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Part One

“It’s about to start. Looks like we somehow managed to finish everything in time.”

“Yes, indeed! Everyone worked so hard, didn’t they?”

My wife, Bertia, smiled with deep satisfaction as she gazed out over the scene before us. Seeing that expression, I—Cecil Glo Alphasta, Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Alphasta—couldn’t help but smile as well.

Still, wasn’t our original role supposed to be just helping with and attending the wedding? How on earth did things end up like this?

I let out a faint inward sigh. Even though I’d had a hand in some of the arrangements, I would never have gotten tangled up in something this elaborate if not for my overly enthusiastic wife.

Suppressing a wry chuckle, I found myself looking back on the events that had led us here.

It was only this past spring that I’d managed, through no small amount of effort, to persuade and ultimately marry my fiancée Bertia, who had once insisted she was a “villainess in an otome game” doomed to be humiliated.

Our own wedding, largely shaped by her unique wishes, had turned out rather unconventional, yet it was received with glowing praise from all who attended.

As fate would have it, the guests had included Princess Lysonna of the Kingdom of Umyuve, who quickly became friends with Bertia during the celebration. Impressed by her creativity, she’d later asked Bertia to design and direct her own upcoming wedding ceremony.

Bertia, who treasured her friends dearly and, of course, recognized the diplomatic benefits of such an opportunity, could hardly refuse. And so, we had accepted.

From there, preparations had unfolded at a dizzying pace: designing the bride’s gown, crafting a special sake as a celebratory gift, and overseeing every aesthetic detail to ensure perfection.

Now, we were in the Kingdom of Seahealby, where Princess Lysonna was to wed.

At this point, all that should have remained were the final adjustments to the ceremony plans and a few coordination meetings. We were supposed to enjoy a peaceful stay at the guest villa prepared for us until the wedding day itself.

Shockingly, out of nowhere, my wife had announced that Princess Lysonna was actually the villainess from a novel she had read in her previous life. According to her, if things continued as they were, Lysonna would end up trapped in a cold, loveless marriage with her fiancé, Aleis, the Crown Prince of Seahealby, who also happened to be the king’s younger brother.

In that version of the story, the neglected princess supposedly bottled up years of frustration until, consumed by jealousy toward the blissful Second Prince Izlarich and his fiancée, June, she tried to tear them apart. Eventually, driven to desperation, she went so far as to physically harm June. For that, she was imprisoned for the rest of her life.

To be honest, none of that really mattered to me.

Bertia herself had said that the novel’s events didn’t directly concern us.

Knowing my wife to be kind, softhearted, hopelessly naïve, and utterly incapable of sitting still when someone she cared about was in danger, I should’ve known better than to expect her to quietly ignore it.

She’d declared, with that fearless sparkle in her eyes, “I’ll become the stand-in villainess in her place!”

From then on, as always, she launched one plan—or rather, one spectacularly reckless escapade—after another.

Naturally, I couldn’t just stand by and watch. While she busied herself saving the world in her own chaotic way, I made it my job to observe, gather information, and quietly steer things away from potential disaster whenever possible.

Not that I really needed to. My wife was far too kind to play the villain properly. Every single attempt at “evil” either failed miserably or backfired completely, and before long, even her supposed “target,” June, had grown quite fond of her.

So instead of the peaceful, leisurely visit we’d envisioned, our days had turned into a flurry of chaos and activity.

Then, just when I thought things might settle down, Bertia proposed another idea: to host a tea party before the wedding. Her reasoning? “We should help Princess Lysonna expand her social circle. It’ll strengthen her position after marriage!”

That was only a few days ago.

Now, with only five days left until the royal wedding, the tea party planned by Bertia and Princess Lysonna together was finally set to take place.

Since most of the foreign guests had arrived in Seahealby well in advance to avoid any delays before the ceremony, the timing was perfect. By this point, nearly all the key dignitaries were present, which was, no doubt, exactly why they’d chosen today.

Ordinarily, hosting an event like this so close to the wedding, when preparations should be at their most hectic, would have been utterly impossible. Yet somehow, thanks to the cooperation of the Seahealby Kingdom’s empress dowager and queen consort, the tea party had been made a reality.

In truth, that success owed a little something to my advice as well. I had suggested to Bertia that she and Princess Lysonna seek the empress dowager’s and queen’s assistance. A few days later, Lysonna sent a gracious letter through my wife, thanking me for the idea.

Those memories came to mind just as the time for the tea party finally arrived.

“Everyone, thank you so much for traveling all the way to the Kingdom of Seahealby to attend our wedding,” Lysonna began, her voice poised and elegant. “Though the ceremony itself is still a few days away, at the suggestion of my dear friend, Her Highness, Princess Consort Bertia of Alphasta, we have prepared this small gathering to deepen our friendships before the celebration.”

“My request for an opportunity to speak with everyone more freely,” Bertia continued with a bright smile, “was warmly accepted by Princess Lysonna and the wonderful people of Seahealby. I truly appreciate your kindness. It brings me great joy to have this chance to share time with you all.”

Both women stood side by side before the assembled guests, their smiles as radiant as the sunlight streaming through the grand hall’s arched windows.

Unlike a formal court tea, this one had been arranged hastily as a casual social event, so their opening remarks were kept brief and light.

Prince Aleis and I stood just behind them, serving as their escorts, a role I was more than content to play.

They’re the ones who worked tirelessly to make this happen. The spotlight belongs to them today.

The empress dowager and queen consort sat in their designated places, special seats arranged at opposite sides of the hall, separated by the central table reserved for our group. Their attendants sat nearby, quietly observing as the two royal women exchanged serene smiles, watching Bertia and Lysonna with evident fondness.

Apparently, Bertia and Princess Lysonna had tried to offer them the honor of delivering the opening address. Still, both the empress dowager and queen consort had declined, insisting that the two young women take the lead.

“Then, everyone,” Lysonna concluded gracefully, “though the time may be short, please enjoy yourselves.”

At her cue, the four of us bowed together.

A warm round of applause rose from the guests, and thus, the tea party began.

No sooner had the tea party begun than Princess Lysonna and Crown Prince Aleis made their way toward the empress dowager, while Bertia and I approached the queen consort.

We were there, of course, to personally thank them for their help in making this event possible.

Officially, the tea party had come about because Princess Lysonna had graciously agreed to fulfill my wife’s wish to “use this opportunity to connect with guests from other nations.” With the support of both the empress dowager and the queen, the idea had become reality—or at least, that was the formal narrative everyone was following.

Naturally, now that the event had successfully commenced, we needed to express our gratitude to the royal ladies who had lent their assistance.

To avoid any appearance of favoritism, we had decided in advance to split up. Bertia and I would approach one of them first, then switch to thank the other afterward.

Fortunately, both the empress dowager and queen consort understood that this tea party was meant for mingling, not for endless formalities. They accepted our thanks with grace and brevity, ending the exchanges swiftly so that the two hosts could move freely among the guests.

In fact, they had even arranged beforehand to invite all of us to join them later in the afternoon for a relaxed conversation, once the greetings and introductions had died down.

Apparently, the idea had been coordinated between the two women, as both extended the same invitation, in nearly identical phrasing: “Let us all speak together later.”

That “all,” of course, referred to the empress dowager, the queen consort, Princess Lysonna, and her fiancé, as well as Bertia and me.

It was a reasonable plan. The tea party’s duration was limited, after all. Meeting as a group would save time and allow everyone to spend more of it mingling with other guests. A practical, mutually beneficial solution for all involved.

“Lord Cecil, I made sure to have plenty of sweets prepared!” Bertia said, her eyes sparkling as we stepped back into the hall. “There are even some savory snacks and lighter, less sweet options, just how you like them.”

Now that the formal greetings were done, her enthusiasm was impossible to resist. I had to fight the sudden urge to reach out and ruffle her hair. Instead, I smiled at her fondly.

“Then why don’t we start with the buffet tables?” I suggested.

The tea party hall was divided between seated tables and a standing buffet area, and guests were free to move between them as they pleased.

Because the event was meant for social exchange, the seating was deliberately kept loose. Only the hosts, the Seahealby royal family, and we, their Alphasta guests, had assigned seats. Everyone else was free to sit wherever they liked and even move between tables midway through.

After all, it would defeat the purpose if someone wished to have a meaningful conversation but found themself stuck on the opposite side of the hall.

The reasoning behind this open format had been clearly stated in the invitations, along with the explanation given at the start of the event. That was important. At gatherings attended by nobility, failing to provide such details could easily lead to trouble. Rather surprisingly, these individuals of high birth would often stand up in outrage, demanding, “Why don’t I have a designated seat?”

I smiled wryly at the thought, then turned to the woman beside me. “Which would you recommend, Tia?”

Before us stretched a table piled high with confections; cakes, cookies, and colorful jellies glimmered like gemstones under the chandeliers, Bertia’s eyes sparkling as brightly as the sweets themselves. When faced with a dessert spread, she was as adorable as a child in a candy shop.

“Let’s see… That fruit-topped cake is delicious, and those cookies over there, and— Oh! The jelly in that glass dish is lovely too!”

While listening to her enthusiastic rundown, I signaled to a nearby maid to serve a selection of what Bertia had pointed out.

“Ah! Wait, no, that’s not right!” she said, flustered, waving her hands. “Those are my favorites! For you, Lord Cecil, I recommend these cocoa cookies and those potato chips!”

“Potato chips?” I echoed, brow arching slightly. I’d never heard of them before.

And yet, something deep inside me is screaming at me. This must be one of those sweets from her previous life.

She beamed proudly. “Yes! They’re very simple to make, so even I remembered how to prepare them perfectly! Since there are gentlemen attending this tea party as well, I thought it would be nice to have some snacks that aren’t sweet, so I suggested them!”

“I see,” I murmured, unable to suppress a small laugh at her triumphant pose.

In a typical ladies’ tea party, the sweets of choice would be sugary and lavish confections meant more to charm the eye than to satisfy hunger.

Savory items like sandwiches were sometimes served at tea gatherings, but they were usually few in number, more of an afterthought than the main attraction.

Interestingly, this particular tea party had been designed for both men and women to enjoy. Naturally, there were plenty of gentlemen who liked sweets, but just as many who either didn’t care for them or felt too self-conscious to indulge in dainty frosted snacks in public.

Realizing this, Bertia had arranged for a broader selection of light foods, even going so far as to introduce these “potato chips,” her curious, unsweetened snack, to the menu.

That much, I understand. But still, could you please stop casually revealing your knowledge of your past life?

If her “unique insights” continued to stand out like this, she could end up attracting attention we didn’t want, especially from foreign nobility with sharp eyes for anything unusual.

This wasn’t Alphasta. We were on foreign soil.

The ladies-in-waiting who normally shadowed her every step and the loyal aides I relied on to handle security matters discreetly were both limited in number here. I couldn’t afford to let her draw unnecessary curiosity in a situation where my protection net was thinner than usual.

I should probably bring it up later. Gently, of course.

“Lord Cecil, these are the potato chips!” Bertia announced cheerfully, holding out a plate that a maid had just finished arranging. The golden, paper-thin slices gleamed under the light. They were simple and unadorned, and yet oddly inviting. “They’re made from potatoes! They’re very tasty, so please try one.”

I sighed inwardly. Well, that’s Bertia for you. I’ll just have to keep a closer eye on things myself.

“All right then, let’s see what all the fuss is about.”

Bertia took one between her fingers and placed it in my mouth.

Crunch.

A crisp, satisfying sound broke the air as the delicate chip shattered between my teeth, spreading a gentle, savory flavor over my tongue—a clean saltiness that lingered just long enough to make me reach for another.

Yes, this is undeniably good.


[image: 01]

Several regions in Alphasta were known for their potato harvests. Maybe I should consider introducing this there, I thought as I tasted another crisp. If it caught on, it could even become a new specialty export.

In that sense, Bertia’s decision to showcase the snack before nobles and diplomats from so many different countries might actually have been quite a stroke of genius. A perfect international debut, really.

“How is it, Lord Cecil?”

