me from what Kuro’s mother had said earlier.

Kuro must have heard, because she nodded several times in confirmation. Great Black Turtle really had been the previous King of Darkness.

“What?” Zeno stopped dead. Then, with the stiff, jerky motion of a tin doll in need of oil, he turned his face toward me. “Your Highness… what did you just say?”

“Hm? I said the people we met today were Kuro’s grandparents. In other words, the parents of Kuro’s father and mother.”

Zeno’s face turned pale.

“Wait, Kuro’s grandparents? Then… Then I spent the whole day fighting them, provoking them, and running for my life in front of them?!”

“And just a short while ago, you fought with Kuro’s father as well,” I added. “For the record, I spent my time eating inari sushi with Kuro’s grandmothers. They seemed quite pleased with it.”

“Ah! The extra jubako!” Bertia said brightly, noticing that neither Zeno nor I was carrying any boxes anymore. “I’m so glad to hear everyone enjoyed it!”

“Why am I the only one who had to go through complete disaster while Your Highness somehow had the peaceful route every single time?!” Zeno burst out. “Me? I… I got into huge fights with her grandfathers and my father-in-law! Well, not really fights so much as me getting completely thrashed by them, but still!”

Zeno’s shoulders slumped.

Honestly, he worried too much.

“Great Black Turtle was delighted to have the chance to roughhouse with you, wasn’t he? And the spirit of the purple roses acknowledged you in the end as well. More importantly, as proof of that, you didn’t have to steal or seize either item by force. They were willfully given to you.”

“That’s true, but…”

I spoke as though to reassure him, and though Zeno still sounded subdued, he seemed to recover a little.

“Zeno, it’s all right!” Bertia chimed in this time, stepping in to comfort him as well. “Even if something goes wrong, you can always try again. Your grandfathers and grandmothers are all still healthy and well, aren’t they? That means you can build a new relationship with them from here on out!”

Encouraged by her bright smile, Zeno finally managed a faint smile of his own.

“You’re right. After saying all that to Father-in-law, I suppose I’ll just have to keep working at it from now on.”

“That’s the spirit!” Bertia said, clenching a fist in determination. “Then I, too, shall follow your example and correct my own failure. I’ll redo my makeup and fully carry out my role as the flower of evil!”

I quietly covered that clenched fist with my hand and lowered it.

“Yeah… no, I don’t think that one needs a retry. In fact, what you were trying to do in the first place was the mistake. Let’s call the ‘redo’ simply not making the plan at all.”

“Eh? But…”

“I suspect we’ll be tending to Zeno’s and Daizu’s injuries first, and after that, we’ll all be having dinner together. There’s been a good smell drifting this way for a while now.”

“Ah! You’re right, there is!” Bertia’s face lit up at once. “And we have to let Kuro’s parents try the inari sushi and nihonshu we brought too!”

“So you see? There’s no time left today for any flower of evil business.”

“I understand… In that case, much as it pains me, I suppose I’ll give up for today.”

She looked a little disappointed, but frankly, I would rather not be dragged into a full-scale villainess roleplay after all this.

Things had finally settled into a good place.

For today, at least, I wanted to let the evening end on that pleasant note.

I glanced toward Zeno, and he nodded in agreement.

Whatever Bertia did, Kuro tended to imitate, which meant Zeno had every reason not to treat this as someone else’s problem.

“Shall we?”

And so, at long last, we were able to enter the King of Darkness’s castle in peace.
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Part One

Once inside the castle, it was not as though we could immediately sit down to dinner. That would have been too much to expect.

Instead, we were first shown to our respective rooms, ones Kuro’s mother had apparently prepared in advance.

“Hehe… There are kitties, doggies, bunnies, and even squirrels! They’re all so adorable!”

As it happened, Bertia was being guided there by shadow-servants in the forms of animals.

For the record, the dog was a different breed from the one the gatekeeper had transformed into.

That one had been a small, short-haired dog with upright ears.

This one, by contrast, was a large, long-haired dog with gently drooping ears.

“Lord Cecil, these darling little creatures are guiding us! It’s wonderful!”

“I imagine the gatekeeper must have told them that greeting you in cute forms would make you happy.”

Otherwise, there was no reason all the servants would have gathered in such appearances.

After all, the only ones who knew about Bertia’s exchange with the gatekeeper were those of us present at the time, plus the gatekeeper himself.

Zeno and I had been thrown out almost the moment we entered the castle, and Kuro… Considering how likely she would be to get jealous of this whole display, I doubted she would voluntarily spread the idea around herself.

“My! Then I’ll have to go thank the gatekeeper later, won’t I?”

Beaming, Bertia bent and scooped up the nearest squirrel.

Now then. You are absolutely not a squirrel. You look squirrel-like, yes, but your size is absurd. Why else would a squirrel be the same size as a large dog?

And Bertia, that is not something an ordinary lady would be able to lift so casually, without even bracing herself.

I know perfectly well that you’re strong, but if you must pick one up, surely a cat or a rabbit would be the more ladylike choice.

“Tia, they may be wearing animal forms for your sake, but they’re still spirits employed by this castle. We really shouldn’t interfere with their work too much,” I said.

The squirrel-shaped servant in Bertia’s arms, being petted and carried around, looked far from unhappy about the situation.

It was not quite on the level of Kuro’s jealousy, but knowing this was originally a humanoid shadow spirit still left me with a faintly unsettled feeling.

All the more so because I could not even tell whether this servant was male or female.

So I smiled and gently told Bertia she ought to set the squirrel-servant down.

For some reason, when both Bertia and the squirrel turned to look at me, the servant gave a visible little start.

“Ah! You’re right, of course! My apologies for getting in the way of your duties!”

At my words, Bertia hurriedly lowered the squirrel back to the floor, though she looked rather reluctant to let go.

The squirrel servant, too, somehow seemed a little reluctant to part, but the moment I smiled again, it straightened at once, gave a crisp salute, and rejoined the other attendants.

That was probably its way of making clear that it would obey me.

The rest of the shadow servants, who until then had been waiting in a fidgety little cluster in hopes that Bertia might pet them too, all drooped visibly, ears and tails sagging in disappointment.

“Tia, Kuro’s mother has gone to the trouble of preparing a dinner for us. We should hurry and get ready as well, or we may end up keeping everyone waiting.”

In truth, it was obviously Zeno and Daizu—both of whom who still needed their injuries tended to—who would take the longest to prepare, so there was no real need for us to rush.

But if I framed it this way, Bertia would find it easier to shift her focus away from her desire to pet every last one of the shadow servants.

“That would never do! If I kept Master waiting, I would be a disgrace as her disciple!”

Exactly as intended, Bertia tore her gaze away from the servants she had still been sneaking glances at and turned back to me, now looking flustered instead.

I nodded once, satisfied.

As for the fact that she was still calling Kuro’s mother “Master,” I had already given up commenting on that.

“First, let’s wipe away those tear stains and get you back to being the cheerful, lovely Bertia I know.”

As I spoke, I took a handkerchief from my pocket and gently dabbed at the corners of her eyes.

Naturally, my handkerchief came away splendidly stained black and violet.

“Ah! M-My makeup!”

Bertia had only been looking at me in confusion a moment before, unable to understand why I was wiping at eyes whose tears had already dried. But the instant she noticed the colors now smeared across my handkerchief, her face went scarlet.

“H-How embarrassing! I-I’m going to change and fix my makeup at once!”

Snatching up the luggage that had already been brought into the room, Bertia darted into the adjoining chamber.

We had only just arrived and I had not yet taken the time to inspect the room’s layout, but that next room was likely either the washroom and bath, or else the bedroom.

If it was the bath, she would probably touch up her makeup before coming back out.

If it was the bedroom, then she would either return at once to wash her face or change first and then head for the washroom.

“Well then, we’ll get changed too. You may all leave us now,” I said.

In Alphasta Castle, attendants would naturally help with changing clothes. But this was someone else’s home. More than that, this was the spirit realm.

I doubted spirits had any custom at all of servants helping high-ranking guests dress and undress.

If asked, they might do their best, perhaps, but trying to change clothes while explaining the procedure to someone unfamiliar with it would only take longer than doing it ourselves.

