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  Chapter 1: Bertia, Before Departing the Domain of Darkness


  

  Part 1


  “It really is strange,” I murmured, gazing out the window as I handed my discarded nightclothes to Zeno, my attendant and contracted spirit. “It’s morning, and yet the world outside is dark, with the moon shining overhead.”


  I am Cecil Glo Alphasta, crown prince of the Kingdom of Alphasta.


  At present, we were not in Alphasta, the kingdom ruled by my father. We were in the Spirit Realm, governed by the Spirit King, Zeno’s uncle. More specifically, we were in the domain ruled by the King of Darkness.


  Why did we leave our own country and go all the way to the Spirit Realm? It was because Zeno and Kuro, the latter being Bertia’s contracted spirit, had decided to visit their parents and announce their intention to get married.


  Of course, just because our contracted spirits were returning home did not mean Bertia and I needed to accompany them. The truth was that it sounded entertaining. Or rather, Kuro, who adored my wife to an almost alarming degree, had said she wanted to introduce Bertia to her parents as her contractor. Naturally, I had come along as well. I could hardly allow my wife to venture alone into an unknown realm like the Spirit Realm.


  I would be lying, however, if I said I had no interest in seeing the Spirit Realm for myself, observing what sort of ordeal Zeno would be put through, or watching Bertia, who always managed to do something amusing no matter where she went.


  “It must be an unimaginable sight in the human world,” Zeno replied with his usual conscientious precision, “but in the Spirit Realm, all kinds of phenomena originate from spirits, so this scenery is not particularly unusual here. For example, the Domain of Darkness remains dark whether it is day or night. Conversely, the Domain of Light is always bright. Incidentally, that shining moon is the work of a moonlight spirit, one of the younger brothers of the King of Light.”


  “A moonlight spirit, hm? How interesting that the power of a light spirit is at work in the Domain of Darkness.”


  “He is… rather eccentric,” Zeno said after the faintest pause. “‘Light shines brightest within darkness!’ he likes to say, and so he lives here in the Domain of Darkness. Also, while spirits do not have names unless they form contracts with humans, he insisted that the title by which others address him must be beautiful and befitting of his own loveliness, so he named himself Nar— Pardon me. Luna, I mean. He has everyone call him Luna. Of course, unlike a name granted through a human contract, it is merely a chosen appellation.”


  “You just said ‘nar.’”


  “Luna,” Zeno corrected, smoothly averting his gaze.


  That single action told me quite clearly what Zeno thought of this moonlight spirit.


  “I admit I’m curious to know what sort of person he is,” I said, “but our schedule is full this time. I doubt we’ll have the chance to meet him.”


  Today, we were to visit Zeno’s family home.


  When we first arrived in the Spirit Realm, we happened to encounter Zeno’s parents. After informing them of our planned visit, they’d suggested that, since we were coming all that way, they might as well hold a party. They had also told us to bring Kuro’s family along, so today would likely involve Kuro’s family and our party visiting Zeno’s home together.


  “Once we’re ready, we’ll need to discuss today’s schedule with Bertia and the others,” I said.


  Our destination had already been decided, but we still needed to confirm details such as what time we should go, whether there was anything we ought to take care of within the Domain of Darkness before leaving, and so forth.


  As I slipped my arms into the fresh shirt Zeno had handed me, my thoughts turned to Bertia, who was currently in the washroom with Kuro, preparing for the day. Women’s preparations tended to take longer than men’s, so I assumed she would not emerge for a while yet.


  We had plenty of time, but I might as well finish changing quickly and use the waiting period to handle a little work.


  Bang!


  “Lord Cecil! I’m ready! Now, let’s go have breakfast!”


  Contrary to my expectations, the door flew open almost immediately.


  Startled by the sheer force with which it had been thrown wide, I turned toward it and found my wife standing there with a radiant smile spread across her face.


  Our eyes met.


  For one brief instant, Bertia froze. Then her gaze drifted from my face down toward my chest, and her cheeks flushed all at once.


  At the same time, her smile transformed into a look of shock.


  Bertia hurriedly covered her face with both hands.


  “Oh no! You… You were changing clothes!” she shrieked.
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  There she goes, saying something utterly incomprehensible again.


  She had probably been startled to see me mid-change, with nothing but a shirt thrown loosely over my shoulders, and grown embarrassed. Tia, you have been my wife for quite some time now, haven’t you? I would have thought you’d be accustomed to seeing me like this by now, I couldn’t help but wonder.


  Though I supposed the fact that she still reacted with such an innocent fluster was one of the things I found so endearing about her. In that sense, perhaps it was perfectly fine.


  “Tia, let’s calm down for now,” I said gently. “I’ll be finished changing in a moment, and then we can discuss today’s plans before going to brea—”


  “I-I am so sorry!”


  Apparently thrown into a panic by sheer embarrassment, Bertia paid no attention to me whatsoever. With both hands still covering her face, she fled the room at full speed.


  Behind her, Kuro trotted along in her usual little-girl form.


  Unlike Bertia, she did not seem flustered in the slightest. Expressionless as ever, she even took care to close the door properly before following after her.


  “Lady Bertia truly is like a storm, as always,” Zeno said with a wry smile as he stared at the door through which the two had disappeared.


  “She is,” I agreed, fastening the buttons of my half-finished shirt as a faint smile curved my lips. “Though she is the sort of storm whose destination no one can predict. Thanks to that, however, my days are never dull.”


  It was a noisy, lively morning, but somehow, I had a feeling today was going to be a pleasant day.


  I liked moments like these.


  “Your Highness tends to enjoy almost anything related to Lady Bertia, after all,” Zeno remarked. “Even matters that would normally be rather troublesome.”


  “It is precisely because they are unexpected and troublesome that they are enjoyable.”


  When I answered with a bright, utterly untroubled smile, Zeno’s cheek twitched slightly. Still, he spread out my vest so I could slip into it more easily.


  “I cannot say I understand that logic,” he muttered, “but for some reason, I feel as though I’m being forced to listen to you boast about your wife.”


  After I put on the vest and adjusted my appearance, I accepted the sword he held out to me. It was the blade the Spirit King had lent me for self-defense when we first arrived in the Spirit Realm.


  “You don’t dislike being swept along by Kuro either, do you, Zeno?” I asked.


  “That is… well, true enough. But I feel as though what you are describing is somehow different from my situation, Your Highness.”


  “I’m sure you’re mistaken.”


  I fastened the sword to my waist and turned back to find Zeno wearing an expression so complicated it was difficult to put into words.


  I gave his shoulder a light pat, then headed for the door to join Bertia and the others. Zeno still did not seem fully convinced, but perhaps he decided that we could not keep Kuro’s family waiting. After all, they were to dine with us, and they would soon become his in-laws.. Without further comment, he followed after me.


  Part 2


  Before going to breakfast, I had thought we would need to find Bertia and Kuro after their sudden dash from the room, but that proved unnecessary.


  The dark spirits serving in this castle had already escorted them to the dining hall ahead of us.


  We were informed of this shortly after leaving our room, and the same spirit guided us toward the dining hall as well.


  Incidentally, the dark spirits here normally seemed to take the form of pitch-black shadows. However, since Bertia had found that frightening, they were now taking the shapes of adorable animals more to her taste.


  The one walking in front of me at the moment was a black rabbit.


  Had Bertia been here, perhaps the sight would have been charming enough to bring a smile to one’s face. With only Zeno and me present, however, the scene felt strangely surreal.


  Of course, the dark spirits had adopted these forms out of consideration for us—or rather, primarily for Bertia—so I could hardly complain.


  “Your Highness, please go in,” Zeno said when we arrived before the dining hall. Taking the place of the dark spirit, he knocked, then opened the door.


  The rabbit form taken by the dark spirit was only a disguise, so if it wished to open the door, it could probably do so without difficulty. Still, Zeno must have felt reluctant to make a spirit who looked like a small animal perform such a task.


  “Good morning,” I said as I entered the room, greeting Kuro’s family, who were already seated.


  Apparently, Kuro’s grandparents had decided to join us for breakfast again, just as they had yesterday. Great Black Turtle, Dark Silk Bird, Murasakibana, and Momen all turned toward us and returned the greeting.


  Dark Silk Bird and Momen, Kuro’s grandmothers, smiled pleasantly.


  As for Great Black Turtle… He was drinking some transparent liquid, but that had to be water, right? Surely he was not drinking alcohol first thing in the morning?


  Kuro’s other grandfather, Murasakibana, seemed to be suffering from a hangover, one hand resting lightly against his head, but he still shot a sharp glare in our direction.


  The target of that glare was not me, however. It was Zeno, who stood behind me.


  Though Murasakibana had more or less acknowledged Zeno as Kuro’s mate, it seemed his loneliness and frustration had not quite faded.


  It had nothing to do with me, so I saw no need to interfere.


  Now then, where had my wife gone after abandoning me and sprinting off earlier?


  I swept my gaze lightly around the room.


  There was no need to search.


  Or rather, she was already racing toward me with tremendous momentum.


  Tia, running at a dining table is poor manners. Besides, it stirs up dust. I do not think that is a good idea.


  “Lord Ceciiil!”


  Bertia rushed at me with enough force to almost leap into my arms, and I caught her with a light embrace.


  Apparently, she had come up with something interesting, and the embarrassment of seeing me mid-change had already been banished to the far reaches of her memory. Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at me.


  “What is it, Tia?” I asked.


  “Well, it may not be possible, but I have a request!”


  “Of course. What would you like me to do?”


  She was practically vibrating with excitement, so I answered with a bright smile, granting her request before she had even made it.


  “Huh?! But I haven’t even told you what it is yet!”


  Bertia stared at me in astonishment, shocked that I had agreed before hearing a single detail.


  From my perspective, however, this was only natural.


  My world revolved around her.


  If she told me she wanted to conquer the world, it might take a little effort, but in the end, I would do everything in my power to make it happen.


  Though I doubted she would ever say such a thing.


  Our contracted spirits, who, of course, saw right through that line of thought, looked at me with faintly appalled expressions. My wife, meanwhile, seemed a little flustered, but perhaps assuming I was joking, she laughed.


  “So,” I prompted, “what is it you want to do?”


  “Well, you see, once we return to Alphasta, I was planning to discuss it with everyone, but… I want to do Halloween!”


  “Halloween?”


  Another unfamiliar word.


  Bertia possessed memories of a previous life in another world, and every now and then, she spoke words or shared knowledge I had never heard before.


  At first, she had insisted that this world was a game and that she herself was a villainess. After I shattered every part of the so-called “scenario” she had described like prophecy and brought us to an ending completely unlike that game, she’d stopped saying this was a game world. Even so, her memories from her previous life still continued to entertain me.


  Though from her perspective, she was likely not trying to entertain me but attempting to make good use of the knowledge she happened to possess. Still, because the things she did were always so outrageous, simply observing or helping her was amusing enough.


  This “Halloween” she had just mentioned was surely another custom derived from that previous life of hers.


  “If even the ever-knowledgeable Lord Cecil does not know of it, then Halloween truly must not exist here!”


  Bertia nodded several times, as if everything had now fallen neatly into place.


  “So, what exactly is this Halloween?” I asked.


  “Allow me to explain!”


  Perhaps because she rarely had the opportunity to teach me something, Bertia puffed out her chest with obvious delight and launched eagerly into her explanation.


  It seemed even she did not know the precise origins, but according to Bertia, Halloween was apparently a religious festival that celebrated harvests and abundance while also driving away wicked things, such as demons.


  On the day when ancestral spirits were said to descend to the world below, evil beings would descend along with them. To avoid being harmed, children would disguise themselves as ghosts or monsters, either pretending to be one of those evil creatures or frightening them away instead.


  That said, her explanation focused almost entirely on the “festival where people dress up” aspect. As for its original purpose and meaning, she spoke of those with little more certainty than, “I think it was probably something like that.”


  In other words, the main reason she wanted to do Halloween was not for its religious significance, but because she wanted a festival where everyone wore costumes.


  A festival with religious implications would be difficult to introduce if the faiths involved were different. Realistically, it would be better to assign it some other suitable meaning.


  After all, what Bertia wanted was, essentially, “a festival where people dress up and have fun.”


  “But what made you suddenly want to do something like that?” I asked.


  “Hehehe… I am so glad you asked!” Bertia clenched her fist, her eyes blazing with enthusiasm. “While I was speaking with Master, inspiration struck me! If Master cannot come to the human world because she cannot hide her fox ears and tails, then we simply need to create an environment where her appearance wouldn’t seem strange!”


  The person Bertia called Master was Kuro’s mother, the King of Darkness.


  Apparently, before Zeno and I arrived, she had been speaking with Kuro’s mother. During their conversation, Kuro’s mother had mentioned that she would occasionally like to visit Kuro in the human world. However, her current form made it difficult. Even when Kuro’s mother disguised herself as a human, she could not hide her ears or tails.


  Ordinarily, one might either give up there or begin considering ways to conceal the fox ears and tails.


  But this was Bertia.


  Rather than hide them, she had apparently jumped to the idea that everyone around them could also wear animal ears and tails or dress up as ghosts and monsters, thereby making Kuro’s mother’s appearance less conspicuous.


  It was an impressive change of perspective, and as ever, my wife’s thought process was a fascinating thing.


  To be perfectly honest, though, no matter how many people around her wore costumes, Kuro’s mother’s magnificent eight tails would absolutely stand out.


  If we stubbornly insisted they were artificial, perhaps we could force the matter somehow. But for Kuro’s mother, who was a thoroughbred shut-in, I suspected being the center of attention itself would be painful.


  Well, if Bertia were there, she would probably manage somehow, so perhaps it was fine.


  In fact, I was rather curious to see how Bertia would handle it.


  “It sounds like an interesting proposal,” I said. “Holding it across all of Alphasta would take time and be rather difficult, but if we made it a new festival in the royal capital, I think it might be possible.”


  Or rather, I would make it possible, mainly by securing the cooperation of my close aides and Bertia’s friends.


  “I don’t yet know what scale these costumes would be,” I continued, “but if the purpose is to make Kuro’s mother less conspicuous, then we would need to create a setting where someone dressed like her would not seem out of place, correct?”


  At my words, Bertia appeared to think for a moment, then nodded vigorously.


  Most likely, she had not been debating what level of costume would be appropriate but had simply answered while picturing the “Halloween” of her previous life.


  “We can discuss the details once we return home,” I said. “But in that case, why not lean more heavily on the harvest-festival aspect? We could make it a day to thank the spirits for granting us nature’s blessings and have people imitate the forms of spirits as part of the celebration. And since we have been fortunate enough to meet the spirit kings this time, it might also be worth proposing that the day serve as an occasion for interaction with spirits.”


  I spoke the idea as it came to mind.


  Since we had gone to the trouble of coming all the way to the Spirit Realm, we had obtained a rare opportunity to build stronger ties with the spirits than ever before.


  Simply accompanying Kuro and the others on their homecoming and then returning to Alphasta would be a waste.


  Of course, in order to prevent spirits in the human world from being harmed, it would be best to keep their existence hidden from the general public, just as we had until now.


  Even if we called it a day of exchange, perhaps the festival could take the form of a select few—just the people who knew of spirits’ existence and could be trusted not to exploit them—welcoming the spirits openly, while the rest of the spirits freely enjoyed the festivities blended in among the humans.


  That left only the question of the spirits' safety for the festival, but we could leave that selection to the kings of each domain.


  Any spirit with a modest amount of power would not lose to a human.


  There was still the risk of being deceived into forming a contract, but if the Spirit Kings chose spirits intelligent enough not to be tricked and warned them properly in advance, then the responsibility would not fall on us. Rather, such deception was unlikely to happen in the first place.


  Since the existence of spirits was kept secret, we could not openly establish any joint ventures with them. Even so, strengthening our connection to the spirits would surely be beneficial for the kingdom.


  Besides, although spirits’ actual existence was concealed, they appeared in stories and were recognized as objects of faith. A festival giving thanks to the spirits would likely be easy for the people to accept.


  This might be a surprisingly good idea.


  If costumes were involved, materials from beasts hunted as pests but difficult to process into proper fur goods might be repurposed as one-day costume items.


  The festival would also generate all sorts of new work, from costume-making to food stalls, and could be used quite effectively to stimulate the economy.


  Most importantly, if the people enjoyed themselves, their impression of the kingdom hosting it would improve as well.


  As for the expenses required to hold such a festival, our country could easily produce the necessary funds. That was not a problem. After all, I worked hard every day to govern the kingdom precisely so that I could grant my wife’s wishes whenever she made them.


  “As expected of you, Lord Cecil!” Bertia said with a smile bright enough to banish the darkness of the realm around us. “I think that is a wonderful idea. There are wicked people out there, so we must not make the spirits’ existence public, but since we have this chance, I would love for the spirits who usually live in the Spirit Realm to learn how wonderful Alphasta is.”


  If I could see that smile, then a little overtime from my subordinates was hardly worth worrying about. Although I intended to pay them properly for all their hard work.


  So Zeno, please stop standing behind me with such a sorrowful expression. Are you already mourning the future of my close aides? In any case, since this will become an event involving spirits, the one who will work the hardest is you. You’re in no position to pity anyone else, you know?


  His face went pale as the realization hit him, his cheek twitching faintly, but surely he would manage.


  “Master!” Bertia cried. “I shall do my very best to see this plan through. And once I have, please do come to Alphasta and enjoy the human world with us.”


  Bertia rushed over to Kuro’s mother, Dark Fox, and clasped her hands tightly.


  “Oh, Bertia, my dear friend,” Dark Fox said, visibly moved. “To think you would be so considerate of me… Of course. Going to the human world is somewhat frightening, but if you’re willing to work so hard for my sake, then I shall most certainly come.”


  I’d hate to interrupt such a touching moment, but I suspect the one who will be working hardest is your future son-in-law, currently standing behind me with a bloodless face, I thought, suppressing a laugh.


  Though knowing Bertia, she would never simply throw everything onto someone else and do nothing herself.


  “Now then, let us leave that discussion there for the time being.” Once the conversation reached a natural pause, I quickly took over. “Our schedule is full today, and the breakfast they kindly prepared for us will grow cold if we delay it any further.”


  “Oh!” Bertia gasped, her expression turning grave. “That’s right. Letting delicious food go cold is absolutely unacceptable.” She hurried back to her seat.


  Seeing that, the others who had risen from their seats also settled back down.


  Normally, Kuro and Zeno, who held the position of attendants, would never sit at the same table as their masters, Bertia and me. However, there was no one here who would object to such a thing.


  If anything, Bertia and I were the extra guests at this gathering.


  Once everyone had taken their seats, the dark spirits disguised as animals began carrying in the food.


  I was no longer going to comment on the fact that their movements were clearly impossible for ordinary animals.


  I had decided to classify them as beings of another sort entirely.


  “Well then,” Kuro’s mother declared, “let’s have breakfast.”


  “Thank you for the food!” Bertia chirped.


  With Dark Fox’s signal and Bertia’s bright voice ringing through the room, our lively breakfast began.


  Part 3


  After we somehow made it through that bustling, cheerful meal, I found myself relaxing in the room we had borrowed, leisurely drinking the tea Zeno had brewed.


  The reason? Bertia had said she wanted to prepare for our visit to Zeno’s family home later and had shut herself in the bedroom with Kuro.


  We were only planning a day’s trip and would be leaving our luggage here at the castle of the King of Darkness, so I did not think there was anything in particular to prepare.


  But, well, perhaps outings were simply like that for women.


  At the very least, it could not be more troublesome than preparing to receive guests of honor in Alphasta or host a party, so surely it would be fi—


  Bang!


  “L-Lord Cecil! T-This is terrible!”


  Just as I raised the teacup to my lips, the bedroom door was flung open with tremendous force.


  For one dangerous moment, I’d nearly sprayed out the tea I was drinking. Fortunately, just before I swallowed, I’d caught the faint sound of Bertia’s footsteps and braced myself in uneasy anticipation, allowing me to avoid disaster.


  Good. Very good.


  A crown prince must never commit the impropriety of spraying tea everywhere, after all.


  “Tia, what in the world…”


  I set down my teacup and turned toward her, only for my words to die in my throat.


  There was no need to ask what had happened.


  The problem was obvious.


  “Pfft! K-Kuro?! What happened to your face?!”


  Zeno, who had turned around at nearly the same time I did, burst out laughing when he saw Kuro being carried in Bertia’s arms, then hurriedly tried to smooth his expression over.


  He looked as though he were suppressing laughter, but since he had already snorted, there was no real point in it anymore.


  Kuro, clearly displeased by Zeno’s reaction, tried to slap her tail against the floor.


  Unfortunately, because Bertia was holding her, her tail did not reach the ground, and the gesture ended in a futile swish through empty air.


  “So…” I started. “Is this what you meant by preparation?”


  “Nooo! This is not it at all! This is not how it was supposed to turn out!”


  Bertia wailed, looking as though she might collapse to the floor while still holding Kuro. I rose swiftly and supported her before she could sink down.


  “Then would you mind explaining why Kuro is wearing such… striking… makeup?”


  I smiled at Bertia, then shifted my gaze to Kuro, who sat in her arms looking deeply displeased.


  Kuro’s face was, frankly, remarkable.


  Her eyelids were coated in heavy purple shadow. Her lips were painted with vivid red rouge. Her skin was snow-white, yet her cheeks had been marked with rather intense blush. Perhaps in an attempt to make her face appear slimmer, darker shading had also been added along both sides of her cheeks.


  I could not identify every detail, but her eyebrows had been drawn in, black lines had been added to the outer corners of her eyes, and if one examined her closely, it was clear that all manner of additional touches had been applied.


  To put it mildly, the result was quite entertaining.


  “Kuro,” I said at last, maintaining my composure with some effort, “for now, why don’t you go wash your face first? I assume this is not the appearance you wanted.”


  At my suggestion, Kuro gave a firm nod, her face as expressionless as ever, though she radiated a distinctly sulky aura.


  I took her from Bertia, then held her out toward Zeno, who was still pressing a hand over his mouth in a desperate attempt to restrain his laughter.


  Zeno accepted Kuro on reflex. The moment he saw her face up close, he snorted again, and Kuro promptly pinched his cheek with all her might.


  “Well then, Zeno, I’ll leave Kuro to you. As for the makeup remover… It is in the luggage in the bedroom,” Bertia said meekly.


  “There you have it.” I gestured toward the door that had been left wide open. “Take that with you and go to the washroom. In the meantime, I’ll… hear Tia’s side of the story.”


  Zeno, still fighting back laughter, replied, “As you wish,” and began to move.


  Now then. I should have Bertia sit down and listen to what happened.


  Though, given the flow of events, I could more or less guess the situation.


  “So, what exactly did you do to end up with that result?” I asked, guiding the dejected Bertia into a chair.


  “Today is the day Kuro goes to greet Zeno’s parents and talk about their marriage,” Bertia said, hanging her head.


  “Yes, it is.”


  “For a woman, visiting the family home of the man who will become her husband is a major event.”


  “Well, I suppose that’s true.”


  During my first official meeting with Bertia’s family, I had felt a little nervous. No, I had not been nervous, but I did recall being more considerate than usual.


  For example, putting up with Marquis Noches despite finding him troublesome.


  “There are all sorts of things, you see, like conflicts between daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law. The first impression is crucial.”


  “I see.”


  I could understand what Bertia was trying to say, but Kuro had already met Zeno’s parents, hadn’t she? In which case, that “first” meeting had already passed.


  “For a bride-to-be, this is no exaggeration: it is war!”


  “No, I think that is an exaggeration.”


  “Therefore…” Bertia shot to her feet.


  “Now, Tia. Are you listening to me? I did not agree with you.”


  “When one marches onto the battlefield, one requires their armor!”


  “So the switch has flipped again. The one where you stop hearing anything I say.”


  “And when it comes to women’s armor, naturally, that means makeup. So I thought I would transform Kuro into a mature, dependable bride with a bold, grown-up air about her. Or rather… I tried to.”


  Ignoring my words entirely, Bertia clenched her fist and delivered her speech with all the fervor of a general rallying troops. Then, in the very next instant, all the strength drained from her, and she sank back into the chair, shoulders drooping.


  I see.


  She had wanted to present Kuro as a mature, dependable bride and had attempted to give her a seductive, or something along those lines, makeup look, only for it to fail terribly.


  Tia, was that not a little too disastrous?


  “And that’s how she ended up looking like that?” I asked.


  “At first, I thought I would use bright red rouge, the symbol of adulthood, along with white face powder to make Kuro’s delicate complexion look even more beautiful. But… it turned out looking rather like a Japanese doll. It was pretty and adorable, but also a little frightening.”


  “What sort of doll is a ‘Japanese doll?’”


  “It’s a finely crafted, beautiful doll. But because it does not feel human, it becomes frightening. As though there is no blood flowing through it, perhaps…”


  “Wouldn’t it be more frightening if a doll did have blood flowing through it?”


  “Now that you mention it, that is very true!” At my rather obvious point, Bertia blinked in sudden realization, then nodded as though fully convinced.


  Still, I felt I understood what she meant.


  Apparently, things that closely resembled humans yet lacked any sense of warmth could inspire a peculiar sort of fear, and the more beautiful they were, the stronger that eeriness could become.


  Not that I had ever personally felt such fear.


  I vaguely recalled my mother saying something similar once while admiring a doll she had purchased from a merchant.


  “Returning to the topic, then,” I said, “when you saw Kuro looking like that, what did you do?”


  “I applied rouge to her cheeks so she would look as though blood were flowing through them. A great deal of it.”


  “I see. You put on ‘a great deal,’ did you?”


  “Yes. I got carried away…”


  She had likely panicked when the result turned out a little eerie and tried to restore Kuro’s usual loveliness by giving her a healthier complexion.


  In other words, she had overdone it.


  So that’s what happened.


  “After that, she did look as though she had blood flowing through her,” Bertia continued, “but I felt she had become a little rustic, so I tried to create the impression of a sophisticated adult woman from the city.”


  “And that was when you applied a great deal of eyeshadow.”


  “Yes…”


  By now, Bertia was clearly and painfully aware of her own failure. With every answer she gave, her head sank lower and lower.


  “After that, I kept thinking something was not quite right and tried adding various touches…”


  “Until, in the end, it reached the point where nothing more could be done, and you came to ask me for help.”


  Why had she not given up sooner and started over from the beginning?


  If it had only been a small mistake, that would be one thing, but correcting a disaster of that scale would be impossible. Even if it could be corrected, surely it would have been easier to wipe everything away and begin again.


  “Tia, you can apply your own makeup properly, but are you perhaps poor at applying it on others?” I asked.


  “I never fail with my own makeup because the Makeup Evangelist I once met taught me how to do it correctly.”


  “The Makeup Evangelist?”


  That sounded rather suspicious.


  Well, Marquis Noches would never allow a dangerous person near her, so I was sure it was fine, but still…


  “Yes! It happened around the time I first became fascinated by the joys of makeup!” She suddenly began telling the story.


  I was curious, so I listened attentively.


  “At that time, I was practicing every day so that I could master makeup befitting a villainess. Mature, alluring, cold, and imposing.”


  Bertia’s eyes sparkled.


  But I already had a bad feeling about it.


  “My skill at villainess makeup caused nearly everyone in the mansion to tremble in fear! They averted their faces, covered their mouths, shook with dread…”


  No, I suspect they were not trembling in fear. They were probably trying not to laugh.


  If her so-called villainess makeup skills were anything like the makeup she had just applied to Kuro, I was quite certain it would have inspired laughter far more than terror.


  “Father and Mother even tried to stop me.”


  That was likely what any normal parents would do. I believed Marquis and Marchioness Noches had reacted correctly.


  “But I did not let that defeat me! I continued refining my craft day after day, and then, one day, a mysterious masked noblewoman appeared before me, the Makeup Evangelist!”


  So she had continued despite being told to stop.


  And then the Makeup Evangelist had appeared at just the right moment.


  I sensed something fishy there.


  “The Makeup Evangelist, who had crimson hair very much like Mother’s, said to me…”


  Rather than “very much like,” was it not almost certainly the marchioness herself?


  The timing was far too convenient.


  I see. So it had been a desperate measure. That gentle-looking marchioness had thrown herself into danger in order to halt her daughter’s rampage.


  And so she had become the Makeup Evangelist.


  My condolences.


  “She told me that the Demon of Makeup had set its sights upon me, and that unless I learned proper makeup, something terrible would happen.”


  Marchioness Noches must have been at her absolute limit. Even as a desperate measure, that was rather forceful, was it not?


  No one would ever believe something like that.


  “Upon hearing those words, I realized the truth,” Bertia declared. “The reason everyone trembled in terror at the sight of my makeup was not because of any flaw in my technique, but because of the curse.”


  Yes. No one besides Bertia would ever believe that.


  Once we returned to Alphasta, I would have to remind the people around her to be especially careful so she would not be tricked into buying strange jars, accessories, or anything else of that sort.


  “From there, through efforts so intense they might as well have drawn blood, I learned numerous proper makeup patterns from the Makeup Evangelist! Now, by combining them, I can manage my own makeup reasonably well. However…”


  Bertia trailed off and glanced awkwardly toward the washroom door, where Kuro and Zeno had disappeared.


  “When you apply makeup to someone else and accidentally stray from those patterns,” I said, “you end up making a disastrous mistake.”


  “Yes. When I think the curse might not activate on someone else and try adding a little arrangement of my own, the result is terribly strange. I am certain that even if it is not a full curse, the Demon of Makeup must be playing tricks on me!”


  “I’m relieved. At least you recognize that it was strange.”


  “Of course I do!”


  In the past, she had not possessed that recognition. That was likely why the marchioness had been forced to worry herself sick and take on such a bizarre role.


  From that perspective, Bertia had indeed grown up.


  That said, I did not think her failures were caused by a demon. She had simply added far too many peculiar arrangements and ended up with something eccentric.


  Though in Kuro’s case, the first mistake had been the goal itself. Then, when the result began to frighten her, Bertia had panicked and lost control.


  “Bertia, first of all…”


  Kuro would likely finish washing her face and return soon, so it was about time I corrected Bertia’s assumptions.


  “I don’t think adult-style makeup suits Kuro while she’s disguised as a child.”


  I understood what Bertia wanted to do, but applying makeup meant to make a grown woman look mature and alluring would not exactly suit a child.


  The subject was, after all, a child.


  Kuro was a spirit, so she was merely disguising herself as one. Still, if someone who looked like a child wore that sort of makeup, the result would inevitably be strange.


  “Oh!” Bertia’s eyes flew wide. “I hadn’t considered that!”


  It seemed she understood what I meant.


  “Also, about this ‘armor’ of yours. While there’s nothing wrong with preparing your heart for a difficult occasion, I think it would be best not to display such obvious armament when meeting someone with whom you wish to build a friendly relationship. If you want to grow close, a softer impression will make it easier to enter their hearts.”


  With the direction she had chosen earlier, even if she had achieved the exact makeup look she imagined, the overall impression would have been slightly aggressive.


  Seductive makeup might be acceptable when appealing to the man one loved, but wearing it when facing that man’s parents carried a high risk of making them draw back.


  “I see. You’re absolutely right!” Bertia cried, her face brightening as though enlightenment had descended upon her. “Even if one’s heart is prepared to face the challenge, expressing that directly in one’s appearance would make it seem as though one is seeking confrontation!”


  Her expression cleared at once, and her eyes began to sparkle.


  It seemed we had managed to correct her course.


  “So,” I said, smiling, “why not keep Kuro’s natural loveliness as the foundation and use just a little of the Makeup Evangelist’s technique to create a gentle impression? And take care not to let the Demon of Makeup play any tricks.”


  At that, Bertia began muttering to herself.


  “For the eyes, that pattern… and if that is the direction, then the lipstick should be…”


  From the fragments I overheard, I could tell she was aiming for a natural finish with only the slightest touches added, using my advice as a guide.


  That should work.


  Before long, Kuro returned with her makeup removed.


  Bertia apologized profusely, then, as though determined to restore her honor, spirited Kuro back into the bedroom with renewed enthusiasm.


  Kuro still seemed a little sulky and uneasy, but this time, Bertia gave her a really adorable look. By the time Kuro emerged from the bedroom again, her mood had recovered.


  Zeno, who had apparently been thoroughly scolded for laughing at her, praised her with desperate intensity when she returned. In the end, Kuro looked so pleased that even her tail began to sway.


  And then—


  “Kuro, this is terrible!”


  Just when it seemed the matter had been settled, Dark Fox burst into the room in a panic, dragging along a deeply displeased Daizu, Kuro’s father, by the arm.


  “What in the world is it this t—”


  Once again, one glance was enough.


  “Are you intending to go to war, Lord Daizu?”


  After all, Daizu, who was supposed to accompany us to Zeno’s parents’ home, was dressed in armor and carrying an absurd number of weapons.


  “No matter how many times I tell him otherwise, he insists he will bring them,” Dark Fox said, her ears and tails drooping helplessly. “At this rate, it will look as though we’ve come to pick a fight.”


  Kuro looked from her mother to her father, confirming the situation. Then she fixed Daizu with an icy stare and—


  “Hisss!”


  A threatening hiss was delivered with all her might.


  For a while after that, Kuro continued lecturing Daizu through a series of furious hisses. As for the rest of us, we pretended not to see it and went to put away Bertia’s makeup tools, which were still spread across the bedroom.


  For the record, when we saw Daizu again afterward, he was still wearing a disgruntled expression, but both his armor and weapons were gone.


  Part 4


  “Are you sure it is truly all right for me to go? Will Storm Bird not find me a nuisance?”


  Once we had finished preparing to leave for Zeno’s family home, Kuro’s mother repeated the same question yet again, so many times now that I had grown tired of counting.


  Immediately after our arrival in the Spirit Realm, we had happened to meet Zeno’s parents—his father, Enishi, and his mother, Storm Bird. We had already informed them that we intended to visit. Zeno’s delighted mother had said she would call Zeno’s elder sisters and hold a party.


  Incidentally, she had also muttered something about keeping the fact that Zeno had found a mate secret from his sisters as a surprise.


  She had expressly asked us to bring Kuro’s family to that party as well, which was why Kuro’s parents were accompanying us now.


  However, Kuro’s mother had lived as a shut-in for so long that she continued to fret endlessly over whether someone like her truly had any right to go.


  Bertia had told her it was a precious opportunity, and Dark Fox had agreed and decided to come. Yet now that departure was upon us, her anxiety seemed to have increased, and she kept repeating the same question again and again.


  Since she had already decided to go, I thought she might as well steel herself and be done with it. What was there to worry about so much?


  I did not really understand that emotion called “anxiety.”


  Most likely, that was because I cared very little about what anyone thought of me, aside from Bertia.


  “It will be all right,” Bertia assured her. “Storm Bird herself said she wanted Kuro’s family to come. Master, I know you may be anxious, but please do your best! Kuro, Daizu, and I will all be with you.”


  In stark contrast to my growing exasperation, Bertia encouraged Kuro’s mother every time she repeated herself in fear.


  Even though I had Bertia and, through her, had come to understand many different emotions, I doubted I would ever be able to do what she did.


  Even if my mind understood that this exchange was meant to ease Dark Fox’s anxiety, I could not help thinking of it as inefficient.


  “We should be leaving soon,” I said, glancing at the clock and urging everyone onward. “We are not planning to stay overnight there today, and we will be returning here afterward. It would be best not to depart too late.”


  The Domain of Darkness was always dim, making it easy to lose sense of time. Yet one glance at the clock revealed that far more time had passed than expected.