As I savored both the taste and the potential market strategies forming in my mind, Bertia leaned closer, her expression tinged with anxious curiosity.

“It’s excellent,” I said with a small smile. “The texture is perfectly light and satisfying.”

“I’m so glad! I was a little worried since no one else seemed to be eating them yet. I thought perhaps they didn’t suit everyone’s taste here.”

I chuckled softly, glancing around the hall.

Many eyes were on us. Some were waiting for the right moment to approach and speak, while others were clearly observing my reaction to the mysterious new treat.

A few of the young ladies, cheeks faintly pink, seemed flustered, no doubt from watching Bertia feed me a chip a minute earlier.

Well, yes. That probably looked more intimate than is proper for a royal function.

“I think it’s not that they dislike it,” I murmured, keeping my voice low enough for only her to hear. “They just don’t know what it is yet, so they’re a little hesitant.”

“Eh? But they can see it’s delicious, can’t they?” she asked, blinking in genuine confusion.

Her wide-eyed innocence nearly made me laugh. “Tia, that’s because you already know it’s good. But for everyone else here, it’s an unfamiliar object, something strange and unknown. Once they try one, they’ll realize how addictive they are.”

I smiled, plucking one of the golden crisps from the plate she was holding and lifting it toward her lips.

Her eyes brightened instantly. With a delighted “mm!” she took the chip from my fingers and bit down, the crisp crackle echoing faintly between us.

Then she smiled softly, her expression warm and blissful as if that simple bite had filled her entire world with happiness.

Honestly… What a beautiful expression!

Seeing the look on her face, I couldn’t help myself. I reached for another chip and popped it into my mouth.

Crunch.

The crisp sound rang softly in the air, and then came the ripple.

A low murmur spread through the nearby guests, subtle at first, then growing as more eyes turned toward the curious golden crisps.

The first to move was a young nobleman standing a few paces away. He swallowed hard as if steeling himself for battle, and then motioned to a maid.

“I-I’ll try those… ‘potato chips,’ please.”

He took one, hesitated for only a heartbeat, and bit down.

“Delicious!” he exclaimed, eyes widening in astonishment.

That was all it took.

The moment his voice rang out, restraint vanished. Guests who had been politely observing or cautiously pretending not to stare suddenly surged forward, eager for a taste. Within seconds, the once-quiet buffet table became the front line of a potato chip frenzy.

The poor maid serving them was quickly overwhelmed. Flustered, she valiantly did her best to keep up until two more maids hurried over to help as reinforcements.

“Eh? Wha— What’s going on?” Bertia blinked, bewildered, staring at the sudden commotion. Only a moment had passed since she’d worn that look of disappointment, worrying that no one seemed interested in her creation.

I chuckled quietly. “It’s because of you, Tia. You make food look so delicious when you eat it that people can’t help wanting to try it too.”

In contrast, I’d been told many times that my own expressions barely changed, no matter how good or bad something tasted. So, while my earlier “It’s really delicious” had earned polite curiosity, it hadn’t been enough to spark movement.

For Bertia’s bite, on the other hand, her whole face had lit up like the morning sun. That kind of pure, unguarded joy could move hearts far more effectively than words.

After that, it was inevitable.

Trying something new always took courage. When the first brave soul realized it was genuinely good, the rest quickly followed. Once a rare or novel delicacy began circulating among the aristocracy, it transformed from curiosity to status symbol.

In high society, trends were a silent currency. To create a new one was to wield influence.

Those who kept up with fashionable tastes displayed their social awareness and information network, and those who could obtain scarce, in-demand items proved not just their wealth, but the breadth of their connections.

Of course, not everyone in this room was motivated by social advantage. However, when an opportunity with even the slightest hint of benefit rolled right up to your feet, most people would find a way to pick it up.

Besides, after tasting it, the “mysterious golden crisps” would make an excellent opening topic for anyone hoping to strike up a conversation with Bertia later.

“I don’t really understand what’s happening,” Bertia said, “but if everyone’s enjoying them, then I’m happy!”

Despite having singlehandedly sparked this small-scale phenomenon, she seemed entirely unaware of her own influence. She probably underestimated how much sway her presence carried.

Still, seeing her beam with such genuine joy as others smiled and praised what she’d prepared, it was hard to say that her obliviousness was a bad thing.

As long as she’s happy. That’s what matters most.

“L-Lady Bertia.”

A soft, slightly nervous voice called her name just as the two of us finished the last of our shared plate.

Turning, I saw June approaching, back straight, composure intact, but her expression a little tight, perhaps from the awareness that I, the Crown Prince of Alphasta, was standing beside Bertia.

“My, Lady June!” Bertia exclaimed, quickly taking a hand towel from a maid and wiping her fingertips before turning toward the young lady with a warm smile. “Thank you ever so much for helping with the tea party preparations.”

At that, June’s shoulders relaxed. She smiled back, relief flickering across her face at Bertia’s unchanged, welcoming demeanor.

“Miss June,” I added, stepping forward beside my wife, “allow me to thank you as well for indulging my wife’s… enthusiasm.”

The corners of her lips softened into a faint, grateful smile. It was clear she’d taken my words as reassurance that she was truly welcome in our company.

Still, something tugged at my awareness.

While the two women began chatting amicably, I let my eyes wander the room without turning my head.

No sign of him.

Prince Izlarich—June’s fiancé and Crown Prince Aleis’s nephew—was notably absent.

Given that this was an official royal tea party, hosted within the palace itself for foreign dignitaries attending the upcoming wedding, it was only natural that an invitation had been extended to him as well.

For some reason, he was nowhere to be seen.

For someone who’d been whining not long ago about how lonely he felt because his fiancée wasn’t paying enough attention to him, Prince Izlarich’s absence from the very tea party June helped organize was baffling.

Ah, right. Now that I thought about it, his elder brother, Prince Ramtak, was hosting a men-only luncheon at this exact time. Something about a “refined gathering of gentlemen.” In truth, it was little more than a transparent attempt to compete with Bertia’s event.

That would explain why there were fewer men in the garden today.

Well, “fewer” compared to the ladies. There were still plenty of male guests, but I could easily imagine how sparse Ramtak’s luncheon must be by comparison.

It was a matter of simple timing and reason. Bertia and Princess Lysonna had sent out invitations first, after all. Moreover, since all the guests had gathered in Seahealby for Crown Prince Aleis and Princess Lysonna’s wedding, this tea party was naturally considered the more significant occasion.

Why Ramtak failed to understand something that obvious, I truly couldn’t say. His inability to grasp simple social dynamics was almost impressive in its own way.

No doubt, at this very moment, he was fuming in embarrassment over his poorly attended luncheon. But that was his own doing; an entirely self-inflicted humiliation.

I had even received an invitation to that so-called gentlemen’s affair myself. Needless to say, as Bertia’s partner and official escort, there was never any question of my attending. My reply had been a polite but immediate refusal.

Still, perhaps Izlarich had gone there instead, neglecting Lady June in favor of his brother’s vanity project?

That seemed possible until I caught sight of him.

He wasn’t at the luncheon after all.

No, he was here, half-hidden behind a pillar along the covered walkway that overlooked the garden.

From the corner of my eye, I watched him glare at us, his expression a tangled knot of frustration and jealousy. His gaze was fixed squarely on Bertia, who was, at that very moment, laughing cheerfully beside June.

Really now, what on earth are you doing?

If he was so miserable seeing his fiancée speak with another woman, why didn’t he simply come over and escort her himself?

He’d been invited, after all, and the rules of this tea party were flexible. Guests were free to join or leave at any time.

There was absolutely no reason he couldn’t join now.

Or was he still shackled by those old, useless notions saying “A man must take the lead,” or “A woman should never act without yielding to a man’s position”?

If so, he’d do well to toss those outdated scraps of pride into the nearest incinerator and burn them to ash. They were doing him no favors.

“So, Lady June,” Bertia asked gently, furrowing her brow with concern, “His Highness Prince Izlarich isn’t attending after all?”

“Yes, it seems that way.” June’s tone was polite, but her eyes flickered with something sharper. Hurt, perhaps, or frustration. “I gave him his invitation myself, but he never replied. I even spoke to him again yesterday at the academy, and he only said he ‘wasn’t sure’ if he could attend. And since he’s nowhere to be seen today, I suppose he couldn’t—or rather, wouldn’t—come.”

No, that wasn’t my imagination. That faint crackle of irritation that slipped through her calm demeanor was very real.

Honestly, what is Prince Izlarich thinking? To leave someone precious to him looking so dejected, so quietly angry… He’s digging his own grave.

Perhaps it was time for a little intervention.

“Tia,” I murmured softly, leaning closer so only she could hear. “I’m going to fetch a certain latecomer who’s hiding behind that pillar. You stay here and keep chatting with Miss June as if nothing’s wrong, all right?”

Bertia blinked, tilting her head in puzzlement. Then, sensing that I was planning something discreet, she covered her mouth with her hand and whispered back, “Eh? Behind the pillar? A latecomer? What do you mean?”

“Seems he showed up late and doesn’t have the courage to come in. I’ll go and encourage him,” I said, my tone light but my meaning very clear. “If he realizes we’ve noticed him, he’ll probably panic and run off, so don’t mention it to Miss June. Just keep her occupied with conversation.”

I flicked a glance toward the corridor, just enough for Bertia to follow the direction of my eyes.

She looked over discreetly, pretending to adjust her sleeve.

The moment her gaze landed on the figure half-hidden in the corridor's shadows, scowling in silent turmoil, her face lit with a radiant expression.

“Lady Bertia? Is something the matter? Did you see something over there?”

June, noticing Bertia’s sudden change in expression, began to follow her line of sight.

“Ah! N-No, nothing like that!” Bertia flailed both hands in mild panic. “I just remembered that the cake I really like is being served today! I was wondering where it was placed, and— There! Over there! Not that way, that way!”

Her frantic tone alone would have aroused suspicion in anyone else, but June only blinked, startled by Bertia’s intensity. Then, remembering her friend’s legendary obsession with sweets, she smiled faintly.

“I see. I’m glad you found it.”

“Then why don’t you go ahead and get your favorite cake, Tia?” I said, smoothly stepping in before Bertia’s fluster could draw more attention. “I’ll pick up some light food. Miss June, would you mind keeping her company for a bit?”

“Not at all,” she replied graciously.

Bertia gave an energetic nod. “Thank you! I’ll just be a moment!”

As they headed toward the dessert table, she glanced back once, her eyes meeting mine for the briefest instant, and gave a slight, resolute nod that clearly said, “I’m counting on you.”

Once they were safely out of range, I turned toward the rest of the garden. The air was thick with the silent anticipation of nobles looking for a chance to approach me. Their gazes clung like ivy.

Smiling politely, I raised a hand in a courteous gesture that said “perhaps later,” slipping through the crowd before anyone could stop me.

If I recall correctly, that corridor can also be reached from the inner walkway.

Reconstructing the palace layout in my mind, I plotted the quickest route that would let me approach the pillar from the opposite side, out of Prince Izlarich’s line of sight.

“Zeno,” I murmured.

“Yes, Your Highness?” He was already there, silent as a shadow, standing half a step behind me.

“If he tries to retreat into the building, block his path.”

“Will there be a hazard allowance for this assignment?”

“No. This falls under your regular duties.”


“Well now, Prince Izlarich. What exactly are you doing here, all by yourself?”

Pretending to have some errand, I’d slipped away from the tea party, circled around the garden, and approached the covered walkway from behind. There, the young prince stood, half-concealed by a pillar, staring intently at Bertia and June.

“Eek! P-P-Prince Cecil! W-What are you doing here?!”

He nearly jumped out of his skin, spinning around as if I’d appeared from the spirit realm. He even pointed at me, hand trembling.

Honestly. Did no one ever teach him that pointing at people is impolite?

“I saw you from the other side,” I said cheerfully, as if nothing were amiss. “You looked a little too shy to come in, so I thought I’d come fetch you myself.”

My smile must not have had quite the comforting effect I intended, because his expression tightened even further, and he took a cautious half-step back.

“I-I wasn’t planning to attend the tea party in the first place,” he stammered.