Even before that, there was the simpler issue that, in their current animal forms, they probably wouldn’t be much help in the first place.

One could hardly ask a four-legged creature to help with fastenings and laces.

That said, if Bertia intended to change into one of the dresses she wore in Alphasta, those elaborate things she could not manage alone, then we would have had no choice but to rely on them, or else I would have had to help her myself.

Fortunately, I had anticipated something like this and told Bertia beforehand to bring clothing she could easily move in and change into by herself, so there should be no problem.

Not that I would have objected to helping my wife dress, but practicality mattered.The shadow servants all seemed to understand my words. They dropped neatly into little seated positions and gave a synchronized salute.

Those weren’t exactly poses the animals they were imitating should have been able to do, were they?

Then again, perhaps that was simply because they were spirits—or rather, because at their core they were shadows, capable of moving with unnatural flexibility.

“Let’s get this over with.”

At some point, the shadow servants must have taken my luggage from Zeno, because I found my things neatly arranged in the room as well.

There was no need for me to behave as Crown Prince Cecil here. Even if I did, there wasn’t anyone in this place who would treat me as such. So I could afford to be much less exacting than usual.

When one lives as a man of rank, appearance matters. I am royalty, after all.

The proper clothing depended on the setting, which often meant changing outfits repeatedly. But on a visit to a foreign place without my own attendants, and with only limited luggage to bring, there was no way to keep that up, nor any need.

So in truth, I could probably have left things as they were.

Still, we had been walking all over the place, and I had likely broken a slight sweat. With Zeno and the others making such a commotion nearby, I was fairly certain I’d also picked up a bit of dust.

If we were about to sit down for dinner, then at the very least, I wanted to deal with that much.

Ideally, I’d wipe down my face and hands, freshen up, and change clothes…

“Ahhh! What happened to your face?! You look like a ghost!” Bertia’s shriek came through the door.

She had probably seen her reflection in the mirror and discovered the disastrous state of her ruined makeup.

A moment later, I heard the sound of running water as she began washing her face.

So the room she darted into really was the washroom and bath.

“Would it be alright if I asked for some water and a towel to wipe down with?” I thought aloud.

Bertia was shy, after all.

If she had already begun changing, there was no way she would let me into the room.

I had intended to ask one of the servants to bring me a bucket of water and a towel instead, but if she was only washing up, perhaps I could ask her directly.

I moved quietly to the door she had disappeared through and knocked.

“Tia?” I called softly, then waited for her answer.

In our ordinary life, there were always servants nearby, and nearly everything concerning our daily needs was handled for us.

Which meant that I had never asked Bertia to do tiny household tasks for me like this.

Having her do something so small and mundane felt strangely fresh, like we were playing at being an ordinary married couple.

It was a silly thought, really. And yet it left a faint, ticklish warmth somewhere around my chest.

Thinking such utterly trivial things and finding them far more pleasant than they had any right to be, I finished preparing to join the meal.

Part Two

“Everyone,” Kuro’s mother declared, lifting her cup, “let us begin the meal. Raise your cups. A toast!”

“Cheers!”

At her call, everyone gathered there lifted their cups in unison.

Inside them was the nihonshu we had brought.

Incidentally, the vessels holding that nihonshu looked strikingly similar to the cups Bertia had once described as those used for san-san-kudo, the ceremonial exchange of sake she had proposed at the wedding of her friend, Princess Lysonna.

From what I had heard while we waited for the dinner to be prepared, Bertia and Kuro had spent the time Zeno and I were away not only deepening their friendship with Kuro’s mother, but also helping make arrangements for the meal that would be held once we returned.

At some point during that, either Bertia or Kuro must have explained what sort of cups were used for nihonshu.

Had they been human, there would have been no way to produce such things on the very same day they first heard of them. But these were spirits.

Naturally, they must have prepared them with ease.

“Oh, this liquor is excellent,” boomed an elderly man I had never seen before, draining his cup in high spirits. “As expected of my granddaughter and my granddaughter’s contractor. They really know how to make good things.” He laughed heartily as he spoke.

By the way, it was not only us gathered here.

A large round table had been set up in the center of the room, and seated around it were Kuro’s parents, ourselves, and the various spirits we had met over the course of the trials.

In other words, the people we had met earlier today, Kuro’s grandparents, were all here for the dinner as well.

Among them was one elderly man I did not recognize.

In exchange, Great Black Turtle was nowhere to be seen.

Seated beside that old man was the elderly woman who had eaten inari sushi with me earlier at Great Black Turtle’s place. Which meant there was really only one possible conclusion: this old man had to be Great Black Turtle in human disguise.

“Hm? Oh, the human from earlier. Cecil, was it?” the old man said when he noticed me staring. “What is it?”

I had found myself watching him because of the sheer gusto with which he drank, and while I was at it, I had naturally started putting things together.

“It’s nothing serious,” I said. “I was only a little surprised because your appearance is different now. You are Great Black Turtle, aren’t you?”

The old man blinked at me for a moment as though wondering what I meant, then seemed to realize it and let out another booming laugh.

“Ah, that’s right. I hadn’t shown you this form, had I? Yes, yes, I am Great Black Turtle. And I am also the father of Dark Fox, Kuro’s mother, which makes me Kuro’s grandfather. Nice to officially meet you. Treat me well, hm?”

“Certainly. The pleasure is mine. And this,” I added, indicating the woman beside me, “is my wife, Bertia. She is also Kuro’s contractor, so I would be grateful if you would get along with her as well.”

Bertia, who had been in the middle of stuffing her cheeks with food, froze, then hurriedly swallowed. “I-I’m Bertia! Kuro and I are friends. It’s a pleasure to meet you!”

As crown princess material, that was very much not acceptable. But under the circumstances, I decided to overlook it.

“Oh my, so you’re Bertia?” said the old woman beside him. “Since Great Black Turtle clearly isn’t going to introduce me, I’ll do it myself. I’m Dark Silk Bird, Kuro’s grandmother. It’s lovely to meet you.”

“Now hold on, don’t make me sound bad,” Great Black Turtle protested in a rush. “I was just about to introduce you—”

“No, you weren’t,” Dark Silk Bird cut in at once. “We’ve been together for over a thousand years. I know exactly when you’re planning to do something and when you’re not.”

And at that, Great Black Turtle fell silent.

The fact that he had no rebuttal at all made it fairly clear he really had forgotten to introduce her.

As Bertia and I watched the elderly couple bicker and laughed quietly together, the others around the table seemed to notice our exchange, and before long, the whole gathering naturally shifted into a round of self-introductions.

That was when the names of the people we had not properly heard until now—more precisely, their bynames—were revealed for the first time.

Daizu’s parents, Kuro’s paternal grandparents, turned out to be Murasakibana, the spirit of the purple rose, and Momen, the cotton spirit3.

Incidentally, Murasakibana, Momen, and Daizu were all plant spirits that fell under the earth attribute. Each of them had a particular plant they governed, but apparently that was less a strict limitation and more a matter of what they favored or had a strong affinity with. They could, to some extent, use the power of other plants as well.

Because their attribute was earth, they could all wield earth itself, but that, too, varied quite a bit depending on the individual spirit’s aptitude.

Great Black Turtle, Dark Silk Bird, and Kuro’s mother were all dark-aspected spirits. Great Black Turtle governed the “darkness of the abyss,” Dark Silk Bird the “darkness that covers the sky,” and Kuro’s mother the “darkness of night.”

To be perfectly honest, unlike with the plant spirits, I didn’t really understand the distinctions between the different forms of darkness they each governed.

Introductions fully made, the dinner finally continued. With everyone drinking, the mood gradually softened.

Great Black Turtle, who seemed to have taken quite a liking to nihonshu, kept draining his cups with booming laughter. Beside him, Dark Silk Bird would rein him in whenever he looked ready to get carried away, though she herself continued enjoying the meal at her own cheerful pace.

Meanwhile, despite appearances, Murasakibana was terrible with alcohol, and worse, the weepy sort of drunk. He kept lamenting, “My precious little granddaughter…” while reaching for his drink, only for Daizu, who was seated beside him, to smoothly replace the contents of his cup with water whenever he wasn’t looking.

Murasakibana, for his part, never seemed to notice.