  Spirits, blessed with long lives as they were, tended to be rather loose when it came to time.


  The concept itself existed, of course. If a specific time was set as a promise, they would make some effort to honor it. However, the range covered by the word “slightly” when a spirit said they were “slightly late” was rather broad.


  Depending on the circumstances, a day, even a week, could still fall under “slightly.”


  Spirits like Zeno and Kuro, who lived alongside humans in the human world, understood quite keenly how short human lives were. Because of that, they valued time comparatively more and had almost the same sense of it as humans. Spirits who lived in the Spirit Realm, however, were rarely so conscious of it.


  So even if we were late, perhaps even several days late, Zeno’s parents would likely not mind. But since we had decided to return to the Domain of Darkness today, we wanted to avoid arriving too late and coming back deep in the night.


  Before that, there was Bertia to consider. She was the picture of good health, which meant that unless there was a special event such as an evening party, she tended to fall asleep at a certain hour.


  If she recognized this party as a “special event,” she might be able to stay awake. But since it was only a family gathering, she would probably not remain so tense. And if alcohol came into the matter, most likely, she would try her hardest to stay awake, only to start nodding off halfway through.


  If we were staying at Zeno’s family home, she could simply excuse herself and go to bed once she grew sleepy. This time, however, Kuro’s mother, would be accompanying us.


  Kuro’s mother was already nervous enough about leaving the Domain of Darkness for the first time in a long while. Asking her to stay overnight at someone else’s home would surely raise the difficulty far too high.


  For those reasons, we had decided to attend only the party and then return to the Domain of Darkness once it ended.


  Of course, there was always the option of having only Kuro’s parents return ahead of us. But Kuro and Bertia both seemed worried about Kuro’s mother as she tried to take her first step away from her shut-in life, so they wanted to stay with her.


  I would have been fine either way. As for Zeno, because he could easily foresee his elder sisters teasing him mercilessly at home, he apparently wanted to leave his family home as soon as possible. He had looked rather pleased at Bertia and Kuro’s plan.


  “A-Are we going already?” Kuro’s mother stammered, flinching at my words. “Perhaps… Perhaps we ought to spend a little more time preparing. A few more days, maybe…”


  “Our preparations are more than sufficient,” I replied. “We are not staying overnight there, so most of our luggage will remain here.”


  “B-But still…”


  Dark Fox looked around, lingering stubbornly as though searching for some excuse to delay our departure.


  We’ve humored her plenty. It should be fine to leave now.


  “Then let us be off.”


  I prompted her with a bright, full smile, and Kuro’s mother choked back whatever she had been about to say, lowering her head.


  Bertia and Kuro lightly patted and rubbed her shoulders and back, offering comfort. Daizu tightened his mouth as though steeling himself and offered Kuro’s mother his arm, ready to escort her.


  Perhaps that was when she finally resolved herself. The eight tails she had been dragging limply behind her sprang upright, and Dark Fox lifted her face.


  That said, the hand she placed on Daizu’s arm was gripping him with far more strength than necessary.


  “Dark Fox, take care on your way,” said one of Kuro’s maternal grandparents, who had come to see us off.


  “Do your best,” added the other.


  Murasakibana and Momen, Kuro’s paternal grandparents, did not call out to her, but Murasakibana gave Daizu a firm look that seemed to say, “Protect her,” then nodded. Momen, meanwhile, waved with a beaming smile.


  “I know. I shall go and return,” Dark Fox said.


  “We shall be off!” Bertia declared brightly.


  Dark Fox and Bertia answered the farewells, while Zeno, Daizu, and I offered slight bows. As for Kuro, she thrust her thumb up sharply, confidence in her otherwise expressionless face.


  And so, despite the commotion that had broken out before we even left the castle of the King of Darkness, we finally set out for the center of the Spirit Realm, toward the domain of the Spirit King, where Zeno’s parents lived.


   

  Chapter 2: Bertia, During Her Stay at Zeno’s Family Home


  

  Part 1


  Zeno was the nephew of the Spirit King. In other words, Zeno belonged to the Spirit King’s family.


  For that reason, his family home was located within the domain ruled by the Spirit King.


  I had not known much about the Spirit Realm myself until I actually came here, but at the center of the Spirit Realm lay the domain governed by the Spirit King, and surrounding it were the domains ruled by the various kings of the individual spirit attributes.


  Within the Spirit King’s domain, there were direct gates leading to the other domains.


  Because of that, using the gates in the Spirit King’s domain allowed one to greatly shorten travel time when going elsewhere.


  We, too, had traveled from Alphasta to the Spirit King’s domain in the Spirit Realm, then used one of those gates to reach the Domain of Darkness.


  Likewise, when heading to the Spirit King’s domain, where Zeno’s family home was located, using the gate allowed us to arrive almost instantly.


  From my perspective, that was simply convenient, but for Kuro’s mother, who still had not mentally prepared herself for visiting Zeno’s family, it must have been unbearable.


  Indeed, now that we had arrived in the Spirit King’s domain, her face had gone pale with tension.


  “I-It has been so long since I left the Domain of Darkness,” she stammered. “And so long since I last came to the Spirit King’s domain. B-But I am fine. I am perfectly fine!”


  This was one of those situations where the person was very much not fine.


  Why did people deny things with unnecessary force whenever someone touched upon a matter they did not wish acknowledged, or one that made them anxious when mentioned?


  “Master, it is all right,” Bertia said, offering somewhat questionable encouragement to Kuro’s mother, whose ears and tails had drooped. “The scenery has merely changed a little.”


  Daizu, who went beyond taciturn and scarcely spoke at all, tightly clasped Dark Fox’s trembling hand and peered worriedly into her face.


  “Y-Yes, indeed! The scenery has merely changed a little. There are just… a few more spirits who are not of darkness…”


  The area immediately beyond the gate naturally saw a fair amount of foot traffic, or perhaps spirit traffic.


  In fact, right after we used the gate, another spirit emerged from it.


  Unfortunately, the timing happened to coincide with the moment Kuro’s mother had been trying to calm herself. As a result, she was startled far more than necessary and began trembling.


  It might have been better if the one who emerged had at least been a dark spirit, but the spirit was clearly of another attribute entirely.


  Other spirits did live in the Domain of Darkness, but most of them were spirits who liked darkness and had a shut-in disposition. In other words, they possessed qualities and temperaments close to those of Kuro’s mother, the King of Darkness. No doubt she was shaken by the sudden appearance of a fire spirit booming with hearty laughter.


  “It’s all right,” Kuro’s mother muttered to herself. “I am all right. Everyone does not hate me. Storm Bird does not hate me either.”


  A wry smile tugged at my lips as she began murmuring reassurance to herself.


  Perhaps overcome by anxiety, Kuro’s mother had stopped walking. Bertia and Daizu hovered around her in panic, and when Zeno saw this, he hurriedly stepped in to help.


  “It will be all right,” he said gently. “My mother truly does not dislike you. I’m sure she has been looking forward to seeing you again after so long.”


  Kuro stood on the opposite side from Daizu, tugging lightly at her mother’s clothes and tilting her head as though trying to comfort her. When Zeno spoke, she nodded vigorously several times in agreement.


  “For spirits, this place is what one might call a public area, correct?” I said. “Rather than remaining here, where so many unfamiliar spirits are coming and going, I think you would feel more at ease if we went to Zeno’s family home sooner.”


  Zeno and Bertia had told Kuro’s mother many times that Storm Bird did not dislike her and that she found her adorable and was fond of her.


  At first, Kuro’s mother had been consumed by suspicion and fear, but now she seemed to be reaching the point where she had begun to believe them.


  If that was the case, then rather than remaining somewhere full of unfamiliar spirits, beings she had no reason to trust at all, it would surely be less burdensome to move on at once to a place where someone she might trust was waiting.


  Though apparently, depending on the person, the very fact that someone seemed trustworthy could make them even more afraid, precisely because they feared how that person might react.


  Either way, we would be better off moving somewhere with fewer people.


  “Y-Yes, you’re right. If I were to meet someone here who bullied me long ago…”


  I did not know who she was imagining.


  To be honest, judging from what I had heard last night, I had my doubts as to whether what happened to her had truly been “bullying.” Still, seeing Kuro’s mother grow even paler as she remembered those days, it seemed best to avoid any possibility of her running into that person.


  Well, the odds of that individual just happening to pass through this exact spot at this exact moment were exceedingly low, so ordinarily, there should have been no need to worry at all. But if the possibility itself was feeding Kuro’s mother’s anxiety, then leaving this place would likely be far more effective than offering baseless reassurances that everything was fine.


  “Master is being so nervous,” Bertia said, pressing a hand to her mouth with a faint groan. “I feel as though I’m starting to feel sick as well.”


  Bertia, I do not think your nausea is caused solely by nervousness spreading to you.


  In fact, every time we traveled by distorting space, and even when we first came to the Spirit Realm through that gate, she seemed to feel unwell.


  To be fair, that sort of travel did produce a sensation similar to dizziness, a lurching sway that made one feel briefly unsteady. It would not be strange for someone to feel as though they had grown motion sick.


  Most likely, that was the cause of her nausea.


  I was worried, but it seemed to settle after a short while, and travel here inevitably required passing through distorted space. For now, all I could do was watch her condition.


  Still, I would make sure I was prepared to respond properly if she became ill or stumbled.


  Seeing my precious wife suffer was painful for me as well.


  “Oh, Bertia. Are you all right?” Seeing Bertia look unwell, Kuro’s mother snapped back to herself, full of concern.


  Perhaps faced with the discomfort of her dear friend, she had suddenly regained her composure.


  Her earlier agitation vanished entirely. Having gone from the one being worried over to the one doing the worrying, she gazed anxiously into Bertia’s face.


  “I-I am perfectly fine,” Bertia said. “My stomach only felt a little uncomfortable. I’m sure the feeling of sickness was only my imagination!”


  She took a deep breath and rubbed her stomach lightly. Then she stared down at her own body, tilting her head as though asking it a question, and finally answered with her usual smile.


  Considering that she had felt sick several times already, I doubted it was merely her imagination. Still, she did seem to recover almost immediately, which was a relief.


  Her complexion, which had looked poor just moments before, had already returned to normal.


  No, perhaps there was still a slight trace lingering, but it was true that she appeared to be recovering. It would likely be only a matter of time before she was fully all right.


  I was worried, of course, but if I spoke up now, I would undermine Bertia’s effort to reassure Kuro’s mother by showing how completely she had bounced back.


  If she began to look unwell again, however, I would prioritize getting her to rest.


  “All right, Zeno,” I said, “would you guide us?”


  Even though Zeno’s family home was in the Spirit King’s domain, I doubted it was inside the royal castle itself.


  No, even if it were inside the royal castle, we would not be able to reach it without guidance, so in either case, we had to rely on Zeno to lead the way.


  “Allow me,” Zeno said with a respectful bow. Then he let out a small sigh.


  No doubt, thinking of his mother and elder sisters waiting at home had made him feel gloomy.


  I had no older sisters myself, so I could not fully understand his current state of mind. Still, introducing one’s fiancée to lively women like his mother, whom we had met yesterday, only to be teased mercilessly, did sound rather difficult.


  Kuro lightly patted Zeno’s back, his shoulders already slumped with exhaustion, and raised her thumb.


  Was that supposed to mean “Do your best!” or perhaps, “I’m with you, so it’ll be all right?”


  Somehow, because Kuro had a rather Spartan streak when it came to Zeno, I felt the gesture leaned more toward, “Do your best!”


  If I asked Kuro directly, I could probably find out at once. But either way, the fact remained that Zeno had no choice but to endure, so worrying over the exact meaning was pointless.


  Besides, I was not all that interested.


  “This way, please,” Zeno said.


  After giving a weak nod at his fiancée’s series of gestures, he stroked Kuro’s head, then began walking.


  At that, Daizu’s gaze sharpened for a brief instant.


  However, Daizu currently had the important task of escorting his wife, who was trembling with fear after leaving her domain for the first time in a long while. Because of that, he did not interfere with his daughter and Zeno, nor did he show any further displeasure.


  Daizu was taciturn, or rather, just like Kuro, he did not speak at all. Perhaps he realized that even if he tried to express his disapproval with his eyes, Zeno, who had already turned his back and started walking, would never notice.


  If Kuro’s mother had not been there, I was certain he would have delivered at least one flying kick to Zeno.


  You have been spared, Zeno.


  Taking Bertia’s hand, I began walking. When I directed a smile at Zeno’s back with that sentiment, he flinched and hurriedly looked over his shoulder.


  Zeno, how is it that you failed to notice Daizu’s murderous glare, yet you immediately reacted to my warm smile?


  When I deepened my smile at him, he swiftly jerked his gaze forward again and quickened his pace.


  Zeno, let’s have a nice, slow talk later.


  “It’s finally time!” Bertia said, paying no mind whatsoever to our guide’s suddenly brisk steps. She smiled brightly. “I am so looking forward to meeting Zeno’s elder sisters!”


  As though agreeing with her, Kuro, who was walking a little behind Zeno, looked toward Bertia and nodded repeatedly.


  Come to think of it, Kuro was still in her little-girl form even though we were going to Zeno’s family home.


  I could not say for certain, as I knew little about the attributes of the power filling the Spirit Realm, but the Spirit King was said to govern “harmony.” Therefore, while this place was not as favorable to darkness as the Domain of Darkness, I did not think a dark spirit’s power would weaken here.


  When Kuro spent time in the human world, she remained in her little-girl form during the day because, as she explained it, darkness weakened in daylight, so she had to conserve her power. But if my theory was correct, that condition would not apply here.


  In other words, it should be possible for her to visit Zeno’s family home in her adult form. Doing so would also likely reduce the risk of Zeno being suspected of having improper tastes regarding little girls.


  Perhaps sensing something from my gaze, Kuro turned back.


  Then she gave her proud tail a single swish and narrowed her eyes slightly in warning.


  I see. Remaining in that form would be more entertaining, and she wanted me to stay quiet so we could watch Zeno panic.


  I, too, wanted to see Zeno flustered when his sisters inevitably suspected him of being attracted to little girls, so I would keep silent.


  Without letting the others notice, we exchanged small nods and broke eye contact.


  “Yes,” I said, turning my attention back to Bertia, who was happily chattering beside me. “I’m looking forward to it as well.”


  Unlike Zeno earlier, my adorable wife returned my smile with one completely free of shadows.


  Part 2


  How long had we walked?


  It took us a little while to leave the Spirit King’s castle, but once we were outside, Zeno’s family home truly was only a stone’s throw away.


  “This is quite an impressive mansion. I wouldn’t expect anything less from the Spirit King’s younger brother.”


  The residence stood in a position that could almost be called next door to the Spirit King’s castle.


  Even though it was next door, the castle where the Spirit King lived was vast, containing public facilities as well. There was more than one building on its grounds, so it hardly felt like a simple neighboring estate.


  Still, since we usually lived in a castle ourselves, none of that felt surreal to us. Nothing we’d seen was beyond expectations.


  “Whenever my uncle has his hands full, spirits sometimes come flooding here to ask Father to do something in his place,” Zeno explained with a wry smile. “Apparently, that’s why he built the mansion on the larger side. Also, the garden was made spacious so that rampaging spirits wouldn’t damage the main buildings.”


  Many spirits lived in the Spirit Realm, but as a rule, spirits tended to favor nature.


  For that reason, the lifestyles of ordinary spirits were apparently quite free.


  The kings often handled troubles within their own domains and lived in castles so others could easily seek them out when something happened. Apart from them, some spirits built houses and lived in them like humans, while others simply chose a favorite place in nature, declared it their dwelling, and remained there. Still, others wandered wherever they pleased without establishing any permanent home at all.


  Because of that, there were no settlements like the towns and villages of the human world, where multiple spirits built houses and lived gathered together.


  Even spirits who built homes generally placed them some distance apart from one another.


  In other words, houses weren’t indispensable to spirits. It was only something they built if circumstances made it necessary, or if they simply wanted one.


  And Zeno’s father, Enishi, the Spirit King’s younger brother, had apparently built a large mansion because he needed it for work.


  The time I’d spent with Zeno and the others, who lived disguised as humans in the human world, made it easy to forget that spirits and humans were not quite the same. This, perhaps, was where the difference in our ways of thinking appeared.


  There was also the fact that spirits did not fall ill and were unbothered by heat or cold, whereas humans were not. That alone meant the necessity of a home differed from the start.


  “Now then, please come inside,” Zeno said. “My parents have probably already noticed that we’ve arriv—”


  “Welcome! I’ve been waiting for you!”


  The instant the gate to the mansion opened, Zeno’s mother, Storm Bird, came flying toward us, and not from the front entrance, but from a large window on the second floor.


  For a human, it would have been an act of suicide. But for Zeno’s mother, a wind spirit, literally flying through the air was likely a trivial matter.


  “Whoa! Amazing!” Bertia cried, her excitement bubbling over as she smacked my arm repeatedly. “She came zooming down from such a high place!”


  When we met Zeno’s mother for the first time yesterday, she had been floating in midair as though it were perfectly normal. But to Bertia, there was apparently an enormous difference between casually drifting around and hurtling down from a great height.


  “Zeno dear, you’re late,” Storm Bird said in her leisurely voice. “I’ve been waiting since yesterday.”


  “I told you we would come either today or the day after, didn’t I?”


  “Oh, did you? Well, it’s all right. I made sure to tell your sisters to come today. Enishi said that would be best.”


  At his mother’s easygoing remark, Zeno clutched his head with considerable force. Then he clasped his hands as though in prayer and began to offer his gratitude to his father. “Father, I thank you from the bottom of my heart! Thank you for stopping Mother’s rampage! I’m truly glad I don’t have to face my sisters after they were called early and left waiting in a terrible mood.”


  Despite being the reason for Zeno’s current state, his mother merely smiled as though it were someone else’s affair entirely, murmuring, “Oh my.”


  Storm Bird truly was astonishingly laid-back for someone with a name like hers. No, perhaps that was not quite right. Like the eye of a typhoon, she remained calm herself while tossing everyone around her into chaos.


  Thinking of it that way, the name Storm Bird suited her perfectly.


  “Welcome,” a man’s voice said suddenly. “I wasn’t able to stop much of anything regarding the party and everything else, so don’t expect too much on that front.”


  I turned toward the voice, and from empty space, Zeno’s father, Enishi, slowly appeared.


  “A g-ghost?!”


  Bertia, who seemed to have witnessed the moment the half-transparent Enishi emerged from nothing, hid behind me and clutched tightly at the back of my shirt.


  “It’s all right,” I murmured softly.


  She timidly peeked out from behind me, confirmed Enishi’s appearance, and let out a relieved breath.


  Still, perhaps the shock had not entirely faded. Even after Bertia returned to her place beside me, she kept one hand tightly clenched around the hem of my clothes.


  “Dark Fox? You came too!” Storm Bird exclaimed. “When I invited you to come play before, you didn’t come, so I thought this time might not work either. I’m so happy you’re here!”


  Kuro’s mother had gone completely rigid amid Storm Bird’s sudden charge and the exchange between Zeno and his parents.


  Before Storm Bird could embrace her without the slightest regard for the way Dark Fox’s thoughts and body had both frozen solid, Daizu stepped between them and fixed Storm Bird with a powerful, silent stare.


  Then he lifted both hands in front of him and shook his head.


  Thwarted in her attempt to hug Dark Fox, Storm Bird puffed out her cheeks slightly in a sulk. Still, despite her displeasure showing plainly on her face, she looked at Daizu standing in her way and clapped her hands together as if struck by realization.


  “Oh, my. Daizu, you came too? Come to think of it, if Kuro is Dark Fox’s child, then she must be yours as well. I’d forgotten. Kuro is such an adorable little black fox, after all.”


  “Perhaps her quietness comes from you? Even with the same silence, once Dark Fox’s traits are added in, it becomes so adorable.”


  Storm Bird’s gaze moved from Daizu to Kuro and then to Dark Fox, and she nodded to herself as though the matter had been settled.


  Still, Storm Bird. Are you not being rather too blunt? Your husband Enishi is smiling wryly beside you, and your son Zeno is clutching his head at his own mother’s remarks.


  Perhaps she had something to say about Storm Bird’s remark, which could easily be taken to imply that Daizu possessed no adorable qualities at all. Dark Fox attempted a hesitant rebuttal. “S-Storm B-Bird,” she stuttered timidly, “D-Daizu has many adorable points too, you know?”


  However, given that she was clinging to Daizu’s back and speaking in a tiny voice with only her face peeking out, it was far too feeble to be called a true objection.


  Even though the other party had approached her first, speaking to a high-ranking spirit of her own generation after so long must have made her deeply anxious.


  Her black fox ears twitched restlessly, and I could see an unusual amount of tension gathered in her tails.


  Incidentally, Daizu, having been defended as “adorable” by his mate Dark Fox, widened his eyes for a brief moment. Then he looked at her, the corners of his eyes softening ever so slightly.


  Just like Kuro, his expression scarcely changed, so it was difficult to tell. Yet the aura radiating from him made it abundantly clear that he was beside himself with happiness.


  A closer glance revealed a faint flush spreading from his cheeks toward his ears.


  Was embarrassment mixed in there as well?


  Storm Bird tilted her body to catch Dark Fox’s face, which was peeking out from behind Daizu, and complained with visible dissatisfaction, “That’s only for you, Dark Fox. Daizu has always been cold to everyone except you. He’s terribly possessive too. I’m a woman, and yet I can’t even come near you without him jumping in. It really is too much.”


  Perhaps the content of that complaint was unexpected, because Dark Fox’s cheeks flushed faintly, and she blinked in confusion, murmuring, “Eh?”


  Daizu, on the other hand, puffed out his chest confidently in obvious pride at his actions.


  “I-I don’t think that’s true,” Dark Fox said. “Is it, Daizu?”


  She leaned forward slightly and looked up at Daizu from below.


  The moment Daizu realized Dark Fox’s gaze had turned toward him, he looked at her at once and, for some reason, began stroking her head.


  You look very satisfied, but I doubt that’s what Dark Fox is asking.


  In fact, she seemed both flustered and embarrassed at suddenly having her head patted.


  “Oh, the two of you are still so lovey-dovey,” Storm Bird said, watching them with a shrug and a shake of her head. “Or rather, Daizu’s love is as heavy as ever.”


  “Now, now. It isn’t good to leave our guests standing outside,” Enishi cut in, apparently deciding that the exchange had gone on long enough. “Especially since we have human guests today. Humans tire more easily than we spirits do, so let us have everyone come inside.”


  “Oh my, how careless of me,” Storm Bird said, sticking out her tongue with a playful little smile. “Now then, everyone, please come inside.”


  “Mother, at your age, that reaction is a little pai—”


  “Hmm? What was that, Zeno dear? Did you say something?”


  Zeno, apparently embarrassed by his mother’s rather girlish gesture, had started to comment, only to be struck down by the force of her smiling face, now backed by an ominously dark aura.


  Zeno. Even if she is your own mother, I believe age is a forbidden topic when speaking to a woman. You really will say the wrong thing to anyone, won’t you?


  “N-No. Nothing at all.”


  Zeno’s cheek twitched as he answered stiffly, intimidated by Storm Bird’s threatening smile.


  Ordinarily, Storm Bird had a bright, somewhat airy presence, but to Zeno, she must have been a frightening person when angered.


  Mothers remained mighty beings to their children, no matter how old those children became, after all.


  “Now then, everyone, please come inside.”


  Perhaps this was a familiar sight within Zeno’s family, for Enishi merely smiled wryly at their exchange and opened the front door, inviting us in.


  “Your sisters have not arrived yet,” Storm Bird said. Withdrawing the dark aura she had directed at Zeno and returning to her usual sunny smile, she glided through the air to Enishi’s side. “But they should be here soon. On the other hand, the party preparations are already complete.”


  She stood beside her husband and welcomed us into the house.


  “Pardon our intrusion,” Bertia said brightly.


  “We thank you for having us,” Dark Fox added, covering her mouth with one hand and bowing her head with visible nerves.


  Kuro and Daizu bowed silently.


  Were their movements exactly the same because they were father and daughter?


  After watching the others enter the mansion, I glanced at Zeno.


  “Your Highness, welcome to my home. Please, come inside.” With his usual movements as an attendant, Zeno bowed and invited me in.


  “Thank you, Zeno.”


  Even though we had reset the mood like this, I would not forget the sight of Zeno being scolded by his mother earlier.


  As I stepped forward with a smile, Zeno smoothly averted his gaze.


  It must be awkward to be scolded by one’s mother in front of acquaintances.


  Though I had never been scolded by my own mother in quite that manner.


  Part 3


  Just as Zeno’s mother, Storm Bird, had said, the preparations for the party were already complete inside the mansion.


  Perhaps because Enishi was the Spirit King’s younger brother and handled work—or rather, troublesome matters—at the heart of the Spirit Realm, there were many spirits in the mansion who appeared to be servants.


  Unlike Dark Fox’s castle as the King of Darkness, however, the spirits working here had a wide variety of attributes and appearances.


  In terms of atmosphere, this place felt closer to the Spirit King’s castle than to Dark Fox’s.


  “Everyone, please come this way, if you please.”


  A winged spirit in a maid uniform guided us toward the hall.


  According to Storm Bird, this spirit held a role similar to the head maid in our castle.


  Incidentally, the way she flew about while guiding us made her resemblance to Storm Bird easy to see. She appeared to be a high-ranking wind spirit.


  The hall she led us to had several tables arranged for a buffet-style gathering, and a number of dishes had already been set upon them.


  Among them were the nihonshu and inari sushi that Kuro had handed over in advance.


  “Hehe.” Storm Bird beamed. “Since this is such a special first gathering, I thought everyone might enjoy chatting together in a warm, friendly way. So I made it feel like a standing buffet party.”


  That was all well and good, but was it truly all right to have prepared the food without knowing exactly when we would arrive?


  Warm dishes did not seem to have been set out yet, but even cold and room-temperature foods should not be left sitting for too long.


  As Storm Bird happily explained the party venue, that concern occurred to me, and I glanced at Zeno.


  Noticing my gaze and understanding what it meant, Zeno quietly stepped closer and whispered in my ear. “I sense Master Time Wolf’s power from those tablecloths. Most likely, time has been stopped for whatever is placed on top of them.”


  “I see. How convenient. I would like some for our own use. Although… while they might be fine in private, they would be difficult to bring out in public.”


  Time Wolf, the spirit of time, had used his power to stop time for the inari sushi Bertia and Kuro had brought as gifts when we arrived in the Spirit Realm, preventing the food from spoiling.


  Apparently, that same power had been applied to the tablecloths.


  Looking closely, I saw a feather fall from the winged spirit guiding us through the air. Before it could touch the food, it bounced off something invisible and drifted down beneath the table.


  So the tablecloths did not merely stop time for the items placed upon them. They also kept dust and other foreign matter from entering. After all, even if the food itself were frozen in time, it would be meaningless if dust settled on top of it.


  “We’ll have the warm dishes prepared once the girls arrive,” Storm Bird said. “We could put them on the tablecloths too, but then the aroma would stop spreading, and they wouldn’t seem quite as delicious.”


  “What is this about the tablecloths?” Bertia asked.


  “Hehe!”


  Whether she had overheard our conversation or merely happened to bring it up, Storm Bird made a passing mention of the tablecloths. Bertia, who had not heard us, tilted her head with a puzzled expression, clearly not understanding.


  Bertia could be rather broad-minded about such things, so she had likely not even found it strange that the food had been left sitting out.


  Storm Bird seemed to know that as well, and part of her appeared to be enjoying Bertia’s reaction.


  As proof, she did not answer Bertia’s question, merely laughing in delight.


  Incidentally, Kuro and her parents were spirits, so they had already noticed the tablecloths and accepted them as a matter of course.


  “Hmm? It seems our daughters have arrived at just the right time.” Enishi looked toward the windows leading out to the garden as though he had sensed something.


  “Oh my, you’re right,” Storm Bird said, looking toward the same window as Enishi. “Those girls… I wonder if they’re racing? They’re flying toward us with such enthusiasm.”


  When I looked at the window, I saw nothing, but it seemed the spirits could sense something approaching.


  “Tia, come here.”


  I did not fully understand the situation, but judging from Zeno’s parents’ reactions and the twitching of Zeno’s cheek, I had the feeling something was about to happen.


  As a precaution, I wanted Bertia close enough that I could protect her immediately if necessary.


  “Lord Cecil, is something wrong?”


  Bertia approached me with a curious look.


  I wrapped an arm around her waist and spread my awareness through the room.


  Like me, Daizu drew his wife and daughter closer, positioning himself to shield them behind his back as he fixed his gaze on the window.


  And then it happened.


  Whoosh! Bang!


  A sudden roar of wind howled through the air like a tornado. The window everyone had been watching flew open with tremendous force, and a violent gust tore through the room.


  “Zenooo! Your sisters have returned!”


  “Eh? Huh?!”


  Bertia hurriedly clutched her skirt to keep it from flying up and shrank in on herself protectively. I tightened my arms around her, holding her securely against me.


  The dark spirits swiftly raised barriers, while Storm Bird, looking entirely accustomed to this sort of thing, summoned wind around herself and the others to shield them.


  Zeno stood in front of us, protecting Bertia and me with the power of wind just like Storm Bird. However, he was not a high-ranking wind spirit, but rather a high-ranking spirit who could also use wind, so compared to Storm Bird, who specialized in it, his precision seemed slightly inferior.


  Since Zeno’s sisters were not actually attacking us, this was not a problem.


  Zeno, you are, at least in name, my attendant, so in a situation like this, protecting us should be your top priority, should it not? Just now, you flinched for an instant because your sisters arrived, and your response was delayed, wasn’t it?


  That was a little dangerous, primarily for Bertia’s skirt.


  When I flicked a glance toward Zeno, he refused to meet my eyes, apparently aware of his mistake.


  “Where is Zeno?”


  A woman with the same gentle, airy atmosphere as Storm Bird looked around, searching for Zeno. Beside her, a woman with slightly narrow eyes and a cool impression pointed directly at him.


  “He’s over there, Spring Wind.”


  “He looks as foolish as ever.” A sharp-eyed woman with a strong-willed air mocked Zeno, her tone equally sharp. “He may be our little brother, but I don’t imagine he’s popular with women.”


  Another woman, who carried herself with a more mature grace than the others, smiled sweetly at him. “And so, your dear sisters have brought you a surprise.”


  These four women were surely Zeno’s elder sisters. I began to understand why dealing with them would be rather troublesome… no, rather difficult.


  After bursting into the hall with tremendous force, they paid no attention whatsoever to the fact that the room had been prepared for a party, nor to the presence of us, their guests. Instead, they descended upon Zeno all at once.


  Being surrounded and fussed over by people who could see so little of what was around them must have caused Zeno no small amount of hardship over the years.


  In other words, the difficulties I caused him were hardly worth mentioning.


  Yes, I would have him continue working even harder from now on.


  “Spring Wind, Winter Wind, Summer Wind, Autumn Wind, we have guests! You girls should—”


  “Come now, let’s go!”


  “Your sisters will introduce you to a girl who can become your mate.”


  “Be grateful, worship us, and praise our names!”


  “Don’t worry. She’s cute and a very nice girl. Hehe!”


  Storm Bird tried to scold her daughters, but Zeno’s sisters drowned her out with their rapid-fire declarations. They were not listening to Storm Bird at all.


  The four each seized one of Zeno’s arms—or whatever part of him they could grab—and lifted him up. Without so much as glancing at the rest of us as we stood there in stunned silence, they began moving toward the outside.


  “The girl is waiting, you know.”


  “Hurry up, don’t be rude!”


  The gentle-looking sister and the strong-willed one pointed toward the window.


  “Huh?! Wait! What do you mean by mate?! I already have—”


  Zeno, who had been frozen by their sheer momentum, finally snapped back to himself just as they were about to carry him off somewhere, trying to protest.


  “No lady wants a clumsy man, you know.”


  “I’m looking forward to the meeting. Let’s go.”


  His protests had come too late. Having said everything they wished to say, Zeno’s sisters paid no mind to his objection—or rather, did not listen to him in the slightest—and launched themselves out the window with astonishing force.


  “We’re off!”


  “W-Wait right there!”


  “You girls!”


  Just as quickly as they had arrived, Zeno’s sisters flew away like a storm, carrying Zeno with them. His parents hurriedly tried to stop them. However, as high-ranking wind spirits, Zeno’s sisters moved with tremendous speed. In the blink of an eye, they vanished from sight.


  “What… What is going on?” Dark Fox stammered, utterly flustered. “Where have they taken K-Kuro’s precious mate?”


  Dark Fox looked about in confusion, clearly shaken by what had just happened.


  Daizu said nothing, but one glance at him made it perfectly obvious that he was seething with rage.


  As for Kuro, perhaps shocked by the sight of her mate being carried off before her very eyes, she stood frozen in place, her eyes wide and her tail puffed up to twice its usual size.


  Bertia slipped out of my arms and rushed over to Kuro, gathering her small body into a tight embrace.


  “S-Stealing someone’s love is absolutely forbidden!” Bertia cried, stroking Kuro’s head in an effort to calm her while desperately making her appeal. “Especially tearing apart two people who love each other! That is the sort of thing that turns someone into a villainess!”


  The fact that the word “villainess” had appeared even here was extremely Bertia-like.


  “I-I would never do such a thing,” Storm Bird protested. “Or rather, I would never allow it!”


  “My daughters are somewhat prone to jumping to conclusions,” Enishi said, his expression troubled. “I suspect there has been some sort of misunderstanding, and they acted rashly. We will go after them and stop them at once, so could you wait just a little?”


  Zeno’s parents, who apparently had no involvement in what their daughters had done and had not expected anything like this to happen, pleaded with us in obvious bewilderment.


  Seeing their reaction, Dark Fox seemed to regain a little calm. Daizu, however, showed no sign of accepting the situation. After all, he had come here so his daughter’s mate could formally greet the family, only for that same mate to be carried away by his own relatives so they could introduce him to someone else.


  Well, from a father’s perspective, it was only natural to be angry when faced with a situation where his daughter might be hurt, regardless of the reason.


  “I’m sorry, Dark Fox, Daizu,” Storm Bird said. “I wanted it to be a surprise, so I didn’t tell the girls that Zeno was bringing his mate. That was my mistake. I never imagined they would go and find someone to become Zeno’s mate themselves.”


  Storm Bird floated lightly toward the anxious Dark Fox, but Daizu, still angry, stepped in front of his wife to block her path.


  “Daizu, I’m sorry. We’ll bring him back right away.”


  Ordinarily, Storm Bird might have complained when Daizu stopped her from approaching Dark Fox. But even she seemed unable to do so in this situation. She halted before him, looking genuinely troubled.


  “I-I will go as well… No, all of us will go,” Bertia declared, still hugging Kuro. “A stolen husband must be reclaimed. Right, Kuro?” She turned to Kuro.


  Kuro seemed to finally emerge from her state of shock. She looked at Bertia, then at Storm Bird and Enishi, and nodded repeatedly with determination shining in her eyes.


  Her tail was still puffed up. Whether that meant the shock was lingering or that her fighting spirit had ignited was difficult to say.


  “By the way,” I asked, “do either of you know where Zeno’s sisters went?”


  For some time now, the two had been saying they would chase after Zeno and his sisters, yet even after the girls vanished from sight, they did not seem especially panicked.


  Perhaps spirits had their own methods of tracking someone. But rather than that, it felt more as though they already knew the destination.