“Ah, I see.” I folded my arms lightly. “So, what were you doing here, then? Peering at the ladies from behind a pillar for no reason? You do realize that’s not exactly appropriate behavior for a prince.”

Even if he had some legitimate reason to be there, silently lurking in the shadows while staring at women wasn’t going to earn him any praise.

“I-I was just…”

He faltered, clearly searching for an excuse and finding none. His shoulders slumped, and he stared down at his boots in miserable silence.

For someone who frets so much about acting “manly,” he certainly loses all composure when it counts.

I sighed softly. “Miss June seemed rather disappointed you weren’t here, you know.”

Well, “disappointed” wasn’t quite the right word. “Irritated” would’ve been more accurate. But there was no need to twist the knife just yet.

“R-Really?”

He looked up at me tentatively, eyes uncertain and hopeful. Being gazed at from below like that by another man was not exactly my favorite experience, but I decided to let it slide for now.

He was fragile enough already. Push him too hard, and he might bolt entirely, which would only make things worse.

“Yes, really. She even mentioned that she asked you again yesterday. Isn’t that right?”

His mouth tightened, and he glanced away, mumbling, “She did, yes.”

“The empress dowager and the queen consort never intended to have the former king or the current king escort them today. Both men are tied up with work anyway, so their absence isn’t exactly a tragedy. But you, on the other hand… You’re different, aren’t you? Lady June invited you several times. To be met with silence and no clear reason? It would be strange for her not to feel lonely.”

“I…”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again, fumbling for an excuse that never came. Of course, he had none. The truth was simple: he’d been sulking because June hadn’t been showering him with as much attention lately, and so he’d decided to punish her with coldness in return. A petty, childish move, but unfortunately, a common one.

“If you keep acting that way,” I said quietly, “you really will drive her away.”

His head snapped up. “T-That would be terrible! She’s my fiancée. My future wife!”

You realize shouting that at me won’t help, right?

“Then show it through your actions,” I said. “Most royal and noble marriages are political arrangements. If you don’t build a real bond yourselves, it will remain a hollow, polite façade for the court to look at.”

“B-But chasing after a woman like some commoner… That’s not dignified for a man of rank.”

“No one said anything about chasing skirts. I’m talking about sincerity. Treating her with honesty and respect. Our wives and fiancées aren’t accessories. They’re the people who stand beside us, the ones who make it possible for us to stand at all. And if you don’t value that, if you don’t make them feel cherished, then one day they’ll stop valuing you in return.”

“T-That would be awful.”

Sure, there were people who could give selflessly. But even the most devoted heart dried up when met with nothing but indifference and half-hearted gestures.

When that happened, a noblewoman might still fulfill her duties as a wife, but the small kindnesses, the quiet support she’d chosen to give out of love rather than obligation? Those vanished first.

Treating a partner with disregard would only cause them to stop doing those things that once came naturally. Whatever affection they once had would vanish in the face of disrespect.

“You came here instead of attending the luncheon your brother is hosting, didn’t you?” I asked. “Then why stop halfway? You’ve already made the effort, so see it through. Go in there and stand proudly beside your fiancée.”

“Ah… yes, that’s… true.”

It was barely a whisper, but I heard the conviction in his voice. It was the sound of someone finally making up his mind.

So, he indeed skipped Ramtak’s luncheon after all. I couldn’t say I was surprised. The relationship between those two brothers wasn’t openly hostile, but it wasn’t warm either.

From what I’d observed, Ramtak seemed to treat Izlarich more like a convenient underling than a sibling. Izlarich, on the other hand, didn’t appear to mind. He maintained a polite, almost detached distance. In truth, it was a rather one-sided dynamic: the elder brother believing himself admired, the younger quietly oblivious to the entire notion.

Honestly, Izlarich seems disinterested.

“Well then,” I said aloud, “let’s head back. I left my wife behind to come fetch you, and I’d rather not keep her waiting.”

Izlarich blinked, then looked at me with a faint, almost wistful expression. “Your Highness, you really do cherish Princess Bertia, don’t you?”

“Of course,” I said without hesitation. A calm smile tugged at my lips. “She’s my maiden of destiny, after all.”

I said it confidently because it was nothing less than the truth.

For a moment, Izlarich just stared at me, eyes wide in quiet astonishment. Then, as if something in him had finally clicked into place, he breathed a soft, awed murmur.

“That’s… manly.”

On our way back to the garden, I decided to make good on my earlier excuse about “grabbing some light food.” I selected a few suitable items from the buffet and had a maid arrange them neatly on a plate.

Prince Izlarich watched in puzzlement as I did so, tilting his head like a curious bird. When I explained the reason, his face cleared with a quiet “Ah, I see,” and he promptly gave similar instructions to a nearby maid. He had two plates prepared, one for himself and, I suspected, one for June.

When we returned to the standing area, Bertia and June were sitting side by side at a small table, smiling over their desserts.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Tia, Miss June,” I said as I approached. “I brought some light snacks and a little gift, too.”

Bertia’s face lit up at once. “My, welcome back, Lord Cecil! And oh, welcome, Your Highness Prince Izlarich!”

Her eyes shone with pure delight when she noticed the prince following behind me.

June, by contrast, blinked in visible surprise. Her gaze shifted to Izlarich, who stood a few steps behind me awkwardly.

“Lord Izlarich,” she said softly. “You came?”

“I… Uh, well, y-you looked like you wanted me to,” he stammered. “So, I thought… I might as well make an appearance!”

His chin lifted, but the effect was ruined by the brilliant shade of red spreading across his cheeks and the way his eyes darted anywhere but her direction.

June, who had known him long enough to read him better than anyone, simply smiled fondly in a way that said she understood far more than his words conveyed. There was even a touch of relief in her expression.

“Apparently,” I said, tone light and conversational, “Prince Izlarich here was sulking because Miss June has been spending so much time with Tia lately. He was lurking out there watching the garden, but couldn’t quite bring himself to enter, so I decided to bring him in.”

“Y-Your Highness Cecil! That was supposed to be a secret!”

The prince’s face flared crimson, and he nearly dropped the plates he was holding.

“Oh, was it?” I replied, smiling pleasantly. “My apologies. My tongue must have slipped.”

“You don’t sound sorry at all,” he muttered darkly.

He wasn’t wrong, of course. But I merely returned his look with polite indifference.

“My, my, my!” Bertia exclaimed. “So, Prince Izlarich was jealous of me? Oh, how wonderful! That means you must really love Lady June!”

“T-That’s not—!”

“Eh? It’s not? Then does that mean you still think of her as just your childhood friend?”

“Wha— No! That’s not— Wait, it’s not that it’s wrong, but it’s not— No, I mean— Ah, I don’t know anymore!”

“W-What do you mean you don’t know?! How far along are you on your route then?! I’m completely lost now!”

“I’m the one who’s lost!”

And so it began: Bertia’s relentless, unintentional barrage and Izlarich’s hopelessly flustered defense.

The poor prince’s face had gone from red to scarlet, while Bertia, utterly oblivious to the chaos she was causing, had her head tilted in earnest curiosity.

Honestly, I thought, didn’t she say this world’s story was from a novel, not an otome game?

The term “route” definitely belonged to the latter.

“Um, Lord Izlarich?” June ventured hesitantly, cheeks faintly pink as she tried to make sense of the verbal train wreck before her. “A-Are you all right?”

She must have caught the gist of their exchange, but her gentle tone carried no reproach, only concern.

Izlarich, however, was too deep in his embarrassment to register anything but panic. He clutched his head with both hands and groaned.

“A-Anyway!” Izlarich blurted. “You just… You just need to stay by my side! Whether we’re childhood friends or… or something more, your place is next to me! No one else. No one! I’ll, um… I’ll try to be more considerate from now on.”

By the end, he’d turned his head away, arms crossed, muttering the last line like a sulky child who’d just been forced to confess. Still, however clumsy it sounded, it was clear that he’d finally managed to voice what he’d been bottling up.

I see.

He was the kind who didn’t need gentle coaxing or long-winded encouragement. He simply had to be thrown headfirst into emotional chaos until his honesty slipped out on its own.

Come to think of it, the time he burst into the lounge when I was drinking with Prince Ramtak, all fiery and uninvited, had the same energy. Although reckless and impulsive, it was strangely sincere.

Perhaps I wouldn’t need to interfere anymore. I was starting to understand how to handle him.

“Well,” I murmured, “that seems to have wrapped up rather nicely.”

June had a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with surprise, her cheeks faintly flushed. But beneath that shock was unmistakable warmth.

Her feelings, I thought, were probably still tentative, just like his. Not yet love, but certainly leaning toward it. Given a little more time, the rest would fall into place naturally.

“U-Um, Lord Izlarich,” she said shyly. “Would you… escort me for the remainder of the tea party?”

“O-Of course!” he sputtered, straightening like a soldier under orders. “You’re my fiancée, after all! Who else could possibly escort you but me?”

He sounded brusque, but the redness creeping to the tips of his ears betrayed his real emotions.

The air between them was practically glowing with sweetness. Too much sweetness, honestly.

I turned slightly to Bertia. “Tia?”

“Ah! Yes, of course!” She nodded enthusiastically, understanding my intent immediately.

“That’s what they call ‘leaving the young ones to it,’ right?”

“I’m… not sure about that. But yes, since we have the chance, we should mingle a bit and speak with the other guests. Let’s give these two some space.”

“Agreed!” she said at once, her smile blooming like sunlight through stained glass.

I returned a slight nod and turned to June and Prince Izlarich.

“We’ll take our leave for now,” I said. “I fear we’ve kept you both occupied for quite some time.”

“Oh, not at all,” June said quickly. “If anything, I should apologize for monopolizing you.”

“No, no. I was the one who asked you to keep Tia company, remember? The fault is mine.”

Bertia added with her characteristic warmth, “Lady June, thank you for spending such a lovely time with us! We’ll be joining the queen, the empress dowager, and Lady Lysonna later for a little gathering. Please, the two of you should come as well!”

It was a casual, friendly invitation, but I could see the sincerity in her eyes. We were expected at that private tea anyway, and there’d be no harm in including them if protocol allowed. Still, I made a mental note to have Zeno discreetly confirm it first—best to avoid offending the hosts by accident.

“Yes, we’d love to,” June replied. “I might have hesitated if I were alone, but with Lord Izlarich by my side, I feel confident.”

She slipped her hand lightly around his arm. The prince stiffened at first, then, catching himself, averted his gaze, though not before I noticed the faint satisfaction tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Well,” he muttered, “if you want to speak with Mother and the others, I’ll… I’ll go with you, of course.”

“Haha,” she laughed softly. “Thank you.”

And so, leaving the young couple behind in their quiet happiness, Bertia and I moved on to another part.


Part Two

After parting ways with June and her group, the tedious portion of the afternoon began: socializing.

As the crown prince and princess consort of the Alphasta Kingdom, we were already accustomed to being surrounded by people eager to talk. But today’s tea party was officially being held at Bertia’s request, as an “opportunity to deepen connections with foreign guests.” That little detail lowered everyone’s hesitation considerably.

Naturally, the moment we began walking around the venue, people approached us one after the other.

“It’s such an honor to speak with the Crown Prince and Princess Consort of Alphasta!”

“We’re so grateful to Her Highness Princess Bertia for organizing such a splendid event.”

“Earlier, I tried a snack called potato chips. Simply exquisite! I heard it was Princess Bertia’s own creation? Remarkable!”

We smiled and responded with practiced politeness, exchanging a few light words with each guest. It wasn’t an official audience or a political meeting. It was more casual, a matter of showing our faces and saying a few pleasantries. Tiresome, yes, but not truly difficult.

The real problem lay elsewhere.

“I’m delighted to meet you as well!”

“Oh my, I’m so glad to hear that!”

“You enjoyed the potato chips? I’m glad I suggested them to Lady Lysonna!”

Bertia, ever the courteous one, always made sure to respond properly when spoken to. Yet, despite her best efforts, she hadn’t been able to eat a single bite of the cake she’d been eyeing since earlier. She kept raising and lowering her fork helplessly, her smile bright but increasingly tinged with longing.