Momen sat there smiling as she ate the inari sushi and the other dishes, pausing every so often to comfort the sniffling Murasakibana.

The inari sushi she was eating was the same batch we had brought and handed over to Kuro’s mother, the one she had then decided to serve alongside the rest of the meal, saying, “Since we have it anyway.”

Though the quantities differed from person to person, each of the grandparents had already received a portion from the extra supply, so in theory, everyone at the table had tasted the same thing before.

And yet, among all the dishes being served, the inari sushi was by far the most popular.

Perhaps that was it.

The sort of effect where food made by one’s daughter or granddaughter simply tasted better than anything else.

I think the inari sushi Bertia makes is delicious, so even without that sort of sentimental effect, it would probably still be popular.

As I enjoyed the meal amid the warm, easy atmosphere that had settled over the whole gathering, Bertia suddenly leaned toward me and spoke in a low voice.

“Lord Cecil.”

“Yes, Tia?”

When I turned to her, she edged a little closer, as though sharing a secret.

“Kuro and the others look so happy, don’t they? And perhaps because her marriage is settled and she’s been able to introduce her mate to her parents, Kuro seems more grown-up than usual,” Bertia reported in a delighted whisper, eyes shining.

“Yes, she does.”

Following her gaze, I saw Kuro in her adult form, with Zeno picking up inari sushi for her, her tails swishing in obvious contentment.

Now then, Bertia. When you say she seems more grown-up, you do mean inwardly, don’t you? You mean in terms of her demeanor, not her appearance? Because if you mean appearance, then she is quite literally more grown-up. That is, after all, her adult guise.

There’s nothing symbolic about that at all. Marriage or meeting the parents has absolutely nothing to do with it. She’s simply in adult form.

Though perhaps that was part of it too.

It might as well be Kuro’s reward for Zeno, after all.

Zeno himself looked thoroughly pleased that Kuro was staying in her adult form for once, in front of other people no less, and openly leaning on him. In fact, he looked so pleased he was nearly in tears.

I also caught him murmuring under his breath, “At least this should help clear up the lolicon suspicions a little.”

Zeno had suffered rather a lot over that point.

“Lord Cecil, I think I’ll go around and speak with everyone a little while I pour drinks!”

With that, Bertia rose from her seat and accepted a vessel of nihonshu from one of the shadow servants.

So there are spirits here in proper human forms as well.

The container she took from the servant resembled a teapot without a lid, slightly altered in shape. It appeared to be meant specifically for pouring nihonshu into cups.

The nihonshu we had brought in large bottles had been poured into those smaller serving vessels and set at various points around the table. Dividing it up like that made it possible to serve it evenly to a greater number of people.

Though somehow, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Kuro’s mother had prepared them specifically as a countermeasure against Great Black Turtle and his love of drink.

In fact, if the sake had been left in the bottles, I could easily imagine him booming, “There’s this much of it?!” and pouring himself not a refined sake cup but a full glass— No, a mug, filled to the brim.

“Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll stay here and enjoy the meal a little longer.”

“I’m off then!”

Bertia sprang to her feet with all her usual brightness, called out, “Master! Kuro’s father!” and made a direct charge toward Kuro’s parents.

As if copying her, Kuro accepted a sake vessel from one of the servants and headed over to her own parents as well.

That left Zeno and me behind at the table, watching the scene with quiet contentment.

“You’ve worked hard today, Zeno. Do you understand at least a little better now the hardship I go through, always having to keep up with relatives?”

“Your Highness doesn’t suffer any hardship at all. The one suffering is Marquis Noches, isn’t it?”

Zeno said it in such an ordinary tone that you’d never have guessed he’d looked half-dead not long ago.

His wounds had apparently been treated—or rather, more likely healed outright—using the restorative power of light among the attributes he could wield.

I felt he ought to acquire the skill of remaining silent and respectful sooner rather than later.

“I suffer too, you know. Even this time, in exchange for Marquis Noches’s cooperation, I ended up agreeing that the Noches family will be invited to stay at the castle soon.”

“But that’s not for Marquis Noches’s sake. It’s because you want to make sure Lady Bertia gets time with her family and because you want to see her happy, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is,” I agreed easily. It was true, after all.

At that, he actually recoiled a little, wearing the sort of expression that plainly said, “Good grief.”

Honestly, what exactly did he find so strange?

Was it not normal for a husband to wish for his wife’s happiness?

“Do you not even try to dress it up a little?” Zeno asked. “Or soften it?”

“I do when the situation calls for it,” I replied. “But at the moment, there’s no need.”

The moment I said it outright, Zeno’s head dropped in defeat.

“Right,” he muttered. “You really are exactly that sort of person, Your Highness.”

How rude.

I was merely choosing my words according to the situation.

“You’re one to talk,” I went on. “You may have hesitated at first, but in the end, you chose to come here because you wanted to see Kuro happy too, didn’t you?”

To be precise, it had not been mere hesitation so much as outright refusal. But since we were in a place where Kuro or one of her relatives might overhear at any moment, I kindly chose not to phrase it that way.

“I-I didn’t hesitate about coming to Kuro’s home at all!” Zeno shot back immediately. “I just hated the idea of going to report things at my family home, that’s all!”

He denied it at once.

Perhaps because he answered too quickly, his voice came out a little too loud. That drew attention from around the table, though he himself seemed entirely unaware of it.

This round table really was convenient in one respect: there was no strict distinction between seats of honor and lesser seats. However, because it curved the way it did, when you turned toward the person beside you, very few of the others remained in your line of sight.

You could widen your attention if you tried, of course, but if you became too absorbed in speaking with the person at your side, it was easy to miss the reactions of everyone else.

“It’s just… I don’t like the idea of my sisters teasing me,” Zeno added, visibly uncomfortable. “Or rather… it’s embarrassing.”

A slightly awkward expression crossed his face.

Around us, the others were beginning to tune in closely to what he was saying.

“I would’ve visited Kuro’s family home eventually,” he admitted at last. “It came through clearly enough that Kuro loves her parents very much, and that they matter deeply to her.”

“I see.”

Zeno, you do realize Kuro is standing right behind you, trembling with embarrassment, don’t you?

Her parents were watching her closely, both of them looking openly delighted.

“Kuro told me once,” Zeno said, “that the first time Lady Bertia gave her inari sushi, she thought it was delicious, but at the same time, it felt nostalgic. She said it made him miss her father. That it was the kind of food that made her feel warm and comforted, so she came to love it.”

“That would be because of the aburaage in Tia’s inari sushi, wouldn’t it?” I said. “It’s made from soybeans.”

When I flicked a glance toward Bertia, who was facing us, she nodded repeatedly with a radiant smile.

Daizu’s eyes widened. He stared at Kuro, trembling with what looked very much like emotion, then quietly reached into his robe, pulled out a small pouch that almost certainly contained soybeans, and handed it to Bertia.

Normally, that would be something you’d give directly to Kuro, wouldn’t it?

Ah, but of course. Kuro only helped with cooking in small ways. If he wanted more inari sushi made, then giving the ingredients to Bertia—the one actually in charge of making it—was the practical choice.

“And every night, after her bath, she comes to me carrying a brush,” Zeno went on. “She says she wants fur as beautiful as her mother’s, so she has me brush hers.”

“So she doesn’t do that part herself?”

“It seems it’s something her parents do together after bathing. Apparently, Lady Bertia used to do it for her before. But ever since Kuro started coming to the castle with Lady Bertia, she decided she wanted us to become as close as her parents are, so the post-bath brushing became my responsibility.”

And just like that, the fire had spread to Kuro’s parents too.

At the part about “wanting fur as beautiful as her mother’s,” Kuro’s mother had looked delighted, tail swishing happily.

But the moment Zeno exposed her and Daizu’s post-bath couple routine, she went bright red, gathered up her tails into her arms, and buried her face in them to hide.

Daizu, on the other hand…

Why did he look proud?

Besides, where had the stern, difficult air he’d worn during the trials disappeared to?

The grandparents, meanwhile, all wore complicated expressions—fond and amused, yes, but with just a hint of secondhand embarrassment as well.

“I understand,” I said at last. “So for Kuro, her parents are both her ideal and a source of pride. That’s why she wanted to introduce you to them as the one who would become her mate and why she wanted them to know you as well. Is that it?”