  “Yes, I think we do.” Storm Bird nodded. “Those girls have been spending all their time in the same place lately.”


  “There is a place I instructed my daughters to take turns staying,” Enishi explained. “I asked them to go in shifts, but recently, whenever they have nothing else to do, all of them seem to gather there. I expect they’re there this time as well.”


  “Come to think of it, there was a girl there who would meet the conditions for Zeno’s mate.”


  Daizu’s gaze sharpened before she even finished her sentence.


  Noticing his look, Storm Bird hurriedly corrected herself. “Ah, I mean only in terms of conditions, of course! Zeno’s mate is Kuro.”


  Does Zeno’s tendency for verbal blunders come from Storm Bird?


  “And where exactly is this place?” I asked.


  Seeing Storm Bird falter under Daizu’s glare, I decided that unless I moved the conversation along, it would take far too long before we could go retrieve Zeno.


  Storm Bird looked relieved when the subject returned to the matter at hand. She glanced at me, then exchanged a confirming look with Enishi. The two nodded faintly.


  Then they turned back to us and said, in clear voices:


  “The castle of the King of Light.”


   

  Chapter 3: Bertia Charges into the Domain of Light


  

  Part 1


  It had been two hours since Zeno was carried away.


  Zeno’s parents, Bertia, Kuro, and I stood in the Domain of Light, before the castle of the King of Light.


  For the time being, we had decided it was best for Daizu and Dark Fox to return to the Domain of Darkness. Daizu was so furious that he seemed ready to launch an attack at any moment, while Dark Fox, who had already been painfully shy and anxious, was now completely shaken by this unexpected trouble.


  If we brought Daizu with us, there was no telling what he might do. As for Dark Fox, making her visit one unfamiliar place after another so soon after taking her first step out of seclusion would place far too great a burden on her.


  At first, Daizu had insisted on coming with us while still in full combat readiness, but thanks to Kuro’s persuasion, and because he could not leave Dark Fox alone, he reluctantly backed down.


  In exchange, for some reason, he entrusted me with a pouch of beans meant to be thrown at people.


  At first, he had tried to give it to Bertia, Kuro’s master. Then he seemed to think of something, looked back and forth between the pouch and my face, and handed it to me instead.


  If he judged that I had greater offensive power than Bertia, I had rather mixed feelings about that.


  He wouldn’t be wrong, of course, but I did not intend to suddenly start pelting people with beans.


  In the end, unsure what to do with them, I gave the pouch to Kuro. However, the moment Kuro began coating the beans with her dark power and modifying them into more destructive projectiles, I confiscated them again.


  Naturally, I collected all of them—the enhanced ones and the untouched ones alike.


  Between spirits, perhaps the other party would have ways to defend themselves, and perhaps no one would actually be injured. But it would not be good for Bertia’s emotional state.


  She had grown into such an amusing, kind, and adorable wife. I wanted her to live freely and peacefully in a gentle world, all the way until the day we grew old and met death together.


  “It took more time than I expected to confirm everything,” I remarked.


  “I had my subordinates investigate and verify the matter first,” Enishi said with a wry smile, perhaps thinking I was criticizing him. “Then I confirmed with the King of Light that my daughters were here and obtained permission to visit. Inevitably, it took some time.”


  I had not meant it as a criticism.


  Watching the whole process, I had simply found it unexpected how leisurely the spirits went about their work.


  To begin with, we had been in the Spirit King’s domain. Thanks to the gates, travel time could be shortened considerably. If they truly wanted to deal with the matter quickly, they should have been able to go, ask, and return almost immediately.


  In terms of ease, it seemed about on the level of me obtaining permission to visit Bertia’s room.


  Well, they had also needed to confirm whether Zeno’s sisters had gone to the Domain of Light, so perhaps that would extend the time. Still, my subordinates in Alphasta would likely have managed it in about half the time.


  For a moment, I thought I heard Charles crying, “We push ourselves too hard, you know!”


  Surely that was my imagination.


  Charles was not here, after all.


  In short, the reason it had taken so strangely long was that spirits, who lived long lives and possessed a rather vague sense of time, were comparatively self-paced even when working.


  Well, that was likely a characteristic of their species. Although surprising to me, I could not blame them for it.


  “Now then, we have arrived at the enemy castle.” Bertia declared. “Kuro, are you ready? We shall rescue the captive princess… No, the captive prince!”


  While Enishi and I were talking, Bertia and Kuro stood side by side, one hand planted on their hips and the other pointing straight at the castle of the King of Light.


  Kuro was merely copying Bertia’s pose, not making any declaration herself. Still, the fact that her usually languid tail was standing perfectly upright suggested she was fully in agreement and brimming with motivation.


  Even so. “Captive prince,” was it? When did Zeno become the heroine?


  I imagined Zeno in the position of a princess from a tale, waiting to be saved by the hero, and nearly let out a laugh.


  “So, since you’ve obtained permission from the King of Light,” I said, “does that mean we may simply proceed with the visit?”


  “Yes, of course,” Enishi replied. “Many spirits are free-spirited by nature, so quite a few would charge in without bothering to obtain permission first. But this time, just to be safe, I decided to get it, so there’s nothing to worry about. Now we only need to call one of the servants nearby and have them guide us to my daughters.”


  Just as Enishi and I looked around for a spirit we might call out to, Bertia suddenly raised her voice toward the empty gate, while Storm Bird lightly floated upward and began drifting toward an open window.


  “We have come to challenge you!” Bertia declared.


  “Or perhaps we should simply go in on our own,” Storm Bird said.


  Enishi and I fell silent at once.


  It seemed the only ones here with any degree of common sense were the two of us.


  “For now, I will stop Tia and Kuro before they raise their voices any further or move ahead on their own.”


  “I shall go retrieve Storm Bird before she enters through the window without permission.”


  We exchanged a nod, then each headed toward our respective wives.


  “Oh my? Weird. Is no one here?” Bertia tilted her head when no one emerged from within. “Just to be certain, let us try once more, Kuro! We have come to chal— Mmph!”


  Just before my wife could raise her voice in a manner utterly unbecoming of a crown princess, I covered her mouth.


  “Mmm! Mmm!”
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  Annoyed that I had interrupted her challenge, Bertia shook her head vigorously from side to side, trying to free herself from the hand I had clamped over her mouth.


  Satisfied for the moment that she had stopped yelling, I released her without resisting.


  “W-What are you doing, Lord Cecil?! I was just getting to the good part!”


  “Tia, if you raise your voice like that when visiting someone’s home, you’ll startle them.”


  Bertia puffed her lips out in protest, then tilted her head as though I had said something weird.


  Tia, you may be reacting as though I am the one saying something odd, but the one behaving strangely here is you.


  “B-But when one visits a castle, this is the proper etiquette!”


  “There is no such etiquette. To begin with, even at the castle in Alphasta where we live, no one stands in front of the gate shouting like that, do they?”


  “Ah! Now that you mention it, that is true.”


  Before that, I was quite certain I had already explained to her at Kuro’s family home, the Castle of Darkness, that even if she shouted “We have come to challenge you!” from the gate, her voice would not reach the inside.


  Had she forgotten already?


  “Speaking of that…” I turned to Kuro and said, “At your family home, we knocked on the gatepost. Is there any chance someone would come here if we did the same?”


  In the human world, striking a gatepost would only hurt one’s hand and accomplish nothing, but the same common sense did not necessarily apply in the Spirit Realm.


  Indeed, at Kuro’s home, knocking on the gatepost had summoned the gatekeeper.


  In that case, it was entirely possible that this place used a similar mechanism, and that such a thing might be common practice in the Spirit Realm.


  It was possible, yes, but when Kuro tilted her head with a small “Hm?” and looked back and forth between her own fist and the gatepost, it did not seem to be common practice.


  If it were, Enishi would have done so from the start.


  “That’s right!” Bertia cried. “Kuro, is knocking on the gatepost the proper visiting etiquette of the Spirit Realm? Hm? It is not?”


  Kuro shook her head, then began explaining something to Bertia through gestures.


  “I see. It isn’t common etiquette, but your household does it because it is convenient. And since there may be others who think the same way, there’s no harm in trying. Is that what you mean?”


  Tia, I’m impressed you understood Kuro from that.


  To me, it only looked as though Kuro had raised her fist and shaken her hands about.


  Is this the bond between a spirit and her contractor? No, that’s not it.


  I was contracted with Zeno myself, but if he started gesturing at me, I doubted I would understand him.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Enishi said, returning with a wry smile. “Storm Bird was about to enter through the second-floor balcony. It took some time to bring her back.”


  Just as we were about to try knocking on the gatepost, Enishi came back carrying a displeased Storm Bird in a princess carry.


  Come to think of it, perhaps I should not point this out, but if he had gone as far as the second-floor balcony to retrieve Storm Bird, then both Enishi and Storm Bird had already entered the realm of trespassing, had they not?


  Well, according to what Enishi had said earlier, such things happened often among spirits, so perhaps it was not as serious an issue as it would be in a human country.


  “What are Kuro and Bertia trying to do?” Storm Bird asked, looking curiously at the pair, who had their hands raised as though ready to knock on the gatepost.


  This was beside the point, but although she had looked dissatisfied earlier, she apparently had no intention of getting down from Enishi’s arms. She even had her arms firmly wrapped around his neck.


  It was good to see that Zeno’s parents got along well.


  “Well, you see,” Bertia explained, “at Kuro’s home, when one knocks on the gatepost, the gatekeeper comes out. So we thought perhaps the same thing might happen here and decided to try!”


  “Oh my, so Dark Fox’s castle works like that? How interesting. I’ll have to try it next time I visit.”


  If someone knocked merely for curiosity’s sake, I could imagine the gatekeeper would find it rather troublesome.


  I quickly realized it would still be better than ignoring the gatekeeper altogether and directly entering the King of Darkness’s castle through a window.


  “I see. The castle of the King of Darkness has quite an interesting system,” Enishi said. “But it certainly does sound convenient. I would like to try it at our home as well, but… I doubt the spirits who visit me would obediently follow that method.”


  His gaze drifted into the distance.


  I see.


  The spirits who visited him were likely less people who came to rely on him and more people who came to use him for their own convenience. No doubt many of them were bothersome spirits who barged in without warning.


  It must be difficult belonging to a family that governed “harmony” among spirits, so many of whom were free and unrestrained.


  In order to create harmony, one could not be free and unrestrained oneself. And bringing harmony to those who lived as they pleased was surely far more difficult than bringing harmony to people who already possessed some degree of cooperation.


  “Then, let us try again!” Bertia declared.


  While I was reflecting on Enishi’s everyday hardships, Bertia regained her enthusiasm and lifted her hand to knock once more.


  Knock, knock!


  “Good day!”


  Perhaps she remembered what I had said earlier, because she did not shout, “We have come to challenge you!” This time, her voice remained at an ordinary volume as she addressed the gatepost.


  A silent pause followed as we waited for a reply.


  Nothing seemed to change. Just as I began thinking we should give up and search for a servant spirit instead, one section of the gatepost suddenly began glowing with a soft, pale light.


  “It seems this place has a mechanism similar to the castle of the King of Darkness after all.”


  I had wondered if that might be the case, and now that the gatepost had reacted, it seemed safe to say my intuition had been correct.


  As we watched the glowing section, the light separated from the gatepost and became a faint orb about ten centimeters across.


  “It looks like a firefly,” Bertia said, smiling. “How pretty!”


  Perhaps because Zeno was still in the middle of being abducted, Kuro did not simply rejoice over the little orb—most likely a light spirit’s appearance—the way Bertia did. Instead, she stared at it intently, as though observing it.


  “I see. So castles these days are introducing systems like this,” Enishi murmured.


  “We have a gatekeeper as well,” Storm Bird said. “But perhaps it would be nice to make a room inside the gatepost as a little rest space for them.”


  Earlier, Enishi had said this sort of mechanism might not be usable at their house, but now he seemed to be considering it.


  Storm Bird, too, gazed at the gatepost with admiration, apparently finding something appealing in the mechanism, or rather, in the idea of using the gatepost that way.


  When we visited their mansion earlier, I had not seen anything like a gatekeeper spirit, yet apparently one existed.


  Where had they been?


  Perhaps there was a waiting area elsewhere, and after recognizing Zeno, they had deemed the visitors safe and decided there was no need to appear.


  “Our gatekeeper has something of a tendency to slack off…” Enishi muttered.


  Perhaps he had sensed my question from the slight tilt of my head.


  When I looked toward him at the sound of his voice, he quietly averted his gaze with an awkward expression.


  I see.


  So the gatekeeper had not been waiting elsewhere, nor had they decided not to appear because Zeno was safe.


  They had simply been shirking their duty.


  A gatekeeper was supposed to remain stationed and prevent problematic people, or in this case, spirits, from entering. If they were slacking off, then there was no point in having one at all.


  Why was he employing such a spirit?


  Were I the one in his shoes, I would either dismiss them or discipline… no, thoroughly retrain them.


  Well, Enishi likely had his own circumstances. It would be improper to interfere too much in another household’s affairs, so I said nothing.


  While we were occupied with that, the separated light spirit drifted smoothly away and entered the castle.


  Judging by the way the light spirit flew off, it had not meant for us to follow. It had most likely gone to call someone.


  The others seemed to reach the same conclusion, so we waited where we were for a while.


  After a few minutes, a man with golden hair so bright it almost seemed to glow emerged from the castle, accompanied by a woman in a maid uniform and a man dressed as a butler.


  “Oh,” Enishi said, stepping forward to greet the approaching spirit. “It seems the King of Light, Sun Lion1 , has come to meet us personally.”


  Even though I had grown so used to the sight that it no longer felt particularly strange, Enishi was still carrying Storm Bird in his arms like a princess. Was that truly all right?


  “Welcome, Enishi,” said the man whose thick, abundant hair rather suited his lion-like name. He greeted Enishi with a broad grin. “It seems things have become rather entertaining this time.”


  “I’m sorry about my daughters,” Enishi replied with a slightly troubled look. “For now, I intend to speak with them myself and settle the matter, so could you guide us to where they are?”


  Storm Bird, still nestled in Enishi’s arms, turned her face away, apparently finding the glow from Sun Lion’s golden hair irritating.


  Judging from her expression, it was not that she outright disliked him, but her fondness for Sun Lion seemed rather low.


  Even after only a short exchange, Sun Lion gave off a rather intense, overbearing impression. I could see why he and Storm Bird might not be particularly compatible.


  “Hahaha! If I recall correctly, your son is to become my niece’s mate, yes? A fine match, is it not?”


  “How unpleasant!” Storm Bird said, making a face. “Zeno dear is going to become the mate of Kuro, who is right here. Enishi should have explained the circumstances to you beforehand, so please do not stir things up.”


  Sun Lion had clearly known that the situation was the result of Zeno’s sisters running wild and had said it merely to tease them.


  The one who had been whisked away was Storm Bird’s child, but the ones responsible for the act were also her children. Perhaps because of that, she seemed frustrated that she could not scold him too strongly.


  “Kuro? Ah, the daughter of that shut-in fox. She’s… small.” Sun Lion glanced at Kuro, then at Enishi. “Enishi, your son couldn’t possibly be—”


  “Sun Lion,” Enishi interrupted calmly. “You know as well as I do that the apparent age of a spirit’s disguise has no bearing on anything. Moreover, Kuro is a high-ranking dark spirit, and this is the Domain of Light. Since she is in the domain of an opposing attribute, it is only natural that she would assume a form that makes it easier to reduce her expenditure of power.”


  Well, in Kuro’s case, it was not only a matter of conserving power. She simply liked this little-girl form with fox ears and a fox tail, and she often chose to spend her time in it.


  But if I deliberately said that here, it would only deepen the suspicion that perhaps Zeno had made her dress that way according to his tastes, so I kept silent.


  “Don’t be mad now,” Sun Lion said lightly. “I was only teasing you guys.”


  Then, after that breezy remark, his expression suddenly turned serious, and his voice dropped slightly.


  “To be honest, when your daughters first proposed this mate arrangement, I thought it was a good idea. Since it has been overturned so easily, allow me at least a little spite.”


  From his tone, it seemed that Zeno becoming the mate of this niece of his would have carried some kind of benefit, or perhaps there were circumstances behind it.


  At his words, both Enishi and Storm Bird seemed to realize something, their expressions clouding.


  Until a moment ago, they had apparently thought of the matter as nothing more than their daughters’ mischief. But Sun Lion’s single remark seemed to make them notice there was more to it.


  “Forgive me for interrupting,” I began, deciding we needed to understand the circumstances before we could consider how to respond. “But could you explain the situ—”


  “No! Absolutely not!” Bertia cried, her voice rising at precisely that moment, her expression close to tears. “Kuro and Zeno love each other! No matter what circumstances there may be, tearing them apart is absolutely unacceptable!”


  Perhaps seeing Zeno’s parents, who had been on Kuro’s side until moments ago, fall silent with darkened expressions had made her sense that the situation was turning ominous.


  Kuro clutched anxiously at the hem of Bertia’s skirt. Bertia wrapped her arms tightly around Kuro’s shoulders as though shielding her as she made her desperate appeal.


  Yes. Her conclusion was correct.


  But Tia, you do not need to look as though you are about to cry. I doubt anyone here actually intends to separate Kuro and Zeno. Or rather, I think the conversation would proceed more smoothly if we first heard the other side’s circumstances.


  “I-It’s all right, Bertia!” Storm Bird hurriedly assured her. “We’ll make sure the girls understand!”


  “Sun Lion cannot have taken this matter seriously either,” Enishi added. “He is only making an exaggerated fuss over something he merely thought might be nice if it worked out. There’s no need to worry.”


  Seeing Bertia and Kuro’s reactions, Zeno’s parents rushed to deny any such intention.


  “So you two are the contractors of Zeno and Kuro?” Sun Lion said, scratching his head awkwardly. Apparently, Bertia’s tear-filled eyes and Kuro’s drooping ears and tail had made him realize he had gone too far. “Sorry about that. I knew from the start that the girls’ idea was unrealistic, but… a small part of me had hoped it might work out, so I ended up being a bit spiteful. I know perfectly well that for us spirits, a mate is not something light enough for outsiders to decide. Even I could never force two people together, so you can relax.”


  Incidentally, Bertia’s eyes were wet because she was genuinely worried for Kuro and Zeno, but I suspected Kuro’s display included at least some calculation about what reaction would guide the situation in a favorable direction.


  Of course, even Kuro must have felt anxious after seeing her mate carted off to be introduced to another woman.


  “In any case, we will be taking Zeno back,” I said. “But just to be safe, may we hear about your circumstances as well? There may be something we can do to help.”


  “Humans, helping us?” Sun Lion asked, his tone faintly mocking.


  “Precisely because we are mere humans, we may notice things from a different perspective, don’t you think? Regardless of species, if one overestimates one’s own power and dismisses the presence and words of others, it is only natural that the things one might gain would decrease.”


  When I answered with a full, pleasant smile, Sun Lion flinched and hunched his shoulders ever so slightly.


  “Do humans these days all carry such terrifying auras?”


  “Haha. I sometimes visit the human world on errands for the Spirit King, but I have never seen another human like him,” Enishi said. “Besides, he is the one who outmaneuvered Zeno and made him form a contract.”


  Enishi, Sun Lion, I’m right here, you know? Honestly, I am merely an ordinary crown prince who loves his wife.


  “L-Lord Cecil is an amazing person!” my adorable wife cried, apparently realizing that I had been insulted. “He is incredibly clever. You can’t look down on him!”


  And then she began to cry.


  “Tia, it’s all right. I don’t mind.”


  I gently drew Bertia against me by the shoulder and stroked her back to soothe her.


  Sun Lion, who had already panicked when Bertia’s eyes filled with tears earlier, now looked visibly shaken when she began crying in earnest. He lifted and lowered his hands helplessly, utterly at a loss.


  I see.


  Even spirits, could not win against a crying child. After all, spirits had a purer nature than humans.


  Ah, that was incorrect.


  Bertia was not a crying “child.” She was simply so adorable that I had made the mistake without thinking.


  “King of Light, would you kindly refrain from making my wife cry?”


  “I-Is this my fault? I didn’t say anything to that young lady in particular…”


  “My wife loves me very deeply, you see. So when I am bullied, she is wounded along with me.”


  Sensing that this was an opportunity to press him while he was still flustered, I directed a reproachful look at Sun Lion. He was visibly shaken.


  Most likely, he had expected me either to grow angry at being insulted myself or to fall silent, but this was an entirely unexpected development, leaving him floundering.


  I had no particular desire to strike a deal or negotiate with him, but since the opportunity had presented itself, I might as well establish a relationship that favored our side.


  “You say you were wounded alongside her, but you hardly seem the sort to be hurt by a little attack,” Sun Lion said.


  “No, I was very deeply wounded.”


  “You’re lying!”


  I lowered my gaze slightly and tried to look hurt.


  Come to think of it, I had never truly been hurt by anything unrelated to Bertia, so I did not know the sensation very well.


  Still, as long as I arranged my face into the generally accepted expression, there should be no problem.


  “L-Lord Cecil is hurt!” Bertia cried.


  Tia, that reaction is very helpful in this situation, but you and I have known each other for quite some time now, haven’t we? I feel you should understand by now that something of this level could never wound me.


  Despite being in the middle of my performance, I nearly let a wry smile slip.


  Watching us, Kuro shrugged in exasperation, Storm Bird blinked in confusion, and Enishi, like me, smiled wryly.


  As for the all-important Sun Lion, he clutched his head and groaned, “Ah, honestly, what am I supposed to do?”


  In a certain sense, Bertia seemed to be his natural enemy.


  For someone like him, a frail, delicate existence that looked as though it might break if attacked was a far worse match than an opponent with overwhelming offensive power.


  Even though he spoke in that sharp, sarcastic way, he was probably kind at his core. Precisely because of that, he had no choice but to handle weaker opponents carefully, lest he shatter them.


  “Now then, jokes aside.”


  “That was a joke?!”


  When I decided it was time to return to the main matter and dropped the act, Sun Lion’s voice rose slightly.


  “Would you mind not shouting so loudly? My wife’s tears were entirely genuine. They are not a joke,” I clarified.


  “In other words, you were the one fooling around.” Sun Lion glared at me.


  “If you mock a royal from a human kingdom that should be on friendly terms with you, even in jest, this is what happens.”


  When I answered smoothly with a smile, Sun Lion’s shoulders slumped in exhaustion.


  That was right. He himself did not matter, but I had to do something about my adorable wife, who was shedding tears because she was worried for me.


  “Tia, thank you for worrying about me. But I am all right. No matter who bullies me, as long as I have you as my strongest ally, I can’t be hurt.”


  I drew Bertia’s head gently against me and stroked her hair.


  “Really?” she asked.


  “Of course. So will you stop crying for me? Seeing you cry is what hurts me the most,” I muttered.


  I softly wiped away the tears dampening her cheeks.


  Her emotions seemed even more turbulent than usual today. What was wrong?


  Well, no matter what form she took, she was my adorable wife, so it was not a problem.


  “That must not be allowed!” Bertia lifted her face with a gasp and hastily wiped her eyes. “Lord Cecil, I’m all right now, so please do not be hurt anymore. And if anyone ever tries to bully you, then I, a former high-ranking villainess, shall drive them back myself!”


  She clenched her fist, as though renewing her resolve.


  Watching our exchange, Sun Lion muttered in exasperation, “I cannot imagine that man being bullied by anyone.”


  Well, after all this, he would probably fear making Bertia cry and refrain from acting spitefully in the future.


  Bertia could not truly drive Sun Lion back as a villainess, but her tears were certainly effective at repelling him.


  That said, I disliked making Bertia cry as well, so in practice, it would serve only as a warning: “she might cry, you know.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll accept the sentiment.” I smiled brightly and let Bertia’s declaration pass without comment. If I provoked her carelessly here, I might trigger one of her rampages.


  That would be entertaining in its own way, but right now, reclaiming Zeno took priority.


  Besides, Kuro’s impatient stare was starting to hurt.


  “In that case, would you guide us to where Zeno is, Lord Sun Lion?” I asked.


  “Cut the act. You have no intention of actually attaching ‘Lord’ to my name, do you? Still, as you say, there’s no point standing here talking forever. Let’s go.”


  “Then please explain the matter from earlier along the way, Lord Sun Lion.”


  When I addressed Sun Lion with a beaming smile and deliberately exaggerated politeness, his face twisted in open distaste.


  “Stop it, stop it! For some reason, every time I see that smile of yours, it sends a chill down my spine. I was wrong, so just stop already!”


  “How rude. I merely treated you with the utmost sincerity and courtesy.”


  “What part of that was sincere? You’re nothing but malice wrapped in a smile, you damn demon king.”


  Oh? Weird. Why has the title “demon king” spread even here? It must be Zeno’s fault. Yes, that has to be it.


  As I nodded inwardly and turned my gaze toward Sun Lion, he looked away smoothly.


  “We’re going. Follow me.”


  With that curt mutter, he turned his back on us and started walking.


  With no other choice, we followed after him.


  “Sorry about this,” Enishi apologized, falling into step beside us. “Once we realized my daughters had come here, I should have explained the situation to you.”


  “It was a personal matter, so we thought it would be better not to speak of it without permission,” Storm Bird added. “But since the girls brought Zeno here, there was little chance the two matters were unrelated. We really should have told you sooner.”


  Zeno’s parents walked alongside us.


  Perhaps to make conversation easier, or perhaps to allow Enishi to walk more comfortably, Storm Bird finally separated from his arms.


  Only to float behind him and wrap both arms around his neck instead.


  That shape reminded me of something.


  Where have I seen it before?


  “She looks rather like a flag,” Bertia murmured in a voice only I could hear as she walked with my escort.


  Yes, that’s it.


  Enishi was the pole, and Storm Bird, floating sideways with her arms around him, looked like a long banner.


  Realizing Bertia had been thinking the same thing made the corner of my mouth relax despite myself.


  “Would you mind explaining while we walk?” I asked.


  “Of course,” Enishi replied. “That’s all right, isn’t it, Sun Lion?”


  Sun Lion glanced briefly toward us, then immediately turned his face away again as he answered, “Fine by me. I’m not expecting much, but if you’ve got any clever ideas, let me hear them.”


  It seemed he had developed a rather firm dislike of me.


  Well, he did not seem inclined to harass us. If anything, he gave the impression that he would rather flee, so I had no particular problem with it.


  If this were a superior–⁠subordinate relationship, that would create difficulties at work, but Sun Lion and I were in no such position.


  And if there was something I needed to ask him or have him do, I would simply catch him without hesitation.


  “Then allow me to tell you a little in advance about the girl Zeno’s sisters are trying to present as his mate candidate,” Enishi began. “She is Sun Lion’s niece, Light Sparrow2 .”


  “Yes, please do,” I answered, and Bertia nodded several times with great seriousness.


  Kuro, still clinging to the hem of Bertia’s skirt, fixed her gaze on Enishi as well, her eyes burning with hostility.


  Though none of this was Zeno’s own intention, Light Sparrow was still a young lady being introduced to him as a potential fiancée by his relatives.


  To Kuro, she was a rival, and any advance information was welcome.


  “Zeno is fortunate to be so popular,” I murmured the words softly enough that no one could hear.


  At the very least, being the object of such jealousy from the woman he had chosen as his mate must be pleasing.


  Though I had a feeling it would also make things rather troublesome.


  Imagining what sort of disaster awaited Zeno after this, I listened to Enishi’s explanation.


   

  Chapter 4: Bertia Charges into Kuro’s Rival’s Room


  

  Part 1


  “So the reason Zeno’s elder sisters were originally staying at this castle was to do something about the constitution of the King of Light’s niece.”


  The castle of the King of Light was spacious enough to truly deserve the word “castle” rather than “mansion.” Because of that, there had been plenty of time to hear about his niece while walking from the entrance to the second-floor room where Zeno and the others supposedly were.


  Still, perhaps it was only natural, but the castle ruled by Dark Fox, the King of Darkness, and the castle ruled by Sun Lion, the King of Light, were completely different.


  The King of Darkness’s castle had only the minimum number of servants needed. Its exterior was pitch black and imposing, while the interior was quiet and calm.


  The King of Light’s castle, by contrast, could be described in a single phrase—dazzlingly extravagant.


  Despite how quiet it had been outside, with no one in sight, the moment we entered the castle, we found countless servants hurrying back and forth busily.


  The servants themselves were mostly glamorous in appearance, and as light spirits, their complexion was pale and bright, unlike the dark spirits.


  On top of that, the furnishings were lavish, and though none of them were actually glowing, the whole place somehow felt luminous.


  Perhaps, just as the Domain of Darkness was dim overall, the Domain of Light felt brighter than other domains.


  Looking closely, perhaps because the power of darkness was weak here, there seemed to be fewer shadows than in the Domain of Darkness but even fewer and fainter than in the Spirit King’s domain.


  I had thought the Domain of Darkness was a strange place, but the Domain of Light was strange as well.


  Now, more importantly, I needed to organize what I had just heard.


  “His niece is so pitiful, but Zeno belongs to Kuro!”


  Just as I was about to summarize what Enishi had explained, I heard Bertia’s tearful voice beside me.


  Surprised, I looked over to find my wife wiping her damp eyes with a handkerchief Kuro had handed her, shaking her head again and again while murmuring, “No, no.”


  After hearing Enishi’s story, she had begun crying out of sympathy for Sun Lion’s niece.


  Bertia often cried when reading sad stories, so these tears were likely similar.


  As I reached that conclusion, Sun Lion, who had been walking in front of us, glanced back. The instant he saw Bertia crying, he looked startled, then hurriedly faced forward again.


  Apparently, he was poor at dealing with crying women and children.


  It was obvious that, since I was here, he intended to pretend he had not seen anything and simply let the moment pass.


  Well, that’s fine for now.


  I had no intention of yielding the role of comforting my wife to another man.


  “It will be all right, Tia,” I said, gently stroking her head. “From what we’ve heard, it seems something caused her to end up in this state. Once that cause is resolved, the problem should disappear. And even if it takes her time to recover, Zeno does not need to be the one to handle it. His elder sisters can continue doing so, just as they have until now.”


  “Truly?” Bertia asked, looking up at me anxiously and tilting her head.


  In truth, we had not even met the person in question yet, nor had we investigated anything, so I did not actually know. But as her husband, my highest priority was reassuring my wife. For now, I would deliberately smile as though there was nothing at all to worry about.


  “I understand,” Bertia said. “Kuro, please be reassured as well! Zeno is already confirmed to become your mate. No matter what happens, that will not be overturned! No. I will not allow it to be overturned!”


  Bertia made that powerful declaration to Kuro, who still clung to the hem of her skirt.


  Because Kuro’s expression rarely changed, it almost looked as though Bertia were simply talking at her one-sidedly. But Kuro was sticking closer to Bertia than usual, and her ears and tail were moving restlessly, so she had to be feeling anxious.


  “Still,” I said, “spirits can be born with rather troublesome constitutions, it seems.”


  “Not often,” Enishi said, his expression turning sympathetic. “It is something like a congenital illness among humans. The one saving grace is that, as long as the proper environment is maintained, it should eventually improve.”


  According to what we had heard along the way, Sun Lion’s niece, Light Sparrow, had been born with a constitution that made her unusually susceptible to the influence of other spirits’ powers.


  Apparently, spirits with such constitutions were born from time to time, but ordinarily, they stabilized naturally as they matured.


  When such a child was born, they were kept within a domain where the power of their own attribute was strong until their own power settled. This was to prevent other attributes from affecting them and disrupting their condition.


  In other words, ever since she was born, Light Sparrow had been almost entirely unable to leave the Domain of Light. Even when she went elsewhere, the farthest she could manage was the Spirit King’s domain, which was filled with the power of harmony and therefore easier for her to remain stable in.


  By doing so, her power should have stabilized by the time she became an adult spirit, allowing her to travel anywhere like any other. However, even after Light Sparrow reached adulthood, her power took a long time to settle.


  “Well, it’s rare, but not unheard of,” Sun Lion said. He had been silent while Enishi explained, but apparently, he had been listening properly, for he began adding details just as the explanation was nearly complete. “My niece was still taking time to stabilize even after becoming an adult. But there are individual differences, so as long as she was gradually improving, we weren’t too worried. Then, just when it seemed she was finally about to settle down, her power somehow started becoming unstable again. That’s why I consulted Enishi, since he possesses the power of harmony.”


  “The power of harmony possessed by those of the Spirit King’s family can stabilize unstable power,” Enishi continued. “Now that Light Sparrow has matured and her strength has grown, it would be rather troublesome if her unstable power went out of control. So when Sun Lion consulted me, I asked my daughters to take turns staying near her until she stabilized, partly as a precaution.”


  Zeno and his elder sisters had strongly inherited the power of their mother, Storm Bird, as wind spirits, but they had also inherited some of the harmonizing power of Enishi, their father.


  Enishi himself had various duties and could not devote all his time to Light Sparrow, so he had likely asked Zeno’s comparatively freer sisters to take his place.


  “Um, I have a question!”


  Bertia, who had been listening to Enishi and Sun Lion with a very serious expression, shot her hand into the air.


  Was that gesture meant to signal that she wished to be called on?


  “What is it?” Enishi asked.


  Bertia tilted her head and asked, “Can the power of harmony be used to cure the niece’s unstable constitution itself?”


  It was a surprisingly reasonable question.


  “Yes,” Enishi said with a nod. “If that were possible, it would be best, but… it is difficult.”


  His face immediately turned troubled.


  “Why is that?” Bertia asked.


  “Because the disorder is congenital. We can use the power of harmony to regulate power that has already manifested, but we cannot change the person herself. No, more precisely, it would be better not to. Especially with spirits whose constitutions make them highly receptive to the power of others, using a strong force of harmony on them could alter their very root.”


  According to Enishi, being susceptible to the influence of other spirits was an innate quality of that spirit. Forcibly changing that with the power of harmony would be akin to replacing the person with a different existence.


  In terms of imagery, perhaps it would be like turning a fire spirit into a water spirit.


  Unlike humans, spirits were beings much closer to pure power itself.


  The source of their power was the very thing they governed.


  For a human, changing clothes or getting wet in the rain did not alter who they were at all. But for a spirit, a change to what they governed, to the root of the power that formed them, carried a much greater meaning.


  For that reason, if one used the power of harmony on a spirit whose root had not yet stabilized and healed their constitution by influencing that root, then even if the constitution were cured, the resulting spirit would apparently no longer be the same being as before.


  Thus, even for the Spirit King’s family, who possessed the power of harmony, the only options available were symptomatic treatment, regulating the unstable power the person themselves produced, or the far more patient method of using harmony little by little to encourage the growth of the person’s own innate ability to stabilize their power.


  “For now, my daughters are apparently trying to work on the stabilizing ability Light Sparrow should naturally possess, so that her power settles as soon as possible,” Enishi said. “But something seems to be interfering, and it is not going well.”


  “Hmm. I see. So you do not know what that ‘something’ is.”


  Enishi, who had apparently been receiving progress reports from his daughters, nodded regretfully.


  Certainly, taking everything we had heard into account, maintaining the current situation seemed to be the best course for now.


  If the cause became clear, there might be some way to address it. But without knowing what the cause was, they could not be careless. There was also the possibility that she had merely become unstable due to some temporary physical condition.