She loved talking with people; it was one of her charms. Still, being trapped before a table of beautiful sweets she couldn’t touch was slowly changing her radiant aura into something wistful and fragile.

The more perceptive guests noticed and wrapped up their conversations quickly, giving her a moment’s respite. Unfortunately, not everyone was so considerate.

Some tried too hard to leave an impression, prattling on endlessly. Others, uncertain of our reactions, kept fishing for agreement or affirmation.

In the end, the more perceptive guests withdrew, and the less perceptive ones closed in to fill the gap.

A remarkably efficient self-sorting system, I thought dryly. Useful for gauging people’s social awareness. But if I don’t step in soon, my wife might wither away from sugar deprivation.

“Tia, what’s wrong? Are you getting tired?” I asked gently.

“N-No, I’m just…” She hesitated.

Bertia had started to lower her gaze more and more on the untouched slice of cake before her. Sensing her quiet desperation, I leaned toward her and spoke softly.

Fortunately, the couple we were speaking to belonged to the perceptive sort. That one subtle cue would be enough for them to understand my intent.

“Oh my, how rude of us, Princess Bertia,” the gentleman said. “It seems we’ve detained you far too long. Conversing with the two of you has been such a delight that I quite lost track of time.”

“Indeed,” his wife added. “Her Highness is ever so popular. She must be exhausted from speaking with everyone. Please, do take a well-deserved rest.”

The royal couple from the island nation near Seahealby bowed politely and withdrew, sending us off with impeccable courtesy. Thanks to the lady’s thoughtful phrasing, word quickly spread among the surrounding guests that we were taking a short break. Those waiting their turn looked disappointed but retreated nonetheless.

“Your kindness is deeply appreciated,” I said with a pleasant smile, shaking the gentleman’s hand. “Your country seems to have an abundance of valuable crops. I look forward to the possibility of fruitful cooperation between us.”

Bertia mirrored my smile, turning to the lady. “Thank you so much. I do hope we can continue this conversation another time,” she said, deftly maintaining the warm rapport she’d built.

Good, I thought, watching her. This particular kingdom produces excellent cacao, and according to Bertia, a number of other ingredients useful in confectionery as well.

In short, it was precisely the kind of nation that appealed to my wife’s heart and palate. As long as the country itself remained stable and these two possessed the diplomatic competence their roles demanded, maintaining a connection with them would only be beneficial.

If we could jointly develop new specialty products, both sides stood to gain.

“Finally… Finally, I can eat this cake,” Bertia murmured, her shoulders slumping with a faint sigh of relief as we returned to our reserved table.

The moment she sat down, she took up her fork with quiet determination and tasted the long-awaited dessert. Her eyes softened with bliss, the weariness in her expression melting away as if sugar itself had revived her spirit.

Seeing her contented smile, our Alphasta maids, who had been waiting discreetly at the edge of the venue, approached and began pouring fresh tea for us, their movements quiet and practiced.

“Princess Lysonna and the others haven’t returned yet, but we’ve already spoken with plenty of people. Why don’t we take it easy here for a while?” I suggested.

We still had an audience scheduled later with the empress dowager and the queen. Frankly, I’d had enough of small talk for the day, and we’d already spoken to everyone I’d planned to. There was no reason to push ourselves any further.

“Yes, that sounds lovely!” Bertia agreed at once, her face lighting up. “Besides, we’ll still have some time to speak with people on the day of the wedding itself.”

Her cheerful tone made it obvious. She was simply eager to eat her sweets in peace.

In the morning, she’d even gone through her indoor exercise routine and eaten lightly, all to prepare for today’s event. Knowing that, I decided not to say anything more. She’d earned this little moment of indulgence.

Smiling, I watched her as she happily nibbled on her cake and pastries, her expression that of a small, contented animal finally enjoying its treat after being made to wait far too long.

While I quietly sipped the tea our maid had just poured, a familiar figure approached. Kulgan, my long-time aide who’d been my right hand since our academy days, moved with his usual calm composure.

I had assigned him to gather information on foreign representatives, so although he was attending the tea party, he had been acting independently until now. His arrival likely meant he’d come to give his report.

“Your Highness Prince Cecil, Princess Bertia, thank you for your hard work,” he greeted, bowing respectfully.

“Thank you, Kulgan. You’ve been busy as well, haven’t you?” I replied.

“Yes! Did you have the chance to try the sweets, Sir Kulgan?” Bertia asked warmly.

“I did, Your Highness. I even sampled the potato chips you devised. They were excellent,” he said, a rare, faint smile tugging at his lips.

Bertia looked delighted by the praise, taking another dainty bite of cake before turning her attention back to him.

“So,” I asked, “was there anything out of the ordinary?”

“Nothing significant. However…”

“However?”

Kulgan glanced briefly around us, then stepped closer. Lowering his voice, he bent at the waist and murmured near my ear.

And at that exact moment—

“Oh, my! If it isn’t His Highness Prince Cecil of Alphasta!”

A bright, high-pitched voice rang out before I even had time to react.

“I’ve heard so much about you! They say you’re not only brilliant but quite the handsome gentleman as well. I am Princess Bistona Umyuve, the eighth princess of the Umyuve Kingdom.”

The woman who had appeared so suddenly had a striking resemblance to Princess Lysonna. Her sister, no doubt, but this one radiated a rather… different kind of energy. For one, her dress was cut scandalously low.

And she was speaking to me. Only to me.

“Kulgan?” I murmured quietly, not breaking my polite smile.

“As I was saying, Your Highness,” he continued under his breath, “Princess Bistona, the younger sister of Princess Lysonna of Umyuve, appears to be attending the wedding for the express purpose of… social hunting, shall we say. She’s been approaching high-ranking men throughout the venue.”

“I see.”

While returning Bistona’s greeting with the grace expected of a crown prince, I confirmed the situation with Kulgan in a whisper. His report, unsurprisingly, matched the scene unfolding before us.

Still, I couldn’t help but sigh internally.

I’m married, you know. Quite happily, in fact. And my very beloved wife happens to be right next to me, savoring her cake as we speak.

Now, how best to handle this…

Unlike the situation with Lady Heronia before, this time, the troublemaker was a princess and, worse still, the younger sister of Bertia’s friend. Ignoring her outright would cause diplomatic ripples.

So, I rose from my seat with practiced composure.

“How courteous of you to introduce yourself, Princess Bistona. I am Cecil Glo Alphasta, Crown Prince of the Alphasta Kingdom. And this is my wife, Bertia Ibil Alphasta. She is quite close to your elder sister, Princess Lysonna.”

“Princess Bistona, what a pleasure to meet you,” Bertia said. “I’m Bertia. Princess Lysonna and I are dear friends.”

The effect was immediate.

Bistona, who had been gazing up at me through half-lidded eyes and wearing what she must have thought was a seductive smile, froze. Her expression stiffened the moment I mentioned my wife, and when Bertia began to speak, her face twisted, her brows knitting in clear irritation.

She all but glared at Bertia.

Really? I’m starting to worry about the royal education system in Umyuve.

“Oh my, so Her Highness the Princess Consort was here as well. I hadn’t noticed. You two hardly seemed to be conversing.”

She really went straight for the insult this time.

Of course, I wasn’t about to let that slide unanswered.

“My wife adores sweets,” I said easily. “And I love watching her enjoy them. At the moment, any conversation would only get in the way. Besides, we don’t need words to be happy. We’re content just being beside each other.”

I turned toward Bertia and gave her a gentle smile. She blushed, ducking her head slightly, but her eyes sparkled with quiet joy as she answered, “That’s right.”

Yes, I thought with unrestrained fondness, my wife really is adorable.

Princess Bistona, however, was not nearly as charmed. Her expression hardened, her mouth tightening into something that might have been mistaken for a smile by a very forgiving observer.

“Oh my, I’ve never been shown such open affection,” she said. “How enviably blissful you both are. Why, even as a concubine, I wouldn’t mind experiencing just a fraction of Prince Cecil’s affection myself.”

Her words dripped with sugar and venom alike. She clearly loathed Bertia, yet recovered instantly, tilting her head and casting me a sidelong glance meant to entice.

Do men actually fall for this? Surely not.

“Haha… Princess Bistona, you’re quite the bold one,” I said. “But I’m afraid Alphasta has no system for concubines. Even among the nobility, a man loves only one woman. As for me, my heart belongs entirely to Tia.”

I smiled broadly and slid an arm around Bertia’s shoulders, drawing her gently against me.

“L-Lord Cecil?!” she gasped, ducking her head.

I bent down and planted a soft kiss on her hair, a small, deliberate gesture of affection that made her go perfectly still in my arms. The nearby guests who happened to glance our way smiled warmly at the sight of the “affectionate royal couple.”

Bistona, on the other hand, looked as though someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over her, interest evaporating the moment she realized she’d targeted a man entirely out of reach.

“I see,” she murmured. “Oh my, and who might this gentleman be?”

Without missing a beat, she redirected her sights toward the man standing quietly at my side: Kulgan.

Apparently, her heart was forged from something harder than iron.

“He is Viscount Kulgan Deres Uradil,” I said. “My personal aide.”

“Oh my, how impressive,” Bistona purred. “To think His Highness’s aide is already the heir to a viscountcy at such a young age.”

At my introduction, her entire demeanor shifted. Kulgan, ever perceptive, took a discreet half-step back.

“Kulgan Deres Uradil,” he said coolly, bowing with flawless decorum. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Your Highness.”

His tone was polite to perfection, but his body language screamed, “Please don’t make my acquaintance any further than this.” Unfortunately, Princess Bistona was equipped with both an unyielding will and an extraordinary resistance to social cues.

“Bistona Umyuve,” she replied with a coquettish smile. “Please, call me Bistona.”

“Princess Bistona,” Kulgan said evenly. “Then please call me Viscount Uradil.”

“Sir Kulgan?”

“Viscount Uradil.”

A silent battle of proximity and distance ensued. Bistona pushed forward with all the subtlety of a siege weapon, while Kulgan held the line with unyielding professionalism.

It was, frankly, fascinating to watch.

“Hehehe… so Sir Uradil is the shy type,” she said.

“Viscount Uradil,” he replied once again, tone identical to the last, as if carved from marble.

“Then, Viscount Uradil, why don’t we go over there and talk for a while?”

Persistent. Admirably so, if I ignored the context.

“I’m afraid I must decline,” Kulgan said. “His Highness has entrusted me with an errand that I need to attend to right away.”

Oh? I thought. Funny, I don’t recall assigning you any errands after the tea party began.

Still, I understood the survival instinct at play. And considering that Bertia’s maid, Milma, was now standing frozen in place, clutching a teapot and looking on the verge of tears, I decided to throw him a lifeline.

“Ah, that’s right,” I said lightly. “My apologies, Princess Bistona. He really does have something I asked him to take care of.”

Her smile faltered for an instant, but she recovered quickly. “I see. Well then, it can’t be helped. But once your errand is complete, do come find me, won’t you?”

“(That errand won’t be complete until the tea party is long over.) Understood,” Kulgan murmured with impeccable civility.

I could practically hear the parentheses in his voice.

“Milma,” I said suddenly. “Why don’t you help Viscount Uradil finish his task quickly?”

“Eh? Ah, y-yes! At once, Your Highness!”

For a moment, Milma froze in surprise at being suddenly addressed. But then, as realization dawned, her face lit up with joy, and she curtsied so quickly it was almost endearing.

Her enthusiasm earned a small, approving nod from me. Just as I was beginning to sip my tea again, Kulgan took a quiet half-step closer, lowering his voice so only I could hear.

“Your Highness Cecil, since there’s no actual errand, what am I supposed to do?”

“Go to the detached palace and have Milma brew you some tea. Take it easy,” I murmured back.

“Understood.”

We kept our tones light and our faces perfectly neutral, pretending to exchange nothing more than idle courtesies.

Fortunately, Princess Bistona was far too busy glaring daggers at poor Milma to notice the whispered exchange. The intensity of that glare was impressive in its own way; she looked moments away from setting the maid aflame through sheer resentment.