When I glanced at Kuro, I found her flushed bright red from head to toe, tail ramrod-straight, face turned sharply away in embarrassed denial.

However, the fact that she wasn’t shaking her head made that reaction as good as an admission.

Her parents, of course, knew their daughter well enough to understand exactly what that silence meant.

“I believe so,” Zeno said. “If the woman you want to spend your life with thinks of you that way, then even if it makes you a little nervous or embarrassed, very few men would truly hate it.”

“Yes… I suppose that’s true.”

This had somehow turned into a deeply touching conversation.

But if possible, could you perhaps say all of that directly to Kuro instead of me?

The fact that the only person unaware of the current situation was the one speaking made it impossible for me to listen with the same calm composure as everyone else.

“And so—”

“Stop.”

“Huh?”

Judging from the look of him, Zeno was about to continue, so I cut him off.

Even for me, this situation was becoming difficult to endure.

Because I was trying very hard not to laugh.

Kuro’s grandparents, taking full advantage of the fact that Zeno couldn’t see their faces from where he sat, were already smiling and smirking to their hearts’ content.

Except for Murasakibana. He was crying with emotion. Though that might also have been the alcohol.

“Zeno, tell me something. You’re actually fairly drunk, aren’t you? You’ve come down with Tia Syndrome.”

“What?” Zeno asked, confused.

“What is Tia Syndrome supposed to mean?!” Bertia shouted.

Zeno’s startled question overlapped perfectly with Bertia’s indignant interruption.

What is Tia Syndrome, you ask? Why, obviously, it is the peculiar affliction unique to Bertia herself, the one that causes overwhelming levels of obliviousness and shameless self-exposure.

If anything, it was probably related to that incurable illness—meaning stupidity—that Marquis Noches, Bertia’s father, had once mentioned when we were children.

Sometimes it caused serious damage too, usually in the form of forcibly exposing feelings one had meant to keep hidden.

I had always assumed only Bertia herself could come down with it, but apparently, in extremely rare cases, alcohol could make it contagious.

I’d have to be careful myself.

No, I quickly realized I was safe, since I wasn’t the sort who got drunk in the first place.

“Wait, Lady Bertia, why are you listening to what we were… Huh? Ah? Why is everyone looking over here? W-Wait, Tia Syndrome… Does that mean Lady Bertia Syndrome?!”

At Bertia’s voice, Zeno turned around. At first, he looked merely confused, but as the situation gradually sank in, all the color drained from his face.

Good.

It seemed the consequences of Tia Syndrome had reached him properly, after all.

Kuro, trembling bright red with a mixture of embarrassment and fury at having been exposed, let out a threatening little noise that sounded very much like, “You are prepared for the consequences, aren’t you?”

Kuro’s threat noises really did have surprising range. Just hours earlier, she had somehow managed to scold someone using nothing but those.

“W-Wait! I’m sorry, all right?! I had no idea everyone could hear me talking with His Highness!”

“Ahhhhhhhhh!”

Apparently sobered all at once, Zeno began apologizing frantically, but Kuro was already marching toward him in rapid, furious strides.

Zeno jumped to his feet just in time to receive her.

Kuro came straight to him, buried her burning-red face in his chest, and began smacking him over and over.

“Ouch! That hurts, Kuro, it hurts! I know, I know, I’m sorry for embarrassing you, so please forgive me! But I wasn’t lying, was I?”

“Ahhhhh!”
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There Zeno goes again. Just because something is true doesn’t mean you can say it however you like. Words like that only pour oil on the fire.

“Hahaha!” Kuro’s mother suddenly broke into laughter. “You two really are absurdly close.”

That laughter set off the rest of the room. One by one, everyone except Kuro and Zeno began laughing aloud as well.

For a moment, the two of them only stared blankly at everyone around them. Then it finally hit them that what they were doing looked exactly like a lovers’ quarrel, and both of them flushed bright red and dropped their heads.

Kuro still seemed to be holding onto a little resentment, though. Even while looking down, she continued smacking Zeno’s leg with her tail in repeated little thwacks.

At length, once the wave of laughter had passed, Kuro’s parents slowly walked over and stopped in front of the two of them.

Their expressions were unmistakably those of parents—gentle, warm, and full of affection.

“Forgive me, Kuro,” Kuro’s mother said at last in a soft voice. “But I truly am grateful to you for telling us how Kuro feels about us.”

As she spoke, Daizu took her hand and leaned close, as though silently showing that he felt the same way.

“Kuro inherited Daizu’s quiet nature, you see. Compared to him, she is far more expressive, and she lets us hear those adorable little cries of hers all the time. In that sense, she’s much easier. Daizu is the sort who speaks only once every few hundred years if one is lucky.”

At that point, I felt that could no longer properly be called “quiet.”

By human standards, one would likely live and die without hearing him say a single word.

I had questions, of course, but I read the mood well enough not to voice them.

“Until hearing all this just now, I had no idea Kuro thought of us in such a way.”

At those words, Kuro gave her mother a disgruntled little thump with her tail.

In Kuro’s mind, she had likely assumed it was obvious, even without saying it, that she respected and loved her parents deeply.

Kuro’s mother let out a soft little laugh at Kuro’s reaction and gently stroked her daughter’s head.

“I’m sorry, Kuro. I have always been afraid. You’ve likely realized it by now, but at my core, I am a recluse. This time, I made an effort because your mate, your contractor, and your contractor’s husband were coming—people I could almost call family. But in truth, I have always been poor at meeting others.”

What she began to explain after that was… rather difficult to respond to.

Apparently, the reason Kuro’s mother’s disguise took the form it did, essentially a human shape with fox ears and tails attached, was because she was simply bad at taking human form.

Like Kuro, if she chose the form of a fox, she could disguise herself perfectly.

Though in her case, that still meant eight tails.

But when she tried to become human, her power was so strong that she couldn’t control it finely enough, and the ears and tails would always remain.

“When I was little, it didn’t bother me much. But when I reached the age where I began interacting with other high-ranking spirits of my generation, I realized that this was… strange,” she explained.

While the other high-ranking spirits could all assume flawless human forms, she alone could only manage something incomplete.

No one ever said anything openly cruel to her. However, whenever she went where many spirits gathered, they would all stare at her or cover their mouths and look away.

At its worst, there had even been a time when someone had asked to touch her tails, and when she allowed it, they had smiled in a way that made her skin crawl.

After having enough of that, Kuro’s mother had become scared of interacting with other high-ranking spirits. And yet, because she still wanted friends, she made one final attempt and went to the human world in that same half-finished disguise.

The result had been disastrous.

The sight of her—part human, part beast—had caused an uproar. Chased and surrounded, she had fled back to the Domain of Darkness in tears, trembling with fear.

After that, she had remained shut away in the Domain of Darkness ever since.

There were certain parts of that story that caught at me.

That was the feeling I couldn’t quite shake.

“Daizu has been by my side since before I even became a recluse, since we were children,” Kuro’s mother said, leaning into him as she spoke. “He was the only one who never changed expression when he saw me like this and the only one who cherished me all the same. Little by little, I came to love him too. And now, we have spent centuries together as mates.”

As she said that, she nestled closer to Daizu.

Daizu, for his part, wrapped his arms around his mate from behind with unmistakable contentment. It certainly sounded like a beautiful story.

Though in Daizu’s case, “never changed expression” felt less like a noble act of composure and more like a simple function of the fact that his face hardly changed expression at all.

Still, if the end result was that they had reached this point and truly loved each other, then I supposed that was what mattered.

“And then,” Kuro’s mother said softly, still held in Daizu’s arms, “you were born, our most beloved daughter, Kuro.” She smiled gently as she spoke.

Kuro listened in silence, utterly still.

“When you were born, I wanted to give you every happiness within my power to give. But alas… your mother is, regrettably, a recluse. Even if I wanted to join the circles of the other high-ranking spirit mothers, I was too frightened. And so, I could not even give you friends your own age. Of course, I tried. I truly did. But when raising a baby, it is far easier to do so in human form. The other mothers all used such forms. I, however, had to go out in this poor imitation. Whenever I imagined that not only I, but you as well, might suffer because of it… my feet simply would not move. I am truly sorry.”