  “Yes. Even so, unstable or not, as long as she remains in the Domain of Light or the Spirit King’s domain as before, there should be no problem. I believe meeting spirits of other attributes there would also be fine. However, my daughters grew attached to Light Sparrow after spending time with her. I suspect they wanted to create a situation where she could stabilize more easily, so they took Zeno as a mate candidate because he possesses the power of harmony.”


  “Honestly, a mate is not something one chooses for that sort of reason,” Storm Bird huffed, puffing out her cheeks. “Those girls really are troublesome. They have neither mates nor even lovers of their own, so they surely do not understand the delicate feelings involved in romance.”


  At his daughters’ rash behavior, Enishi lowered his brows in distress, while Storm Bird declared, “Once I see them, they are getting a lecture!”


  “In other words,” I said, “Zeno’s elder sisters believe that even if this situation continues for a long time, making Zeno, who possesses the power of harmony, her mate would allow the King of Light’s niece to live happily… while leaving the feelings of the people directly involved completely behind.”


  Why did they not understand that if they left out the most important element, even something that might have gone well would stop working?


  Though in this case, since Kuro existed, it was never something that could go well in the first place.


  “Those girls charge straight ahead once they decide on something,” Storm Bird said. “Really, I wonder who they take after.”They had undoubtedly taken after Storm Bird.


  “I understand!” Bertia cried.


  She had apparently been clutching her head and earnestly sorting through the explanation in her mind. Now her face lit up, and she clapped her hands together.


  “In other words, once they understand that Zeno already has Kuro, his adorable mate, they’ll realize this plan is already ruined!”


  Indeed, that’s mostly correct, but is she only just realizing that?


  To begin with, Zeno had been carried away because of his sisters’ misunderstanding, but for spirits, becoming mates held special meaning.


  Once a spirit chose someone, that choice would not change, so either way, Zeno could not be stolen.


  All that remained was whether the matter could be settled smoothly.“Oh, we’re almost at Light Sparrow’s room,” Sun Lion said.


  A few seconds after he spoke, he and the light spirits accompanying him stopped walking, and we stopped as well.


  “We’re here. My subordinates told me your daughters left once, then returned almost immediately, so they should be inside.”


  “Sorry for the trouble,” Enishi said. “Thank you for guiding us.”


  Sun Lion gestured toward Light Sparrow’s room with his thumb, and Enishi thanked him.


  Then, just as he was about to knock—


  “I keep telling you! I already have an adorable mate, and her name is Kuro! That is why I cannot become that young lady’s mate!”


  From beyond the door came Zeno’s desperate plea, tinged with exhaustion.


  “Oh my, oh my! Kuro, did you hear that?” Bertia whispered happily to Kuro, who must have heard it as well. “‘Adorable mate,’ he said!”


  At Bertia’s words, Kuro turned her face away as if to say, “I know nothing of this.”


  Her cheeks and ears were faintly flushed.


  Even her fluffy black fox tail swayed from side to side, betraying her feelings.


  Apparently, despite her embarrassment, she was pleased.


  “Hah! Sounds like they’re close,” Sun Lion muttered. Though he had been saying all sorts of things, he did seem to genuinely care about his niece. His voice carried a trace of regret, but also something like resignation, as if he had finally let go. “Light Sparrow doesn’t stand a chance, then.”


  “Now, let’s hurry up and retrieve that young lady’s mate,” he said.


  Sun Lion jerked his chin, signaling for the servant he had brought to announce our arrival.


  Knock, knock!


  “Zeno, if you keep bluffing like that, it’ll only make you look more pathetic.”


  “There’s no way you, the youngest, could have a mate! Not when your dazzling elder sisters are still single!”


  “Zeno dear has always been shy, after all.”


  “Don’t worry, Zeno! Leave everything to your kind sisters, and it will all work out.”


  At the clamorous voices spilling out from within, the servant’s hand froze mid-knock despite himself.


  After a brief silence, the servant turned back as though seeking confirmation, looked at Sun Lion, then faced the door once more.


  “Ahem.”


  He cleared his throat softly, composed himself, and this time, knocked properly.


  The voices of Zeno’s sisters on the other side stopped abruptly.


  “Who is it?”


  A small, sweet voice answered from inside the room.


  Most likely, that voice belonged to Light Sparrow. It was so utterly different from the energy of Zeno’s sisters that identifying it was easy.


  “Lady Light Sparrow, Lord Sun Lion has arrived with guests.”


  When the servant answered, a light patter of footsteps sounded from within. Then the door opened with a small creak.


  “Uncle… and guests? For me?”


  The face that appeared belonged to a girl who looked about fifteen or sixteen, with violet eyes and platinum-blonde hair neatly braided over one shoulder.


  Sun Lion’s description had been so strong that I had imagined someone much brighter and more forceful. Instead, she looked rather quiet.


  Perhaps the reason we had not heard her voice earlier, while Zeno and his sisters argued, was that she had been overwhelmed by their momentum and unable to say anything.


  “Sorry for the sudden visit, Light Sparrow,” Sun Lion said. Perhaps out of consideration for her gentle appearance, his tone was somewhat softer than when he had spoken to us. “You have guests. Or rather, your guests have guests.”


  Light Sparrow tilted her head, shifted slightly to the side, and peered toward us.


  “Ah, could you perhaps be Lord Enishi and Lady Storm Bird? Your daughters have always been so kind to me. And now, they have even introduced me to such a wonderful gentleman as Lord Zeno.”


  “Hisss!”


  The instant Light Sparrow described Zeno as a man she had been introduced to, Kuro let out a small, involuntary threat hiss.


  “Ah! What is wrong with that person? Hissing at me like that out of nowhere! How terribly rude!”


  Light Sparrow stiffened with a start, took several steps back, and raised her voice as though accusing Kuro.


  Certainly, if one did not know the circumstances, it would feel as though Kuro had suddenly picked a fight with her. But the fact that Light Sparrow could immediately complain suggested she might not be as docile as she appeared.


  Had her personality matched her appearance, she likely would have been frightened into silence the moment Kuro hissed at her or otherwise sought help from the uncle standing right in front of her.


  “Forgive us for visiting so suddenly,” Enishi said gently, as though to reassure Light Sparrow, who was staring at Kuro with one hand held near her mouth in a timid gesture. “As you said, I am Enishi, and this is my mate, Storm Bird. These two humans are Lord Cecil, Zeno’s contractor, and Lady Bertia, the contractor of Kuro, who just hissed at you.”


  Hearing the introduction, Light Sparrow seemed to lower her guard toward us.


  However, her wariness of Kuro did not ease at all.


  Well, Enishi’s introduction had not made Kuro’s position clear, so that was understandable.


  “Huh? Kuro? And His Highness Cecil and Lady Bertia?”


  Even while we had been speaking, Zeno had apparently continued arguing with his sisters. Whether he reacted to Kuro’s name or to Kuro’s voice—no, to her threatening hiss—his attention snapped toward us, and he hurried forward in a panic.


  “Zeno! We are not finished talking!”


  “Oh my, we have guests. I suppose we should pause for now.”


  “Why, if it isn’t Father and Mother. Did you come to see Zeno’s mate candidate?”


  “Light Sparrow was kind enough to accept Zeno favorably, but because he became shy, we had to introduce her as a mere ‘mate candidate.’”


  Behind him, Zeno’s sisters were saying all manner of things.


  Apparently, Zeno had properly explained Kuro’s existence, but his sisters had refused to believe him. They had decided he was lying and tried to force the conversation forward anyway.


  Judging by their words, Zeno had done nothing but refuse, while the young lady in question, Light Sparrow, seemed rather enthusiastic. That, perhaps, had made the situation even more complicated.


  To Zeno’s elder sisters, their younger brother was someone who ought to listen to them.


  Had Light Sparrow, an outsider, rejected the idea, the discussion would have ended there. Yet unexpectedly, Light Sparrow herself was willing.


  In that case, they must have decided they only needed to persuade Zeno, and so the four of them had joined hands to pressure him.


  Zeno truly had a talent for hardship no matter where he went.


  “K-Kuro!”


  The moment Zeno emerged from behind Light Sparrow and saw Kuro, his eyes lit up.


  One might call it an emotional reunion.


  After struggling against his sisters, the appearance of his mate must have been the greatest comfort and happiness imaginable to him.


  And so I would not say anything about the fact that he was looking only at Kuro and paying no attention at all to the rest of us, who had also come out of concern for him.


  Though I might tease him about it once things settled down.


  Kuro, who had been irritated by Light Sparrow’s words all along, instantly brightened upon seeing Zeno.


  Her expression itself had not changed all that much. Rather, the atmosphere around her grew lighter, and she leaped toward him.


  “Huh?!”


  Light Sparrow, who had been standing very close to Zeno, stepped back in fright at Kuro’s sudden movement.


  Thanks to that, the path to Zeno opened beautifully, and Kuro succeeded in throwing herself into Zeno’s waiting arms.


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, all right? I made you worry, Kuro.”


  Zeno held her in his arms, and Kuro wrapped her arms around his neck, rubbing her head against him as though confirming he was really there.


  Despite that sweet, affectionate gesture, her tail was smacking Zeno’s legs again and again, as if scolding him for letting himself get carried off.


  At the sight, Zeno’s parents and Sun Lion looked both relieved and exasperated, while Light Sparrow, who did not fully understand the situation, stood frozen in bewilderment.
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  “Kuro! Zeno! I am so glad!”


  And beside me, Bertia, whose emotional state had been somewhat unstable today, gazed at them with teary eyes and, for some reason, began applauding.


  Tia, This is not a play. I do not think applause is necessary.


  “Wait, Zeno! What are you suddenly— Huh? A girl?!”


  “What is it? What happened? Oh my…”


  “Zeno, ignoring your dear sisters takes quite a bit of nerve… Oh?”


  “What is going on? Zeno dear, who is that child?”


  Until moments ago, Zeno’s sisters had been saying whatever they liked to him. Now, having followed him out to see what was happening, they stood speechless.


  Then, perhaps abruptly remembering the claim Zeno had been making all along, all their faces twitched at once.


  “Autumn Wind, Summer Wind, Winter Wind, and Spring Wind. You have truly done it now, haven’t you?”


  Anger spilled from Enishi, who usually carried such a gentle air.


  “I am partly at fault for keeping quiet because I wanted the party where you would meet Zeno’s mate to be a surprise,” Storm Bird said. Her usual leisurely drawl was gone, replaced by crisp, clear words as her brows rose sharply. “But to think you would do something this foolish. Mother is angry too.”


  “A party to meet his mate?! Then Zeno really does have a mate?!”


  The strong-willed woman who had initially mocked Zeno cried out in astonishment, her face paling.


  “Summer Wind,” Enishi said wearily, “Zeno is already an adult spirit. It should not be so strange for something like that to happen.”


  “Zeno is a kind boy. You may not know it, but he is actually rather popular.”


  Zeno’s parents delivered reality to Summer Wind, whose tone made it sound as though something impossible had occurred.


  However, Storm Bird’s remark did not strike only Summer Wind. It also flew directly toward Zeno, who was still in the middle of his emotional reunion with Kuro.


  Kuro looked at Zeno with jealousy simmering in her gaze. Then she let out a questioning little hiss, edged with warning.


  Zeno hurriedly shook his head.


  Though even at Alphasta Castle, maids did occasionally strike up conversations with him.


  Because Kuro existed, he seemed to reject any advances properly, but it would be difficult to claim he was not popular at all.


  Of course, answering honestly at a moment like this would be nothing short of suicide, so naturally, he would not do so.


  “Lord Cecil is popular too,” Bertia murmured suddenly. “I am happy about it, but I dislike it.”


  For some reason, a strange sense of rivalry seemed to have sparked in her. Apparently, she wanted to say that I, her husband, was as popular as Zeno, but that did not mean she was happy about my popularity. A peculiar conflict, indeed.


  From my perspective, both feelings delighted me.


  “No matter how popular I may be, I have eyes only for you, Tia.”


  “Y-You heard that?! N-No, that was not what I meant!”


  Though she had muttered right beside me, Bertia had apparently assumed I had not heard her. When I spoke to reassure her, she turned bright red and frantically shook her head.


  While scolding Summer Wind, Storm Bird glanced sidelong at us and smiled warmly without saying anything.


  That smile surely contained the thought, “My mate Enishi is popular too, you know.”


  “If you had a mate, you should have said so clearly. Why didn’t you, Zeno?”


  A woman with a rather cold impression murmured in accusation while glaring at Zeno.


  But that remark was nothing but a mistake.


  “Winter Wind,” Enishi said, “we heard him from outside the door. Zeno stated quite clearly that he already had a mate.”


  “His wording was too weak. It sounded more like excuses than anything.”


  “Don’t blame your brother for your own mistakes, Winter Wind,” Storm Bird said. “Mother does not remember raising you to be that sort of girl.”


  We had clearly heard Zeno declare that he had a mate named Kuro.


  Whether the cool-looking woman, Winter Wind, knew it or not, she was trying to pretend it had not happened and shift the blame to Zeno. That was not going to work.


  Enishi denied it at once, and Storm Bird scolded her for trying to gloss over the matter.


  Perhaps pulled along by Storm Bird’s emotions, the wind surrounding her began to crackle faintly, mingled with a sound like static electricity.


  Noticing this, Enishi lightly stroked her head, soothing her before she could lose control.


  “Oh my, I’m so sorry,” said the woman with a gentle voice similar to Storm Bird’s. Perhaps after seeing what happened to Summer Wind and Winter Wind, she decided it would be better to apologize than argue poorly. She tapped her own head playfully and stuck out her tongue. “I made a little mistake. Forgive me, Zeno dear.”


  Strange. It feels as though I’ve seen something similar quite recently, I wondered.


  But I decided it was my imagination.


  After all, I certainly did not remember Storm Bird doing anything similar earlier, nor Zeno making a careless remark and being scolded.


  “Spring Wind,” Enishi said, pressing his fingers to the bridge of his nose as though fighting off a headache, “apologizing is good, but would it kill you to make your apology a little more sincere?”


  “You nearly caused a serious crack in Zeno dear’s marriage,” Storm Bird said. “A shallow apology made of empty words won’t do.”


  Perhaps because Spring Wind had at least apologized, the gentle-looking woman was scolded in a somewhat softer tone than the two before her.


  Still, since the apology was plainly lacking in sincerity, Storm Bird apparently intended to impose some sort of punishment.


  Spring Wind, however, did not look especially concerned. She merely said, “Understood,” and stepped back.


  Perhaps Spring Wind would obey whatever punishment she was given, but she was likely the type to apologize only with her mouth and never truly reflect.


  “What a headache,” said the mature-looking sister, placing one hand against her cheek and tilting her head as though genuinely wondering what to do. “I thought I was doing something good, but I have wronged both Zeno and Light Sparrow. Ah, and of course, Kuro as well, since she’s Zeno’s mate.”


  Compared to the other sisters, this one seemed capable of looking at matters from a broader perspective instead of thinking only of herself.


  Of course, since this came after she had already run wild, I could not exactly call her reliable.


  “Autumn Wind, you knew this might happen and did it anyway, didn’t you?” Enishi asked with an exasperated look.


  “You were enjoying yourself, weren’t you?” Storm Bird added.


  The mature-looking woman, Autumn Wind, laughed softly and replied, “Hehe. Not at all. I truly didn’t think Zeno dear had brought someone who would become his mate. It was only when he kept insisting so desperately that I wondered if perhaps it might be true. I only wanted to see our adorable Zeno dear looking flustered. Maybe I went a little too far. I’m sorry?”


  Her apology was more sincere than Spring Wind’s.


  However, Autumn Wind was apologizing for going too far, not for the act itself.


  Now then, which apology was better?


  No, perhaps the correct answer was that they were equally bad.


  Just as Zeno’s parents were wondering how to deal with their daughters, Bertia fixed her gaze on Zeno’s sisters and asked, “T-Then, will you return Zeno to Kuro now?”


  Most likely, from her perspective, she was trying to ask politely while applying pressure in a villainess-like manner.


  The fact that she was unused to glaring at people was evident from her eyes, which merely stared rather than intimidated. Her heels, lifted slightly as though she were trying to make herself appear even a little taller, told the rest of the story.


  Incidentally, I only understood her intentions because I had known Bertia for so long. To anyone else, she looked like nothing more than a small child trying to bluff her way through a confrontation with adults.


  Indeed, Zeno’s sisters murmured among themselves, “What is that adorable creature?” They showed no sign of feeling pressured whatsoever.


  “Hmm. So you’re the contractor of Zeno’s little mate,” Summer Wind said. “Kuro and her contractor are both adorable. Almost too good for Zeno.”


  She floated smoothly into the air, circled once around Bertia and me, then circled Kuro and Zeno as well before nodding in satisfaction.


  There was just one thing I wanted to say.


  Her statement had excluded me entirely, and on top of that, the wording somehow made it sound as though Bertia, too, was included in the category of “too good for Zeno.” That bothered me deeply.


  Kuro belonged to Zeno, but Bertia belonged to me.


  Please do not speak of them as though they’re a couple.


  “If there’s going to be a party to meet Zeno’s mate, then that means you will be getting along with us as well, yes?”


  This time, Winter Wind floated lightly over to Bertia. After brushing a hand softly over Bertia’s cheek, she moved toward Kuro, who was clinging warily to Zeno, then stroked Kuro as well and smiled in satisfaction.


  “Summer Wind and Winter Wind are being unfair.”


  “It is not good to get ahead of everyone else.”


  Saying that, Spring Wind and Autumn Wind also floated upward, then flew straight toward Bertia with a rush of wind.


  “Eh? What is happening?”


  Bertia grew flustered, bewildered by their momentum. Taking advantage of that opening, the two tried to embrace her, so I pulled Bertia into my own arms first and smiled brightly.


  “Oh? Why are you getting in our way?”


  “Your possessiveness is on full display.”


  “Is there anything wrong with taking care of one’s own wife?”


  Perhaps they had no intention of embracing me along with her, because both Spring Wind and Autumn Wind stopped abruptly in front of us, their faces revealing their displeasure. However, whether they were dissatisfied or not mattered very little to me.


  “I suppose it can’t be helped. I’ll save it for later.”


  “Let’s hug her during the party.”


  Once they realized I had no intention of yielding, the two of them went over to Kuro instead.


  The one protecting Kuro was Zeno, their younger brother, who was rather overwhelmed by his sisters. Kuro herself had come here to meet them, so she could not reject them too bluntly. As a result, she was being thoroughly petted.


  Apparently, they were too persistent. Kuro buried her face against Zeno’s neck, flicked her tail, and raised a barrier.


  Well, she had not rejected them from the start, and Zeno’s sisters seemed to be enjoying even that reaction, so there was no problem.


  “Now everything is settled!” Bertia declared.


  “No, it’s not!”


  With Kuro and Zeno surrounded by smiling sisters and words of anticipation for the party where Kuro would be introduced as his mate, the atmosphere seemed to have become peaceful, as though everything had been resolved.


  But there was one girl who had been left behind—Light Sparrow, the niece of the King of Light.Light Sparrow glared fiercely at Kuro.


  Sun Lion tried to speak to her in a soothing tone.


  “Light Sparrow, give up. A spirit’s mate is decided according to their own heart. If the two of them are already bound together, then no matter how much you may like Zeno, you cannot separate them.”


  However, Light Sparrow, whose hostility toward Kuro was bare and whose body had begun to glow faintly, perhaps due to her unstable light power, did not listen.


  “Why are none of you afraid of that dark spirit?!” she cried. “She’s such a terrifying being, the kind that sends fear crawling up one’s back!”


  Light Sparrow fixed her gaze on Kuro, frightened, yet carrying the courage of someone trying to protect something precious.


  Kuro was suddenly being treated as though she were some villain. In confusion, she raised one eyebrow ever so slightly, her fox ears twitching in tiny, rapid movements.


  “What are you talking about?” Zeno asked, his displeasure clear despite his calm voice. “Kuro is certainly a powerful dark spirit, but she is not an evil spirit, nor is she frightening.”


  Faced with hostility directed at his mate, Zeno spoke steadily. Sun Lion seemed bewildered by his niece’s words, but for the moment, he chose to watch their exchange.


  “You have been deceived, Lord Zeno! I can tell. From you, I sense a gentle, enveloping warmth. But from that dark spirit, I feel a dreadful presence, as though she rejects and attacks everything. Normally, I would never feel something like this. She must be doing something wicked!”


  Light Sparrow’s appeal came out almost as a scream.


  Everyone there was struck silent by the strange desperation in her voice, sensing that something was wrong.


  And then—


  “I can’t let this slide!”


  Bertia’s voice rang out, even louder than Light Sparrow’s.


  “Tia?”


  Bertia, who had been standing beside me, took one step toward Light Sparrow.


  “No one can stop someone from falling in love,” Bertia said. “I understand the pain of discovering that the person you love already has a mate. I understand becoming so overwhelmed with jealousy that you can’t control your emotions and end up feeling anger.”


  Bertia stood before Light Sparrow and looked straight into her eyes.


  There was unmistakable anger in Bertia’s gaze—anger at hearing Kuro, her precious friend, being spoken of so cruelly.


  Bertia was not someone who grew angry often. But when a dear friend was hurt, she was the kind of woman who could stand with every hair bristling, brave enough to face the threat head-on.


  “Love is simply like that, after all. I understand! As someone who has played countless otome games, I can see that conflict as clearly as if it were before my eyes. However…”


  The theory that playing otome games allowed her to understand Light Sparrow’s feelings was not one I could comprehend.


  If one treated romance as a story, then I could understand grasping common patterns, predictable developments, or what kinds of plots sold well. But learning actual human emotions from an otome game felt somewhat different.


  Or is that just me?


  Also, at this moment, the only people here who understood the meaning of otome game were Bertia, Zeno, Kuro, and me. Everyone else was staring blankly.


  “There is no possible way someone as adorable as Kuro could be a villain! Though it’s true that I am a former villainess!”


  Ah, what should I do?


  The conversation had leapt even farther in an incomprehensible direction.


  First of all, the logic that “adorable” meant “incapable of evil” was flawed.


  No matter how adorable someone looked, plenty of people committed evil deeds. If cuteness proved innocence, then all criminals would merely have to make themselves cute, and their crimes would be overlooked.


  Such a world would honestly be horrifying.


  At the very least, I had no intention of turning the country I ruled into such a place.


  “That’s true. Kuro is adorable, and she’s no villain.”


  “Cuteness is justice, after all!”


  “I cannot imagine this child doing anything wicked.”


  “At most, she might smack naughty children with that darling tail of hers.”


  It was a line of reasoning that I found impossible, but apparently Zeno’s sisters accepted it.


  Incidentally, Autumn Wind’s last remark made me suddenly recall the sight of Kuro smacking—no, launching—Futamata, with her tail.


  “E-Even you, sisters, have been bewitched by that dark temptress?!”


  Light Sparrow was shocked to see Zeno’s sisters, whom she had believed to be her allies, begin declaring Kuro innocent.


  Still, why did she reject Kuro so intensely?


  Also, Bertia. Please do not let your eyes sparkle so much in a situation like this.


  Light Sparrow’s phrase had clearly struck something deep in Bertia’s heart, and I could feel some sort of story taking shape inside her head.


  If a strange switch flipped here and she began acting out a villainess role with Kuro, this situation would become even more complicated.


  In fact, if Kuro played the villain even as an act right now, correcting Light Sparrow’s perception of her afterward would probably become difficult.


  “Tia?”


  To pull her back to reality, I called her name softly.


  “Ah! This is no time to be thinking about The Battle of Light and Darkness: Episode III!”


  Yes, this is no time to think about… Wait. When did she reach Episode III?


  Even I was a little surprised.


  “Niece…” Bertia began speaking to Light Sparrow.


  “I am not your niece!” Light Sparrow flinched.


  “Then… Light Sparrow?”


  “W-What is it, Lady Bertia?”


  Hm? In this tense atmosphere, she’s concerned about how Bertia addresses her?


  Perhaps the mood was not as hostile as it appeared.


  “Kuro truly is a very kind and good girl, you know?” Bertia said, tilting her head.


  Light Sparrow looked somewhat displeased.


  “Then why do I sense such a terrifying presence from her?”


  “I don’t sense one!” Bertia exclaimed.


  “But I clearly do.”


  “Hmm. I wonder why. Perhaps because Kuro first saw you as an enemy trying to steal her mate and hissed at you?”


  “It’s not that mild. I’ve always been sensitive to the powers of other spirits, so I can understand things like wicked presences. That is why I am certain everyone else simply hasn’t noticed, but the truth is…”


  I see.


  I had been wondering how she could so firmly declare Kuro “evil” based on a fear she did not understand, but apparently, her constitution was involved.


  Because she was highly sensitive to the powers of various spirits, she was also sensitive to their presences.


  I had known Kuro for quite some time. She played pranks and directed hostility at anyone who tried to harm Bertia, certainly, but she did not strike me as evil.


  To begin with, her ears and tail were far too eloquent. Kuro herself likely could not fully control them, so they couldn’t exactly deceive anyone.


  “That is absolutely impossible!” Bertia declared, striking her chest with one hand. “As Kuro’s contractor, I guarantee it!”


  Even so, her words did not seem to reach Light Sparrow, who trusted her own senses completely. She continued looking at Kuro with eyes full of fear and revulsion.


  Bertia seemed to sense that as well. Her brows drooped sadly.


  “Even that is not enough? Hmm. How can I convey Kuro’s cuteness to her?”


  Tia, your objective has wandered. What needs to be conveyed is not Kuro’s cuteness, but the fact that Kuro is not evil.


  “Ah! I understand!” Bertia cried. “Darkness and light are opposing existences, are they not? Surely Light Sparrow is simply not used to Kuro, who possesses power of the opposite attribute, and that unfamiliarity makes her anxious. She is interpreting that anxiety as fear!”


  It was not entirely impossible, but it was quite a stretch.


  “Huh? I do not think—” Light Sparrow began, looking bewildered by Bertia’s momentum.


  “In that case, the rest is only a matter of getting used to her!” Bertia continued, paying no attention to Light Sparrow’s reaction. “Furthermore, if you spend time playing with Kuro while becoming accustomed to the power of dark spirits, I’m certain you’ll come to understand how wonderful she is!”


  “No, I said that’s not—”


  “What a brilliant idea I’ve had!” Bertia exclaimed.


  “No, um, please listen—”


  Light Sparrow tried her hardest to object, but Bertia, in her full runaway mode, was not listening at all.


  “Now that it’s decided, we shall visit often so you can learn all of Kuro’s good points and grow accustomed to her!”


  Apparently, in Bertia’s mind, the matter had already been settled.


  Hearing a statement that sounded less like a wish and more like a declaration, Light Sparrow’s face went pale.


  “I-It is not a matter of getting used to her! Just having that dark spirit nearby fills me with fear. She must be something terribly sinister! My instincts are telling me so!”


  Unable to hold back any longer, Light Sparrow shouted her objection at Bertia.


  Since the matter had already been settled in Bertia’s mind, she merely looked puzzled, as though wondering why Light Sparrow had suddenly raised her voice.


  “A-And besides! I will not give up on Lord Zeno either! The moment I first met him, I felt strangely calm. It was as though I had known him for a very long time. That means it must be fate, doesn’t it? For some reason, he says he’ll become the mate of that dreadful dark spirit now, but surely that’s a mistake! I am Lord Zeno’s destined mate!”


  Light Sparrow spoke with desperate intensity.


  Her appearance overlapped with that of the baron’s daughter who had once pursued me.


  Why was it that so many people who insisted “this is fate” were troublesome?


  I found myself remembering Heronia, the woman who had apparently been the heroine of the otome game and who was now in a convent, and I grew weary.


  Well, now she seemed to be working hard there for the revival of her friend, the light spirit Pi, so perhaps she had grown somewhat as a person.


  In any case, I would likely have few chances to meet her again, and from the bottom of my heart, it had nothing to do with me.


  “I’m sorry, but that’s a misunderstanding,” Zeno said, sounding troubled as he hugged Kuro again in his arms. “My only mate is Kuro, right here.”


  “Hisss!”


  Kuro, apparently furious at hearing someone declare they would steal her mate, bristled her tail and hissed threateningly at Light Sparrow.


  “See? Look at that terrifying appearance!” Light Sparrow cried.


  “No, I think that is a perfectly normal reaction when someone says they will steal your mate.”


  When I muttered that obvious point without thinking, Light Sparrow glared at me with tearful eyes.


  Please stop glaring at me like that. All I did was state the truth.


  “I understand!” Bertia declared. “Then let this be a contest! Will I make you realize Kuro’s good points first, or will you make me understand whatever dreadful qualities Kuro supposedly has first? Whichever happens first shall decide it!”


  She thrust a finger sharply toward Light Sparrow.


  Light Sparrow returned the declaration with an equally intense stare.


  No doubt she, too, was being driven by a misdirected sense of justice—something like, “I must open the eyes of everyone deceived by that terrifying dark spirit!”


  It was truly, profoundly bothersome.


  “Huh? How did this turn into a contest between Bertia and Light Sparrow instead of between Kuro and Light Sparrow, who are supposed to be romantic rivals?”


  As Bertia and Light Sparrow wordlessly sparked against each other, Storm Bird’s entirely reasonable question drifted quietly into the air.


  No one there answered her.


  Of course not.


  Everyone except the two people involved was probably wondering the exact same thing.


   

  Chapter 5: Bertia Becomes a Regular Visitor to the Domain of Light


  

  Part 1


  “Now then, Kuro! In order to convey just how adorable you are, today we shall dress you up beautifully and go visit Light Sparrow!”


  The morning after Bertia’s declaration of war had somehow allowed us to retrieve Zeno safely, perhaps, Bertia announced this to Kuro almost immediately after breakfast.


  Clutched firmly in her hand was a brush meant for grooming Kuro’s fur.


  Yesterday, amid the indescribably awkward atmosphere that had settled over all of us, it was Sun Lion who had eventually let out a loud, deliberate cough and brought the gathering to a close.


  Most likely, he had taken on that role because, of everyone present, he had been the least directly involved in the incident while still holding enough authority to settle the matter.


  He had picked a fight with us the moment we met, but for all his bluster, he was still the King of Light. It seemed he did possess the consideration expected of one in a high position.


  Had he not stepped in, I would have handled it myself, so I was glad to have been spared the trouble this time.


  For now, Zeno’s mate was unquestionably Kuro. That meant Light Sparrow, who had fallen for someone already spoken for, was in the weaker position.


  Of course, since Zeno’s sisters were responsible for the entire incident, we could hardly blame Light Sparrow for everything. Still, that did not mean it made any sense for Zeno to remain at the Castle of Light as Light Sparrow’s mate candidate.


  Light Sparrow stubbornly insisted that Zeno was her destined mate and demanded that he remain at the castle, but Sun Lion, as the castle’s lord, refused to allow it. Because of that, Zeno was safely returned to his family home, and from there, he and Kuro came back with us to the Castle of the King of Darkness.


  Zeno’s sisters did seem to feel somewhat guilty, but their curiosity about Zeno and Kuro’s romance appeared to outweigh that guilt. They pressed us quite persistently to stay overnight at Zeno’s family home, but Zeno’s parents did not permit it.


  That was not only because they considered Zeno and Kuro’s emotional and physical exhaustion, but also because Dark Fox and Daizu were waiting in the Domain of Darkness, worried about Kuro.


  No matter how one looked at it, Zeno’s relatives, primarily his sisters, had been at fault in this matter.


  In that situation, they could not possibly detain us for a frivolous reason like wanting to hear about Zeno and Kuro’s love story.


  Under normal circumstances, Zeno’s entire family should have gone together, dragging his sisters along, to apologize. However, out of consideration for Dark Fox, who was a shut-in and had surely been shaken after getting caught up in such a major incident during her first outing in so long, they decided to entrust Zeno with the apology and explanation instead.


  Even that much could not be treated carelessly.


  Enishi made all four sisters sit formally and lectured them at length, allowing no objections whatsoever.


  Incidentally, if they used the power of wind to float, sitting seiza-style would not make their legs hurt. However, Storm Bird, who was furious, forbade them from floating.


  Perhaps she thought a verbal prohibition alone might allow them to cheat, because she used her own wind power to press them down toward the floor from above, forcibly preventing them from rising.


  At that moment, I heard the floor creak faintly. I suspected it was not because the flooring was damaged or because she had misjudged her strength.


  It was probably intentional.


  And so, after returning to the Domain of Darkness, we explained everything that had happened to Kuro’s mother and father, who had been waiting anxiously at the entrance.


  Dark Fox seemed worried that Light Sparrow had not given up on Zeno, but when Bertia proudly declared, “Kuro and I shall make her acknowledge it!”, “it” being Kuro’s cuteness, Dark Fox appeared somewhat relieved.


  Incidentally, since Zeno himself was completely innocent and had not been unfaithful in the slightest, Daizu could be angry, but he could not actually complain. In the end, he simply began attacking Zeno in silence.


  Well, Daizu was silent, just like Kuro, and did not speak at all, so even if the situation had allowed him to complain, I doubted the attack on Zeno would have changed.


  After all, Daizu had been irrationally hostile toward Zeno from the very beginning. He probably disliked him simply because Zeno was the mate his daughter had brought home.


  He had already attacked him without warning once, as if imposing some sort of trial.


  Good luck, Zeno.


  Thus, after a day that had contained not one but several commotions, the next morning arrived.


  We had barely finished breakfast with Kuro’s family when Bertia began moving exactly as she had declared she would.


  Apparently, she intended to visit Light Sparrow again today in order to make her understand Kuro’s good qualities.


  To that end, she first began tidying Kuro’s appearance, hoping to improve her first impression.


  However, the moment Bertia tried to brush Kuro’s tail, that same tail fluttered smoothly out of reach.


  Bertia tilted her head. She stared at Kuro for a while, and Kuro stared back.


  “Hm? What is it? You don’t want to be brushed? No, that’s not it? Hm? Ah, you don’t want me to do it. You want Zeno to brush you? My, Kuro, you two are so lovey-dovey! Very well. I shall prepare the rest, so go have him comb you slowly and thoroughly!”


  It was almost mysterious how perfectly Bertia managed to hold a conversation with Kuro through eye contact alone. After seeing Kuro off with the brush, she began humming as she chose Kuro’s clothes and tidied her own appearance.


  Incidentally, I suspected Kuro wanted Zeno to brush her not only because she and Zeno were deeply in love, but also as a way to display to Light Sparrow that Zeno was her mate.


  After all, the moment Bertia could no longer see her face, Kuro’s eyes gleamed with the fierce light of a fox sighting its prey.


  Bertia was likely acting exactly as she said—trying to promote Kuro’s good points and improve their relationship. Kuro herself, however, surely intended to properly counterattack the person attempting to steal her mate.


  For all her silence, Kuro was quite meticulous about such things.


  Now then, since Kuro had gone to ask Zeno to brush her, I should do what I wanted to do as well.


  “Tia, come here.”


  “Lord Cecil? What is it?”


  I beckoned Bertia over, seated her in the chair I had been using, and stood behind her.


  “Kuro has gone to have Zeno, her mate, brush her, hasn’t she? In that case, I thought I would brush you in the meantime.”


  I took the comb I had prepared beforehand and gently drew it through her hair.


  Since Kuro and the servants who cared for her tended to her hair so carefully every day, it showed no sign of damage. Enjoying the smooth sensation of the strands slipping through the comb, I took my time arranging her hair.


  “L-Lord Cecil, I can do that much myself!”


  “But doing this will make us lovey-dovey, won’t it?”


  When I used the same words she had said to Kuro earlier, Bertia’s face flushed bright red.