Still, I mused, there’s little need to worry.

Milma spent nearly all her waking hours at Bertia’s side in the detached royal residence. Even if Bistona decided to make trouble later, finding her would be next to impossible. The girl’s presence was so faint that half the palace staff forgot she existed unless she spoke first.

“I shall excuse myself for now,” Bistona said at last. “Viscount Uradil, until later.”

Kulgan bowed with perfect precision, eloquently declaring with his silence that “later” would never come.

Still, as I watched Bistona sweep away with a flick of her heavily jeweled skirt, I couldn’t help but think, If only she took hints as well as she throws them.

Part Three

By the time the tea party was drawing toward its end, the atmosphere had mellowed considerably.

What had begun as a whirlwind of introductions and eager greetings had softened into clusters of quiet conversation. Guests now lingered at their tables, enjoying the last of the pastries and tea.

As planned, Bertia and I joined the empress dowager and the queen for the closing round of tea. Prince Izlarich and Miss June, whose participation I had arranged beforehand through Zeno, were already seated with them. The attendants had handled everything perfectly without the slightest confusion or delay.

The empress dowager’s eyes softened as she looked over the four of them: her son, her grandson, and their respective partners.

“My, my. To think that little Aleis would grow up to take such a lovely bride,” she said, her tone full of nostalgic warmth. “And Izlarich, too. Already engaged to such a charming young lady. It seems our family’s future is secure.”

Her expression was pure, unguarded happiness, the contentment of a matriarch surrounded by the fruits of her family’s peace.

The queen smiled as well.

“Indeed,” she said. “When Prince Aleis, who had always seemed reluctant to settle down, suddenly announced his engagement and immediately began preparing for the wedding, I was quite surprised. But now, seeing how well they suit each other, I can’t help but feel it was fate.”

Perhaps it was the presence of Izlarich and his fiancée that lent such tranquility to her mood. A mother seeing her son not only engaged but happy would soothe even the deepest of maternal anxieties.

Then, with a chuckle that carried the faintest edge, the empress dowager added, “Izlarich is already engaged to a fine young lady. Now the only one left is Ramtak.”

The queen sighed quietly, as though she’d been expecting the comment.

“Truly, that boy is a handful. He has plenty of friends, yet when it comes to a fiancée, he refuses to decide.”

Her exasperation earned a knowing smile from the empress dowager. Despite the gentle jab, there was no malice in her tone, only the easy teasing shared between two women who’d long since accepted each other’s temperaments.

“That child still believes that one day, a perfect woman will appear, someone just like the legendary Saintess,” the queen murmured.

The empress dowager gave a soft snort. “Hah! That boy? I doubt it. Besides, perfect women don’t exist, no more than perfect men do.”

Her shoulders lifted slightly in a slight, wry shrug, and the queen actually nodded, lips twitching as though suppressing a laugh.

Their banter was light and affectionate, but for me, as a man, sitting nearby with my cup of tea, it was an oddly uncomfortable topic.

It seemed I wasn’t the only one feeling awkward. When I glanced toward Crown Prince Aleis, he caught my eye and offered a faint, knowing smile.

Then Bertia, who had been listening to the exchange with rapt attention, suddenly leaned forward. Her eyes shone like a child hearing a bedtime story.

“Um, Your Majesty the Empress Dowager, Your Majesty the Queen, may I ask, who exactly was this legendary Saintess you mentioned?”

At once, the mood shifted slightly. Across the table, the Seahealby nobles and Princess Lysonna all looked perfectly unbothered as they should be, having grown up hearing this tale. Even I, curious about the overlap between Bertia’s “previous life” and the history of this world, had already researched it thoroughly.

In other words, the only person at the table who didn’t know the story was Bertia herself.

Fortunately, far from appearing irritated at her question, both the empress dowager and the queen seemed rather pleased to have someone genuinely interested. The older woman chuckled softly and began the tale.

“It’s quite a common sort of legend, really,” she said. “You’ve seen the Seahealby flag, haven’t you? The one with the two-headed serpent?”

“Of course,” Bertia replied eagerly. “That serpent is the guardian deity of Seahealby, isn’t it?”

“Indeed. The Serpent God is a most revered being, protector of our people, yet also fearsome.”

“Fearsome?”

Bertia tilted her head, clearly puzzled. The notion of a protective god also being terrifying didn’t quite compute for her.

To her, gods were gentle and benevolent. But then, she hadn’t grown up hearing the old stories where divinity and wrath so often walked hand in hand.

“Yes,” said the queen softly, picking up where her mother-in-law left off. “In fact, the legend of the Serpent God begins with divine wrath.”

The tale began, just as the empress dowager had promised.

The first king of Seahealby had once been a mighty pirate who ruled the sea through fear and strength. His fleet was vast, his reputation unmatched, but his domain was drenched in blood. Battles raged daily, the waters blackened by death and hatred. The sea, once clear and alive, grew heavy with that stench.

The Serpent God, guardian of those waters, grew enraged.

Unable to bear the filth that defiled its home, the god called forth a storm. Not the kind of storm that lasted a mere day or two, but one that howled endlessly, swallowing ships, starving the shores, and tearing apart the lives of all who depended on the sea.

When hunger and despair finally consumed them, it was the pirate king’s daughter who stepped forward. Gentle, kind, and strong-hearted, she was beloved by all. She offered herself as a living sacrifice to calm the god’s wrath.

The king, tormented by guilt, could not bring himself to accept it. But before he could stop her, the girl slipped away in secret, setting out alone into the storm.

By the time her father and her betrothed realized what she had done, she was already adrift on the raging sea, her small boat tossed like a leaf in the waves. The king froze in horror. Her fiancé, unable to watch her die, dove into the sea and swam toward her, fighting against the god’s fury with nothing but his will.

In the heart of that storm, the girl prayed, alone in her fragile little boat, her voice trembling as she begged the Serpent God for forgiveness.

Her fiancé fought the waves to reach her, heedless of his own life. The first king shouted himself hoarse from the shore, crying to the heavens for mercy, begging the god to take him instead.

Perhaps their desperation reached it.

Just as the young man managed to grasp the edge of her boat, the winds stilled. The thunder faded. From the depths of the sea rose the colossal form of a two-headed serpent, the Serpent God itself.

The god looked upon them: the king’s genuine remorse, the daughter’s selfless heart, and the man’s unwavering love. And so, its fury subsided.

Yet, as both a test and a covenant, the god demanded an offering of pure maiden’s blood. The girl accepted. The serpent bit her finger gently, drawing but a drop, and drank it with satisfaction.

In return, the Serpent God bestowed its blessings.

To the pirate king, it granted divine protection, so the seas under his rule would never again turn to chaos.

To the fiancé, the strength to guard the woman he loved.

Finally, to the girl herself, a bond: the promise that, should her blood be offered again in times of need, the god would lend its power to defend the seas.

That was how the serpent, once wrathful, became the guardian deity of Seahealby, worshiped by the very descendants of the man it once sought to destroy.

The empress dowager’s voice softened.

“Since then,” she said, “whenever our land faced great peril, a pure maiden known as the Saintess would appear. By offering prayer and a few drops of blood to the Serpent God, she would call forth calm seas and protect this kingdom.”

When she finished, the queen smiled.

“A lovely story, isn’t it?” she said to Bertia.

It was lovely—at least on the surface. But the more I thought about it, the more inconsistencies stood out.

For one, the first king had angered the Serpent God by staining the sea with blood, yet the god had demanded blood in return.

Perhaps the tale had been reshaped over the generations, polished until its rough edges became romantic legend rather than grim truth. Still, surrounded as I was by Seahealby nobles, I had no intention of voicing such musings aloud.

The empress dowager turned her attention to Bertia.

“Did our country’s tale please you, Princess Bertia?”

The queen chuckled softly. “Most of our old stories are rather violent,” she admitted. “After all, our first king was a pirate. But this one is comparatively romantic, wouldn’t you say?”

The empress dowager and the queen both smiled. Serene and dignified, their expressions carried that quiet pride only those born of a founding lineage could have.

Bertia smiled back, her voice bright but a little too quick.

“Ah, yes! It’s such a beautiful tale! A story of pure love. Yes, pure love! It’s like something right out of a novel!”

Her tone was enthusiastic, but her expression stiffened almost immediately. And then she started glancing subtly but repeatedly toward June.

Ah, so she’s remembered something.

That tiny spark in her eyes, that searching look, was the same as when she recognized something from her previous life. And given the timing, I could take a good guess at what triggered it. The keywords practically screamed it: Saintess, or perhaps Serpent God.

Neither boded well.

Here we go again, I thought with a sigh. I couldn’t let it show.

The otome game scenario from before had already proven how dangerous her recollections could be. Roles like Maiden of Destiny or Saintess, things fixed by destiny, were particularly troublesome.

It wasn’t the concept itself that worried me. It was the way Bertia reacted to it.

She’d grown since then. She no longer believed that fate had to follow a script. But somewhere deep down, she still feared that the world might suddenly tilt back toward the story she remembered. That no matter how far she strayed, the plot would drag her back.

I couldn’t exactly blame her. In this world, “impossible coincidences” had a habit of turning out to be something more.

Part Four

That night, after the tea party had ended and the manor had fallen quiet, Bertia and I finished preparing for bed. Once the attendants had withdrawn and the door shut behind them, she turned to me with a rare, serious look.

“Lord Cecil, I remembered something important today.”

“I know,” I said softly. “It’s about the Saintess and the Serpent God, isn’t it?”

“Yes, the Saintess and the Serp—” Her eyes flew wide open, her head snapping up in shock. “Wait, how did you know?!”

Her expression was so perfectly adorably startled that I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“At the tea party, when they told the legend of Seahealby’s founding, your expression changed,” I said. “That’s when I figured it must have something to do with the novel.”

“Oh dear, was it that obvious?” she asked, cheeks tinged pink with embarrassment.

“Not to anyone else. I just always watch you. That’s all.”

That earned me an even deeper flush. Bertia looked away, fidgeting with a strand of her hair as though the movement could hide her smile.

“I’m glad no one else noticed,” she murmured. “Anyway, about the Saintess…”

“I’m listening.”

Her expression clouded over, that bright spark in her eyes dimming as she began to speak.

Piece by piece, she told me what she’d recalled from the novel. It was a continuation of the Seahealby legend but set in the “present day” of that story.

According to it, war once again tainted the seas with blood, enraging the Serpent God anew. This time, the ones chosen to soothe its fury were June, who became the new Saintess, and Prince Izlarich, who aided her. Together, they calmed the god’s wrath and restored peace.

However, one detail caught my attention.

“Hey, Tia,” I said, “this war you’re talking about… I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

“What do you mean?! It was part of the novel’s story!”

“I’m sure it was. But the war in that story, if I remember correctly, was an offshoot of another conflict. A war that started between Alphasta and a neighboring country.”

“Wait. Then does that mean Alphasta will be dragged into war?!”

“No. Not a chance. I’ve already eliminated anything that could lead to that. Any political tension, any faction that might stir up trouble is gone.”

She blinked, startled by the matter-of-factness of my tone.

“Besides,” I added with a faint smile, “in that otome game scenario you once told me about, weren’t most of those wars tied to me somehow? I’m the one who triggers most of the conflicts, right?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then we’re safe. Because you and I are walking the route you called the only peaceful one.”

“Eh? Is that what you meant?!” Bertia blinked rapidly, her voice a mix of surprise and fragile hope. “But there’s still a chance, isn’t there?! After all, this isn’t an otome game event. It’s from the novel!”

For a fleeting moment, relief softened her expression, but it vanished as quickly as it came, swallowed by uncertainty.

She wasn’t wrong. I could only guess at this point. If this so-called novel followed a different thread from the game, then there might indeed be some unforeseen variable waiting to surface.

If the issue concerned Alphasta, I’d have no worries. My network of information spread through every layer of the kingdom; little escaped my attention. But this time, the potential problem lay in Seahealby, beyond our borders. And there, my reach was limited.