Kuro’s mother lowered her head to her daughter with a deeply sorrowful expression.

Kuro immediately shook her head hard and reached out in obvious panic, pressing at her mother’s shoulders to make her lift her face again.

“A-And then…” her mother continued, voice trembling, “before I knew it, when Kuro herself began taking human form, she could only manage an incomplete disguise, just like me. That must surely be because of me. I have been such a useless mother. The only thing I can do now is try, in this way, to help strengthen the bond between our family, between those close to us…”

That was as far as she got before her shoulders finally began to shake and she broke down crying. Large tears spilled from her eyes as she covered her face with her hands.

Daizu held her close in quiet comfort, peering anxiously at her face as if trying to soothe her just by staying near. And there was Kuro, shaking her head over and over in frantic denial, unable to figure out what to do to comfort her. Beside her, Zeno was panicking right along with her, clearly at a loss for what to do.

The grandparents watched the exchange between their child and grandchild with pained expressions, as though it hurt them simply to look on.

I get it now…

At first, I had thought it rather excessive to send the prospective son-in-law to greet not only one side of the family, but both the paternal and maternal grandparents as well. But now it seemed clear that this, too, had been an act of a mother’s love.

Kuro’s mother had not been able to give her daughter the broad network of friendships and peer connections she might otherwise have had among high-ranking spirits.

So, if she could not give her that, then at the very least, she wanted Kuro to have strong ties to family, to relatives, to her own people.

It was that wish that drove her to push Zeno through such an aggressive round of formal greetings.

Now that I understood the reason, I could accept it. But what was one supposed to do about the atmosphere that had become so unbearably damp and heavy?

I had just begun to search for a way to break it when…

“Master! That is not true at all!”

Our household’s savior shot up a hand as though declaring an objection in court.

In the middle of the suddenly somber room, one person alone remained bursting with energy.

Bertia strode straight toward us.

If anything, she looked a little angry.

“W-What do you mean?” Kuro’s mother asked, her voice choked with tears.

“Everything! Absolutely everything about that is completely, totally wrong!”

Bertia marched all the way over until she stood beside Kuro, then planted herself firmly in front of Kuro’s mother.

Kuro, who had been drooping with frustration after no one understood her desperate head-shaking, lit up the instant Bertia appeared.

“First of all, Kuro can absolutely disguise herself as a proper human with no ears and no tail!” Bertia declared.

“W-What did you say?”

Everyone besides Zeno and Bertia turned toward Kuro in shock.

Kuro gave an emphatic little huff, puffing out her chest, then nodded.

As if to prove it beyond all doubt, she made her ears and tail vanish completely.

That gesture had been adorable in her child form, but in her adult one, it landed a bit differently.

“Kuro wasn’t showing her ears and tail because she couldn’t take on a perfect human form,” Bertia declared. “She only chose this form because she loves her mother dearly and wanted to be like her!”

The moment Bertia finished, Kuro brought her ears and tail back out again and stroked them with obvious affection.

Kuro’s mother stared, stunned. The tears vanished from her eyes as they widened in shock.

Come to think of it, Kuro really was quite deft with her transformations. She switched between forms fluidly depending on the situation, and sometimes even kept the same disguise while selectively hiding certain features from human sight.

“And the greatest mistake of all,” Bertia went on, puffing herself up as though a triumphant “ta-da!” ought to have sounded behind her, “is thinking that form of yours is anything less than a treasure to humanity. No, not just humanity, but to spirits as well!”

Hm?

I had no idea what she meant.

I was not alone in that sentiment. Everyone else seemed just as lost, mouths hung open all around the table.

“A beautiful woman combined with fox ears and tails! It is the very embodiment of moe! If such a form is not meant to be adored, then what in the world is?!”

“W-What? Moe? What is this ‘moe’ supposed to mean?” Kuro’s mother asked, utterly bewildered.

“Moe is a love that brings happiness to humankind!” Bertia proclaimed. “It is when one’s heart is moved by something adorable or irresistibly charming, drawn in, captivated, and compelled to cherish it. That is the true essence of moe!”

That was very clearly a term from her past life.

As for what it actually meant…

Hmmm… I half understood it and half didn’t.

If I had to compare it to anything, the feeling the members of the “Society for Appreciating Bertia” held toward Bertia was probably the closest example.

Then again, the explanation we had just heard was so thoroughly colored by Bertia’s own worldview that it was difficult to say for certain.

“I still do not really understand,” Kuro’s mother admitted, frowning slightly in confusion. “But what does that have to do with me? I thought I was meant to be this… final boss, was I not?”

“Final bosses and moe can absolutely coexist!”

Kuro’s mother looked even more bewildered than before.

The same could be said for everyone else at the table.

“In any case,” Bertia pressed on, “those ears and tails of yours are wonderful items meant to captivate others!”

“No, surely not,” Kuro’s mother said at once, rejecting the claim. “When I go where others are gathered, they look at me and laugh.” The moment she heard herself say it, she seemed only to wound herself again, and her gaze dropped.

That level of resistance, however, was nowhere near enough to make Bertia fall silent.

“That is exactly the misunderstanding!” Bertia declared. “Master, when you see a cute animal, don’t you smile? When you look at Kuro and think she’s adorable, don’t you end up smiling without meaning to? Don’t your cheeks grow warm, and don’t you cover your mouth because it feels like your lips are about to soften too much from how lovely she is?!” Bertia spoke with shining eyes.

Beside her, Kuro was making the most displeased face imaginable at being used as an example.

“W-Well, yes, that does happen,” Kuro’s mother admitted. “When Kuro was little, she was so unbearably cute that… Daizu and I could hardly look at her directly. I cannot count the number of times we covered our mouths and had to turn away.”

“That’s it!” Bertia cried triumphantly. “That is exactly the kind of reaction people have when they see you, Master!”

“That cannot possibly be so… And yet…” Kuro’s mother hesitated. “It is true that there may have been many who reacted in ways rather like that.”

Just as very few people would immediately accept “So you’re beautiful” with a simple “I see,” Kuro’s mother was not especially convinced, no matter how passionately Bertia argued.

If anything, she was still leaning much more heavily toward disbelief.

After all, even if the reactions looked similar, people could easily misread their meaning.

On a matter like this, unless you asked the people in question directly, there was no way to know for certain what they truly felt. Which meant we would need someone who had actually known her back then to move the conversation forward.

At that thought, I glanced toward Dark Silk Bird.

She noticed my look immediately, understood what I was trying to say, and answered with a warm smile and a small nod.

“Now, Dark Fox, you never would listen to me back then, but you were popular from the time you were little, you know?” said Dark Silk Bird with a soft laugh. “Everyone wanted to touch those beautiful, glossy tails of yours, and there were plenty who longed to talk to you too, children who would watch you quietly from a distance, waiting for a chance because you were so shy. Though, to be fair, once Daizu started getting jealous and punishing anyone who tried to get too close to your fur, the ones who came right out and asked disappeared rather quickly.”

At that, Kuro’s mother blinked in astonishment. Daizu, meanwhile, very quietly looked away.

Apparently, he had liked Kuro’s mother since childhood and had been discreetly removing his rivals behind the scenes all along.

Perhaps that explained why the way he had fought Zeno had felt vaguely like being targeted by an assassin.

Best not to think too deeply about that.

“Was that really the case?” Kuro’s mother murmured. “But I never had a single friend…”

She skipped neatly over the part about Daizu and turned her thoughts fully toward the past instead.

“That was because you were frightened and kept running away, wasn’t it?” Dark Silk Bird replied. “It’s true, there were a few whose eyes burned a little too hotly, enough that even I couldn’t say with confidence every last one of them meant well. But at the very least, there were also children who simply wanted to be friends with you in the ordinary way.”

So Bertia had been right, after all.

Many had found Kuro’s mother appealing, yet because of her complex over her imperfect human disguise, she had grown suspicious and defensive, pulled away on her own, and hurt herself in the process.

It was a rather sad misunderstanding.

“But… no. I… I…”

“It may be difficult for you to accept Bertia-chan’s words or mine all at once,” Dark Silk Bird said gently. “But it is true. You’ve already grown enough to at least listen now, whereas before you wouldn’t even hear the subject mentioned. If you still wish to change, then little by little, you must begin opening that closed world of yours.”