  “T-That is… Well…”


  She seemed to want to object.


  Yet though her mouth moved silently, no next words came.


  “Tia, tell me, ” I said, continuing to comb her hair, “are you truly going to visit Light Sparrow after this? After the way things went yesterday, perhaps leaving her alone would settle matters more peacefully.”


  Yesterday, Light Sparrow had treated Kuro like a villain and declared that she would not give up on Zeno.


  However, once Kuro and Zeno returned to Alphasta, they would likely have almost no opportunity to see her again.


  If her constitution improved, she might one day chase after Zeno, but in her current state, she could not go to Alphasta. She could not even come to the Domain of Darkness.


  To be frank, whether someone with whom we had no particular reason to associate in the future liked or disliked us hardly mattered. Leaving her alone seemed the simplest solution.


  “That won’t do!” Bertia declared. “A first-rate villainess is not permitted to flee before the enemy!”


  “You are no longer a villainess. You are my wife and the crown princess of Alphasta.”


  “Even so, the mindset of a first-rate villainess has taken root within me!”


  I didn’t know that the mindset of a first-rate villainess had taken root in you.


  Ah, though I do think you possess the mindset of an innocent young lady who admires first-rate villainesses.


  “And besides, I cannot bear to leave things as they are when I know my precious Kuro is being thought of that way. Suppose a third party who knows nothing hears Light Sparrow’s story and believes it, then starts thinking the same thing. If that repeats, and more people begin to dislike Kuro because of it… I cannot allow that.”


  So that’s what she meant.


  Certainly, in noble society, such things happened often enough. Someone spread a malicious story, it became gossip, and before long, those who believed it lowered their opinion of the person in question.


  Bertia was usually easygoing and often ran wild or caused mishaps, but as my wife and the crown princess, she attended social gatherings quite frequently. Because she would be easy prey on her own, I either stayed by her side myself or arranged for one of my aides or one of her noblewoman friends to remain with her. Even so, Bertia herself must have gained some understanding of what happened in society.


  This time, she had applied that knowledge to Kuro’s position and wanted to prevent strange rumors from spreading among the spirits.


  “I see. So that’s what you mean. In that case, I won’t stop you, but you must not push yourself too hard.”


  Even if I did not stop her, I intended to move behind the scenes.


  “Of course! This is merely a strategy to improve Kuro’s image. There is no possible way I would need to push myself.”


  “Yes. I suppose so.”


  Why was it that the more firmly she insisted something would not happen, the more uneasy I became?


  Our time in the Spirit Realm was limited, and if we wanted to achieve the “resolution” Bertia desired, I could not remain glued to her side the entire time. But here, I had far too few pieces I could use.


  Under normal circumstances, if I was not with her, I could have one of her friends accompany her, and that would give me some measure of reassurance.


  Even if that proved impossible, leaving one of my aides to guard her would at least mean that if Bertia ran wild, they would try to stop her. Well, Bardo would not be very reliable. In fact, he would likely get carried away with her. In terms of combat strength, he would be reassuring, but he was exceedingly poor at observing a situation, thinking it through, and making judgments. The others, however, I could have entrusted with her.


  “Lord Cecil?” Bertia asked.


  “Forgive me. I was wondering what to do, since I could not bring guards with us to the Spirit Realm.”


  I intended to stay beside her as much as possible.


  Even if force became necessary, I had the sword borrowed from the Spirit King, so I should be able to manage somehow.


  But most likely, simply conveying Kuro’s charm to Light Sparrow, as Bertia intended, would not resolve this issue.


  At the root of it lay the question of why Light Sparrow feared and loathed Kuro so intensely.


  Light Sparrow’s fear and hatred were not normal.


  It was not something that could be explained merely as jealousy because Zeno’s sisters had introduced Zeno to her, she had fallen for him, and then discovered he already had someone.


  There was something more in that emotion.


  Most likely, as she herself said, something was there.


  Of course, that did not necessarily mean Kuro had done anything… No, perhaps it was too early to dismiss that possibility completely.


  Not that Kuro was evil, as Light Sparrow claimed, but there might have been some traumatic incident between them when they were young, one neither Kuro nor Light Sparrow remembered.


  I had not studied spirits enough to clearly understand how different they were from humans.


  However, if memories from childhood worked anything like they did for humans, it would not be strange for someone to forget an unpleasant event from early childhood while the trauma alone remained.


  If the shock was too great, the mind could unconsciously erase the memory as well.


  In that case, the question became what had happened to the memory of the one who had caused that trauma—Kuro. But if Kuro herself had not thought much of the event, then it was entirely possible she had forgotten it.


  Spirits lived long lives, so the amount they went through had to be immense. It was hard to imagine they retained every little thing that failed to interest them.


  “Should I ask Kuro’s parents to cooperate?” I murmured.


  Even if Kuro herself did not remember, Dark Fox or Daizu, her mother and father, might.


  Though judging by their reaction when Light Sparrow’s name came up yesterday, the odds did not seem promising.


  More importantly, Dark Fox was supposed to be a shut-in. Even if Kuro had once gone to play in another domain, the chances that Dark Fox had accompanied her were low.


  Daizu, on the other hand, seemed excessively protective of his daughter, so there was a possibility he had secretly followed her. But he was silent, or rather, he did not speak at all, so drawing the information out of him would be an ordeal in itself.


  “Are you thinking of asking Kuro’s parents to serve as guards?” Bertia asked, tilting her head after catching my mutter.


  That was careless of me.


  I had been thinking too deeply and had left Bertia behind in the conversation.


  Seeing her looking up at me with that puzzled expression, I could not help smiling wryly.


  I returned my attention to combing her hair, which had become a mere repetitive motion, and began arranging it properly for our outing.


  “No. I considered it as an option, but let’s not. Kuro’s mother still is not used to going outside, so dragging her around would be too much of a burden. As for her father… Judging from his merciless attacks on Zeno yesterday, letting him meet Light Sparrow, who despises Kuro, would likely cause trouble.”


  “He certainly seems likely to become a ‘monster parent.’ No, a ‘spirit parent,’” Bertia murmured with a serious face.


  I did not understand the meaning of that phrase.


  Was it another term from her previous life?


  Somehow, I felt she meant that because he wanted to protect Kuro, he might make unreasonable complaints and go on a rampage, or something along those lines.


  In any case, “spirit parent” seemed to be a term she had just invented.


  And since Daizu was a spirit, she had probably replaced “monster” with “spirit,” but if so, I suspected the original meaning had been entirely lost.


  Well, since I did not know the original meaning to begin with, that was only conjecture.


  “For now, Zeno and I will accompany you to the Domain of Light.”


  I considered asking Bertia about “monster parent,” but sensed the conversation was about to veer off course, so I let it pass.


  Most likely, Kuro would soon finish being brushed and come here with Zeno.


  I wanted to decide our direction before then.


  “Will it be all right to bring Zeno along?” Bertia asked. “What if the ladies run wild and start fighting?”


  “Pfft… That would be a very amusin— troublesome sight, I mean. But it should be all right. Zeno is surprisingly good at mediation.”


  Bertia’s words made me imagine Zeno floundering helplessly between the “ladies.”


  I nearly laughed.


  Having a flower in each hand might be a fortunate sight for a man, but if the flowers themselves began to battle, it would be a tragedy.


  Zeno, do your best.


  Still, just to be safe…


  “Zeno alone could probably mediate, but as you said, Tia, it’s also true that he’s one of the people directly involved. Let’s have Zeno’s elder sisters present as buffers.”


  Originally, they had been staying with Light Sparrow in shifts to stabilize her unstable power. Even if we did not ask them, they were likely to be with her anyway.


  In a sense, it was their duty.


  Even if they disliked the idea, this problem was mainly their fault. If they were ordered to take responsibility for it, they could hardly refuse.


  Enishi and Storm Bird would definitely not allow them to refuse.


  If there was any other issue, it would be…


  “Won’t Zeno’s elder sisters run wild again?”


  Yes, that was exactly the concern.


  Judging from yesterday, Zeno’s sisters seemed to have taken quite a liking to Kuro and Bertia.


  However, they had apparently been close to Light Sparrow from the start as well, so there was still reason for concern.


  Mainly for Zeno’s stomach.


  After being scolded so thoroughly by their parents, I doubted whatever happened would be as bad as yesterday. Still, there was a very real possibility they might say the wrong thing at the wrong moment and twist the atmosphere in an unexpected direction.


  If they liked both Bertia’s side and Light Sparrow, then ideally, they would take a neutral position.


  That would make it harder for them to say anything careless.


  Alternatively, if they continued thinking as they had after the confusion was cleared up, then they would lean toward Bertia and Kuro. But if they felt sorry for Light Sparrow after Zeno rejected her and began saying all sorts of things from her side, matters would become rather troublesome.


  For that, we could only rely on the judgment of Zeno’s sisters and Zeno’s power of harmony—at least in the communicative sense.


  “We’ll be meeting Light Sparrow at the King of Light’s castle, so even if something happens, I’m sure it will be all right,” I said.


  As long as we were at the King of Light’s castle, the King of Light himself—rude though his manner might be, yet kind at his core—would likely handle things.


  On my end, while gathering information about Light Sparrow, I also intended to politely ask him, “Since this concerns your niece and is happening in your castle, surely we should expect your cooperation, yes?”


  “I may leave from time to time to speak with the King of Light,” I told her, “but I’ll make sure you won’t be bothered, so you can relax. And if anything does happen, I’ll remain somewhere I can rush over immediately.”


  Even if Tia had it easy, Zeno probably wouldn’t. But he would surely be fine.


  Resilience was one of his greatest strengths, after all.


  “I understand! But Lord Cecil, this is an unfamiliar place for you as well, so please take care!”


  Apparently reassured by my words, Bertia smiled.


  I returned that smile, and at that moment, I finished arranging her hair.


  “Now then, you’re up next, Lord Cecil!”


  “I leave myself in your hands.”


  Bertia turned around and snatched the comb from my hand.


  Her enthusiasm was a little alarming, but my hair was not long, so it should not become too serious a matter.


  Besides, peaceful moments of affection with my wife were pleasant in their own way.


  And so, a day that was bound to be troublesome began.


  Part 2


  “So, what do you want with me?”


  “I assume you have a fairly good idea already.”


  It was sometime past noon that same day when I faced the King of Light himself inside his office at the castle of the King of Light, in the Domain of Light of the Spirit Realm.


  After Zeno finished grooming Kuro’s fur, Bertia spent quite some time praising her. Then she arranged Kuro’s outfit, tied a lovely ribbon in her hair, and dressed her up to look even more adorable than usual.


  Perhaps Zeno had decided not to think too deeply about why Kuro needed to be dressed like that, because his expression softened as he looked at the beautifully adorned Kuro.


  Though once he realized he would be going with his sisters to Light Sparrow’s room, that softened expression promptly stiffened.


  I would not call it self-inflicted when Zeno himself had done nothing wrong, but mistakes made by family often came back with shared consequences. For today—no, for the next few days—I would have him do his best.


  I intended to send him stomach medicine later, so surely he would be all right.


  And so we’d set off for the castle of the King of Light.


  Perhaps because of Bertia’s declaration yesterday, Sun Lion had expected us to come. Though his cheek twitched slightly as he said, “You really came?” he welcomed us warmly.


  However, whether because he had work to do or because he did not want to get too involved and be dragged into the chaos, after greeting us at the entrance, he parted from Bertia’s group as they headed to Light Sparrow’s room and returned to his office.


  As for what I did?


  I told Bertia and the others I would join them later, then followed Sun Lion.


  Sun Lion apparently had not expected me to come after him, because he only noticed me once we reached the door to his office. The way he yelped, “Whoa!” and jolted in surprise was rather amusing.


  And now, after being allowed into his office, we were seated across from each other on the sofas of his reception set.


  “This is about Light Sparrow, I take it?” he asked.


  “What else would it be? At present, there are no major problems between humans and spirits, nor any matters that require negotiation. And if such a thing did arise, the proper course would be to consult the Spirit King, not you.”


  Come to think of it, that “Halloween” event Bertia wants to hold might require negotiation.


  Either way, that was something to discuss with the Spirit King. It was not a matter to consult Sun Lion about, so there was no need to bring it up now.


  “So what do you want me to do,” said Sun Lion, “king of the human realm?”


  “My father is the king. I am still only the crown prince.”


  “You plan to kick him off the throne sooner or later, don’t you?”


  “My relationship with my father is perfectly all right. Father always watches over me with a generous heart.”


  “Your father must have it rough.”


  His tone sounded teasing at first, but by the end, there was a strange amount of feeling in it. Why was that?


  I did not think I caused Father all that much trouble.


  Every now and then, he might cry, “My son is too capable! I can’t keep up!” or complain, “Don’t shove work onto me just because you want to flirt with your wife! I want to flirt with my wife too!” but that much surely fell within the bounds of pleasant father-son conversation.


  “Unlike your wife,” Sun Lion said, “when you tilt your head in confusion, I sense nothing but malice.”


  “You’re imagining things. My younger brother, who resembles me quite closely, is famous for his angelic smile.”


  “That is your younger brother, isn’t it? What about you?”


  When I simply smiled brightly without answering, Sun Lion’s cheek twitched, and he leaned back.


  Honestly, this king was a terribly rude spirit.


  “So, what exactly do you want me to do?” he asked. “Depending on the content, I’ll cooperate.”


  “This is happening in your castle and concerns your niece. Cooperating is only right, wouldn’t you say?”


  When I said that with the same smile, Sun Lion looked deeply displeased, but he did not argue.


  Well, of course not.


  “For now, my wife intends to interact with your niece and, ultimately, help mend matters between her and Kuro, Zeno’s mate,” I said.


  “That sounds shockingly reasonable compared to what your wife said yesterday.”


  “The actions themselves are the same, so there should be no problem.”


  If I put it the way Bertia did—“I shall make her understand Kuro’s cuteness!”—the conversation would never move forward.


  First, I would have to begin by explaining how she had arrived at that conclusion, which would be an exhausting task.


  In that case, skipping over the process and presenting the final objective in appropriately serious terms was far more efficient.


  “Well, I’ll accept that,” Sun Lion said. “If words like your wife’s came out of your mouth, that would be terrifying in its own way.”


  Sun Lion raked one hand roughly through his hair, then spoke with a furrowed brow.


  Come to think of it, his hair is disheveled again today. Does he not have a mate to groom him the way Zeno does for Kuro?


  I was not particularly interested in him, so I shoved down my curiosity.


  “I agree on that point. In any case, while my wife is interacting with your niece, I would like you to ensure her safety from your side as well,” I said.


  “‘From my side as well’ means you are already taking action of your own?” Sun Lion lifted one eyebrow in question.


  I smiled and nodded.
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  “Surely you can tell by looking at the people I brought today,” I said.


  “No, considering the course of events so far, that group is worrying in its own way.”


  Sun Lion fixed me with a long, flat stare.


  To be fair, if I were in his position, I might have reacted much the same way. Even so, that group was still close to ideal.


  If possible, I would have liked to add Sun Lion, Enishi, and, depending on the circumstances, Storm Bird—the parent-generation spirits—to the group as well. But each of them had duties, and they were busy.


  Even if I asked, they would not be able to remain constantly by our side.


  Perhaps Storm Bird, at least, might somehow arrange her schedule to join us, but Storm Bird on her own could become an additional source of concern depending on the situation.


  If Storm Bird were involved, I would prefer she moved together with Enishi.


  “Then, King of Light, will you join that group?” I asked.


  As I asked Sun Lion with a full smile, his face twitched, and he very politely refused.


  “Impossible. I’m busy. And more importantly, I don’t think I’m capable of keeping that group under control.”


  How unfortunate.


  “And what will you be doing?” he asked.


  “I intend to stay with them as a stopper as much as possible. But that alone does not seem likely to solve the root of the matter, so…”


  I glanced at Sun Lion.


  “So that is your real purpose.”


  “I consider ensuring my wife’s safety an important purpose as well. However, including that, I think this matter should be resolved sooner rather than later. To do that, I need your cooperation, especially your ability to gather information. And if you collect the information likely related to this case, then I won’t need to move around investigating personally. That, in turn, means I can devote more time to acting as their stopper.”


  When I smiled, Sun Lion stared at me silently for a while, then let out an enormous sigh.


  “I see. So it’s better for both of us if I cooperate with you,” he said slowly.


  “I’m glad you understand.”


  Sun Lion leaned back against the sofa and stared up at the ceiling, seeming to think for a time.


  I observed him quietly and waited for his next words.


  “Fine. I’ll cooperate.”


  Sun Lion sat up sharply and fixed me with a strong stare that could almost have been mistaken for a glare.


  He likely disliked me and found me difficult to deal with.


  Having to cooperate with someone like me must have galled him, but rulers sometimes had to suppress their own feelings and take the beneficial path.


  I would have him endure it.


  “Our time in the Spirit Realm is quite short, so please gather information quickly. Oh, and as for the materials you have already investigated, I’ll take them with me on my way back, so I would appreciate it if you could prepare them.”


  “I never said I’d already investigated anything.” Sun Lion glared at me, his brow furrowing. A faint trace of caution appeared in his eyes.


  “I’m not saying anyone leaked your information to me. But her power had been stabilizing smoothly until a certain point, and then suddenly became unstable again. If something like that happened, I cannot imagine you, who cares deeply for your niece, doing nothing to investigate.”


  “So you were probing me?”


  “No. I was already certain from the circumstances, so I was not probing you to obtain information. I would like to return to my wife soon, so I merely skipped unnecessary exchanges and stated my request.”


  “You are one slippery bastard.”


  “Aren’t all royals like that?”


  Sun Lion snorted. He probably did not believe my words very much.


  But it was also true that a royal needed the ability to negotiate and maneuver around others.


  If those who stood at the top simply accepted every demand made of them, their country would soon find itself in terrible trouble.


  To prevent that, one needed eyes capable of grasping the situation and a mind capable of strategy. No, wait, Bertia was the crown princess, and somehow she managed without either of those.


  Perhaps, if one possessed enough charm and trust that others would do such things in one’s stead, it could work out surprisingly well.


  However, gaining that sort of trust was difficult; it was not something anyone could imitate.


  “The human world sounds troublesome,” Sun Lion said.


  “There are more humans than spirits, and more malicious people as well. But humans are less free-spirited than spirits, so as long as you handle things properly, they’re easier to govern.”


  “Ah, true enough. When I wandered around the human world long ago, it did feel that way.”


  This time, Sun Lion seemed to accept my words fully. He nodded slowly, as though recalling the past.


  Spirits lived far longer than humans, so he had to have experienced many things over the years.


  With that thought on my mind, I left the King of Light’s office.


  Part 3


  “Kuro, that’s wonderful! Now turn this way and give me your gaze!”


  “—!”


  “Raise your tail angle a little more. Yes! That is it!”


  After leaving the King of Light’s office, I headed for Light Sparrow’s room, where Bertia and the others were supposed to be.


  What exactly is going on here?


  When I arrived, the door to Light Sparrow’s room was slightly ajar.


  In front of it stood a light spirit who appeared to be serving as a guard of the King of Light’s castle, his mouth twitching as he desperately tried to hold back laughter. Most likely, the door had been deliberately left open so he could immediately notice if anything went wrong inside.


  When the light spirit realized I had come, he smoothly stepped aside and gestured for me to enter.


  Surely I only imagined the meaning contained in his expression and movements. It almost seemed as if he was urging me to hurry and intervene.


  I quietly peered inside.


  Within the room, Bertia was holding some peculiar object and circling around Kuro with great excitement.


  In her hands was a square black box.


  Looking closely, it seemed to be made from a dark barrier Kuro had created.


  There was a round opening in it, and that opening was covered by what was probably a water lens produced by Zeno.


  A lens? So is it some kind of eyeglass?


  No, judging from the way it’s being used, perhaps it’s a machine for capturing images, created through the use of spirit powers based on knowledge from Bertia’s previous life.


  Each time Kuro changed her pose, there was a sharp click, and with that, an incredibly precise image of Kuro emerged from the device.


  Bertia was placing those images in front of Light Sparrow, whose eyes had gone distant.


  This was unmistakably an appeal campaign for Kuro’s cuteness.


  Though the person being appealed to looked utterly dead inside.


  I nearly shut the door without thinking, then remembered that the guard spirit had left it open to monitor the situation and stopped my hand.


  Instead, I smiled at the guard spirit and said, “Phew. I’m feeling a little tired, so I think I’ll take a walk in the garden.”


  “Please go inside,” he replied.


  “The courtyard of this castle seems lovely. Since I’ve gone to the trouble of coming to the Spirit Realm, I should take the chance to do a little sightseeing.”


  “Your companions are waiting inside. Please, enter.”


  “It would be boorish for a man to intrude when women are enjoying themselves, wouldn’t it?”


  “Your companion, Lord Zeno, is waiting inside. Please enter! Or rather, please do something about your wife! It is painful trying not to laugh!”


  The guard spirit, who had been desperately trying to maintain a serious expression, finally could not bear it anymore and appealed to me with his true feelings.


  I had more or less understood how he felt from the moment the corners of his mouth started twitching, but perhaps I had teased him a little too much.


  “Very well. I suppose I have no choice,” I said.


  With a smile on my face, I passed in front of the silent, glaring guard spirit, knocked lightly, and entered the room.


  “Ah, Lord Cecil! Look at this!” Bertia cried, hurrying over to me the moment she noticed my arrival. “With everyone’s help, I made a camera! Now I’ve taken so many adorable photographs of Kuro!”


  She took my hand and guided me to a table where an enormous number of Kuro’s so-called “photographs” had been laid out.


  Naturally, seated directly across from them was Light Sparrow, looking utterly exhausted, her eyes lifeless.


  Whether or not this raised her opinion of Kuro, being made to sit in front of this many images of her would at least force her to grow somewhat accustomed to Kuro’s existence.


  She might become so accustomed that Kuro appeared in her dreams tonight, but by then, we would not be present. Someone else would be the one to hear her complaints, so that was not a problem.


  Still, perhaps I should stop this situation.


  Judging by Light Sparrow’s dead eyes, I had the feeling she was close to snapping and running wild.


  Now then, how should I change the situation without dampening Bertia’s cheerful mood?


  With that on my mind, I looked over the images of Kuro that Bertia was so happily explaining.


  “This one is good.”


  I chose one and gently picked it up.


  Bertia peered at the image in my hand and smiled.


  “Oh! That one is a two-shot of me and Kuro that Zeno took.”


  “I prefer seeing the two of you enjoying yourselves with photographs of Kuro alone.”


  At my words, Bertia looked at me in surprise.


  Then, after glancing back and forth between the photograph and me several times, she smiled a little shyly.


  “Tia,” I said, “if you can create such wonderful images, these ‘photographs,’ then I would like one of you as well. Ah, one of you and me together might be good too.”


  I smiled and gently stroked the camera in her hands, looking at her as though making a request.


  Her face turned scarlet so quickly it was almost as though steam might burst from it.


  “T-T-T-That is… um… well…”


  Unable to form proper words, Bertia gripped the camera tightly and lowered her head.


  Looking closely, it was not only her face. Even her neck had gone red.


  “That is, um… I would also like photographs of Lord Cecil, and photographs together with Lord Cecil…”


  Perhaps out of embarrassment, Bertia murmured the words softly, still looking down.


  Hehe. She’s even more adorable when she’s flustered like this.


  If possible, I would have liked to turn this into a pleasant date immediately, but first, I had to settle the current situation.


  “Tia,” I said, softly stroking her head, “perhaps other people, not only us, would like photographs of the people dear to them, or photographs taken together with those they cherish. For example, those adorable photographs of Kuro that you’re showing Light Sparrow? I suspect the person who wants them most is Zeno.”


  As I spoke, I glanced toward Zeno and silently signaled for him to play along.


  Perhaps he, too, had been wondering how to handle this situation, because his expression brightened with sudden understanding, and he nodded repeatedly.


  Well, I indeed suspected that Zeno wanted photographs of Kuro, so it was not exactly a lie.


  “The photographs of Kuro that Lady Bertia took are truly adorable,” Zeno said. “I would very much like them as well. Yes, every single one here.”


  Zeno carefully picked up the photographs placed in front of Light Sparrow one by one and gathered them together.


  My intention had been to retrieve the photographs from Light Sparrow, who had frozen after being forced to accept them, in a way that felt natural and would not bother her further. But regardless of that purpose, Zeno looked genuinely pleased as he gathered them.


  Seeing him like that, Kuro’s cheeks flushed faintly in embarrassment. Then she trotted over to him and pressed herself against his side in a small, affectionate gesture.


  Her eyes seemed to ask, “Do you want them that much? Do you like me that much?” Though she was clearly shy, joy showed through as well.


  Well, her expression itself hardly changed from usual.


  “Tia,” I said, “rather than only taking photographs of Kuro and showing them to Light Sparrow, don’t you think it would become a better memory and a better way to interact if everyone enjoyed taking photographs together?”


  At my suggestion, Zeno’s sisters immediately brightened.


  “That sounds fun!”


  “I want to try taking some too!”


  As for Light Sparrow, once the photographs of Kuro spread out before her had been collected, she relaxed visibly with relief.


  For her, being shown various photographs taken by everyone, with some of her disliked rival mixed in among them, would surely be better than being forced to stare endlessly at images of that rival alone.


  And if this became something everyone did together, Bertia and Kuro’s attention would turn not only toward Light Sparrow, but toward the others as well. That would give her more moments to breathe.


  “As expected of you, Lord Cecil. You’re absolutely right!” Bertia lifted her still-flushed face, her eyes sparkling as she looked at me. “And since everyone went to the trouble of helping me make a camera, I would like to take a photograph with you as well. Right, Kuro? Oh my, Kuro wants to take one with Zeno too!”


  Apparently, my suggestion pleased Bertia.


  When she turned to seek agreement from Kuro, who was supposedly the star of this event, Kuro clung tightly to Zeno’s arm, making it very clear that she wanted a photograph with him too.


  How charmingly affectionate.


  However, doing that in front of Light Sparrow, who was infatuated with Zeno, sharpened the girl’s gaze.


  Zeno was simply blushing, unaware of it, but Kuro was doing it deliberately.


  She cast a quick glance toward Light Sparrow in triumph.


  From Kuro’s perspective, it’s likely just a warning to the girl who’s trying to steal her mate, but behaving like that kind of makes you look a bit like a villain, you know?


  And Zeno’s sisters.


  Considering that this troublesome situation started because of you guys, please stop whispering excitedly among yourselves about a love triangle like you’re enjoying a play.


  “It should be fun to take photographs among the ladies and maybe the men? No, that would be unnecessary. In any case, you should all enjoy spending time together.”


  I’d nearly said that men could take photographs together as well, but surely no one would want a two-shot of Zeno and me.


  At the very least, I did not want one, and Zeno was nodding repeatedly in firm agreement with my statement.


  “Since Kuro’s photo session is over, now we shall have a photo session for everyone!” Bertia declared cheerfully.


  Zeno’s sisters immediately began cheering.


  Good grief.


  For the time being, we had escaped the strange situation where only Kuro had photographs taken of her while Light Sparrow was forced to look at them endlessly.


  Now they simply needed to spend the remaining time taking photographs.


  I definitely did not see Light Sparrow, having regained her composure, approach Zeno in front of Kuro and ask him to take a photograph with her.


  Nor did I notice Zeno casting a desperate look my way, seeking rescue after she persisted despite his refusal.


  “Now, Tia. Will you take a photograph with me?” I asked.


  “Yes!” she replied with a smile.


  “Y-Your Highness! P-Please, help—” Zeno said.


  “Today might actually be fun after all.”


  When I smiled brightly, Zeno’s face filled with despair.


  Yes. These things are best handled on your own.


  Besides, this sort of thing would likely continue for the next several days. If Zeno did not learn how to deal with it himself, he would be the one who suffered later.


  Therefore, I hardened my heart and abandoned him.


  “These photographs are quite wonderful,” I said. “They’re the perfect way to preserve pleasant memories like today.”


  “A photograph together with Lord Cecil will surely become a precious keepsake!”


  Bertia happily leaned closer to me, ready to take our photograph.


  Behind us, Zeno was sending me a resentful glare, so his figure would probably be captured as well.


  Well, that too would make for an amusing memory, so I suppose it’s fine.


   

  Chapter 6: Bertia, Preparing for Her Final Day in the Domain of Light


  

  Part 1


  “Lord Cecil, we need to return to Alphasta soon, don’t we?”


  It was the morning of the fourth day since Bertia had begun visiting Light Sparrow.


  From the beginning, our trip to the Spirit Realm had been scheduled with some extra leeway. After all, we had not known what the Spirit Realm would be like, what Kuro and Zeno’s family homes would be like, or how their families would react to the two of them becoming mates.


  Even so, there were limits.


  Bertia and I were, after all, the crown prince and crown princess of the Kingdom of Alphasta.


  Though we had entrusted matters to people we could rely on, we could only conceal our absence from the human world for so long.


  I knew Bertia was doing her best to mend the relationship between Kuro and Light Sparrow, so I had intended to wait until the very last possible moment. But last night, I told her that we needed to start thinking about returning soon.


  As a result, perhaps because she now understood that we would have to leave, something began to weigh on her mind.


  Today, as Bertia headed for Light Sparrow’s room, her steps were somewhat heavy.


  In complete contrast, Zeno’s steps had grown lighter, and that, in its own way, irritated me slightly.


  “We can’t remain here forever,” I said. “Besides, yesterday, the King of Light sent word through one of his subordinates.”


  “Sent word?” Bertia tilted her head, unsure what I meant.


  Part 2


  The matter went back to the first day Bertia had begun visiting Light Sparrow.


  On our way back, Sun Lion had kept his promise and sent the documents concerning Light Sparrow through one of his subordinates.


  The documents were strictly related to the investigation into why her power had suddenly become more unstable, so they contained only the bare minimum about her private life.


  Even so, he couldn’t exactly hand them over in front of Light Sparrow herself. Sensing someone watching me intently, I moved to the rear of the group leaving the Castle of Light. Then, without making it seem unnatural, I slowed my pace slightly. Once a gap had opened between me and the others, I accepted the documents from the spirit Sun Lion had sent on the errand.


  Zeno and Autumn Wind seemed to notice. They glanced briefly toward me but offered no further reaction and let it pass.


  Most likely, they understood what I had received and why it was necessary.


  As it happened, we parted ways with Autumn Wind when we arrived in the Spirit King’s domain, so I did not discuss the matter with her.


  As for Zeno, I shared the information with him after we returned to Kuro’s family home, when Bertia and Kuro went to bathe together.


  At some point during that conversation, Daizu appeared as well. He listened to the information, then silently left the room and did nothing further. Most likely, that meant he was entrusting the matter to us.


  To be honest, the documents I’d received from Sun Lion did not contain anything especially decisive, but they covered the obvious possibilities that might have influenced Light Sparrow’s constitution.


  For example, they listed the period when her once-stabilizing power had become unstable again—about a year and a half ago, according to the documents—as well as the people Light Sparrow had met around that time, foods she had eaten despite not usually eating them, and incidents in the Domain of Light that might have been relevant even if they had not directly involved her.


  “Spirits tend to be careless about time, so you should assume there may be some margin of error in this ‘a year and a half ago,’” Zeno warned with a wry smile when I showed him the documents. “Along with that, there may be omissions in the information written here.”


  According to Zeno, even though Light Sparrow’s power had become unstable, judging from her current condition, it was not obvious at first glance.


  It was the sort of change that would only be noticed after spending a certain amount of time with her, or after Light Sparrow herself sensed something wrong and began investigating. In other words, it was reasonable to assume some time had passed before anyone realized a change had occurred.


  That said, since her own power was more disordered than usual, Light Sparrow herself would have felt something was off or experienced some kind of discomfort.


  According to Zeno, it should not have taken Light Sparrow more than a week to recognize that her condition was not simply due to her health or mood, and to confirm that something was wrong.


  In human terms, it was like the early stages of catching a cold.


  If someone developed a high fever, they would immediately know their body was unwell. If their face flushed, or they began coughing or vomiting, they would notice at once.


  But at the beginning of a cold, a person might only feel that something was off. If the symptoms were not strong, they might dismiss it as imagination, wonder if they were simply tired, or believe they were only slightly under the weather and would soon be fine. It was hardly ever concerning.


  Even if they told someone else, it would only be something like, “I might feel a little strange.” Those around them were unlikely to panic and take action.


  However, if that feeling persisted or worsened, they would quickly realize they had caught a cold and begin taking medicine, resting, and otherwise dealing with it.


  Even if they did not think it was a cold, if that fatigue continued for an entire week, they might go see a doctor.


  The instability of Light Sparrow’s power could be understood in a similar way.


  And then there were Zeno’s words: “Spirits are careless about time.”


  When that was combined with the possibility that it had taken time for her condition to be recognized, the uncertainty of the information increased all at once.


  Naturally so.


  A vague sense of time made it hard to place past events in their proper chronology.


  Even if Light Sparrow’s power disturbance was discovered and they later tried to confirm when it had begun, errors could easily arise.


  And even if they somehow narrowed it down to “around this period,” then interviewed Light Sparrow and those around her about that time, if the people being questioned also had vague senses of time, it would become unclear whether the events they described had truly happened before or after Light Sparrow’s power began to waver.


  “Still, since the King of Light pieced this information together from multiple testimonies, I think it should be more reliable than something obtained by grabbing random spirits and questioning them,” I said. “But as you said, we need to consider the possibility of omissions and errors.”


  In other words, just because nothing particularly suspicious appeared in the documents we had received, we could not declare that nothing problematic had happened to Light Sparrow during that period.


  Besides, there was one detail that caught my attention.


  I wanted to know more about it, so perhaps I should ask Sun Lion to investigate.


  If the result matched my expectations, I could form a hypothesis about the cause of Light Sparrow’s instability.


  Then, if we investigated to support that hypothesis and the results were as expected, we might also find a way to improve Light Sparrow’s condition.


  Once we had done that much, I would consider our responsibilities toward Light Sparrow fulfilled, return to Alphasta, and simply confirm at a later date whether she had recovered.


  To begin with, this was not something we were obligated to handle in such depth.


  “So, Your Highness, which part concerns you?” Zeno asked.


  He must have sensed that I had noticed something.


  Zeno was always by my side, assisting with my work, so I would have liked him to notice that much on his own.


  Well, it could not be helped.


  “This, of course.”


  I pointed to one section of the documents in my hand.


  “This?” Zeno lowered his eyes to the page and tilted his head. “It’s the account of Light Sparrow temporarily going missing after entering her room for a nap, correct? Certainly, her disappearance is concerning, but it says here she was found soon afterward, sleeping beneath a tree in the garden.”


  “How naive. You said it yourself earlier, didn’t you? Spirits are careless about time.”


  “That is true, but… if the King of Light’s niece, especially one with an unusual constitution like Light Sparrow, went missing and could not be found, everyone would surely have searched for her. If she remained missing for hours, even the King of Light would remember it.”


  He tilted his head, apparently still not quite understanding what I was trying to say.


  True, if Light Sparrow had gone missing, especially for several hours, it would be unlikely for anyone to dismiss that as “a short time.”


  But that was not the point.


  “Certainly, when it comes to the amount of time Light Sparrow was missing, there would be little room for error,” I said. “But if that includes the time she was supposedly napping, then the situation changes.”


  “You mean…”


  Zeno’s expression sharpened in realization.


  “After all, Light Sparrow had gone missing. The King of Light asked her what happened once she was found. But her answer was this.”