“I still think everything will be fine,” I told her calmly. “But just to be sure, I’ll look into the situation around this region.”

Her eyes softened with gratitude tinged by guilt. “I’m so sorry for troubling you, Lord Cecil. Thank you.”

Before she could bow any lower, I reached out and gently ran my fingers through her hair.

“Hey,” I said softly. “You don’t need to worry so much.”

“But I do!” she said, her voice trembling. “I’d forgotten that Lady June becomes the Saintess. So I thought… if everyone just got along, maybe there’d be no need for me to act as the stand-in villainess anymore. I let myself relax! But if Lady June and Prince Izlarich’s bond hasn’t deepened enough to fulfill her Saintess role because I failed to push the story along…”

Her eyes shimmered with tears, her words breaking with remorse.

I sighed inwardly. Truly, this wasn’t her burden to carry. The fate of another nation had nothing to do with the Crown Princess of Alphasta, and yet, she worried as if the whole world might collapse from her single misstep.

Perhaps that was one of the reasons I loved her so deeply, because she cared—too much, sometimes—for people and things far beyond her reach.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I said gently. “The chance of war breaking out is low, and if any troubling signs appear, I’ll pass the information directly to Crown Prince Aleis. He can act before anything spirals.”

“I— I still think maybe I should become Lady June’s rival. A proper stand-in villainess!”

“No, really, you don’t have to. Let’s just wait and see, all right?”

“But what if it’s too late by then?! If I don’t become the villainess soon, the story won’t progress as it should! Oh no, but Lady June’s so sweet and she adores me! How am I supposed to treat her cruelly?!”

“Tia. I’m going to repeat this very carefully. You. Don’t. Need. To.”

“Aaaah, what am I supposed to dooo?”

“Yes,” I sighed. “You’ve stopped hearing me entirely, haven’t you? For now, just sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow when your brain’s no longer on fire.”

I gently pushed her down onto the bed, tucking the covers around her before she could spiral further. Within minutes, her breathing evened out, soft and slow against my shoulder.

I brushed a stray curl from her cheek and murmured under my breath, “Let’s just hope you don’t wake up tomorrow ready to start another grand ‘villainess’ campaign.”



[image: Chapter_2]


Part One

It was a clear, sunlit day.

Under a boundless sky washed in blue, with the golden sun gleaming over the crystal sea, the long-awaited wedding ceremony between Princess Lysonna and Crown Prince Aleis finally began.

“Ahh, Princess Lysonna looks so beautiful! And His Highness Aleis is simply wonderful as well!”

Bertia’s eyes already shimmered with emotion before the ceremony had even properly begun. Her gaze followed the couple as they walked hand in hand. Princess Lysonna was dressed in the Seahealby Kingdom’s traditional wedding attire, a simple yet elegant white gown, with the Crown Prince Aleis escorting her.

“They really do look happy together,” I murmured.

Aleis’s gentle smile seemed to ease the princess’s tension. Her expression, slightly stiff from nerves, softened beneath his warmth.

When we first arrived in Seahealby, the two of them had been awkward around each other. Yet now, standing side by side, they looked so natural together that it was hard to imagine them any other way.

They’re going to make a good couple, I thought, slipping an arm around Bertia’s shoulders as we watched them walk down the deep navy carpet laid straight across the white sands.

We were in a secluded royal cove, a part of the Seahealby Kingdom’s ceremonial grounds reserved exclusively for the royal family. There was a grand hall atop the cliff where guests gathered, and a long stone path that descended toward this cove where sacred rites were performed.

In this kingdom, the serpent guardian deity of Seahealby was also a sea god. Because of that, shrines dedicated to the Serpent God were often built close to the shoreline. Even the royal family’s ceremonial shrine wasn’t on the cliffside structure above but nestled discreetly here, at the edge of the cove.

In short, the building above was for ceremonies of celebration and farewell, while the shrine below was for the gods, where prayers and offerings were made before the watchful sea.

The passageway connecting the upper building and this hidden cove had been carefully carved into the side of the cliff. A sturdy stairway, about three meters wide and equipped with solid railings, ensured that no one risked falling into the sea below.

Considering that high-ranking priests, members of the royal family, and noble dignitaries used it during sacred ceremonies, it was only natural they’d built it to such high standards.

In the Seahealby Kingdom, nearly every royal event, from weddings to funerals, involved a ritual of gratitude and prayer to the kingdom’s guardian deity. Typically, guests remained in the main hall atop the cliff while only those with permission to attend the sacred rite were allowed to descend the staircase into this private cove.

That said, the cove also served as the royal family’s private beach. Once the sacred rituals concluded, the area—aside from the shrine itself, which was strictly off-limits—was opened to other guests as well.

Though honestly, I doubt many people would go out of their way to climb down that long flight of stairs to get here.

“They’ve gone inside now,” Bertia murmured.

We watched Princess Lysonna and Crown Prince Aleis disappear into the cave where the shrine was said to be located. Then we made our way to the seats prepared for us and gratefully took the chilled tea that had been served.

As close friends of Princess Lysonna, we had been granted the rare honor of descending into the royal cove today. Around us sat members of the Seahealby royal family, a handful of high-ranking nobles, and several representatives from the Umyuve Kingdom who had come to attend the ceremony.

Even though we were allowed into the cove, the cave housing the shrine was off-limits. That space, it seemed, was sacred to the royal bloodline of Seahealby. Even during ceremonies like this, only a handful of individuals, including the chief priest, were permitted to enter.

Most holy places were like that. In this case, it wasn’t just a matter of sanctity. The cave itself wasn’t very large, so there were practical limits to how many people could fit inside.

“What a beautiful place.” Bertia sighed, gazing at the sea shimmering under the sunlight.

She wasn’t wrong. It truly was beautiful in a way that made you forget the climb, the heat, and even time itself.

The heart of the cove was a sweep of pure white sand. On either side, the shore was hugged and guarded by sheer cliffs and jagged rock, as if the land itself curled round to hold this place safe. The cave that housed the serpent shrine was set into one face of those cliffs.

At our feet was the pristine beach. To the left and right, the cliffs rose so abruptly they felt almost fierce. Straight ahead, the blue ocean stretched to the horizon. Every mood of the sea was visible from here: calm glass, tumbling surf, distant haze. It was breathtakingly beautiful and, not incidentally, a splendid defensive position.

“Maybe I should look into whether we have anywhere like this in Alphasta?” I mused.

We did have a few private beaches reserved for the royal family, of course, but none sat in such naturally defensible terrain. Wherever we put them back home, we had to station a decent escort, so the idea of relaxing by the water felt a little fraught. If we built a private spot using a landscape like this, though, we could probably manage with fewer guards and actually enjoy the ocean.

“What a lovely idea! If Alphasta had a place like this, everyone could come and have fun!” Bertia practically sparkled as she said it, watching sunlight scatter across the water.

“Everyone…” I echoed with a small smile. “Your friends would love it. My aides would too.”

Forgetting the possibility that it might just be the two of us was so like Bertia that I couldn’t help but grin. Would I be unhappy about that? A little, yes, but then again, I rather liked this part of her.

Even if she says “everyone,” her considerate friends will probably sense when it’s time to give us space.

They themselves would want both group fun and private time with their partners.

If anyone were to try to actively interfere, it would likely be Marquis Noches, who doted on his daughter and still fussed over her even though she was married. But that was something the marquis’s lady could be persuaded to handle if she put her mind to it.

“Since we graduated from Halm Academy, we haven’t really been able to get everyone together to play like we used to. I’d be so glad if we could make that happen!”

Bertia chatted on cheerfully, her eyes sparkling as she spoke, and I couldn’t help smiling in return.

Then, all of a sudden, I felt someone’s gaze on me.

I sighed inwardly and decided to pretend I hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t worth the trouble.

For the record, the culprits were two princes: Prince Ramtak and Prince Izlarich.

“By the way,” I asked casually, keeping my eyes fixed anywhere but in their direction, “how are things going with Miss June these days?”

At once, Bertia’s shoulders slumped, and her bright expression wilted like a flower deprived of sunlight.

“It’s tough to quarrel with someone,” she murmured, sounding deeply conflicted. “I tried my best to fall out with her. Truly, I did. But when she speaks to me with such genuine happiness… I can’t bring myself to be cold or ignore her.”

“I can imagine.”

Even now, June was gazing at Bertia from across the seating area, her expression so full of affection it was almost dazzling. If Bertia so much as waved, June would likely take it as an invitation and rush straight over.

What made things more complicated was that Prince Izlarich, who not long ago had gone out of his way to keep June away from Bertia, had become rather friendly toward us lately. Now that he was on good terms with her, I could practically guarantee that if June started moving in our direction, he’d follow without hesitation.

It seemed that ever since that tea party, Izlarich had begun to open up about his feelings, and his relationship with June had improved remarkably. He’d even thanked me for the not-so-subtle push I’d given him back then.

These days, every time we meet, he looks about two seconds away from calling me “big brother.”

Of course, I rejected that notion with all my strength. I already had two younger brothers—Shaun and Bertia’s brother, Ansel—and that was quite enough for one lifetime.

“Well,” I continued, “you don’t need to keep playing the stand-in villainess. It looks like there are plenty of young ladies around who’d gladly take over the role for you.”

“Eh?”

Right on cue, June had somehow gotten herself entangled in a conversation—no, a confrontation—with another noblewoman.

A closer look told me that the one confronting her was none other than Princess Bistona, Princess Lysonna’s younger sister.

Would Bertia really be okay with this?

“Oh my! That’s Princess Bistona, isn’t it? I see, I see! Of course, she must have volunteered to play the villainess for her dear sister, Princess Lysonna!”

Yes, apparently. She’s very fine with it.

But, Bertia, could we maybe think this through a little more carefully? For one, Princess Bistona almost certainly doesn’t know that her sister was ever considered a “villainess.” And from the looks of it, she’s not acting out of sisterly devotion so much as out of sheer frustration that she hasn’t managed to secure a suitor yet. She’s simply taking it out on June.

Then again, with Prince Izlarich stepping in to protect June from her, maybe in a strange way, Bistona was fulfilling the “villainess role” Bertia so loved to see in action.

“I see,” I murmured. “Looks like she was swiftly defeated by Prince Izlarich, gallantly deepening his bond with Miss June. And switching targets straight to Prince Ramtak right afterward? Impressive versatility, I suppose.”

Indeed, Princess Bistona was drifting from man to man, much like at the previous tea party. To think she was openly flirting with potential candidates during a wedding ceremony, no less, and during the sacred rites, of all times. Her audacity was something to behold.

Still, she wasn’t the only one. Prince Ramtak himself seemed quite pleased with the cluster of noble ladies surrounding him—Bistona included—as well as Margone, the same duke’s daughter who’d caused trouble for June before.

According to what Princess Lysonna had once told Bertia, the Umyuve Kingdom had an unusually high number of princesses. Most favorable marriage arrangements went to the older sisters, leaving the younger ones to seek their own prospects. As a result, the younger princesses tended to be… assertive.

Assertive, yes.

That was one word for it.

In truth, “predatory” might have been a more accurate description. The way some of them advanced on the available bachelors looked less like courtship and more like hunting.

“Conversely,” Bertia continued, “I’ve heard there are very few princes in Umyuve, and they’re said to be rather gentle in temperament. Look—see that man speaking to Princess Bistona now? That’s Crown Prince Nishikaru, Princess Lysonna’s brother.”

“Ah, yes. I spoke with him briefly the other day,” I replied.

Even as we talked, Princess Bistona had indeed moved on to Ramtak’s side, where she and Margone immediately began exchanging sharp-tongued barbs. Crown Prince Nishikaru stepped in, clearly trying to mediate the argument.

My gaze lingered on him for a moment, and I couldn’t help thinking that this poor man probably spent half his life breaking up squabbles like this.

The royal family of the Umyuve Kingdom had, for some reason, an overwhelmingly high rate of princesses. There were, in total, ten royal daughters and only two princes.