Dark Silk Bird, too, was unmistakably a mother.

There was kindness in her words, yes, but also firmness.

“Still… I have been shut away here for far too long,” Kuro’s mother whispered. “At this point, what spirit would want to be friends with me now?”

“There are many!”

Kuro’s mother had begun sinking back into that dark spiral of thought once more. And once again, it was my reliable wife who cut straight through it.

In situations like this, Bertia was, in a certain sense, invincible.

Mostly because she charged forward without the slightest regard for the mood of the room.

“Before we came here, Mrs. Storm Bird, that’s Zeno’s mother, said she wanted to see Dark Fox again after so long! She also said that since they were throwing a party on the day we visit Zeno’s family home, she’d love it if Kuro’s family could come too!”

Ah, yes. She indeed said that, didn’t she?

Right on cue, Zeno’s spirits visibly sank all at once.

He truly did hate the thought of being teased at his family home.

“S-Storm Bird?” Kuro’s mother blinked in surprise. “That Storm Bird? She used to fly circles around me and tease me endlessly, saying all sorts of things like how cute I was. I had always assumed she disliked me. Did she really say she wanted to see me?”

Kuro’s mother looked honestly stunned.

But cute was normally a compliment, wasn’t it?

“Um,” Zeno began speaking, looking deeply awkward now that the topic had shifted to his mother. “I’m sorry if Mother caused you trouble. But… I don’t think that means she disliked you at all. If anything, I’d say she liked you a great deal. Mother doesn’t go anywhere near people she dislikes, and she would never call something cute if she didn’t actually think it was. She’s high-energy and terrible at listening to others, so she often comes across like she’s teasing just for fun, and, well, sometimes she is, but when it comes to whom she likes and whom she doesn’t, she’s actually incredibly easy to read.”

Perhaps because the subject was his own mother, Zeno looked almost painfully uncomfortable, but he still forced himself to offer that explanation.

I myself had only met her briefly, but she did seem exactly the sort of person Zeno was describing.

“Really? Is that how it was?” Kuro’s mother murmured. “Storm Bird… felt that way about me? So that is how it was.”

The uncertainty hadn’t vanished from her face completely, but learning that someone who had once pestered her—someone she had assumed disliked her—had in fact only been hovering around her because she liked her seemed to dispel a bit of the cloudy gloom surrounding her.

“Then the answer is simple!” Bertia declared, clapping her hands together with bright delight. “This is the perfect chance to gain a friend, and Mrs. Storm Bird is going to become family anyway. So you should go to the party and deepen your friendship there!”

She looked entirely too pleased with herself, as though the matter were already settled. However, Kuro’s mother was still plainly wavering. Her anxiety had not vanished quite yet.

“B-But… this is all rather sudden…” she faltered. “I am a recluse, with not a single friend to my name. I would need… perhaps another hundred years to prepare myself…”

“What are you saying?!” Bertia cut in at once, frowning as she marched straight up to her. “Things like this depend on momentum! Besides, you already have a friend right here! You may be my master, but you’re also one of my precious friends!”

The force of her words left Kuro’s mother visibly overwhelmed, yet the instant she heard the word “friend,” her eyes widened.

“Bertia… am I really your friend?”

“Of course you are! Before we met, you were the mother of my precious friend, Kuro. But now that we’ve met and spent some time together, you are my master and my friend!”

“Your friend?”

“Yes! My friend!”

“Oh… yes. Yes, of course!” Kuro’s mother cried, her eyes lighting up all at once. “Then we are friends indeed!”

Congratulations, I thought.

Her first friend.

“That’s why you must come with us to the party at Zeno’s family home,” Bertia pressed on triumphantly. “And then you can become friends with Mrs. Storm Bird too! You already have a friend now, so all that means is that you’ll gain one more. There’s nothing frightening about that at all! Just as my own friends are always helping me, this time, I shall be the one to help you!” Bertia raised her fist high in the air, full of enthusiasm.

“Oh! Then I’m counting on you!” Swept right along with Bertia, Kuro’s mother answered with a burst of equally excessive energy.

Kuro, on the other hand, raised her own fist in imitation of Bertia, silently declaring her commitment.

“What should we do?” I murmured. “There’s a part of me that simply can’t keep up with this level of enthusiasm.”

“I feel exactly the same,” Zeno said at once, his smile strained.

“Well, in any case, I suppose that means all the issues surrounding Kuro’s family visit have been… resolved?”

“I hope so. Though I’m already dreading what tomorrow will bring.” His tired remark was swallowed up by the increasingly lively voices of Bertia and the others, who had already begun holding what sounded suspiciously like a strategy meeting for the upcoming party at Zeno’s family home.

Kuro’s grandparents watched the whole thing with the same gentle expression one might wear while watching children play in a park.
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That night, as planned, we stayed at Kuro’s family home.

There had been quite a lively debate—led primarily by Daizu, with Murasakibana and Great Black Turtle joining in—over which room Zeno ought to sleep in, but that was hardly a matter of any real importance.

For the record, the final outcome was that Zeno would not be sleeping in Kuro’s room, but instead in a guest room nearby.

Though after dinner, Great Black Turtle and Murasakibana had each thrown an arm around his shoulders and marched him off by force to what looked very much like a second-round, men-only drinking party, so whether he would make it back to that room at all tonight was anyone’s guess.

As it happened, I nearly got invited to that gathering as well.

Fortunately, by catching Daizu, who had been trying to slip away just as quietly as I had, and offering him up in my place as a sacrificial substitute, I managed to avoid it.

It wasn’t that I disliked drinking.

But a drinking party between men who felt their daughter or granddaughter was being taken away and the son-in-law doing the taking did not strike me as the sort of occasion likely to produce especially cheerful company.

Then again, when I drank with Marquis Noches before marrying Bertia, he had certainly grumbled at me quite a bit. After that, he had told me all sorts of things about Bertia when she was little, and I’d actually quite enjoyed it.

So perhaps such gatherings did not always end up unpleasant.

Still, either way, I was an outsider to this particular family matter.

It was probably best for me to excuse myself.

“I wonder if the temperature here is being adjusted somehow.”

After bathing, I stepped out onto the balcony to cool off the slight warmth still lingering in my body and looked up at the sky.

Back in Alphasta, at this time of year, the nights would be far colder, enough that if one wasn’t careful, the chill would seep in almost immediately after leaving the bath. But here, it was neither cold nor hot. The air was simply… comfortable. And since the temperature had barely seemed to change since daytime, there was probably some kind of power at work keeping it that way.

“The sky, too… At a glance, it looks no different from the night sky over Alphasta, and yet the arrangement of the stars is completely different. This truly is a strange place.”

It was a night sky that looked familiar and yet was not familiar at all.

Looking more closely, it wasn’t just the arrangement of the stars that differed. There were stars here that shone in colors one would never see in Alphasta’s sky.

Every time I noticed one of those small differences, I was reminded all over again that this place was utterly unlike the world we lived in.

It was genuinely fascinating.

“I suppose I owe Kuro some thanks. If life had gone on normally, I doubt I’d ever have had the chance to come to the spirit realm.”

Of course, I had known the spirit realm existed, and it wasn’t as though I’d felt no curiosity about it, but there were all sorts of troublesome procedures involved—obtaining the Spirit King’s permission, for one—and I had never been interested enough to expend that much effort just to visit.

No, more than that, if I had been alone, Zeno would never have brought me here.

Before I met Bertia and Kuro, the relationship between Zeno and me had been even harsher than it was now.

I had been interested in him, and because of that interest, I had used a few indirect methods to draw him into a contract and have him serve as my attendant. We had not been anything like close.

Because of his role as my attendant, he would grant me a certain number of requests.

Even so, as a spirit, he had always kept a clear line between us.

He had been wary of me as a human and had drawn that boundary with unmistakable intent, determined not to let me cross it. Even now, it wasn’t as if that line had vanished completely, but the level of caution he held toward me was worlds apart from what it had once been.

Without question, Bertia and Kuro had everything to do with that.

By treasuring Bertia, I had stopped doing reckless things or pursuing my own curiosity without regard for the trouble it caused others.

Perhaps I had also learned to restrain myself not only because I understood, rationally, that there were lines people should never cross, but because I had come to understand it emotionally as well… probably.