  I moved my finger slightly from the section I had indicated before.


  “‘I was taking a nap, woke up partway through, thought the outside looked pleasant, went outdoors, and fell asleep again,’” Zeno read aloud. “I see. If she said that after being found sleeping outside, it would be easy enough to accept. But Your Highness believes otherwise.”


  Zeno seemed to grasp what I meant. He placed a hand against his chin in thought.


  “Exactly. The time she was missing refers only to the period after a servant noticed she was not in her room. If she hadn’t been napping at all and had gone somewhere else instead, then she would have been ‘missing’ for a much longer period.”


  “And you think something happened during that blank interval?”


  “Yes. That’s what I suspect.”


  According to the documents, the servants found her almost immediately after they began searching.


  And in an extremely peaceful state at that, sleeping beneath a tree in the garden.


  Since Light Sparrow herself also testified that she had gone there after first taking a nap, the incident had been treated as an ordinary, harmless little episode: a sheltered young lady had gone outside to sunbathe for a change of pace, and the servants, not knowing that, had panicked and searched for her.


  Certainly, if that was all there was to it, there would be no reason to make it into a problem. It was only normal that it had been overlooked.


  But that was only if it was true.


  “If we discover the truth behind that blank interval, I believe we’ll also discover the cause of her condition,” I said.


  That assumed, of course, that no important information had slipped through the gaps in the documents. Still, this part stood out to me.


  “Then?” Zeno asked.


  “There are several things I want investigated regarding this section, so I intend to ask the King of Light. If the results match my expectations, I’ll question Light Sparrow again and have her tell us the truth. I don’t know whether she herself realizes it, but I suspect the cause of her condition is hidden somewhere in what she’ll tell us.”


  Zeno nodded, apparently convinced.


  He then asked, “Incidentally, what hypothesis have you formed, Your Highness?”


  I answered him only with a silent smile.


  It was not wise to speak of uncertain matters too soon, after all.


  It was certainly not because I wanted to see his reaction later once he learned the answer.


  “First, let’s begin by confirming the facts.”


  And so, once I had decided on our direction, I handed Sun Lion a list containing the information I wanted him to investigate the following day.


  Part 3


  The day after I organized the information I wanted and gave the list to Sun Lion—in other words, yesterday evening—one of Sun Lion’s subordinates discreetly delivered the materials to me.


  It was timely. If the documents had not arrived that day, I had intended to go pressure him myself.


  It was not as though I had given him a clear deadline, and there was always a chance they would not arrive the same day. Still, with Sun Lion’s position and his subordinates, the matters I had asked about could easily be investigated in a single day, so I had thought it best to apply some pressure.


  We, too, could not stay here long, even if our exact return date had not been fixed.


  There was no time to waste.


  “Sun Lion really can accomplish things when he tries.”


  After returning to the Castle of the King of Darkness, our place of lodging, I read through the documents I had been handed in our room. The information I wanted was all there.


  The results were exactly as I had expected.


  With this information, I could question Light Sparrow.


  I could confirm what had happened during that blank interval that had caught my attention.


  “Tia has been enjoying the Spirit Realm so much that I feel a little bad rushing her,” I said. “But staying away from the kingdom for too long would not be good either.”


  While we were here, officially, Bertia and I were staying at her family home, the Noches estate.


  With the cooperation of her father, Marquis Noches, and the rest of the Noches household, they were making it appear as though the two of us, who were nowhere in the human world, were there with them.


  Marquis Noches was an exceptionally capable man, and everyone in the Noches household, down to the servants, was tight-lipped and cherished Bertia deeply.


  Their unity was strong, so there was little risk of the truth being exposed so easily. Still, the longer our absence stretched on, the greater the risk inevitably became.


  I had left my work in the hands of my aides while I was here, but there was a limit to what they could handle on their own.


  Some time ago, when we left the country for an extended period to attend the wedding of Princess Lysonna, Bertia’s friend, as part of our diplomatic relations, we had prepared thoroughly in advance. We had also made it publicly known that we were traveling to Seahealby, the country into which Princess Lysonna was marrying, so there had been no problem.


  This time, however, it was ultimately a private outing. On top of that, the existence of the Spirit Realm itself was generally concealed, so we had come here in secret.


  Even though I had assigned work to my aides beforehand, nobles wishing for my intervention or assistance would surely continue to send requests during my absence.


  The Noches estate, which we were using as our excuse for not being at the castle, was not particularly far from the royal castle.


  If a matter truly became urgent, if work began piling up, or if my assistance became necessary, there would certainly be people who assumed my aides would simply visit the Noches estate and seek my instructions there.


  Naturally, I intended to give those who tried to pressure my aides based on that assumption a few sarcastic remarks later, along with perhaps one or two additional tasks.


  That sort of discipline was important in running a country, after all.


  In any case, no matter how much Bertia wanted to do something about the relationship between Kuro and Light Sparrow, there was a definite limit this time.


  If, even after that limit passed, Bertia still desperately wanted to resolve things, we would have no choice but to return to the kingdom once, take care of the official duties that had piled up, and then come back to the Spirit Realm later when time allowed—not for several days as we had this time, but perhaps for a few hours to a single day.


  If Bertia wished for that, I could negotiate with the Spirit King.


  We could respond flexibly according to the situation and Bertia’s wishes, but extending this stay indefinitely was not an option.


  I often made unreasonable demands of my subordinates, but even I thought that would be too cruel. Bertia, too, would not want her friends, my aides, or my subordinates to suffer because of her.


  With that in mind, I told Bertia last night that it was nearly time for us to return to the kingdom.


  Before leaving Alphasta, I had already given Bertia a rough schedule, so ordinarily, she should have understood without my having to say it.


  However, my wife had a tendency to lose sight of everything around her once she became absorbed in something, so it was necessary to put it into words properly.


  Just as expected, the moment I told her before bed, Bertia looked startled.


  She had clearly forgotten entirely that we needed to return home.


  After that, she wore a thoughtful expression for a while but ultimately understood the fact that we had to go back.


  With a slightly disappointed, dejected look, she nodded and said, “I understand.”


  And now, as we headed toward Light Sparrow’s room, Bertia had once again confirmed with me that we truly needed to return soon.


  Bertia herself understood that we had to go home. Most likely, she was asking as a kind of ritual, trying to prepare herself to abandon the thing she wanted to accomplish while it was still only half-finished.


  As for me, I did not exactly feel guilty over that. Rather, I disliked being unable to grant my wife’s wish.


  That was why I had already made preparations, intending to resolve the matter itself by tomorrow so that, in the end, we could return home with clear hearts.


  And with that in mind, I told her that the King of Light, whose cooperation was necessary to resolve the situation, had contacted me.


  “Tia, you seemed to be working so hard for Kuro and Light Sparrow, so I spoke with Sun Lion to see whether there was anything I could do to help.”


  “Come to think of it, you went to see the King of Light the day before yesterday.”


  Bertia was likely referring to the time I went to deliver my list of desired information to Sun Lion.


  Incidentally, while I had shared the information I obtained with Zeno, I had told neither Kuro nor Bertia.


  Bertia, if I was not careful, might innocently let the information slip without any ill intent. As for Kuro, her relationship with Light Sparrow was poor this time, and I could not be certain how she might use what she learned.


  Kuro was not a bad person, so I did not think she would misuse it. Still, her jealousy and anxiety over the possibility of Zeno being stolen from her were strong.


  To prevent those feelings from exceeding their limit and causing her to run wild, I judged it better for her sake not to give her unnecessary information.


  “Today, I plan to organize the information a little. Then tomorrow, when we go to the Castle of Light, I’ll speak with Sun Lion again. I need to thank him for contacting me and also tell him that I intend to resolve the issue.”


  The information necessary to question Light Sparrow was already in place.


  All that remained was to ask the right questions and lead her into speaking.


  From here on, Sun Lion’s assistance was no longer necessary. Still, this concerned events that would happen in his castle, involving his niece. At the very least, it would be better to tell him beforehand that I intended to question her.


  As for what result that would bring and what should be done afterward, that would depend on what Light Sparrow said and how she reacted. Once I finished hearing her story, I could visit Sun Lion again before we returned.


  “Huh?! It will be resolved?!”


  Perhaps my statement came as a complete surprise, because Bertia snapped her gaze toward me with wide eyes.


  Maybe because the word “resolved” had come from my mouth, the gloom from moments earlier vanished, and her eyes shone with expectation.


  “Most likely. I asked the King of Light to help me gather information, and I believe we may be able to identify the cause of her unstable power. That said, at this stage, it’s still only a theory. I’ll need to question Light Sparrow based on that theory before anything is certain.”


  Given the various circumstances, I believed my deduction was highly likely to be correct. Still, unless I heard the details from Light Sparrow herself, I could not confirm it.


  “That’s wonderful! Ah, but then, what about improving her relationship with Kuro and the matter with Zeno?”


  At some point, the reason Bertia had been visiting Light Sparrow every day had changed.


  Discovering the cause of Light Sparrow’s unstable power would not necessarily improve those matters.


  Unless the two were connected.


  “It’ll be fine. I can’t say anything definite until I hear Light Sparrow’s account, but I suspect those issues will be resolved alongside it.”


  Bertia blinked at me in puzzlement.


  “B-But so far, Operation Show Off Kuro’s Cuteness has not been going well.”


  Perhaps remembering that her recent efforts had shown no sign of bearing fruit, Bertia’s expression darkened.


  Well, as things stood, it would not go well.


  To begin with, when someone had already declared that they disliked another person, having that person’s cuteness pushed on them was unlikely to change that opinion.


  It was common enough for someone to notice the good points of a person they disliked on their own and gradually change their impression. But when those good points were pressed onto them by someone else, if their dislike was firm, they would likely dismiss it with little more than a lukewarm attitude.


  Their own senses, or the words of a third party—one they had only just met, no less.


  If forced to choose, they would trust their own senses.


  In this case, however, I suspected the problem lay even deeper than that.


  Unless the cause was removed, Light Sparrow’s mysterious fear of Kuro and her affection for Zeno would probably not change.


  “I tried cooking together with Light Sparrow in order to show her Kuro’s good points,” Bertia said. “But for some reason, while my favorability went up, Kuro’s did not change at all.”


  I mean, that’s only natural, right?


  When Bertia made things like inari sushi, Kuro helped, certainly, but she did not actually make and complete dishes on her own.


  “I thought that if we captured her stomach, everything would work out somehow. Why did it turn out this way?”


  In a sense, it succeeded, didn’t it?


  Her favorability toward the person who made the food, you, has gone up.


  “I also thought that exercising together might create a sense of unity, so we tried that as well. But that was no good either…”


  “What happened?”


  “It somehow ignited their sense of rivalry, and in the end, light and darkness flew back and forth so much that my eyes became very tired.”


  “We should have brought eye drops.”


  If light and darkness had been flying back and forth, that meant it had become a serious match involving spirit powers.


  If the only damage had been Bertia’s eye strain, perhaps we should count ourselves fortunate.


  “Incidentally, Zeno ended up in the heroine position, with lines like, ‘Please stop fighting over me!’ In the end, he was caught between attacks from both sides… pardon me, between balls coming from both sides.”


  “Come to think of it, there was a time when both of Zeno’s cheeks somehow turned red,” I muttered.


  Around the afternoon of the second day, I believe.


  Kuro had been stroking his cheeks with concern, hadn’t she?


  So half of that had been Kuro’s fault in the first place.


  More importantly, there was something that concerned me.


  “Tia, I thought I had been trying to stay with you all as much as possible, but I have no memory of the scene you just described.”


  There had been times when I left to investigate something or directly question the servants, but other than that, I had made an effort to remain with them.


  And yet I had no recollection of the episode she had just told me.


  What exactly did that mean?


  “Oh, for some reason, both Kuro and Light Sparrow suddenly become very motivated the moment Lord Cecil disappears. Zeno’s elder sisters also seem to think they’ve become the guardians once you are gone, so they enthusiastically suggest this and that.”


  You all understand that I am the chaperone, and you’ve been doing as you please the moment my eyes are off you, haven’t you?


  It was true that when left alone, matters tended to become direct very quickly, so I had deliberately applied some pressure. But surely they understood that I was only restraining them because they would otherwise do things they should not.


  One of Zeno’s sisters kept coming to check on me whenever I was elsewhere, and I had wondered what they were plotting.


  So they had been watching my movements in order to restore everything to normal before I returned.


  As for why Zeno had not reported it, most likely, he had been unable to restrain everyone on his own and hid the fact that they had run wild because he did not want to be scolded.


  I would have a proper talk with Zeno later.


  That said, in truth, I had more or less sensed it.


  When they claimed they had been drinking tea, yet the tea left on the table was clearly untouched and cold, or when Bertia, who was supposedly spending a peaceful time, was sleeping exhausted on the sofa, it would have been impossible not to notice.


  Still, because they tried to make everything look normal before I returned to Light Sparrow’s room, what they could do was considerably limited, preventing matters from growing unnecessarily heated. In that sense, I had fulfilled my role as a deterrent well enough.


  “I have various thoughts about what you just told me, but for now, regarding Kuro’s favorability… If my theory is correct, once the problem is solved, I cannot say it will rise immediately, but with that unnecessary fear removed, it should become easier. After that, it’ll simply be a matter of personal compatibility, so whether they become friends can be left to them.”


  Bertia tilted her head, looking as though she did not entirely understand my explanation. However, she seemed to grasp that I intended to resolve the problem regarding Light Sparrow today and tomorrow and that if she waited a little, she would learn the result.


  “I understand,” she said with a nod.


  Still, with everyone sneaking around behind my back, I’m rather curious what exactly happens.


  Perhaps I should watch.


  Today, I had a fair amount of time, after all.


  Besides, humans were creatures who wanted to know precisely because something was hidden from them, weren’t they?


  So this could not be helped.


  Part 4


  After we went to the Castle of Light, I parted from Bertia and the others as usual, performed a final confirmation of the information that had almost fully come together, made various small adjustments, and then headed for Light Sparrow’s room earlier than the time I had announced beforehand.


  Whenever I didn’t give them a specific time, Zeno’s sisters would slip out every now and then to check when I might return. But if I casually worked my plans for the day into ordinary conversation, then until the time I said I would head back drew near, no one would come to check on me.


  After all, the reason Zeno’s sisters had been monitoring my movements was so they could cover things up before I returned.


  If they had the reassurance that I would not be back until a fixed time, there was no need for them to peek in on me.


  “Hehe… I wonder what they’ve been doing behind my back. I’m kind of looking forward to this.”


  There was a high chance that the light spirits working in the Castle of Light were helping them with the cover-up as well. So I had pretended to investigate something in the library, which was relatively close to Light Sparrow’s room and where it would not seem strange for me to ask to be left alone. Then I left the library far earlier than the time I had announced and headed for Light Sparrow’s room.


  Just as I’d expected, the servant spirits who were likely cooperating with the deception looked visibly startled when I emerged from the library so unusually early. They hurriedly tried to stop me, exchanging glances as though signaling another spirit to go inform the others. But of course, I would not fall for such tactics.


  I dismantled the arguments of the spirit who tried this way and that to persuade me to remain in the library a little longer. Then I stopped the spirit to whom he had sent that glance, casually selected several books under the pretext that I intended to read them in Light Sparrow’s room, and asked him to carry them for me.


  Strictly speaking, we were guests recognized by the Spirit King, as well as guests whose visit to the castle had been permitted by the King of Light. If I made a request, it was difficult for servants like them to refuse.


  The spirit who had been trying to hold me back quickly said, “I-I will carry them myself!”


  I refused with a convenient excuse. “There’s something I would like you to look at and explain to me on the way.”


  In doing so, I created a situation where neither of them could leave.


  After that, all that remained was to proceed briskly to Light Sparrow’s room.


  Of course, those two were not the only spirits working in the King of Light’s castle. There was a high chance that other spirits who saw us moving through the halls would panic and run to inform Light Sparrow and the others.


  However, the library and Light Sparrow’s room were close. As long as I restrained the ones who would normally have run ahead first, even if another servant spirit we passed on the way did rush off to report, there would be almost no time left for them to cover anything up.


  “U-Um… Lady Light Sparrow’s room is here…”


  Light Sparrow’s angry shouting drifted from inside the room.


  The flustered voices of Zeno’s sisters and Bertia as they tried to stop her followed.


  And then came Kuro’s warning hiss.


  When I arrived in front of Light Sparrow’s door, those sounds carried through it with ease. The spirit who had guided me and the spirit carrying my books had both gone pale, sweat pouring down their faces.


  I see.


  We had passed several servant spirits in the corridor, but because these two were accompanying me, the others must have assumed they had already informed everyone that I was heading for Light Sparrow’s room. No one had gone ahead.


  A pleasant miscalculation.


  “What are you doing?” I asked. “We’re going in.”


  Though he surely understood there was no escape now, the spirit still hesitated to open the door. I urged him on with a bright, full smile.


  The spirit guiding me flinched, shoulders trembling. The spirit carrying the books already looked as though he had given up entirely.


  Even though the only thing left to do was quietly open the door, the spirit still hesitated, clearly torn over what to do. I applied a little more pressure with my smile.


  His shoulders trembled again, and he glanced toward the spirit carrying the books.


  That spirit, having correctly understood the situation and reached the realm of resignation, looked back with the eyes of a dead fish and gave a small, silent nod.


  “Haa… Very well. I shall open it!”


  After letting out a deep sigh, the guide spirit apparently decided that even if it was only at the very last second, he wanted the people inside to notice my arrival before the door opened. He announced my visit in an oddly loud voice and knocked firmly.


  The group currently making a spectacular racket did not seem to notice.


  Receiving no response to either the knock or the announcement, the guide spirit hesitated, then glanced at me.


  I smiled brightly and jerked my chin toward the door.


  Sweat streaming down his face, the guide spirit knocked hard once more.


  “Yes?”


  That voice had to be Spring Wind’s. The door opened along with her easy reply.


  “Ah.” A small, panicked sound escaped the guide spirit.


  Spring Wind had likely opened the door without a care in the world, wearing her usual cheerful smile.


  The guide spirit must have realized, far too late, that during the second knock, he had neglected to announce the visitor’s name. The moment Spring Wind opened the door without any caution and saw me standing behind him, she froze with her smile still fixed in place.


  “Hello. Thank you for welcoming me. It sounds as though things inside have become quite lively.”


  Pretending not to notice the two motionless figures, I pushed the door Spring Wind had opened even wider. Since she was still holding the handle, Spring Wind drifted forward along with the door. I stepped around her and entered the room.


  Wind spirits often floated in the air, so unless they deliberately tried to stay in place, they could be moved along smoothly without resistance. Quite convenient.


  “Eh? Wait a moment—”


  Only after I slipped past her and entered the room did Spring Wind finally snap back to herself and try to stop me.


  But it was far too late.


  I took in the sight spread before me and began considering what to do.


  “Stay away from me, you beast!”


  “Hssssss!”


  “M-My disguise is not a beast! It is a beautiful bird!”


  “P-Please wait! Pillow fights are not supposed to be so serious! A pajama party should be more peaceful! You talk together, share the names of people you like or little secrets, and deepen your friendship!”


  “The person I like is Lord Zeno! So hurry up and release Lord Zeno from your wicked power!”


  “Hsssh!”


  “I will never acknowledge you as Lord Zeno’s mate!”


  Kuro and Light Sparrow were holding black and white pillows respectively, not throwing them but trying to ram them into the other and beat each other with them.


  Between them stood Bertia, clutching a large pillow and panicking helplessly.


  This was beside the point, but although Kuro was only making threat hisses, they seemed to be having a proper conversation.


  Is that some sort of ability unique to spirits?


  Probably not.


  Also, Light Sparrow had called Kuro a beast in a derogatory way, but while Light Sparrow’s own disguise might be that of a bird, her uncle bore the name Sun Lion, and his assumed form was most certainly lionlike. In other words, he would fall firmly into the beast category. Was that all right?


  On top of that, he was the king of light spirits, and Kuro’s mother, whose disguise was also a fox like Kuro’s, was the King of Darkness.


  Looking down on someone because their disguise was a beast seemed rather risky.


  Well, she had probably only said it because anger had gone to her head. Perhaps she did not truly look down on beast-form disguises.


  “Wait, both of you! Please stop this! Pillows are not meant to be slammed into people!” Bertia cried. “They are meant to be thrown!”


  Tia, that’s wrong too.


  Pillows are not for throwing. They are meant to be placed beneath one’s head while sleeping.


  “Ah! Your Highness, you came! Please do something about this.”


  Zeno, who had been floundering in the corner of the room just like Bertia, clearly uncertain what to do about a battle between women, noticed my presence and appealed to me for help.


  Being clung to by a man doesn’t make me particularly happy, you know?


  “Is this not a fun pajama party?” I asked.


  Wasn’t this the sort of thing Bertia often did to deepen friendships among women?


  Though no friendships were being deepened at all, and despite the pajamas, it was currently the middle of the day.


  “Your Highness, you know perfectly well what the situation is, don’t you?” Zeno muttered.


  “Yes, of course. Everyone has been doing something entertaining behind my back, haven’t they?”


  When I smiled brightly, Zeno and his sisters jolted and turned toward me.


  Aside from Spring Wind, the sisters seemed to notice my presence only now. Their eyes widened in surprise, and then they awkwardly looked away.


  “No, um, that is…” Zeno faltered.


  I kept smiling and turned my gaze to him.


  He was sweating profusely, but that did not matter.


  “More importantly, those pillows Kuro and Light Sparrow are using. They’re fighting while infusing them with spirit power, aren’t they?”


  At a glance, they appeared to be ordinary black-and-white pillows, but on closer inspection, the material covering their surfaces had a texture different from cloth.


  Besides, each time they collided, they made sounds no pillow should ever make—sharp metallic clangs and heavy cracks. And perhaps because it could not match Kuro’s defensive dark power, cracks had begun to appear in Light Sparrow’s pillow.


  Judging from the feathers scattered around them, they had likely started by hitting each other with ordinary soft pillows. Then, as matters heated up, they had begun using spirit power.


  “Well, yes, that’s true, but… since both of them are using their powers against each other, I thought there was no real danger…”


  “The one standing between them trying to stop them is my adorable wife, who happens to be a flesh-and-blood human.”


  On the surface, it might look like the charming sight of women quarreling and hitting each other with pillows, but in reality, my precious person was standing in a far more dangerous position than it appeared.


  Kuro was probably holding back so as not to harm her master, Bertia. Looking closely, she had also spread a faint defensive barrier.


  But Light Sparrow was simply angry and attacking Kuro.


  Because light spirits mainly possessed healing power, no major damage had occurred, but she was not controlling herself as carefully as Kuro.


  “U-Um, we were watching that part too! See? We were flying around and keeping things under control!”


  “We made sure Bertia would not be harmed!”


  “For spirits, this is no different from playing around, so there is no need to react so strongly.”


  Perhaps sensing my anger, Zeno’s sisters gathered near me and began offering excuses one after the other.


  Don’t you guys understand that if you, who are supposed to be watching to prevent a major problem, come over here, the danger over there increases?


  “Ah… ah… please, both of you, stop already!”


  As Kuro and Light Sparrow’s fight grew even more heated, Bertia finally shouted in a tearful voice.


  The moment Kuro reacted to Bertia’s distress and loosened her strength, Light Sparrow swung her pillow down diagonally from above with tremendous force. With no one to stop it, the momentum became too much, and the pillow slipped from her hand.


  “Ah!”


  “Tia!”


  Seeing the pillow fly straight toward Bertia, I broke into a run.


  A split second after me, Kuro panicked and threw herself around Bertia to shield her, raising a barrier.


  Clang!


  In an instant, I grabbed the sword I wore at my waist, the one borrowed from the Spirit King, still in its sheath, and swept it one-handed through the air. At the very last moment, I knocked the pillow away.


  Bang! Thud.


  The pillow I struck slammed into the wall, dented it slightly, and dropped to the floor.


  No matter how I thought about it, that was not the sound of a pillow hitting something.


  Zeno’s sisters fell silent.


  Light Sparrow sat frozen, stunned by the realization that she had put Bertia in danger.


  Zeno hurried over to Bertia and Kuro, who was clinging to her protectively, and checked to make sure they were safe.


  After glancing around and confirming there was no longer any danger, I turned my gaze back to Bertia as well.


  “T-That startled me.”


  My wife sat flat on the floor and spoke in a strangely deflated voice. Internally, I felt a deep wave of relief.


  “Tia, are you all right? Does anything hurt?” I asked.


  “I am perfectly fine! Kuro and Lord Cecil protected me.”


  Bertia did not look angry in the slightest. Instead, she smiled at me as though trying to reassure me, and I smiled back.


  But that did not mean the anger inside me had settled.


  I turned toward Zeno’s sisters, who had just exhaled in relief behind us, and narrowed my eyes.


  They flinched under my gaze.


  When I shifted that gaze toward Light Sparrow, she shrank back as well, sitting weakly on the floor in fear.


  Of course, they were not the only ones at fault.


  Everyone in this room was to blame.


  Yes, including Tia.


  “I assume you understand this already, but this game is now forbidden.” At my words, everyone nodded vigorously. “And Tia. There’s nothing wrong with trying to deepen friendships, but when two people are still hostile, any interaction that sets them against each other will have the opposite effect, so let us not do that again. Especially anything that involves hitting each other. No matter the form, it is forbidden. Spirits are stronger than humans in many ways. Things cannot be handled the same way they would with people. The danger is much greater.”


  “I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again,” Bertia replied.


  The situation had escalated far too much, and Bertia had clearly grown helpless because she no longer knew what to do. Even without my saying so, she already seemed to be reflecting on it.


  When I glanced over, Light Sparrow was also looking down, ashamed of what she had done.


  “Zeno. Ladies. If you cannot stop something yourselves, then don’t try to get rid of the person who can. You cannot take responsibility if someone gets hurt, can you?”


  Perhaps this was the only time matters had become this dangerous, but dangerous was dangerous.


  If they wanted to hide things from me because they disliked being scolded by the person meant to stop them, then they needed to act properly as guardians and take precautions suited to their own abilities.


  Had it only been harmless mischief, I might have overlooked it. But if they could only watch a situation like this unfold while enjoying it, without actually controlling it, then they should not have tried to escape their watcher’s eyes.


  “B-But…”


  “Well…”


  “This time was just…”


  “It was not as though we…”


  Zeno’s sisters seemed aware that the situation had been bad, yet they still tried to offer excuses. I turned my gaze on them and narrowed my eyes.


  “Yes?”


  “We’re sorry!”


  “Please keep your mischief within reasonable bounds,” I said.


  “Yes!”


  Like the sisters they were, they apologized and answered in perfect unison. Finally, I smiled at them brightly, adding one last dose of pressure.


  After that, none of them said another word.


  “To silence my sisters like that. As expected of Your Highness,” Zeno murmured behind me, sounding moved.


  As for your lecture, Zeno, I will take plenty of time for that once we return to the castle of the King of Darkness.


  Prepare yourself.


  Part 5


  Now then, after today’s final checks, everything had been confirmed, and the preparations were complete.


  All that remained was to question Light Sparrow directly and have her tell us the truth.


  After that, I would explain why what she had done had led to her current condition. Then, if we considered how to improve it… No, if I prompted her to consider how to improve it, our role would be finished.


  “If things go quickly, this should be resolved by tomorrow, and we can return to Alphasta the day after.”


  The following day, when we arrived at the King of Light’s castle, we parted ways immediately at the entrance.


  I needed to report to Sun Lion and obtain his consent, in a sense, regarding what I was about to do.


  I left Bertia and the others, went to Sun Lion’s office, and spoke with him, but there was nothing particularly noteworthy about that conversation.


  When I reported the matter plainly and told him that I intended to question Light Sparrow afterward, Sun Lion merely grimaced and said, “I overlooked that possibility.” As for my questioning Light Sparrow, he answered quite readily with a simple, “I understand.”


  However, he did seem to genuinely want his niece’s condition to improve, and he asked me to tell him the result after I spoke with her.


  Thus, after finishing my conversation with Sun Lion, I arrived at Light Sparrow’s room.


  And at that very moment—


  “Chirp!”


  Boom! Crash!


  Along with a birdlike cry from inside the room, something—no, judging by the sound, most likely a window or wall—was destroyed with a violent crash.


  “Tia!”


  Crack— Bang!


  For a brief instant, I almost wondered calmly what had happened. Then I remembered that Bertia was inside the room where the sound had come from. Gripping the sword I had borrowed from the Spirit King, I kicked the door down and slipped into the room.


  Light Sparrow’s room was in a dreadful state.


  The one saving grace was that the front side of the room remained intact, apparently because Kuro had immediately raised a barrier.


  Inside that barrier, I found Bertia wearing a startled expression. I swept my gaze over her entire body, confirmed visually that she was not injured, and let out a breath of relief.


  Only then did I exhale deeply, steadying the breath that had unconsciously grown ragged from panic.


  “Chirp!”


  The birdlike cry rang through the room again.


  At the same time, what must have been Light Sparrow’s light power flared, and a blinding radiance illuminated the surroundings.


  It seemed that the light itself had no power to destroy objects.


  The wall had likely been broken by the source of that light, Light Sparrow’s body. She had grown enormous, white with golden patterns, and… was she a sparrow? Most likely, she had smashed the wall while thrashing her wings in an attempt to fly.


  Now she had escaped through the large hole in the wall and was flying outside, crying and flashing as though threatening us.


  Judging by how violent the behavior was compared to Light Sparrow’s usual personality, she had probably lost herself.


  “This has become troublesome,” I muttered.


  Now that I knew my wife was safe, I could finally breathe and regain enough composure to assess the situation.


  Everyone in the room was almost completely unharmed.


  Zeno seemed to have sustained a minor injury and was holding his left hand, but he was moving normally, so it was probably only a scrape or bruise.


  Had it been Bertia, I would have had her treated immediately, but since it was Zeno, perhaps it was fine.


  Zeno noticed my gaze and nodded with a serious face to confirm that he was fine. When I smiled and nodded back confidently, he looked stunned.


  What? Do you want me to worry about you?


  I humbly yield the role of worrying over you to Kuro.


  “Tia, you seem fine at a glance, but are you injured anywhere? Does anything hurt?” I asked.


  “I-I’m all right! Kuro protected me at once. But Zeno was closest to Light Sparrow, and…”


  After answering my question, Bertia looked toward Zeno with concern.


  Zeno, please stop looking moved by that.


  “Zeno says he is fine. Kuro is… uninjured as well, it seems.”


  When I spoke to her, Kuro, who had been watching Light Sparrow warily while maintaining the dark barrier, turned back toward me. Without a word, she raised her thumb calmly.


  “Kuro, thank you for protecting everyone. By the way, where’s the light spirit the King of Light assigned as a guard?”


  That spirit had originally been placed here to respond in the event of such an incident.


  Since Kuro was a dark spirit and the daughter of a king on top of that, she was specialized in defense. In terms of protecting everyone, perhaps there was no one more suited than she was. But “suited” did not mean it was her responsibility.


  Even if Kuro cooperated, the spirit employed as the guard needed to take the lead.


  “Over there! Looks like he’s desperately trying to calm Light Sparrow, but I don’t think it’s working.”


  Bertia pointed toward a bird wreathed in light that looked rather like a hummingbird.


  Why had the guard spirit who had been assigned here abandoned his human form and assumed the shape of a hummingbird?


  He could fly, so he could approach Light Sparrow, but in terms of surface area, it seemed nothing but disadvantageous.


  At the very least, he would not be able to protect his charge with his own body if something happened.


  With a body that small, he would only be struck along with them and increase the number of victims.


  Perhaps a spirit could somehow manage that?


  “Oh my,” Spring Wind murmured with an air of exasperation. “That guard has always been a bit careless. It seems he forgot that form is not suited for protection.”


  I see.


  So he had instinctively assumed that form for no meaningful reason.


  I would make sure to lodge a proper complaint with Sun Lion later.


  “What happened here?!”


  Just as I made that vow in my heart, the very person in question appeared, having heard the commotion.


  I decided against saying anything now. Settling the situation came first.


  “Cecil, was it? You—”


  Sun Lion noticed me inside the room holding the Spirit King’s sword and glared.


  “This is a misunderstanding. Just before I entered, I heard a noise from the room. I was worried for my wife and the others, so I forced my way in,” I explained.


  “Then what is this?”


  Since I had only just told Sun Lion that I intended to question Light Sparrow, he seemed to have misunderstood and thought this was the result.


  The fact that I had drawn the Spirit King’s sword to protect Bertia had likely contributed to that misunderstanding.


  Combining the current situation with what Sun Lion had heard from me, one could interpret it as me threatening Light Sparrow with a sword to force something out of her.


  However, because I denied it with perfect calm, Sun Lion appeared to realize his mistake immediately.


  “Um, Zeno did nothing wrong!” Bertia cried in a panic. “He merely protected Kuro!”


  Watching our exchange, Bertia hurriedly raised her voice.


  Bertia probably believed sincerely that Zeno had done nothing wrong, but when no one had mentioned anyone’s name and someone suddenly shouted, “So-and-so is not at fault!” it created the impression that the person in question had, in fact, done something and was being defended.


  Because of Bertia’s statement, Sun Lion and I both looked at Zeno at the same time.


  Perhaps because our gazes turned toward him so abruptly, or perhaps because he did feel guilty about something, Zeno straightened his spine sharply.


  “Zeno. Explain.”


  At my single command, Zeno swallowed, bowed in his usual attendant style, and began speaking.


  “Over the past few days, because Lady Bertia and Kuro have been visiting Lady Light Sparrow’s room, Lady Light Sparrow has grown somewhat accustomed to Kuro’s presence, and her fear has decreased. However, she has also frequently spoken and acted in ways that showed hatred toward Kuro, including disparaging remarks.”


  Sun Lion looked toward Bertia and me as if seeking confirmation.


  Most likely, he turned to us because Zeno’s sisters were, after all, Zeno’s family, and he thought they might not be impartial.


  Well, Bertia and I were also on Zeno’s side, so the possibility of us defending him was not all that different.


  “What Zeno says is true,” I said. “I’ve heard it myself many times. Of course, the reason we came here was to mediate the relationship between Light Sparrow and Kuro despite that, so I do not intend to blame her for it… so long as her words remained within the bounds of common sense.”


  I added the final phrase because, judging from Zeno and Bertia’s reactions, I could infer that Light Sparrow had likely crossed that “acceptable range,” and Zeno had scolded her for it.


  “Zeno is telling the truth,” Bertia added. “That’s why I was working so hard to improve Light Sparrow’s impression of Kuro. Though it did not go very well.”


  From what I had seen, for Light Sparrow—who had been forced into a kind of seclusion by her constitution, able to go only to the Domain of Light and the Spirit King’s domain—the daily visits from several people, especially women around an age where they might become friends, had likely been pleasant.


  Yesterday, she had even looked a little happy.


  However, to Light Sparrow, Kuro was an enemy, an evil being deceiving all of us. That conviction must have made her feel that she could not allow herself to be swayed. It seemed as though she spoke ill of Kuro partly to convince herself.


  Of course, the fear she had first felt toward Kuro still seemed to remain. Whenever Kuro came close, Light Sparrow would flinch, as though reacting unconsciously.


  In her mind, she might understand that Kuro was not evil. Yet her body still reacted with instinctive fear.


  And from Light Sparrow’s past experiences, someone who gave her a bad feeling was likely to be wicked. Unable to completely deny that possibility, she must have thought she could not trust Kuro. In short, she was tangled in conflict and deeply confused.