One of those two was the man himself, Crown Prince Nishikaru Rishire Umyuve, who was attending Princess Lysonna’s wedding on behalf of his parents, the king and queen, who were unable to leave their kingdom for an extended period. He was accompanied, of course, by his younger sister, Princess Bistona.

When I spoke with him the other day, I got the distinct impression that life in a palace full of strong-willed sisters had not been easy for him. He’d mentioned, almost apologetically, that even during this wedding trip, he had already received several discreet complaints regarding his sister’s behavior—and had been spending most of his time smoothing things over.

To make matters worse, he’d somehow ended up being dragged into the company of Prince Ramtak, who had insisted on a “fellow crown prince’s dinner” during the tea party the other day. The poor man had been half-forcibly seated among them and, by the end of the evening, had been cheerfully declared “one of the boys.”

When he sighed, rubbing his stomach, and said, “At least Lysonna’s finally stopped causing problems,” with a weak, weary smile, even I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.

“Actually,” Bertia said suddenly, “Lady Lysonna asked me the other day if I might know anyone suitable as a husband for her younger sisters. She said she wanted to help her parents and brother by easing their worries a little.”

“Mm… that might be a little difficult,” I admitted.

I did sympathize with Nishikaru, but that didn’t mean I was eager to invite one of those princesses into our own kingdom. No matter how far down the line of succession she was, a royal was still a royal. That meant the marriage would come with diplomatic weight, complicated negotiations, and—if anything went wrong—international headaches.

If she were a sensible, well-mannered woman, it might be worth considering. But a princess like Bistona? The risks far outweighed the rewards.

“You’re right, of course,” Bertia agreed with a nod. “And among the gentlemen I’m close to, the only one still without a fiancée is Sir Kulgan…”

“Let’s not,” I said. “He’s already been having trouble shaking her off lately.”

Since that troublesome tea party the other day, poor Kulgan had found himself repeatedly shadowed by Princess Bistona.

Apparently, the ever-kindhearted Milma had decided that someone needed to protect him. Since then, she’d been much more proactive about speaking with Kulgan, mostly to warn him whenever he was about to run into the princess, or to invent an excuse to pull him away when Bistona started cornering him.

Still, whatever her reasons, the increased contact between them could only be a good thing.

“I’ve heard about that from Milma myself!” Bertia said brightly, hiding a giggle behind her hand. “Just the other day, she was panicking because Sir Kulgan was in trouble, so I told her to go and rescue him!”

Her tone brimmed with delight; she clearly adored watching the little sparks of romance bloom between others.

Girls do love their love stories, I thought with a wry smile.

“Well, Kulgan’s feelings aside,” I said, glancing toward the ongoing commotion, “if it’s Milma, I don’t see a problem. At least she’s far less likely to cause chaos than… that one.”

I tilted my head in the direction of Princess Bistona, who was now arguing rather fiercely with Lady Margone, while Crown Prince Nishikaru was trying in vain to pull her away.

Bertia followed my gaze and gave a helpless, embarrassed laugh. Even she couldn’t defend that kind of behavior.

When will she realize that’s why her prospects keep slipping away?

“Well then,” I said, “until Princess Lysonna and Prince Aleis finish their ceremony and return, let’s just relax here and stay out of whatever that is.”

“Yes, it’s going to be a long day ahead.” Bertia agreed, nodding enthusiastically.

Then, as if to prove her point, she happily popped one of the elegantly arranged sweets into her mouth, her expression instantly brightening. I could feel curious gazes from several directions. People clearly wanted to come over and talk, but until someone actually approached, I was content to stay like this.

The wedding ceremonies of the Seahealby Kingdom were a grand affair divided into three separate stages.

The first part was the sacred ritual, now being held in the seaside shrine.

Then, the official wedding ceremony would take place before the gathered guests.

Finally, the grand reception party, which was expected to last well into the night.

Even at ordinary banquets, the Seahealby Kingdom was known for its generosity with alcohol. It was, after all, a country founded by former pirates.

In the early days, it seemed, they had celebrated such occasions with all-night drinking feasts. But as the nation began inviting foreign dignitaries to its events, that wild tradition had been gradually tempered.

These days, the Seahealby people no longer drank until dawn, and the receptions had evolved into elegant, well-mannered affairs designed not to overwhelm their guests. For those unaccustomed to the idea of drinking through the night, that change must have come as a welcome relief.

“After this,” Bertia said, her eyes gleaming, “we’ll have the candle-lighting ceremony, the champagne tower, and even the bouquet toss we did at our own wedding! Princess Lysonna and I planned many events together. I can’t wait to see how they turn out.”

Her enthusiasm was infectious, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“You worked so hard on all of it. I’m sure it’ll go perfectly.”

“Yes! But even if there are a few little mistakes,” she said with a soft laugh, “those will make for lovely memories too, don’t you think?”

“I suppose so,” I replied.

Normally, in a royal wedding, failure was not an option, especially one attended by foreign nobles and dignitaries. A single blunder could call into question the nation’s dignity or the competence of its hosts.

Somehow, I found myself agreeing with her. The idea that a little mistake could still become a fond memory was a beautiful way to see the world.

After all, the things Bertia had fumbled or tripped over in the past had turned into some of my favorite memories—moments I still cherished and, in secret, thoroughly enjoyed.

It wasn’t always easy to laugh at your own mistakes, but if you could, life would be far richer for it.

Watching Bertia’s radiant smile, I felt certain. This wedding would be a wonderful memory for Princess Lysonna and Prince Aleis both.

Part Two

The daytime portion of the wedding proceeded beautifully, without a hitch.

After the sacred ritual at the seaside shrine, Princess Lysonna appeared in a breathtaking gown designed by none other than Bertia.

The dress, which Bertia called a mermaid gown, was a bold and innovative creation. It accentuated the body's natural curves yet somehow remained utterly elegant, never crossing into immodesty.

Bertia had said she’d been inspired by the image of a mermaid, which made perfect sense. Both the Seahealby Kingdom and the Umyuve Kingdom were nations tied deeply to the sea; the motif suited them perfectly, both symbolically and culturally.

The gathered noblewomen were enchanted. Judging from their reactions, it was only a matter of time before mermaid gowns became the next great fashion among the upper classes.

Bertia, of course, was glowing with pride—until her success drew a small army of curious ladies who crowded around to question her endlessly about design details, materials, and tailoring techniques. From the look on her face, fielding that many inquiries was far more exhausting than she’d anticipated.

Later, the candle lighting ceremony, another of Bertia’s ideas, transformed the hall into a dreamscape. The curtains were drawn, dimming the room to a soft twilight, and the candles lit by the bride and groom flickered in the darkness like stars reflected on the sea. It was hauntingly beautiful.

Apparently, Bertia had originally wanted to make the hall much darker for a stronger effect, but the palace guards had vetoed the idea, citing security concerns, such as too many shadows and blind spots.

Likewise, her initial plan had been for the bride and groom to light a candle at every table, but that too had been scaled back; it would have taken far too long.

She’d been disappointed, of course, lamenting that it didn’t match her original vision. But for those of us who hadn’t seen what she’d imagined, the ceremony was already more than splendid enough.

There was, however, one small incident during the bouquet toss.

Princess Bistona and Lady Margone, as fate would have it, had gone for the bouquet at the same time, then refused to let go.

Fortunately, Crown Prince Nishikaru and Duke Margone had quickly stepped in, whisking their respective charges away before the scene could grow too scandalous.

The bouquet, in the end, was split cleanly in two—apparently torn during the struggle, with each woman stubbornly clinging to her half.

They’d apparently tried to rewrap the torn bouquet later, reshaping the two halves back into something resembling a proper arrangement. Even then, it looked so pitifully tattered that I doubted it carried any of its intended “blessing.”

The other young ladies, who had frozen in place during that unexpected skirmish, were each given one of the spare bouquets Princess Lysonna had thoughtfully prepared in advance. Their smiles as they accepted the flowers were pure and genuine.

And then—

“Hehehe! At last, the grand unveiling of the nihonshu is here!”

The night’s festivities had begun—the grand reception that served as the evening portion of the wedding.

Bertia stood there grinning, clutching a sake bottle.

At Seahealby, the feasts were known not only for their lavish cuisine but also for their abundant flow of drink. In a country famous for its love of alcohol, the banquet preparations were downright formidable.

That was exactly why we’d decided this would be the perfect stage to debut the nihonshu, a sake we’d painstakingly brewed but hadn’t had the chance to serve during the formal “san-san-ku-do” ritual earlier.

“Tia,” I murmured. “You remember the plan?”

“Of course!” she answered with excitement.

Our part was simple but ceremonial. We would approach Crown Prince Aleis and Princess Lysonna, offer our congratulations, and present them with the specially brewed sake.

After the toast, the royal couple would announce to the crowd that they had received this new sake as a gift, and then, as part of the celebration, would have it served to all the guests.

The timing had been carefully coordinated in advance. At the signal, the servants stationed by the wine casks would take their wooden mallets, crack open the lids with a resounding thud, and begin ladling out the sake for everyone in attendance.

That flourish—the dramatic breaking of the cask’s lid before serving—had been Bertia’s idea.

At first, I hadn’t understood why she wanted to do something so unusual. But when she demonstrated it, I saw it immediately. It was fresh, festive, and undeniably theatrical.

Since nihonshu was quite strong, not everyone could drink it. But even those who refrained would remember the spectacle of its presentation. And for something new we hoped to market widely one day, leaving a vivid impression was half the battle.

“Your Highness. Your Grace.”

As Bertia and I went over the final details of our little presentation one last time, a servant approached us with a polite bow.

It seemed our cue had arrived: the moment for us to approach Princess Lysonna and Crown Prince Aleis.

I gently took Bertia’s free hand, the one not clutching the bottle of nihonshu, and we began walking slowly toward the front of the hall where the newlyweds sat in seats of honor.

For the record, the reason Bertia was carrying the bottle herself wasn’t that I was being inconsiderate. Quite the opposite. Both Zeno and I had offered—several times, in fact—to carry it for her. But Bertia, brimming with excitement and pride, had shaken her head so hard.

Those unfamiliar with the story behind it tilted their heads curiously at the sight of a crown princess personally delivering a bottle of liquor. Still, I was sure they’d understand once they realized it was a heartfelt gift from one friend to another.

“Crown Prince Aleis, Princess Consort Lysonna,” I greeted warmly. “Congratulations on your marriage.”

“Crown Prince Cecil, Princess Consort Bertia,” Aleis replied immediately, rising with his bride, “we are truly grateful for your presence here today.”

We clasped hands and exchanged firm, brotherly pats on the shoulder, while beside us, Bertia and Lysonna embraced gently, their eyes glistening with emotion.

That single gesture spoke volumes to the assembled guests. Everyone watching could see the easy affection and genuine friendship that connected our two kingdoms.

The hall’s atmosphere warmed like a soft tide washing through the crowd. Well, almost everywhere.

From one direction, I could swear I heard the faint, teeth-grinding sound of Prince Ramtak trying not to explode. Probably my imagination. Probably.

Come to think of it, he’d told me just a few days ago, “When I marry, you absolutely must attend my wedding!”—and I’d deflected the comment with a polite smile before conveniently remembering I had an appointment with Aleis and slipping away.

I still wasn’t sure if he’d realized that what I really meant was “I have no intention of going.”

In any case, judging by the sour aura emanating from his direction right now, he clearly wasn’t pleased about seeing us getting along so well with Aleis and Lysonna.

“Your Highness Crown Prince Aleis, Your Highness Princess Consort Lysonna,” Bertia began brightly once the formal greetings were finished. “I’ve brought something very special from our kingdom—a newly developed drink. When I heard news of your wedding, I rushed its completion so that we could present it in time for this joyous day.”

Her words, paired with the radiant smile that lit her face as she lifted the bottle high for all to see, immediately sent a ripple of excitement through the room.

From the moment we had entered, the people’s eyes had been following that bottle. Now, as Bertia announced its significance, the guests’ whispers swelled into a lively murmur.

“Truly?” Aleis said, his eyes widening with genuine delight. “Princess Consort Bertia, not only have you helped so much with this ceremony as my wife’s dear friend, but to have prepared such a gift as well… We are deeply grateful.”