Furthermore, because I wanted to protect Bertia’s smile, I had also come to respect Kuro, whom Bertia held dear. That meant I had no desire to hurt Kuro by harming what she cherished, for example, by injuring other spirits she considered her companions.

Ah, no. Using Zeno like a workhorse is a separate matter. That’s his job, after all. And because Zeno understands that, I imagine that was why he didn’t outright refuse this trip to the spirit realm, even if he complained a little for other reasons.

“When I think of it that way, I suppose the reason I’m able to enjoy the spirit realm like this now is thanks to you too, Tia.”

A small smile had just touched my lips at that thought when, from behind me, the door opened with a soft click.

“The bath was lovely.”

“Welcome back, Tia. Was it that good?”

“Yes, very much so! I feel all refreshed.”

The one who emerged was my lovely wife, fresh from her bath and changed into her nightclothes.

Ordinarily, after Bertia’s bath, her maids would handle all sorts of things for her, such as drying her hair and the like, but we hadn’t brought any maids with us. And as for the one person serving as a maid—Kuro—I’d decided she ought to forget work tonight and enjoy her family’s company instead.

So tonight, Bertia had returned to the bedroom with a towel in hand, drying her own hair as she came.

That, too, felt rather pleasantly novel.

But…

“If you stay like that, you’ll catch a cold. Come here and let me dry it for you, Princess,” I said.

With that, I drew out one of the chairs set on the balcony and held out my hand to her in invitation, as though escorting her.

At first, Bertia only blinked at me in surprise. But a moment later, a shy yet delighted smile bloomed across her face. She came to me, placed her hand gently in mine, and let me lead her to the chair.

“Now then, hand me the towel.”

I took the towel from her hands.

“Are you really sure? This feels terribly luxurious.”

“Luxurious? Having your husband dry your hair?”

“But of course. Lord Cecil, you’re the man I’ve always admired. I never imagined I’d receive service like this from you…”

“It’s not fan service,” I said softly as I took a section of her hair in hand and gently toweled it dry. “It’s devotion to my wife. I wouldn’t do this for just any admirer.”

“I-I suppose that’s true…”

Our quiet exchange continued while I carefully worked the moisture from each lock. Bertia lowered her gaze a little, and the tips of her ears turned red in a way that had nothing to do with the warmth of the bath.

Even after marriage, she was still so innocent in moments like this.

It was unbearably adorable.

A small smile slipped from my lips before I could stop it.

“This feels kind of ticklish,” Bertia murmured, her tone so obviously hiding embarrassment that it only made her cuter. “You can be a little rougher, you know. You could just scrub at it properly, and that would be fine too.”

She probably wanted this over with quickly as much as she wanted to hide how flustered she was.

Of course, there was no chance I was going to hurry.

I was enjoying this far too much.

“If I do that, your hair will suffer for it,” I said. “And if your maids see the damage afterward, they will be heartbroken.”

“That would make me feel awful. They always work so hard and do it so carefully.”

Of course, they would. This was the Crown Princess’s hair, after all.

Beyond that, the time they spent helping Bertia get ready seemed to matter to them more than a little. From what I’d heard before, the maids practically competed for the more time-consuming tasks—drying her hair and the like—just because it meant they got to chat with her longer.

I was glad my wife was so well loved. And yet, why was it that when that affection became too enthusiastic, I found myself feeling ever so slightly conflicted?

“In that case, we’ll have to make sure it stays as beautiful as possible tonight too. I know the basic routine, so leave it to me.”

As I spoke, I went on drying her hair with slow, deliberate care.

I’m pretty sure Bertia brought hair oil with her too. Once I finish drying it, I should work that in as well.

“Then I shall do your hair for you, Lord Cecil!”

Bertia clenched both hands in front of her, brimming with determination.

I laughed softly.

“Thank you. But my hair’s already dry, so I’ll just accept the sentiment.”

A pity. My hair wasn’t long to begin with, and after my bath, I’d dried it properly. A little time out in the night air had finished the job completely.

“Ugh, what a shame. Then next time! Please let me do it next time!”

She leaned into the promise with such earnestness that all I could do was smile wryly and answer, “Next time.”

“Tia, while Zeno and I were away… did you enjoy yourself here?”

I asked as the soft, perfectly tempered breeze brushed against my cheek.

“Of course I did! Master told me all sorts of things about the spirit realm, and I helped prepare the meal for after you returned, and I even had a first-rate villainess lesson. It was all wonderful!”

She turned toward me with a radiant smile.

I answered with a helpless little smile of my own and lightly steadied her head with both hands, guiding her to face forward again.

Bertia seemed to remember that I was still in the middle of drying her hair, hurriedly apologized, then straightened her back at once.

There really was no need for her to sit so stiffly. And also, that phrase, “first-rate villainess lesson,” was deeply concerning. Yet, strangely, I felt as though I could already guess exactly what it entailed.

Presumably, the sort of thing we had seen in that projected image was only part of it, and quite a few similar antics had taken place beyond what we’d witnessed.

“It was especially nice seeing sides of Kuro I never usually get to see. We’ve been together for a long time, but this was the first time I met her mother and the first time seeing how Kuro is with her.” Bertia spoke cheerfully about everything that had happened while we were gone.

Kuro apparently returned to her family home from time to time, but it seemed she had never really told Bertia much about what she was like there. She had managed to get across, in her own way and mostly through gestures, that she enjoyed spending time there, but Bertia had never really known what her days at home actually looked like.

“Kuro is very dependable, but when she’s with her mother, she gets a little spoiled after all. She played with Master’s tails and sat on her lap and acted all sweet.”

That sounds almost exactly like how she usually acts with Bertia, doesn’t it?

Perhaps there were slight differences in the details depending on whether she was doing it with the master she adored or with her mother.

Still, it seemed that while Kuro was fundamentally sensible, she did not change at all in the matter of becoming affectionate with those she had grown attached to.

“Actually, these past few days, Kuro had seemed restless. She couldn’t quite settle down. I think she was excited to introduce Zeno to her parents and to be introduced to his parents too, but she was nervous in her own way as well.”

Now that she mentioned it, Kuro had seemed oddly unsettled lately.

She was not expressive enough for her nerves to show clearly, but thinking back, there had been all sorts of small signs—moments when she drifted off a little or when her ears and tail moved with unusual busyness.

“There’s no difference between humans and spirits when it comes to being nervous about introducing a lover to your parents, then,” I said.

“You didn’t seem nervous about that at all, Lord Cecil.”

Bertia turned just enough to give me a damp, accusing look without getting in the way of my drying her hair.

“In my case, it was someone I’d known since childhood. Wasn’t it the same for you, Tia?”

“I was… nervous,” she admitted. “Both when I first came to meet everyone after our engagement was decided and when I came again after our marriage was set.”

Bertia puffed out her cheeks and glared at me, as if it were unfair that I hadn’t been nervous.

It made me smile despite myself.

Though really, if she had been that nervous even the first time she came as my fiancée, then how exactly had she managed to open with “I am a villainess!” of all things?

In a certain sense, that was rather incredible nerve.

“I’ve never been the type to get nervous easily. Though… when I went to Marquis Noches to formally ask for your hand, I suppose I was looking forward to hearing all sorts of complaints he’d throw at me. So yes, I was a little nervous, at least.”

“Didn’t you just say you were looking forward to it?”

“I said nothing of the sort. I said I was very nervous.”

I covered the slip with a pleasant smile, but Bertia only gave me a narrow-eyed look.

That was understandable. The very idea of me being nervous was unusual enough that she probably found it difficult to believe.

“To me, everything connected to you is precious, Tia. So even those moments of nerves have become fond memories now.”

I reached out and gently stroked her still-puffed cheek.

At that, the air went out of it, and she switched to pouting instead.

“That’s unfair. I can’t complain when you’re being like this.”

“Then I’m glad. But isn’t it the same for you too? You may have been nervous, certainly, but we both got through all of that, and now we have this. So those moments became good memories too, didn’t they?”

“That may be true, but… it still feels unfair when I’m always the one getting flustered.”

My wife was still a little sulky, so I leaned down and brushed a light kiss over her lips.

“Wh—!”