  “Then, today,” Zeno continued, “when Lady Bertia mentioned that she might soon need to return to the kingdom, Lady Light Sparrow said, ‘What kind of person brings such a filthy being back to her own country?’ and ‘Would it not be better to dispose of her here and take me instead, so there will be no rift between the human kingdom and the Spirit Realm?’ Her words were even more terrible than usual, so…”


  “So you lost your temper and scolded her?”


  Anger seeped into Zeno’s expression.


  His clenched fist tightened further.


  If someone said Bertia would be better disposed of, I would snap as well.


  I would surely give them a punishment their descendants would regret for generations.


  “I… apologize.”


  Zeno seemed aware that Light Sparrow’s rampage was his fault.


  Rationally speaking, to settle the situation smoothly, he should apologize.


  But he must have also felt that becoming angry at Light Sparrow for saying something so cruel was justified.


  There was an unusual pause before Zeno voiced his apology, and his face showed less remorse than frustration.


  This was where I should speak.


  “There is no need to apologize. Even if she feels instinctive fear toward Kuro, saying such things to someone who has done nothing is wrong. If she wishes to go that far, she should present proper evidence that Kuro is truly dangerous.”


  “I mean, I agree, but…”


  It would be a mistake for Zeno, who had created the immediate trigger for Light Sparrow’s rampage, to defend himself in front of her uncle.


  On the other hand, it would also be somewhat awkward for Sun Lion, as her uncle, either to direct anger at Zeno or to say that Zeno had done nothing wrong.


  If he became angry with Zeno, it would seem as though he could not judge fairly. But if he declared that Zeno had done nothing wrong and the currently rampaging Light Sparrow heard it, then she, who already had no clear ally at the moment, might be pushed even further into a corner and grow more unstable.


  Therefore, the best course was for me, a third party, to take a neutral position and still judge that Zeno had been right, while Sun Lion refrained from affirming Light Sparrow’s behavior but remained in a position to comfort her.


  “Sorry,” Sun Lion muttered awkwardly, quietly enough that only I could hear.


  Apparently, he had noticed my consideration.


  I answered him with a small shrug, letting him know that something of this level was hardly worth calling a problem.


  “Now then, we understand the situation. All that remains is to calm her down.”


  With those words, I raised the sword I had borrowed from the Spirit King.


  “H-Hey! She’s still my niece. Be gentle,” Sun Lion snapped, apparently alarmed by the sight of me readying my blade.


  “I don’t intend to wound her directly, but I think verbal persuasion is already impossible. Just look at that hummingbird over there.”


  Even while we had been talking inside Kuro’s barrier, the light spirit who had been assigned as a guard was still flying around the rampaging Light Sparrow, chirping desperately as though trying to persuade her.


  “Yes. I doubt words would work.” Sun Lion finally noticed the guard spirit and grimaced. “He’s serious and reasonably skilled, and he’s a good fellow, but when he panics, his ability to adapt to the situation is…”


  “I will lodge my complaint about him later. You may defend him again then. Right now, what matters is how we calm your niece, who has lost herself in her rampage.”


  Sun Lion had begun making excuses almost unconsciously, perhaps out of embarrassment over his subordinate’s sorry state, but he closed his mouth at my words.


  “Still, she’s in no state to listen…”


  “Do you have another method?” I asked.


  “What about calming her with the ‘healing light’ we can use?”


  “Does that work on another light spirit?”


  At my question, Sun Lion’s brows lowered.


  “If someone of higher rank uses it, it is not entirely ineffective. But the stronger the spirit, the greater their resistance. If I, as the King of Light, use it, I expect it will have some effect, but she is still my kin. Even with her instability, her power is fairly strong, so I cannot say how much it will work.”


  Sun Lion frowned in frustration.


  “If it has even a slight effect, then try it. The more methods we have, the greater our chances.”


  “In that case, we’ll help too,” Spring Wind said.


  “We’re here to stabilize that girl’s unstable power in the first place,” Summer Wind added. “We can hardly stand by now!”


  At their words, Autumn Wind and Winter Wind nodded in agreement.


  True enough. Since that was why they were here, there was no reason not to have them cooperate.


  “Then I will…”


  Hearing his sisters, Zeno, who possessed the same power of harmony, raised his hand as well.


  “Your sisters’ assistance will be useful, but Zeno, I want you to remain here and protect Tia and Kuro if anything happens.”


  For now, Kuro’s barrier seemed capable of maintaining a certain degree of defense.


  But Kuro was occupied with keeping that barrier up. I wanted someone left behind who could act if something unexpected occurred.


  Besides…


  “I don’t think you’re at fault. But since Kuro and Zeno are possible triggers for her current state, it would be better for both of you to keep your distance. You may end up provoking her instead.”


  “I understand. Please leave Lady Bertia to me.”


  Zeno must have felt guilty as well.


  For a moment, he seemed about to argue, but he swallowed the words and nodded.


  I would give him credit for that.


  “Now then, let us calm her down,” I said.


  I raised the sword once more.


  “Hey. So you’re drawing the sword after all?” Sun Lion gave me a flat stare.


  From the atmosphere, he probably assumed the other spirits would combine their powers to calm Light Sparrow down while I stayed back. Of course, that was not the case.


  If it were, I would not have entrusted my precious wife to Zeno.


  “L-Lord Cecil, violence is wrong! Peaceful resolution is important! She’s a girl! No, that’s not right. That sounds discriminatory. Violence is wrong no matter who the other person is!”


  Bertia, who had been watching our exchange, appealed to me with all her might.


  “Well, I guess it can’t be helped. I can’t exactly say no when my adorable wife asks something of me. That said, as I mentioned earlier, I had no intention of attacking her directly from the beginning. What I will cut with this sword is the power overflowing from her. Only the excess power running wild.”


  At my declaration, both Bertia and Sun Lion stared at me blankly.


  “To begin with, Tia, when I received this sword from the Spirit King, you heard him say, ‘This cannot cut spirits,’ did you not?”


  At my words, Bertia looked upward for a moment as though searching her memory, then raised her voice when she recalled it. “Oh! He did say that, didn’t he?”


  Hearing that, Sun Lion pressed a hand to his forehead and let out an exasperated sound.


  Well, that was very like Tia.


  “All right, time to go. Before she injures herself rampaging like that, I need to either weaken her power and bring her back to her senses, or, if that fails, aim for her to pass out from exhausting too much of her strength,” I said.


  “So that was what you meant.”


  “Here goes nothing. Zeno’s sisters have already gone and are doing their best, but it doesn’t seem to be having much effect.”


  We could not continue talking forever.


  Even now, Light Sparrow was still rampaging.


  “Ah! Lord Cecil!”


  Just as I was about to run, Bertia grabbed my clothes and forcibly stopped me.


  I almost choked from that, but let’s not bring it up now.


  This was, technically, a serious scene.


  “Tia, what is it?” I asked.


  “Um, well, you see… That part is bothering me. The place where the color looks different.”


  Bertia pointed again and again in the same direction.


  Naturally, Light Sparrow was in the direction she pointed, but the place in question was slightly distant from where the enormous bird was flying, so I could not tell from her pointing alone what area she meant.


  “Tia, I’ll listen properly. Can you tell me specifically which part of Light Sparrow’s body it is?”


  I stopped for the moment, turned toward Bertia, and prepared myself to hear her out.


  “The right side of her neck. There’s one white feather with a slightly different shade. Hmm, perhaps it is not growing there but attached? In any case, I feel as though it sometimes goes fwump.”


  Bertia stared intently at Light Sparrow as she thought.


  This is beside the point, but Bertia, is your eyesight not unusually good?


  To spot a white feather of nearly the same color as the body on a giant bird moving around at that distance…


  My eyesight was not poor either, but even I would not have found it unless Bertia had told me where to look.


  In fact, even after she specified the location, Sun Lion and Zeno seemed unable to find it. They narrowed their eyes and tilted their heads, murmuring, “Where?”


  “A white feather of a different shade, huh? I suppose this means my theory was correct. Tia, well done. If we remove that, this should probably be settled,” I said with a smile.


  “Truly? As expected of me!”


  Perhaps delighted by my praise, Bertia beamed. I stroked her head.


  In truth, her discovery of that thing really was a great achievement.


  Now we could settle matters all at once without wasting unnecessary effort.


  At moments like this, Bertia’s instincts, intuition—or perhaps it was a kind of luck? In any case, her ability to draw out the key to resolving problems was remarkable.


  “Now then, this time I really am going. Zeno’s sisters seem to be struggling quite a bit to use their powers while avoiding her attacks,” I pointed out.


  “Please take care, Lord Cecil. Oh, Lord Cecil, please take this with you.”


  Bertia’s expression changed as though she had just remembered something. She reached into a hidden pocket in her skirt, took something out, and gently offered it to me.


  Ordinarily, in a situation like this, the classic item would be a handkerchief she had embroidered herself, or some kind of charm.


  So why, then, was she handing me a fan that was obviously meant for a woman?


  Though I said “why,” I knew the reason.


  This fan contained the Spirit King’s power.


  When I was given this sword, the Spirit King had also imbued Bertia’s fan with his power so that she could protect herself if necessary.


  Now that I was about to face Light Sparrow, who was letting her spirit power run wild, this fan capable of opposing spirit power would be extremely useful.


  But it was, undeniably, a woman’s fan.


  Visually speaking, for me to wield it…


  “Lord Cecil, please don’t get hurt! Use this villainess-specification fan to knock away her power with style and protect yourself elegantly!” Bertia exclaimed.


  “No, wait a moment, Tia,” I muttered.


  “This fan will surely protect Lord Cecil in my place. I pray for your victory.”


  Bertia placed the fan in my hand, then clasped both her hands over mine and the fan, closing her eyes as though praying for my safety.


  This is something I can no longer refuse.


  Zeno, please stop turning your face away just because you can barely hold back your laughter.


  And Sun Lion, laughing outright without restraint? How bold of you.


  Very well. I will take that as proof you are prepared for what comes after.
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  “Thank you, Tia. Now then, shall we go, Sun Lion? Naturally, the magnanimous King of Light will serve as legs for me, since I cannot fly, won’t he?”


  Outwardly, I thanked her with a smile. Inwardly, I reluctantly gave up on turning down the fan.


  As a small act of retaliation, I pointed to the floor in front of me at Sun Lion, who was laughing so hard he was clutching his stomach.


  What I meant was, “Hurry up and assume your beast form, crouch in front of me, and prepare to let me ride you.”


  “Hey. What exactly are you trying to make me do?” Sun Lion, who had been laughing uproariously, grasped my intention and scowled.


  “Even as we speak, your niece is sustaining small injuries. Wouldn’t it be best to resolve this quickly?” I pointed.


  “Well, yes, that is true. But I have my pride as the King of Light, you know.”


  “To avoid injuring that pride, I think we should finish as quickly as possible, before the number of witnesses increases. For both our sakes.”


  He might have intended to laugh at the sight of me using a fan, but in that case, I would drag him down with me.


  “No, if I simply refuse to do it in the first place— Fine, fine, I understand! So stop smiling like that! It’s genuinely frightening!”


  When I applied pressure with a smile as he tried to refuse, Sun Lion folded almost immediately.


  It was good to know that royal pride could break surprisingly easily.


  With deep wrinkles between his brows and an expression of extreme reluctance, Sun Lion assumed the form of an animal.


  As expected, his animal form was a great lion gleaming with gold.


  “Let’s finish this before anyone else sees!” A low male voice came from the golden lion.


  Apparently, unlike Kuro, Sun Lion could still speak in animal form.


  No, Kuro did not speak even in human form, so perhaps spirits could normally speak while shaped like animals.


  “Then let’s go.”


  I placed one hand against Sun Lion’s back and lightly swung myself astride him.


  “Lord Cecil, you look so splendid!” Bertia shouted.


  “Thank you?”


  Seeing Bertia look up at me with sparkling eyes, I could not help smiling wryly.


  I was happy to be called splendid, but both Sun Lion and I were dissatisfied with our current appearances.


  “We’re going!”


  “Yes. I’ll leave it to you.”


  Unable to endure Bertia’s gaze any longer, Sun Lion broke into a run.


  “Hang tight!” he exclaimed.


  “I’m fairly good at riding,” I replied.


  “I am not a horse!”


  After that brief exchange, Sun Lion gathered strength in his body and kicked off the ground.


  The moment his golden fur glowed faintly, he began running through the air.


  So this is what it feels like to fly—or rather, run—through the sky.


  There was less shaking and impact than when traveling over the ground. It was surprisingly comfortable.


  “So, where am I going?” asked Sun Lion.


  “Originally, I intended to cut away the excess power overflowing from her body more or less at random. But Tia has given me something useful. There’s only one target now: her neck.”


  “Hey! You really aren’t going to attack her physically, right?”


  Despite being in lion form, Sun Lion somehow managed to widen his eyes dexterously at my words.


  He should have heard what I said earlier. How little trust he had.


  “Of course, it’ll be fine. Stop complaining and take me there,” I said.


  Light Sparrow’s light power flashed irregularly.


  Reluctant though I was, I snapped Bertia’s fan open and swept it outward to repel the light.


  Appearances aside, its effect was excellent.


  Had Bertia been the one using it, even the visual elegance would have been perfect.


  While I was thinking that, Sun Lion suddenly began running in a zigzag pattern, avoiding the light beams streaking through the air.


  Then, the instant Light Sparrow’s discharge of light power ceased, he gathered strength and accelerated all at once.


  “We’re approaching the target!” Sun Lion shouted.


  “There it is. Take me to that differently colored feather. I’ll cut it off as we pass.”


  “Make sure you cut the feather, got it? Do not cut my niece’s neck!”


  “You worry too much. This Spirit King’s sword can cut spirit power but not spirits themselves. There is no chance of failure. And if I fail and hurt her, will you complain to the Spirit King for me?”


  “You’re not going to take responsibility yourself?!”


  Though he grumbled, Sun Lion carried out what I asked of him perfectly.


  Light Sparrow flew wildly through the air, her eyes hollow, twisting her body, climbing and diving suddenly, spinning as she released power in every direction.


  Sun Lion pulled up to her right side and began running alongside her.


  “Tch. If I get any closer, we’ll collide. Can you reach?” Sun Lion asked.


  Because Light Sparrow was thrashing and flying at tremendous speed, there was inevitably some distance between her and me on Sun Lion’s back.


  I felt I could manage from here, but I wanted to do this more safely and more certainly.


  “What a bother. I’m going to jump from your back, so catch me below, will you?” I said.


  “Hey, wait! That’s dangerous!”


  I swiftly stood on Sun Lion’s back, watched for the right timing, then kicked off from him and launched myself toward Light Sparrow.


  I heard Sun Lion’s panicked voice behind me, but judging from the speed he had shown earlier, he should have no trouble catching me below afterward.


  “There it is.”


  Right before my eyes was a feather whose whiteness differed slightly from Light Sparrow’s own white plumage.


  I slid the sword toward that feather, and it was sliced off with almost startling ease, fluttering down through the air.


  Then my own body began falling due to gravity.


  Along the way, the severed feather happened to drift directly before me, so I seized it tightly in my hand.


  “As I thought. It was you, Pi-chan.”


  The feather in my hand was a color I recognized.


  Satisfied that my deduction had been correct, I lifted one corner of my mouth in a grin. At the same time, gold appeared beneath me.


  I braced myself and landed astride Sun Lion, letting the impact disperse properly.


  Once I confirmed that the sensation of falling had vanished, I looked up. Light Sparrow had lost consciousness, reverting from the form of a giant white sparrow back into her human disguise. Zeno’s sisters dove to catch her.


  “Good. I was wondering what I would do if Zeno’s sisters did not catch her. I have no intention of holding anyone in my arms except my wife,” I said.


  “You think everything except your wife is fairly unimportant, don’t you?” Sun Lion asked.


  I answered that question with nothing but a silent smile.


   

  Chapter 7: Bertia Returns Home to Alphasta


  

  Part 1


  Light Sparrow, who had lost control and exhausted too much of her power, did not wake for the rest of that day.


  However, because she was in the Domain of Light, a domain overflowing with the power of her own attribute, she had recovered completely by the next day.


  Still, as a precaution, she apparently spent that day in bed.


  “What does this mean? My power is stable. And the fear I felt toward the dark spirit, toward Lady Kuro, is gone too. So is that strange, nostalgic feeling I had toward Lord Zeno, like being wrapped in something warm.”


  Since we had successfully accomplished our objective, we decided to check on Light Sparrow one last time before returning home.


  After confirming that she had woken and that her condition was all right, we finished all our preparations to leave and visited her room.


  Incidentally, the moment we announced we were leaving, Daizu clung tightly to Kuro and refused to let her go, but Dark Fox persuaded him, and he reluctantly accepted it.


  Kuro’s parents looked terribly lonely when we left her family home, but in truth, after this, we were meeting at Zeno’s family home to redo the introductory party.


  Today, after attending that party, we would return directly to Alphasta.


  “The reason for your feelings toward Kuro and Zeno, and for the sudden instability in your power, is this.”


  I showed the confused Light Sparrow, who sat in bed, a white feather sealed inside a bottle.


  “That is… a feather? From a bird…? No. It belongs to an upper light spirit, like me. What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.


  “I shall explain!” Bertia declared grandly. “That is, you see… That is… What does it mean, Lord Cecil?”


  Bertia, who had been sitting beside the bed with Kuro on her lap, had started to explain with great enthusiasm, only to realize she did not know and turn back toward me.


  Yesterday, perhaps because so much had happened and she had grown exhausted, Bertia had fallen asleep almost immediately after we returned to Kuro’s family home and finished dinner and bathing.


  I thought it would be cruel to give a long explanation to my tired wife, so since she did not ask, I had left it unexplained until now.


  After all, explaining it once is more efficient than explaining it twice.


  “Tia, this is Pi-chan’s feather. Or rather, a remnant of his power after he used himself up and disappeared,” I explained.


  “What?!”


  Bertia cried out in shock and stared at the feather in my hand.


  The condemnation scene of the otome game in which Bertia had been cast as the villainess.


  Its stage should have been the graduation party in the year I completed my studies.


  By then, I had already fallen in love with Bertia. Naturally, I had no desire for the future she had described to me, the one that followed the otome game scenario, so I had ruined it completely.


  To be specific, at the moment Bertia was supposed to be condemned, I proposed to her instead.


  The one who objected was Lady Heronia Inderon, the baron’s daughter who possessed memories of a previous life from the same world as Bertia and had reincarnated as the otome game heroine.


  Although nothing had gone according to the scenario at all, Heronia convinced herself that everything was still proceeding well. She accused Bertia of crimes that had never happened, and in the end, she destroyed herself.


  However, her one true friend, the upper light spirit Pi-chan, used all the power he possessed in order to protect her and tried to twist the future itself.


  Both Bertia and I had upper spirits stronger than Pi at our sides, so naturally, that attempt failed. Even so, Pi worried for Heronia to the very end. Regretting the mistakes they had made, he vanished.


  Even when a spirit’s individual consciousness disappeared, their power itself did not vanish. It returned to become part of the world.


  I asked Zeno to preserve a portion of Pi’s fading consciousness, something like a soul. Even if all his memories could not return, as long as his power as a light spirit came back, he might one day revive. That fragment of Pi was entrusted to the one and only person he had wanted to protect.


  I told Heronia Inderon that if she wished for his revival, she should choose a convent located in a harsh environment, but in a place rich with the power of light. She chose to enter that convent, praying for the revival of Pi-chan, her only friend.


  Those were the events of last year.


  “T-This is Pi-chan’s… Wait, why was something like that attached to Light Sparrow’s neck?” Bertia asked with surprise.


  Even after learning that the feather attached to Light Sparrow’s neck belonged to Pi-chan, Bertia, who was not particularly quick on the uptake in situations like this, still seemed unable to grasp what had happened.


  No, perhaps that was only natural. It was the result of coincidence piled upon coincidence, to the point that one might think such odds impossible.


  “Light Sparrow,” I said, “before your once-stabilizing power became unstable again, there was a time when no one knew where you were, wasn’t there?”


  At my question, Light Sparrow flinched.


  It was a clear expression of guilt.


  Even so, perhaps because my tone made it clear I was certain, she lowered her head and reluctantly nodded.


  “According to the story, you said you were going to nap in your room, but when a servant came to check on you, you were gone. Then, after they searched, they found you sleeping in the garden, sunbathing. That’s what everyone believes. But in truth, you did not nap at all. You slipped out of your room and went to the human world, didn’t you?”


  Her body shrank in on itself.


  She looked exactly like a child bracing herself after being caught misbehaving, afraid she was about to be scolded.


  No, that was precisely what she was.


  “I… I…”


  Perhaps expecting anger, Light Sparrow’s eyes grew faintly wet with tears.


  “I’m not your guardian, so I have no intention of scolding you. Though I cannot say the same for your parents or your uncle.”


  To be honest, the matter itself meant little to me.


  Bertia cared about her, so I was cooperating.


  That was all.


  “If you won’t answer, I’ll explain my deduction instead. After this, we must attend the party for Zeno and Kuro’s introduction as mates and for their families to meet properly, then return to our kingdom directly afterward,” I said.


  “Oh…”


  At the words return to our kingdom, Light Sparrow’s eyes wavered with loneliness, and her gaze turned toward Bertia and Kuro.


  The fact that she did not look at Zeno there, and that she gazed sadly not only at Bertia but also at Kuro, meant that whatever binding thing had been eating away at her truly had been undone.


  Seeing that, Zeno smiled wryly, though there was a hint of happiness in his expression. Kuro flicked her tail twice from side to side in helpless resignation.


  That was probably her way of saying, “I will let bygones be bygones.”


  Whether Light Sparrow understood that or not was another matter.


  “Before I explain what I believe happened to you, let me first explain what happened to us.”


  When I showed that I intended to continue, Light Sparrow turned her gaze back to me and tilted her head.


  Most likely, she wondered why I was suddenly saying I would talk about us when we had been discussing what had happened to her.


  Still, I needed to explain Pi-chan to her to some extent.


  Of course, I intended to omit the details about the otome game, but I had to explain what he had done, what he had tried to do, and what had happened to him.


  If I simply told her that he had vanished, it could invite misunderstandings.


  For example, she might think we had unjustly attacked and destroyed a light spirit.


  With that in mind, I skipped over certain portions, choosing only the bare minimum necessary, then told her about Pi-chan’s end.


  “I see. An upper light spirit attacked you in order to fulfill his contractor’s selfish wish, spent himself away, and vanished. So that’s what happened,” she muttered.


  At first, Light Sparrow had grown angry at Pi-chan and Heronia Inderon’s selfish actions. But by the end, her eyes were sorrowful, as though mourning Pi-chan’s disappearance.


  “I understand the story,” Light Sparrow said quietly. “But how does that connect to me?”


  Though the tale of Pi-chan had left the mood heavy, we could not end there.


  If we did, it would merely remain a sad story.


  “This feather, this fragment of Pi-chan’s power, was found on your body. From that, there is only one thing to infer. The time when you slipped out and came to the human world, to Alphasta, overlapped exactly with the incident I just described. While you were watching the human world without knowing anything, Pi-chan’s soul, which had just shattered and still retained its original form, his power containing his memories, attached itself to your body.”


  At my words, Light Sparrow seemed to realize something. Her expression changed, and she looked sharply at Pi-chan’s feather in my hand.


  “Your constitution already makes you susceptible to other spirits’ influence. You were affected not merely by power naturally released from another spirit, but directly by power that could be called that spirit’s very root. I believe that caused your condition to worsen all at once.”


  Because even power naturally released from other spirits could influence her, Light Sparrow had been unable to leave the Domain of Light, where light power was dominant. Even if it came from a spirit of the same attribute, what effect would there be if a solid mass of that power clung to her body?


  Worse, because it had remained attached as a mass, she had continued to be affected by it over a long period of time.


  That was the true cause of her condition.


  “Then the feelings I had toward Lord Zeno and Lady Kuro were…”


  Perhaps she had begun to understand on her own. Light Sparrow looked slightly awkward as she asked for confirmation.


  “When Pi-chan was on the verge of disappearing, Zeno wrapped him in his own power and protected him,” I explained. “I suspect that memory remained. As for Kuro, when Pi-chan attacked us, she protected us with a barrier. By trying to force his way into that barrier, Pi-chan was wounded and eventually vanished. So what remained there was likely the fear of Kuro as a being who could erase him.”


  The thing attached to Light Sparrow was a fragment of Pi-chan, but it was not complete.


  Pi-chan had known he might be injured and disappear, yet he had charged into Kuro’s barrier because he wanted to protect Heronia. If the memory of that courage and conviction had been lost, then only the fear of disappearing would remain.


  Memories and emotions were delicate things. If even one of them vanished, the same actions might not produce the same result.


  That was how I saw it.


  “Now that this white feather, this fragment of Pi-chan, has been removed, you should no longer be under his influence. When you look at Kuro and Zeno now, what do you feel?” I asked.


  Zeno wore his usual gentle expression, and Kuro tilted her head with a blank look.


  However, her ears trembled ever so slightly. Though she was hiding it, perhaps she was actually a little nervous.


  “Lord Zeno seems like a kind person, but I do not feel the same strong emotion I did before…” she muttered.


  After saying this awkwardly, Light Sparrow smiled apologetically at Zeno.


  She seemed to feel guilty for saying she no longer held strong feelings for him after having declared that she wanted to become his mate, but that guilt was unnecessary.


  For Zeno, who already had Kuro as his mate, being loved by someone else was troublesome.


  That was precisely why his expression showed a faint hint of relief.


  “As for Lady Kuro…” Light Sparrow lowered her eyes. “I’m truly sorry for saying such terribly rude things because of my misunderstanding. And… I know it may not be something I’m allowed to ask, but even so, if there is even the smallest possibility, I would like Lady Bertia and Lady Kuro… both of you… to become my friends.”


  At first, she sounded deeply apologetic.


  By the end, her voice was almost a whisper, laced with unease, embarrassment, and desperate sincerity.


  “Oh my! Of course!” Bertia cried happily, her smile as bright as a flower blooming. “I wanted to become friends with you too, Light Sparrow! That’s exactly why I wanted you to like Kuro as well, because she’s so precious to me!”


  Kuro…


  After waving her tail back and forth, Kuro climbed down from Bertia’s lap. Then she walked over to Light Sparrow, who was drooping sadly after reflecting on what she had done and saying she could not be forgiven, and gently patted her head.


  “L-Lady Bertia. Lady Kuro!”


  Tears of joy and gratitude welled in Light Sparrow’s eyes.


  “Light Sparrow,” Bertia said gently, “Kuro is adorable, kind, and a very good girl, is she not?”


  “Yes. Yes! Of course she is!”


  At Bertia’s question, Light Sparrow nodded again and again with a radiant smile.


  Kuro looked a little embarrassed, but she seemed happy that Light Sparrow had come to like her.


  Part 2


  “We’ve only just become friends…” Light Sparrow murmured sadly, reluctant to part.


  Bertia and Kuro were just as sorry to say goodbye. Even so, we could hardly cancel the introductory party that awaited us, and so the three of them parted.


  At the end, they promised that once Light Sparrow became able to visit the human world without issue, she would come to see them.


  As for Zeno and me?


  Naturally, we were entirely out of the circle.


  All we could do was watch the women laugh together, enjoy themselves, and regret their parting as we waited for time to pass.


  Still, both Zeno and I found happiness in seeing our wives look so pleased, so that time was not painful at all.


  “Zeno! Kuro! Congratulations! Cheers!”


  At Zeno’s family home, the introductory party began.


  Once everyone originally intended to attend had gathered, Bertia gave the toast.


  At first, I had been asked to do it, but Storm Bird said, “I want to start things in a brighter mood, so Bertia would be better,” and Dark Fox quietly agreed, saying, “I think so too.” Thus, the role was handed to Bertia.


  I had not particularly wanted to do it, so that was fine. Still, I did think it was rather rude to say so plainly that Bertia would be better.


  As for Dark Fox, I had the impression she agreed because she wanted to become friends with Storm Bird and was using it as a chance to start a conversation.


  Of course, Dark Fox likely also wanted her daughter’s new beginning to be blessed by the contractor her daughter loved so much.


  In the Spirit Realm, I was not royalty.


  In the human world, people treated me as the crown prince of a great kingdom. Here, however, I often received rather casual treatment.


  I understood it was due to differences in status and sensibility, so I had no intention of complaining.


  It merely felt a little fresh.


  Though recently, even my aides and Bertia’s friends had become far more relaxed in the way they dealt with me compared to the past. Perhaps one day, my relationship with them would also become one where we could exchange light jokes like this.


  As royalty, that might be problematic, but they were all exceptionally capable and could properly adjust their attitudes according to the occasion. I intended to be tolerant of that.


  No. Perhaps I actually found the idea amusing and was looking forward to it a little.


  It was a way of thinking my former self would never have imagined, but surely this was the result of being constantly influenced by Bertia.


  “A great many things happened, but I’m glad everything settled peacefully in the end,” I said with a smile.


  Once this party ended, we would be returning to our kingdom, so I avoided alcohol. Instead, while drinking and eating other things, I watched Zeno get surrounded and teased by his sisters.


  Bertia, perhaps feeling as though she was sending off a daughter in marriage, was speaking with Daizu about memories of Kuro, her eyes growing misty.


  Dark Fox, bewildered by Storm Bird happily flying around her, was nonetheless trying her best to communicate.


  The scene was somewhat chaotic, but it seemed safe to call everyone happy.


  As I spent a while observing the party alone, Enishi suddenly spoke to me.


  “Sorry for causing so much trouble this time.”


  “I won’t say it was no trouble,” I replied. “I will consider it a debt.”


  “You really do speak plainly. Well, given your position as royalty, I suppose that sort of negotiation skill becomes necessary.”


  Enishi smiled wryly at the words I had phrased like a joke.


  Even though I had said it jokingly, he knew I meant it.


  But that could not be helped.


  There was already something I wanted his cooperation on.


  For that reason, I could hardly say something like, “Don’t worry about it.”


  My principle was to use everything that could be used, after all.


  “It’ll be all right. The chance to repay that debt will come very soon.”


  “From that tone, you’ve already decided how you intend to make me repay it, haven’t you?” Enishi glanced at me as if urging me to say it.


  He did not accept it lightly, but he was willing to hear me out. That response gave a rather favorable impression.


  “It’s nothing so serious. My wife apparently wants to hold an event in our kingdom,” I explained.


  “An event?”


  The subject seemed unexpected, and Enishi looked puzzled.


  “It is a festival called Halloween, where people enjoy wearing costumes. It differs somewhat from the original purpose of the festival, but I would like to make use of the ‘dressing up and having fun’ aspect to create an event for interaction with the Spirit Realm.”


  I deliberately did not explain that, in the original festival, costumes were used because “evil things” descended along with ancestral spirits, and people dressed up to be mistaken for their companions or to frighten them off and prevent mischief.


  We intended to adapt it into a new Alphasta-style event, but if I told them that the original purpose of the costumes was to deal with evil things, it could offend them.


  “Interaction?” Enishi asked, his expression growing suspicious. “I have heard that, at present, the existence of spirits is kept hidden from all but a select few humans in order to protect us. Does that not contradict it?”


  In response, I deliberately smiled.


  “Of course, that part will remain hidden as before. Spirits will be treated as beings of legend. On top of that, I’m thinking of combining it with a harvest festival and making it a day to give thanks to the spirits who grant nature’s blessings.”


  “I see. You intend to keep it at the level of a fairy tale and hold the festival based on faith. In that case, spirits living in the human world would be less likely to be placed in danger.”


  Enishi seemed convinced by my explanation, and his expression softened slightly.


  “And what of these costumes?” he asked.


  “I was thinking of having people imitate the forms of the spirits they are thanking in order to receive their blessings. By doing so, the citizens of our kingdom—though at first, we would hold it only in the capital—would dress like spirits, making it impossible to tell if real spirits mixed among them.”


  “You would let us blend in with costumed citizens and go sightseeing?”


  Enishi’s gaze flicked briefly toward Dark Fox, who was speaking with Storm Bird.


  Being relatively perceptive, he seemed to understand from that alone what I—what my wife—wanted to do.


  “Of course, we would increase security during the festival. I also intend to have those who know the truth lead the hospitality properly. In a form like this, I believe both you and we could enjoy the exchange.”


  After I finished explaining everything except the parts I had intentionally omitted, Enishi looked thoughtful.


  “What do you want from me?”


  “I understand that the details need to be discussed more thoroughly. But first, I would like you to make the Spirit King believe this is worth considering. Even when negotiating, I think our intentions will be conveyed more easily through you than through us, who have had little contact with him until now.”


  “And if that still fails?”


  “Then I will give up and search for another path.”


  After that, Enishi’s demeanor shifted into that of the Spirit King’s younger brother, and he asked various questions.


  I answered each one in turn.


  In the end, Enishi agreed, saying, “I will bring it up, but after that, it will depend on you.”


  With that, we had at least taken the first step toward fulfilling Bertia’s wish.


  “Ah, that’s right. You suddenly began negotiating, so we wandered away from what I originally meant to discuss.”


  With a wry smile, Enishi said, “This is the main matter.”


  He took out a simple necklace from his pocket and handed it to me. Set into it was a beautiful stone about two centimeters wide.


  “This is…”


  At a glance, it looked like an ordinary necklace. But considering the timing, one possibility came to mind immediately.


  Surely, this is it.


  “This is a message from my brother,” Enishi said. “‘You were right. Please return this to its owner yourselves. Tell them I am sorry.’ That is what he said.”


  “So it really was that. We had not received any recent reports, so even I did not realize it until my wife noticed.”


  “We’ve been cracking down on these matters severely on our side as well. It seems the culprit slipped through that net, but when I heard there was still a fool doing such things, I was honestly exasperated.”


  Enishi let out a deep sigh, looking thoroughly fed up.


  While we had been occupied with Light Sparrow, Enishi had likely been moving on this matter.


  It must have been troublesome, but both incidents could be blamed on the spirits, so I decided they had to be responsible for resolving them.


  “I’ll consult my wife about this, then leave the decision to the person concerned,” I said.


  “Yes. Since that thing wore it for so long, their powers have blended slightly. It would be best to ask the person directly.” Enishi lowered his brows apologetically as he spoke.


  This case was clearly the act of an individual, so Enishi did not need to feel personally responsible to such an extent.


  Of course, since a resident of his side had done something to a person from another nation, someone responsible for governing the Spirit Realm might need to take responsibility. But that burden belonged not to Enishi, but to the Spirit King.


  “I understand. I will speak to them about that as well.”


  And so, with that enjoyable party as our final event, our first visit to the Spirit Realm came to an end.


  Part 3


  “I’m exhausted! Traveling is fun, but home really is best!”


  The moment we reached our room in Alphasta’s castle, Bertia flung herself onto the sofa.


  Bertia was always cheerful and smiling, but even she seemed truly tired this time. During the party, she had said, “My stomach feels somewhat heavy,” and she had been unable to eat as much as usual. Several times, I saw her bring a hand to her mouth.


  She also looked nauseous whenever we moved between domains, or between the Spirit Realm and the human world. It concerned me.


  If my hunch was correct, her current state was actually something we needed to be careful about.


  “Tia, lately you seem to feel nauseous or unwell quite often, so you must not move around so violently,” I said with a warm smile.


  The sofa in our room had been chosen to be especially soft and comfortable, so I would not scold her harshly. Still, I could not recommend throwing herself onto it.


  I was very worried, after all.


  “I only feel sick suddenly from time to time. Right now, I’m perfectly fine,” she said.


  “Even so… No, precisely because of that, you must not. You need to take care of your body.”


  “Lord Cecil, you’re worrying far too much today!”


  “And you are not worrying enough.”


  A person who had some idea and a person who had not noticed anything at all.


  Just that difference could create such a gap.


  “Tia, now that we’re back in Alphasta, let’s have a physician examine you properly. Of course, I’ll arrange for a female doctor.”


  “I feel like you may be worrying too much, but… very well. If that will reassure you, Lord Cecil, then I’ll do it.”


  When Bertia gave me that obedient answer with a smile, I let out a quiet breath of relief inside.


  When it came to matters like this, saying it out loud when the person herself had no idea felt somewhat awkward.


  If anyone was going to tell her, a doctor was surely the most appropriate person.


  More than anything, I wanted to know the truth as well.


  “But let’s leave the doctor for tomorrow,” Bertia said. “You said you had something to discuss after we returned, Lord Cecil, and I am tired too. Before being examined by a doctor, I want to rest.”


  Perhaps because of her fatigue, Bertia seemed a little less energetic than usual.


  Well, even I was tired, so it was hardly strange that Bertia, energetic as she usually was, would be tired as well.


  “Then let’s talk quickly about two things.”


  “Very well,” she answered brightly, then pushed herself up from where she had been sprawled on the sofa and sat properly, ready to listen.


  In front of her, I showed her the bottle containing Pi-chan’s feather and the necklace I had received from Enishi.


  Then I lightly lifted the bottle containing Pi-chan’s feather and spoke.


  “First, about this. We no longer need it, so I can throw it away, right? If I ask Zeno, he should be able to dispose of it.”


  “Absolutely not!”


  The answer came instantly.


  Since it was unnecessary now, I believed we could simply discard it. But if I did that without asking, Bertia seemed likely to say something, so I checked just in case. As expected, this was her answer.


  For me, not throwing it away merely meant a little extra trouble, but since I honestly did not care about it, it felt bothersome.


  “That is a fragment of Pi-chan. It must be a key item for the heroine striving to revive him. Obtaining it will surely become the trigger for the heroine, Lady Heronia, to set out on a journey, beginning her adventure to search for Pi-chan’s fragments!” Bertia’s eyes sparkled as she described the story unfolding inside her head.


  How unfortunate.


  Former Baroness Heronia had entered the convent as punishment, so she was in no position to go on an adventure or even a simple journey.


  Of course, if I said that aloud, Bertia would likely cry, “But she’s the heroine! That’s outrageous!” and begin trying to do something about it, so I kept quiet.


  Still, since Bertia had objected, I could not simply dispose of it.


  Even if this reached the former Baroness Heronia, it would not cause any trouble for us.


  If we sent it in Bertia’s name, she might even feel grateful.


  Very well. It’ll take some effort to send it, but I’ll do as my wife wishes.


  “I understand. Then I will send this to Lady Heronia,” I said.


  “Thank you very much.” Bertia beamed.


  I smiled wryly back at her, then moved on to the next matter by lifting the necklace slightly.


  “As for this…”


  “That is a necklace I have never seen before. What is it? Don’t tell me you’ve taken a mistress?”


  “Of course not. No, this concerns Milma’s lack of presence.”


  “Milma’s lack of presence? Is that not simply Milma’s special skill and individuality?”


  At the sudden mention of Milma, Bertia looked somewhat confused, unable to follow the thread of the conversation.


  Milma was Bertia’s personal maid, and she worked diligently. However, her presence was mysteriously faint. Because of that faint presence, people sometimes failed to notice she was there at all, or even forgot her existence. It seemed to have become something of a complex for her.


  Facing the puzzled Bertia, my expression grew a little more serious.


  The story I was about to tell Bertia—and afterward, Milma herself—concerned an incident that had distorted Milma’s life as a person.


  “Being able to see it as individuality or a special skill is one of your very good qualities, Bertia. And of course, I think it’s better to look at Milma that way. But what I am about to discuss is something more fundamental.”


  “What do you mean?” She asked.


  “If Milma’s faint presence was something she was born with, then we could simply appreciate how she uses that individuality to do her work well. But apparently, that’s not the case.”


  Bertia’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.


  “Do you remember the mouse spirit we met when we arrived in the Spirit Realm?” I asked.


  “Of course!” She replied enthusiastically. “The spirit who somehow reminded me of Milma, even though they did not resemble each other at all!”


  “Yes. Because you said that at the time, we discovered that, without our knowledge, a certain incident had occurred between spirits and humans.”


  “That sounds quite serious.”


  Ordinarily, Bertia might have said something like, “This great detective Bertia shall solve the mystery!” and enjoyed the puzzle. But perhaps she sensed the seriousness in my tone, because this time she was unusually quiet.


  “Have you heard of changelings? Stories of fairy-swapped children?”


  “It is essential knowledge for a fantasy world.”


  “I think that’s probably not quite right, but I’ll continue.”


  Looks like even when Bertia is listening seriously, she still occasionally says the weirdest things.


  Well, I knew that already.


  “To put it simply, it refers to fairies stealing human children and leaving fairy children, or something similar, in their place. In truth, this used to happen.”


  Then I explained it to Bertia.


  Many of the changeling incidents that had once occurred in the Kingdom of Alphasta had not been caused by fairies, but by spirits.


  Spirits, it seemed, could increase their power by being recognized.


  The things governed by weak spirits were often things people did not pay much attention to, while the things governed by strong spirits were often things people were keenly aware of.


  This did not simply mean knowing their names. The more people recognized, in any form, that something existed there, the stronger the spirits connected to it became.


  The things governed by the kings we had met during our visit to the Spirit Realm were all, in fact, very close to people’s lives and easy for them to notice.


  “Some wicked spirits began exchanging human children with themselves or with their own children in order to strengthen their power, to make themselves or their children more consciously recognized. Such incidents happened frequently. The things spirits govern, especially those that are difficult to notice, may exist right there and still go unseen. Humans are different. People recognize their presence, and even if they’re not noticed, they need only raise their voice to be seen. To weak spirits, that was apparently tempting enough to steal.”


  As Bertia listened, her expression twisted painfully, likely thinking of the parents whose children had been taken and of the children who had been exchanged.


  If possible, I would not have wanted to tell Bertia such a story.


  I knew her gentle heart would ache, and especially now, I did not want her hearing sad stories involving children.


  But during our visit to the Spirit Realm, a certain truth had come to light.


  It was not something I could ignore merely because I did not want to make Bertia sad.


  Besides, Bertia would be angry if I did.


  She was not the sort of woman who would turn away from something simply because she did not want to hear a sorrowful story.


  “Both the human world and the Spirit Realm treated this matter gravely and cracked down on it severely. At present, such things no longer happen… or so we believed.”


  Bertia looked startled and asked timidly, “C-Could Milma be a spirit?”


  I smiled gently to reassure her and slowly shook my head.


  “It’s all right. Milma is human. However, she’s a child who falls under a failed changeling attempt.”


  “A failed attempt? Then would that not simply mean it’s good she wasn’t exchanged?”


  Bertia tilted her head, question marks practically floating above it.


  This part was complicated. Without explaining it properly, it would be difficult for her to infer the details.


  “When spirits attempt a changeling exchange, they strongly dislike being noticed by humans. There is the danger to themselves, of course, but if humans recognize them as villains trying to steal their children, weak spirits can be deeply affected by that alone. Being recognized as an evildoer is much clearer than being vaguely recognized, after all.”


  Bertia nodded along, visibly struggling with the concept but doing her best to follow.


  I would need to check later whether she truly understood.


  “So, in order to avoid being noticed, before the exchange, they steal away the child’s presence so the human parents find it hard to recognize their own child,” I continued.


  “Presence… Failed… Ah! I understand! Milma had her presence stolen so she could be taken away!” Bertia’s face lit up as though she had just had a revelation.


  It seems she understands, after all. Good.


  “Exactly. Milma’s family is somewhat unusual. They are a bloodline sensitive to presence.”


  After all, it was a family that had produced royal messengers for generations.


  Their senses had been thoroughly trained and refined for infiltration and information gathering. Because of that, they must have noticed immediately when Milma’s presence suddenly grew faint.


  “That’s why they realized something was wrong with Milma at once and were able to save her before the spirit exchanged her. But given that no report of a changeling case ever reached us, the spirit must have escaped quite successfully.”


  “But then Milma’s presence…”


  “Remained stolen, I believe. That is why her presence is so faint it feels almost unnatural.”


  As I spoke, I showed Bertia the necklace again.


  “As for the spirit you said felt like Milma while we were there, I was curious and asked the Spirit King to investigate. It turns out she, or rather, her father, was the culprit who attempted to exchange her with Milma,” I said.


  “What?! The story connects there?” Bertia’s eyes widened in shock.


  “It does. And the reason that spirit carried Milma’s presence was that the presence stolen from Milma in childhood had been sealed into this stone and made into an accessory that she wore. A spirit gains power more easily, and that power adapts better and lasts longer, when the spirit itself is recognized in place of a human. But apparently, even the presence stolen from an infant is powerful enough to alter others’ impressions of them.”


  That mouse spirit had used the presence stolen from Milma to assert her own existence more strongly and make those around her recognize her as a powerful, beautiful spirit.


  “That’s terrible! Milma has suffered so much over her lack of presence.”


  Bertia and Milma were close.


  Bertia had never been the sort to care too much about status, so surely they spoke about personal matters and consulted with each other as well.


  That was why Bertia understood Milma’s pain.


  “The Spirit King has decided to punish both the parent who stole Milma’s presence and the mouse spirit who misused it. They brought this upon themselves through their own actions.”


  Even the kindhearted Bertia did not say the crimes of the mouse spirits who had warped Milma’s life should be treated lightly.


  “The matter of the culprits has already been entrusted to their side. The issue, or rather, the decision we must make, is what to do with Milma’s returned presence—this necklace.”


  Bertia leaned forward and gazed at the necklace I presented.


  “This is Milma’s. Yes, it does have Milma’s gentle, warm aura. Since this has returned, then giving it back to Milma will make her worries disappear, will it not?”


  Bertia touched the necklace happily.


  “That would be ideal. But the problem is that this necklace has also absorbed no small amount of the presence of the mouse spirit who has possessed it all this time.”


  “Huh?!”


  Bertia snatched her hand back as quickly as if she had touched something filthy.


  Her face had gone stiff.


  I could understand how she felt, but with me holding it, that reaction wounded me a little.


  “C-Can nothing be done about that?” She asked.


  “Apparently not. It has perfectly assimilated, and in a sense, become a new presence entirely,” I replied.


  “Then what are we supposed to…”


  Bertia’s expression, which had been so bright just moments before, darkened all at once.


  “I think we should tell Milma everything and let her choose for herself.”


  Milma already knew of the existence of spirits.


  There should be no issue with telling her about this.


  “I think that would be best.”


  And so, almost immediately after returning, we summoned Milma and decided to tell her a painful, sorrowful truth.


  Part 4


  “This is mine.”


  Milma came as soon as she was called.


  Having been told nothing of the reason and then instructed to sit across from us, she looked tremendously bewildered.


  But as the story approached its core, her face lowered, her expression caught somewhere between anger and grief, and she clenched both hands as though enduring something with all her might.


  Perhaps she looked so pitiful that Bertia could no longer bear it. She moved to sit beside Milma and gently rubbed her back in comfort. At that, Milma finally began to shed silent tears.


  “If you use this, the presence you were meant to have will return. But along with it, you will also carry a little of someone else’s presence, the aura of the spirit who committed the crime. If you discard it, nothing will change from how things have been until now. However, as you have likely realized through living all these years, presence is something that grows as one interacts with many people. I think choosing to nurture the presence you have now and the presence you will gain from here on as your own and yours alone is also one path.”


  Milma thought for only an instant before speaking.


  “I don’t need it.”


  She pushed the necklace back toward me.


  Her eyes were still wet and red, painfully so, but within them was a strong will that belonged to her alone.


  “Are you truly certain? Once it’s discarded, there will be no taking it back.”


  “Yes. I don’t need it. Because…”


  As she spoke, her gaze moved slowly to Bertia beside her, and then to the place where Kulgan would have been standing if he were here, the place he always occupied when at my side.


  “Because there are people around me who tell me I’m fine as I am. There is even someone who praises my faint presence as a talent.” After saying that, she smiled a little shyly.


  Even to me, who had little interest in anyone but Bertia, that smile was something I could call lovely.


  “I have finally begun to like myself as I am now. It’s true that I have gone through many painful things, but including those experiences, the person I am now is someone I have carefully raised and protected myself. So I do not need a past version of myself touched and dirtied by someone else’s hands. I want to create a self that belongs only to me,” Milma said clearly, with a dignified expression I never would have imagined from her before.


  It felt as though she had shown me the very instant a person grew.


  “Milmaaa!”


  Hearing her resolve, Bertia burst into tears and hugged her tightly.


  Held in Bertia’s arms, Milma smiled through her tears. She was no longer the timid woman who had seemed somehow childish beyond her years when I first met her. She had become an adult woman with a firm core of her own.


  The moment a woman changed from chrysalis to butterfly.


  It was more beautiful than I had imagined.


  Without meaning to, I narrowed my eyes as though gazing at something dazzling.


  “The power of love is tremendous.”


  “Wh—!”


  Milma caught the quiet words I murmured with a small laugh, and her face turned bright red in Bertia’s arms.


  “Love makes a woman both stronger and more beautiful!” Noticing Milma’s reaction, Bertia smiled happily.


  After hearing that not only from me, but from Bertia as well, Milma turned scarlet to the tips of her ears. Even so, she did not deny our words.


   

  Chapter 8: Bertia, the Day After Returning to Alphasta


  

  Part 1


  The day after we returned from the Spirit Realm, Bertia slept more deeply than usual, perhaps because her exhaustion had truly accumulated. But after she began eating breakfast, she soon stopped moving her fork and wore a rather uncertain expression.


  After that, saying, “It seems I’m still tired” and “my stomach feels heavy,” she ate mainly fruits and other tart, refreshing foods, then left part of her meal behind with a very apologetic look.


  The head chef and the serving maids, all of whom knew her usual hearty appetite, were worried. Bertia smiled and told them, “I shall eat plenty at lunch!”


  Naturally, I could not simply leave things as they were.


  Once the meal was over, I pushed her into bed just to be safe and told Milma to call a doctor.


  Milma had already been worried after seeing Bertia leave food behind, but when I quietly specified that she should call a female doctor, she seemed to realize what I was thinking, and her expression brightened at once.


  When I further warned her, “It is not confirmed yet, so be careful how you handle the information,” she nodded vigorously, then rushed out with only the barest farewell.


  After watching Milma leave the room, Bertia murmured a little awkwardly, “Lord Cecil, I still feel that calling a doctor is rather exaggerated.”


  I sat on the edge of the bed, smiling wryly as I gently stroked her head to calm her.


  “No matter what’s happening inside your body, I need to confirm it properly, or I will be too worried to bear it.”


  Whether my guess was correct or not—no, especially if it was not—I could not overlook her condition.


  To me, she was irreplaceable.


  If anything happened to her, I would use every power at my disposal to do something about it.


  That was how precious she was to me.


  Though she most likely did not realize that at all.


  “Wh—! Um… Very well. If you’re that worried about me, Lord Cecil…”


  After hearing my heartfelt words, Bertia blinked at first, then turned bright red and lowered her head.


  Even though she looked embarrassed, she agreed once more to be examined by the doctor.


  Good.


  It would have been troublesome if she had insisted that calling a doctor was too dramatic after all or claimed she had already recovered and was fine.


  If I persuaded her and she accepted, that would be enough. But if she had refused, I might have had to resort to little tricks, like having a doctor stand by during the next meal and bringing them in the moment she felt unwell.


  More troublesome still would have been keeping Bertia still until the examination, when, if left alone, she would surely try to tackle the work that had piled up while we were in the Spirit Realm.


  Joanna and Bertia’s other capable friends had likely handled a fair amount of her duties in her absence, but there were still many tasks only Bertia could do.


  They should have adjusted her schedule after her return so it would not be unreasonable, but even so, her workload would be heavier than usual.


  If she knew that, she would surely try to push herself and proceed even if she felt somewhat unwell.


  Holding back Bertia when she was full of motivation would be a difficult task even for me.


  I felt relieved that I had avoided that future.


  “Your health is my happiness, after all,” I said. I tried to draw the still-blushing Bertia into my arms, only for Kuro to get in the way.


  “Oh? Kuro, are you worried about me too?” Bertia asked.


  Kuro, who had been waiting in the corner of the room, came pattering over on light feet. She circled around to the opposite side from where I sat, hugged Bertia, and drew her close.


  Then, after casting me a sharp sideways look, she nuzzled her cheek against Bertia as though comforting her.


  “Hehe… To think I have people who worry this much about me. I’m truly blessed!” she exclaimed.


  “There are plenty of people besides us who worry about you, you know.”


  I smiled wryly as Bertia, beaming happily, began stroking Kuro’s head. The hand I had extended to draw her into my arms retreated quietly.


  Zeno, would you stop secretly laughing at me?


  Even standing behind me, I can tell from your presence.


  We spent a calm little while that way, waiting for the doctor to arrive, until at last a knock sounded at the door.


  “It’s Milma. I have brought the court physician.”


  Milma’s reserved voice came through from the other side.


  “Come in. Thank you, Milma. And my apologies for the trouble, Sabarin.”


  I offered words of appreciation to Milma as she entered, and to Sabarin, one of the female physicians serving in the royal palace.


  Both women bowed silently at my words.


  The moment Sabarin lifted her head, she gave me a confirming look.


  I smiled faintly and gave a small nod.


  “Then I shall examine Her Highness Crown Princess Bertia. I am terribly sorry, but I must ask everyone except the women to leave the room.” Sabarin stepped forward, and Milma followed behind her toward us.


  “Yes, I understand. Please take care of my wife.”


  Even as her husband, my presence during the examination would make it difficult for Bertia to relax.


  Considering the questions Sabarin would likely ask from here on, it would be easier for Bertia to speak if not only Zeno but I as well left the room.


  As for guarding her while we were gone, Milma would remain, and so would Kuro, who had stopped clinging to Bertia when the doctor arrived and moved aside but showed no intention whatsoever of leaving the room.


  Milma worked in intelligence, so naturally, she was fairly versed in martial arts.


  And Kuro went without saying. She was an upper dark spirit. No human could break through her defenses.


  In that respect as well, I could entrust Bertia to Sabarin without issue.


  “Bertia, let her examine you properly,” I said.


  “Yes! I shall prove that I am perfectly healthy,” Bertia answered with a bright smile, as though trying to reassure me.


  Of course, Bertia being healthy was important as a basic premise.


  But that was not the point I wanted confirmed this time.


  “Zeno, we’re leaving,” I ordered.


  “As you command,” he replied.


  Even though I did not say it aloud, in just a few minutes, Bertia would likely realize what I wanted to confirm.


  Sabarin would surely make her notice.


  With that thought in mind, I left the room together with Zeno.


  Click.


  The moment we stepped into the corridor, the door closed behind us.


  The sound itself should have been no different from usual. Yet when I thought about the examination that would now take place inside, it somehow felt louder than it normally did.


  It was possible that my intuition about Bertia was mistaken. Even with that possibility in mind, knowing the result would be clear the next time this door opened made me feel restless in a way I had never experienced before.


  “Your Highness,” Zeno said in a slightly serious voice, “could Lady Bertia be…?”


  Having watched the sequence of events, Zeno seemed to have arrived at the same possibility I was considering.


  “Probably. But until I hear the physician’s result, I cannot be certain.” I let out a quiet breath, folded my arms, and leaned back against the wall.


  I remained leaning there with my eyes closed, quietly waiting for time to pass, when a strangely loud and rapid set of footsteps echoed from farther down the corridor.


  They were not quite running, but they were fast enough that even the sound alone conveyed urgency.


  “That would be Kulgan.”


  Guessing who it was from the footsteps, I slowly opened my eyes and turned toward the source of the sound.


  As expected, Kulgan was approaching with an unmistakably tense expression.


  “Do you think something happened?” Zeno asked, faint lines forming between his brows.


  He likely suspected some trouble had come up with work and that Kulgan had come looking for me.


  But I doubted that.


  There were no tasks being handled at this hour that were likely to cause trouble, and the timing was far too convenient.


  “He probably heard that Milma went to call a doctor. Marquis Noches had Kulgan trained in intelligence techniques as well, so gathering that much information should be easy for him.”


  I had warned Milma to be careful with how she handled the information, so she should not have told Kulgan about this directly.


  In fact, Kulgan’s expression as he came toward us had lost a certain measure of composure.


  Most likely, all he had learned was that Bertia had called a doctor.


  Information of that level could not be kept from spreading.


  Many people worked in the royal palace.


  Given how properly and openly the doctor had been called this time, it would be difficult to keep the fact completely hidden.


  Besides, even if those around us heard such a thing, they would likely think only she had caught a cold or had an upset stomach.


  I had not intended to hide the fact that a doctor had been called in the first place.


  So this would not count as Milma’s mistake.


  “Your Highness, I heard that my sister… that Lady Bertia is unwell. Is that true?” Kulgan, who had come straight to me, asked with heartfelt concern.


  The deep crease between his brows seemed to show the level of his worry.


  “Who did you hear that from?” I said.


  “No one directly… No, to be precise, I overheard some of the kitchen staff speaking worriedly about how Lady Bertia left part of her breakfast. After that, I saw Milma heading toward the court physicians’ quarters from a distance.”


  I had asked just to be sure. Kulgan’s answer was mostly within my expectations but also slightly surprising.


  “Was Milma heading to the court physicians’ quarters that noticeable?” I asked.


  “No,” he replied. “I don’t think anyone else noticed her walking there. By chance, I had come to the castle early to work and spotted her while looking outside during a break.”


  “Others did not notice her, yet you saw her from afar…”


  The distance from my office to the place where the court physicians worked was not tremendous, but it was not exactly nearby either.


  Because the court physicians oversaw the health of the royal family, their workplace was relatively close to the sections where members of the royal family frequently passed.


  On the other hand, they also stored many medicines and occupied a position that could easily be abused for assassination. For that reason, while their workplace was near the royal family’s activity areas, it was not inside them.


  It was a place from which they could rush over immediately if something happened to a royal, but where, when they had no business there, they could not easily loiter near the royal family.


  That was where the court physicians’ workplace was currently located.


  So, if Kulgan had been gazing outside from my office, it was not impossible for him to notice Milma heading toward the physicians’ area. But it was extremely difficult.


  After all, that place lay beyond several buildings, and he would have had to notice Milma as she crossed a passage barely visible through the gaps between them.


  Yes. Milma, whose presence was so faint that people often failed to notice her even when she was nearby.


  If he had spotted her returning with Sabarin, that would have been somewhat easier.


  Unlike Milma, Sabarin had enough presence to make people sense that she was there.


  “Milma is excellent as an intelligence agent, you know,” Kulgan said.


  “And are you saying spotting her makes you even more excellent?” I asked.


  “That is not what I meant.”


  “I know. To you, Milma is easier to find than other people. That is what you mean, isn’t it?”


  Kulgan glared at me.


  It was rare for someone as serious as him to take that kind of attitude toward me.


  Surely, something about this struck deeply at his heart.


  “More importantly, how is Lady Bertia’s condition?”


  When I merely laughed softly despite his glare, Kulgan let out a small sigh and changed the subject.


  “Her condition is fine but not fine, I suppose?” I replied.


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means there is no problem, but her discomfort may continue.”


  Perhaps he thought I was teasing him because of my roundabout phrasing.


  The crease between Kulgan’s brows deepened further.


  “Your Highness, I am genuinely worried about Lady Bertia, who is like a younger sister to me—”


  “Stop. It seems it’s over.”


  The examination.


  And, most likely, that feeling of yours as well.


  From inside the room came Bertia’s delighted voice. “Truly?”


  It appeared my prediction had been correct. Next came the sound of hurried footsteps, followed by the door opening with a loud bang.


  “Lord Cecil! A-A baby has come to us!”


  Bertia threw the door open, her face shining with a full smile, her eyes slightly wet as she shouted those words.


  All around the place where I had been waiting, the people doing security, cleaning, and other duties froze at once.


  Everyone had been working normally on the surface, but some of those who served in our residential area had likely seen the physician enter our rooms and had also seen me waiting out here. They must have been worried about Bertia.


  Even before this, I had sensed them trying to watch us discreetly, but after hearing Bertia’s declaration ring through the corridor, their gazes turned openly toward us.


  This would probably spread quite far before any official announcement can be made.


  But for news this joyful, that should not be a problem.


  “We did it, Tia,” I said with a warm smile.


  Perhaps I had been tense without realizing it. With my expression softening unconsciously, I opened both arms and caught Bertia as she rushed toward me.


  “I-I’m so happy!”


  “So am I.”


  Bertia nestled into my arms and began shedding tears. I gently embraced her.


  A child had come to us.


  My child with her.


  When I thought that another precious thing would be added to my life, warmth rose softly inside my heart.


  So this is what happiness feels like.


  Bertia would always remain my first and greatest, and that would never change. Even so, I was glad that the happiness she gave me would grow.


  “Thank you, Tia,” I said softly and kissed her forehead.


  “Thank you, Lord Cecil.”


  What are we thanking each other for?


  Are we grateful for the same thing?


  Without even knowing why, we turned our overflowing joy into words of gratitude and offered them to each other.


  “L-Lady Bertia, Your Highness Prince Cecil, congratulations!”


  Milma, who was usually timid and struggled to assert herself, looked at us and offered her congratulations in a voice that was, for her, as loud and clear as she could manage.


  Milma’s congratulations seemed to break the spell over everyone around us. The servants’ stunned expressions transformed into radiant smiles, and one after another, they began offering their own words of celebration.


  “Milma! Thank you so much!”


  Still crying, Bertia pulled away from my arms and hurried toward Milma.


  She threw herself at Milma with that same momentum. Milma looked a little startled, but she did her very best to catch Bertia in her arms.


  Gradually, people began gathering around Bertia as she clung to Milma.


  Ordinarily, servants would never be able to offer congratulations so naturally to someone as highly ranked as the crown princess. But that, too, was surely due to Bertia’s character.


  Everyone spoke to her without hesitation. Some even had tears in their eyes as they offered sincere congratulations.


  No one came to me, the father, though.


  “My adorable little sister is… pregnant?”


  Beside me, Kulgan murmured as he stared blankly at Bertia, who looked so happy being celebrated by everyone.


  In his eyes, there was clearly more than the joy of an older-brother figure hearing of his little sister’s pregnancy.


  There was sorrow, resignation, and something dark beneath it.


  “Kulgan,” I said. “You already know, don’t you?”


  To deliver the final verdict to him, I opened my mouth.


  “Your Highness?”


  Kulgan’s body trembled faintly.


  “As you can see, Tia is going to become a mother now. It is time for you to give your feelings a proper end.”


  In truth, I had hoped he would find that conclusion on his own someday.


  The feelings he held toward Bertia were not the kind one directed at a little sister.


  However, because he had been in a position where he could remain nearby and watch over her, because Bertia had given him the escape route of calling her a little sister, he had spent a long time unable to find an ending. That faint love remained in his chest.


  Perhaps had it not been faint, had it been something he could clearly identify as love, serious as he was, he might have tried harder and sooner to find a way to end it.


  But his love had lost sight of its ending while everything remained half-formed. Even after Milma appeared and began changing something in him, he had held it too long to know when to let it go.


  That was why I would deliver the final word now.


  By clearly telling him that this was where that love had to arrive at its end.


  “Your Highness, I simply think of Lady Bertia as someone like a younger sister—”


  “Kulgan, if you truly thought of her only as a little sister, you would be celebrating more honestly. You know that as well, don’t you?” I asked.


  Kulgan’s eyes wavered.


  He did know.


  He knew that excuse would no longer work.


  “I am happy that Lady Bertia is with child. I truly am. But… yes. You’re right, Your Highness.” He struggled for a moment, as though trying to pile on more excuses, but soon gave up and let out a small breath.


  Then his expression settled, and I could see at a glance that something taut inside him had loosened.


  “I know that even while carrying many feelings, you have supported us, rejoiced that we were joined together, and are happy about this child too. We have been together long enough for me to know that much, and I believe we have grown close enough that I can call you a friend,” I said.


  “I am honored.” Kulgan looked a little surprised by the word “friend,” then smiled faintly.


  He was a serious man with a strong heart.


  Even while suppressing his own emotions, he had served us faithfully. Even while feeling sadness and loneliness, he had continued to rejoice for us.


  And that had not changed even now.


  Precisely because he was such a man, I wanted him to be happy as well.


  For that to happen, this “end” and this “grief” were necessary.


  Without them, he could not reach for the “beginning” and “happiness” waiting right before his eyes.


  “That’s why I’ll say this. Kulgan, you’re not dense, so you should understand. It’s about time you faced your own feelings and moved on.”


  I held his gaze, and he looked back at me.


  After our eyes met, I shifted my gaze, prompting him toward Milma, who was still embracing Bertia.


  Understanding my intention, Kulgan looked toward Milma as well.
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  His gaze did not drift at all toward Bertia, who was embracing Milma.


  It went straight to Milma.


  “Your Highness. For this moment only, would you hear me as a friend?” Kulgan asked.


  “Of course.”


  Kulgan pressed his lips together once, as though steeling himself, closed his eyes, and then turned his gaze back to me.


  “I am not especially good with matters of love.”


  “Yes, I can see that.”


  Because of his upbringing, before he met us, Kulgan had been too occupied working to protect his family to have any leisure for romance. After meeting us, even while harboring a faint love for Bertia, he had worked as my hands and feet so tirelessly that he had no room to look elsewhere.


  Being serious by nature, he had never casually associated with women. If anything, his life was so disciplined that I suspected he had barely spoken to women outside of work-related matters.


  It was difficult to imagine such a man being skilled in romance.


  “So, even as I was drawn to Lady Bertia, I could not be certain that what I felt was love. She was simply a woman I wanted to cherish. That was how I understood it. That is why it was easy to think of her as a little sister.” Kulgan spoke slowly, as though giving form, one by one, to feelings that had never taken shape until now.


  Ordinarily, I would have no interest in hearing about romantic feelings directed at my wife. But because these were words he was carefully shaping in order to think seriously and bring matters to a close himself, I did not find them unpleasant.


  Surely that was because he was a man who always faced things with sincerity.


  “But as Your Highness said, I realized that the way I held those feelings was terribly distorted. I also knew I could not continue forever.”


  He had known, yet because he had lost the right moment to stop, he had continued carrying those feelings.


  That must have tormented him gently for a very long time.


  I nodded gently and allowed him to continue.


  “I thought you would understand that.” Kulgan lowered his gaze. “I also know that Milma holds no small affection for me.”


  “I would think so. She has been working very hard to have you like her.”


  “Yes. And the way she is a little clumsy despite that is also adorable.”


  Kulgan raised his eyes again and looked at Milma.


  A small smile touched his lips.


  Seeing that, I could tell very clearly that his next love had already begun to run forward.


  “If you feel that way, then there’s no need to remain in a past love any longer, is there? The reason you’re still lingering there is not because you cannot move on, but because you feel reluctant to part from it, perhaps?”


  “Reluctant to part…”


  Kulgan softly repeated my words, then slowly looked back and forth between Milma and Bertia.


  “Perhaps you’re right. I liked the version of myself who could love Lady Bertia. Perhaps I feel reluctant to part with that self.”


  His gaze moved between them, but in the end, it stopped on Milma.


  “Even if you move on to a new love, you will still be you,” I said. “The things you gained through that experience will not vanish, nor will you yourself become someone else. And because you have always been sincere toward us, our relationship will not change either.”


  “That is… true. Then what am I hesitating over?” he asked.


  “I don’t know that either. From my perspective, there’s no reason for you to hesitate.”


  “No reason, huh?”


  At my words, Kulgan placed a hand against his chin and sank into thought.


  As time passed, his expression gradually changed into one of understanding.


  After thinking for a while, Kulgan spoke with an expression so clear that his earlier hesitation and confusion seemed almost false.


  “I get it now. I was simply afraid of change. But I cannot go on fearing something like that forever.”


  In his eyes burned a strong will and light turned toward the future.


  “She… Milma has already begun walking forward,” he muttered.


  “Ah. Did Milma tell you about the matter of her presence?” I asked.


  From the way he said it, I sensed that he already knew what Bertia and I had told Milma yesterday, so I asked to confirm. He gave a small nod.


  “Yes. I was surprised, but it made sense. And I was happy that she came to tell me first,” Kulgan said.


  Milma’s circumstances were not something Kulgan necessarily needed to know.


  And yet she had apparently gone to him before anyone else.


  That could only mean she had wanted to tell the person she most wanted to understand her decision.


  “At first, I did not understand why she would tell me such a thing. But then she told me that because of me, she has come to like herself as she is now. I had no idea she thought of me that way, but… it made me happy.”


  Kulgan’s normally serious, rigid expression softened into something that held a quiet sweetness.


  Can’t we simply settle this by saying he’s already in love with Milma?


  He was saying many things, but I felt as though the answer had already been found and the matter already decided.


  “And then I thought this. Though the life she lived after having her presence stolen must have been terribly painful, she brought it to a close herself and moved forward. I found that admirable. Since a woman that incredible holds feelings for me, I too must finally resolve my own issues and move forward.”


  Good. I guess I can consider this resolved.


  Kulgan’s expression was clear and bright, with no hesitation anywhere.


  Kulgan had been a significant presence to Milma, but it seemed Milma had also become a significant presence to Kulgan.


  “Your Highness.”


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “Congratulations on Her Highness the Crown Princess’s pregnancy,” he said with a full smile.


  There was not a trace of sorrow in his words.


  “Thank you,” I answered with a smile of my own.


  “I will go offer my congratulations to Her Highness.”


  “I’m sure Tia will be happy.”


  Kulgan turned his back to me and began walking.


  His back seemed a size larger than it had before.


  “With this, everything is truly settled.”


  His long-held love for Bertia had finally come to an end.


  And perhaps a new love would begin.


  Kulgan reached Bertia, lowered his head, and offered his congratulations.


  Bertia thanked him with a smile, and the two smiled at one another. Then Kulgan gently embraced Milma, who was still crying beside Bertia.


  “Kulgan, you’re surprisingly bold,” I said with a wry smile.


  Milma turned bright red, frozen in shock. Bertia looked surprised yet delighted.


  “Perhaps I should join them.”


  I walked over quickly and embraced Bertia beside Kulgan, who was holding Milma.


  Each of us held the woman precious to him in his arms, and when Kulgan and I met each other’s eyes, we shared a small laugh.


  The two women, unable to understand what was happening, grew flustered. Behind us, Zeno gave a wry smile as Kuro silently demanded to be held too, and he lifted her into his arms.


  This place was overflowing with happiness.


   Footers 


  
    1 Sun Lion (陽獅子) is written with the characters for “sun/light” and “lion,” giving the appellation the sense of Sun Lion.

  

  
    2 A stylized spirit appellation read Daizu, echoing the Japanese word for “soybean.”

  

  Thank you all


  Thank you for finishing Observation Records of My Wife Volume 4. We hope you've enjoyed following Bertia’s amusing journey.


  Your feedback is crucial to us! Please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews help us understand what you liked and what we can improve on, as well as guide our choices for future light novel releases.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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