“The truth is, it’s exactly that side of you, the one that gets flustered so easily, that steals my heart every time. So I’d say that makes us even.”

“Y-You really are unfair when you catch me off guard like that! And if you say something like that, then I too always…”

“Always… what?” I prompted her softly, urging her to finish.

But Bertia only turned bright red, whipped her face away, and refused to look at me.

“I-It’s nothing at all. For now, I’m just glad Zeno was accepted.”

She changed the subject with such force that I couldn’t help laughing under my breath.

Still smiling, I resumed the task I’d paused and went back to carefully drying her hair.

“Yes. Kuro looked happy, and Zeno too… though he really seems to be having a rather hard time of it. Still, it looks as though he’s managing to build some proper bonds with the men of her family, so I suppose that means things went well.”

Most likely, at this very moment, he was being made to drink by Kuro’s father and grandfathers while they complained at him and gave him a difficult time.

Even so, that too was a kind of rite of passage.

The fact that they were willing to do that with him at all was what mattered, so he ought to accept it with grace.

“Next comes Zeno’s parents, doesn’t it?”

“Probably. Though, judging from the way they were, it seems likely we’ll be welcomed enthusiastically enough, so there shouldn’t be much trouble.”

Quite by accident, we had already met Zeno’s parents once.

Formal greetings had yet to be properly exchanged, of course, but Kuro had at least met them face-to-face, and their response had been favorable.

If there was any real source of concern left, it would be how Zeno’s sisters, whom he seemed rather wary of, might choose to act.

“Zeno’s parents seemed like such kind people, and that was a relief. I do hope not only Kuro, but Master too, can become close with them…”

“With you there, I imagine she’ll be fine.”

The words slipped out before I quite meant them to, and Bertia turned toward me again, tilting her head.

“Hm?”

She did not seem especially aware of it herself, but Bertia possessed a strange kind of power, the power to draw people together and make them warm to one another.

No matter how strained or prickly things might be, once she was there, the air softened, and what had been tense changed into something brighter and easier.

Princess Lysonna, whom we had met not long ago, was the perfect example.

When we first met her, she had been terribly sharp-edged. The atmosphere around her had been dreadful.

From what I understood, she had often flown into tantrums, and her attitude toward Bertia had been poor as well. And yet, before anyone quite realized it, she had become close to Bertia.

The sharpness around her had eased. She still got angry sometimes or complained when trying to hide her embarrassment, but she no longer flew into fits or lashed out at others unfairly.

That good change in her had drawn better ties and better fortune to her in turn, and now she was living what seemed to be a happy newlywed life.

That, I thought, owed a great deal not only to Princess Lysonna’s own efforts, but also to Bertia, who had given her the first push toward changing at all.

Bertia herself was completely unaware of that, of course.

“Even if things don’t go perfectly, we can help however we’re able. Besides, even if everyone doesn’t become close this one time, there will be plenty of opportunities in the future. They can just deepen the relationship little by little, don’t you think?”

Though judging from Zeno’s mother, this worry itself might already be unnecessary.

“I… I suppose you’re right! We came all this way with them, so all we have to do is help as much as we can!” As though trying to blow away her own lingering unease, Bertia answered in a bright voice and immediately started thinking again. “Ah! But then I should have brought something to help everyone bond more deeply!”

“You don’t really need games or props, do you? It sounds like they’re planning to throw a party there, so I imagine they can just talk and get to know one another over food.”

“B-But surely things are livelier when there’s something to do… In that case, perhaps I could perform the belly dance I practiced for Lord Cecil, the one the maids stopped with all their might before I could debut it…”

“For now, let’s agree that anything the maids felt compelled to stop with their full strength should not be attempted here either.”

A belly dance.

I had no idea what that actually entailed, but the phrase alone gave me an ominous feeling.

And more importantly, those maids of hers, who usually tossed the burden of dealing with Bertia’s excesses right back onto me, had chosen to stop that one themselves.

That alone was enough to tell me it must be prevented here at all costs.

“Then… Then perhaps the villain play I rehearsed today but never got to perform! Kuro, Master, and I can do it together!”

“I think that may be setting the bar rather high for Kuro’s mother, considering she’s spent so long as a recluse.”

“Oh! Y-You’re right. Master isn’t used to appearing before people.”

“Just keep it normal, all right?”

“Um, Lord Cecil…”

“What is it?”

“What does ‘normal’ mean again?”

That was a difficult question.

There was rather a wide gulf between what most people would call “normal” and what Bertia considered “normal.”

After giving it some thought, I offered Bertia what seemed the safest answer. “For now, I think it would be best if we simply enjoyed our conversation without arranging anything special. After all, Kuro and Zeno are the true leads this time, not us. We should just enjoy whatever is already before us wholeheartedly or perhaps moderately and step in only when a bit of support is needed.”

She still looked a little unconvinced, but she at least managed to nod when it came to the point that we were not the stars of this particular occasion.

“You’re right. We shouldn’t push ourselves too far forward. This is an important event for Kuro and Zeno.”

“Exactly. Even the struggles they go through there will become good memories for them later. We, on the other hand, can simply remain observers and enjoy what comes.”

“I understand! Then I shall do my utmost, with all my strength, to be the best observer possible!”

“Yeah. Let’s do that.”

For some reason, seeing Bertia become this enthusiastic about being an observer filled me with a certain unease.

Still, that was probably the sort of unease I would continue to feel for as long as she remained my wife, so I chose not to dwell on it.

“Oh, that reminds me. Dark Silk Bird gave me a feather for you earlier today.”

Quite suddenly, I remembered the feather she had given me.

It had been so lustrous and beautiful that I was certain it would suit Bertia’s deep crimson hair perfectly.

“Wait here a moment.”

With that, I went to retrieve the feather Dark Silk Bird had given me, which I had wrapped carefully in my handkerchief.

Because I had tucked it into the pocket of my jacket, I had been a little worried it might have been damaged, but this was the feather of a spirit.

Apparently, it was sturdier than an ordinary feather, because when I unfolded the cloth, it remained perfectly pristine, not even slightly disturbed.

“When we return home, you can have it worked into a hair ornament or a brooch, whichever you like.”

As I said this, I lifted the smooth, jet-black feather and held it gently against Bertia’s freshly dried hair.

Then I handed her the small mirror I had brought with me.

“My, what a beautiful feather!”

“It’s the feather of a spirit, after all. A rather special item.”

Holding the hand mirror, Bertia smiled with open delight.

“If this were paired with the blue rose Lord Cecil gave me, it would make such a lovely hair ornament!”

“Yes… I think it might.”

Had the rose been purple, it would have called Murasakibana to mind a little too strongly, and that might have caused awkward implications in terms of pairing. But a blue rose had no spirit attached to it, at least for now, so there ought to be no issue.

Or perhaps, I could try asking Great Black Turtle for one more fragment of shell and have that worked into it as well.

Zeno had certainly struggled during the trial, but judging from Great Black Turtle’s temperament, if one simply asked politely, he would probably hand it over without much fuss.

“But since it’s such a beautiful feather, perhaps it would be better turned into a quill for Lord Cecil to use…”

“No. Dark Silk Bird gave it to you, so you should use it.”

“But…”

“I’d like to see you wearing it too, all prettily adorned.”

And besides, if it were an item imbued with the power of a dark spirit, it might well prove useful as a means of protection.

There was nothing I would choose over the safety of my beloved wife, who, as Crown Princess, would no doubt face greater dangers than she ever had before.

“I-If that’s what you want, then…”

Bertia smiled, clearly pleased, and I answered with one of my own.

“It’s nice, isn’t it? Not only Kuro and Zeno, but the two of us as their masters were accepted as well.”

“Yes, it really is! I want us to become much, much closer with them all!”

My wife, clutching the feather I had given her as if it were the most precious object in the world, let out a smile so radiant that I remained spellbound for a full moment. It was a smile I had seen a thousand times, and one I hoped to see a thousand more.



	Footers
	


  
    1
	Enishi refers to a bond or fated connection between people, often carrying a nuance of destiny.
  




  
    2
	A stylized spirit appellation read Daizu, echoing the Japanese word for “soybean.”
  




  
    3
	Murasakibana literally means “purple blossom.” Momen means “cotton.”
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