“Lady Bertia,” Lysonna added, her expression soft with happiness, “thank you, truly, for doing this for us.”

Beside them, attendants were already setting out the small cups prepared for this very purpose—delicate, porcelain vessels made especially for the nihonshu.

Bertia bowed slightly, her eyes sparkling with pride.

“The pleasure is mine. Seeing the two of you so happy fills my heart. Now then, please, Your Highnesses, do try this special drink. It’s called nihonshu.”

With practiced elegance, she twisted open the loosened cap, releasing a faint, clean fragrance into the air. I stepped to her side and placed my hand over hers on the bottle, just in case.

Of course, she hardly needed my help. Bertia’s grip was steady, her posture firm; all that daily “diet training” of hers was evidently paying off. She lifted the heavy bottle with ease, nothing like the noble ladies who claimed they had never held anything heavier than a fan.

Still, I wasn’t about to let go. Helping her pour, even if unnecessary, felt somehow right.

“My, to be served by the crown prince and princess of Alphasta—it’s an honor,” Lysonna said warmly.

“It will be a memory we cherish,” Aleis agreed, accepting the cup from his attendant and holding it out.

The porcelain glowed faintly under the lights as we poured. The clear liquid streamed out in a graceful arc, catching reflections of gold and silver from the chandeliers above.

We poured only a modest amount, just enough to glimmer at the bottom of the cup. Nihonshu was potent; it was meant to be savored slowly, its flavor unfolding sip by sip, not swallowed in haste.

The two of them would, no doubt, be offered more drinks by every attending delegate before the night was over. It was better to keep their cups modest now. After all, a full pour would only risk spilling in front of the crowd.

They each studied the clear liquid curiously for a moment, the candlelight glinting through it like glass. Then, meeting each other’s eyes with gentle smiles, Aleis and Lysonna raised their sakazuki in unison and took their first sip.

“What a rich, layered flavor,” Aleis murmured. “And the fragrance. Remarkable.”

“It’s a little strong,” Lysonna said softly, “but it blooms delicately and smoothly in the mouth. Truly delicious.”

Their honest delight was unmistakable. From their wide-eyed expressions and the warmth in their voices, it was clear they weren’t simply being polite.

“I’m glad it suits your taste,” I said.

“Yes!” Bertia added eagerly, hugging the bottle to her chest. “This sake is perfect for celebrations such as yours! I’m so happy you like it!”

She looked positively radiant, cheeks flushed, eyes bright with satisfaction. I couldn’t help smiling at the sight. She’d poured her heart into this nihonshu, after all, researching rice cultivation, experimenting with yeast, even trying to establish what she called a tanbo, a kind of wet field for growing rice herself.

In the end, when time grew too short, she’d enlisted Zeno’s help to complete the brewing process. But I knew better than anyone just how much effort and passion she’d devoted to it.

“Our kingdom has only just begun producing this sake,” I explained, addressing the couple and, by extension, the guests who were now watching closely. “Production is still limited, but my wife Bertia was so eager to share it on this occasion that we brought extra. If it pleases you, we’d be honored to offer it to your guests as well.”

As I spoke, attendants whisked away the embroidered cloth covering the large sake casks behind us. A murmur rippled through the hall, revealing barely concealed curiosity and anticipation.

“You honor us,” Aleis said warmly. “But I agree. This marvelous drink should be shared with all who have gathered here today. May we accept your generosity?”

“Of course,” I replied. “That was our intention.”

“Yes, please. Let everyone enjoy the nihonshu,” Bertia said, her voice brimming with joy.

Confirming our assent with a nod, Crown Prince Aleis slipped an arm around Princess Consort Lysonna’s shoulders and drew her close. The two stood together, poised and radiant beneath the candlelight, as Aleis turned to face the hall.

I followed suit, drawing Bertia gently to my side and stepping aside just enough that we wouldn’t obstruct the view. Together, we watched as Aleis’s gaze swept across the sea of expectant faces.

“Everyone,” Crown Prince Aleis declared, “we have received a most special gift from the Crown Prince and Princess Consort of Alphasta, a celebratory drink known as nihonshu. Thanks to their generosity, it has been prepared for all of us to enjoy tonight. Please, raise your cups and share in this blessing!”

The moment his words ended, the prearranged signal rang out—

Crack!

A sharp, resounding crack echoed through the hall as the lids of the sake barrels were struck open with wooden mallets. The sound was bright and festive, like the opening note of a song.

The crowd erupted into cheers.

Guests who had been watching with curious interest moments before now surged forward eagerly toward the serving tables.

Amid the rising excitement, the newlyweds turned back to us.

“Truly, we cannot thank you enough,” Aleis said.

“We are deeply grateful,” Lysonna added.

As the crowd’s focus shifted to the lively bustle of tasting and laughter, our small circle became a brief island of calm.

“I’m glad it pleased you both,” I said, inclining my head. “My wife finds great joy in seeing her friends happy.”

“Yes!” Bertia said, her voice bubbling with genuine cheer. “Seeing you both so happy makes me happy too!”

We exchanged genuine smiles, and with that, we took our leave.


Part Three

“Your Highness Crown Prince Cecil, Princess Consort Bertia, thank you for your gracious contribution to our kingdom this evening.”

No sooner had we parted from Lysonna and Aleis than Prince Ramtak appeared, glass in hand, his smile sharp enough to draw blood.

To our kingdom, huh?

At a wedding like this, the polite phrasing would normally be “thank you for celebrating the Crown Prince’s marriage,” or something in that vein. But no. His words were deliberate. By framing his gratitude as “for the sake of the nation,” he was distancing himself from Aleis entirely.

His tone was smooth. But deep in his eyes, I caught a flicker of something dark and restless. Jealousy, maybe.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied evenly. “My wife is overjoyed to have been able to celebrate her dear friend, Princess Consort Lysonna’s happiness. If anything, we should be the ones thanking you for inviting us.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Bertia’s posture shift ever so slightly.

She wasn’t smiling anymore. Her chin lifted, her fan flicked open in a crisp motion, and she covered her lips with it, her expression transforming into that cool, regal composure she called her “villainess mode.”

To anyone else, she probably looked every bit the dignified princess. But I knew that look. She was on guard.

I stepped forward, just enough to place myself between the two of them, subtly shielding her.

The prince’s eyes narrowed fractionally at the gesture, his lips curling into a smirk.

Ah. So that’s how he’s choosing to interpret it.

No doubt he thought I’d stepped in to prevent my “willful wife” from saying something inappropriate in public. That was how his kind always thought, measuring others through their own pettiness.

In truth, I simply didn’t want him near her.

He’d made his dislike of Bertia plain enough in the past, though always behind polished manners and a princely smile. But for all his arrogance, Ramtak had one fatal flaw: he could only ever see what he wanted to see.

“Well, well,” he said. “I’m relieved to hear you’re enjoying yourselves.”

“Seems like you’re enjoying yourself quite a bit, too,” I remarked.

Prince Ramtak followed my gaze toward the nearby group of noble ladies he’d left behind. Among them, Lady Margone and Princess Bistona had been watching us far too intently, no doubt hoping for some kind of scene.

The moment Ramtak’s eyes flicked their way, the cluster of women perked up with eager, expectant little gasps of “My!” and “Oh!”, their fans fluttering like startled birds.

I had no intention of approaching them and certainly no interest in acknowledging whatever they thought they were witnessing. Did they truly not see the woman standing beside me? My wife was the only company I needed this evening.

“Oh, I’m having quite a wonderful time,” Ramtak said. “And I plan to continue enjoying myself thoroughly for the rest of the night. You should join me, Your Highness Cecil.”

He leaned in slightly as he spoke, voice dropping low, his smirk twisting into something oily and suggestive.

The meaning behind the words was unmistakable.

I felt my brow tighten, irritation flickering sharp beneath my calm exterior.

To say such a thing to me, standing here with my wife, was nothing short of disgraceful.

Even in a country where multiple consorts were culturally acceptable, such an insinuation toward another man’s spouse, at a royal wedding no less, was a gross breach of decorum.

What mattered was that he had just tried to humiliate her—my Bertia.

And that, I couldn’t let slide.

“Lord Cecil?” Bertia’s voice trembled slightly beside me.

She must have noticed the faint tension in my shoulders, the way my expression had hardened. Her eyes searched my face for a clue.

Of course, she hadn’t caught Ramtak’s hidden meaning. Her kind heart would never have assumed such ugliness from polite words.

But I could. I’d heard every venom-laced nuance. And I wasn’t about to let her stand another moment in this man’s company.

“Tia,” I said softly. “Miss June has been trying to catch your eye for a while now. See? She looks eager to speak with you.”

Across the hall, June stood frozen halfway through a conversation, her gaze darting between us with concern. She must have sensed the tension in the air. Even from this distance, she looked worried.

Standing beside June was Prince Izlarich, watching with the same worried frown.

If I had to entrust Bertia to anyone in this hall, it would be those two.

When our eyes met, I gave a small, deliberate nod. Izlarich understood at once. His posture straightened, and both he and June began walking toward us to meet Bertia halfway.

“Eh? But…”

Bertia hesitated, her voice small and uncertain. She could read my mood better than anyone, and the tension in me must have been obvious. She didn’t know why I was angry, but she was worried nonetheless.

I slid an arm around her waist and bent close enough that only she could hear my voice.

“Prince Ramtak seems to be plotting something unpleasant,” I whispered. “I’m going to find out what it is. He’s wary when you’re around, so it’s better if you go on ahead.”

Then, before she could protest, I brushed a kiss against her cheek.

Her eyes widened, color rising fast from her neck to her ears until her entire face was crimson. She dropped her gaze in flustered embarrassment, fingers fidgeting at her fan.

No matter how long we’ve been married, her innocence never ceased to charm me.

“T-Then… I-I shall go and speak with Lady June!” she stammered, voice pitched awkwardly high.

Her words tumbled over themselves, but the sight of her acting so adorably flustered drew an involuntary smile from me.

“Good. I’ll join you shortly.”

Still half-dazed, Bertia turned and began to walk toward June and Izlarich, her steps light but a touch unsteady until they met her halfway.

Once she was safely away, I turned back to face Prince Ramtak.

Even though my irritation had been plain enough for anyone to notice, his self-assured smirk remained plastered on his face.

He’d misunderstood completely. He thought that by sending Bertia off, I was tacitly accepting his indecent proposal.

“Tell me, Prince Cecil,” he drawled, closing the distance between us with lazy confidence, that oily grin never leaving his face. “What kind of women do you prefer?”

Though every fiber of my being wanted to pull away from him, I forced myself to endure. There were things I needed to say to him, after all. A small token of thanks for the courtesy he’d shown to my wife and me.

I smiled brightly, letting none of my irritation show.

“My tastes have never changed,” I said evenly. “In the past, now, and for all the years to come, I prefer women who are as unique and charming as my wife.”

The corners of his mouth twitched downward. His fake grin slipped away, replaced by a dull, disappointed look. Only now, it seemed, did he realize I had no intention of entertaining his proposal.

“Well then,” I said lightly. “What about you? I hear you’ve been spending quite a bit of time with Princess Bistona lately.”

My eyes flicked discreetly in her direction, just enough to avoid drawing attention. She was seated not far away, surrounded by the usual cluster of women who clung to Prince Ramtak like moths to a flame. The prince followed my gaze for the briefest moment before turning back to me.

“Well,” he said with a smirk, “I suppose she’s rather appealing. Especially that figure of hers… and of course, her standing as a princess of the Umyuve Kingdom.”

I see.

So, he was willing to speak so plainly, to show his true colors without the slightest attempt to conceal them. It meant he didn’t consider me an enemy—at least not yet.

How curious. What makes him so certain I’m on his side?

“By the way, Prince Cecil,” he began, leaning forward ever so slightly, “have you ever thought about establishing trade with the Kingdom of Umyuve on more favorable terms?”

“Favorable?” I echoed, feigning mild curiosity. “You mean not as equals, but with us holding the advantage?”

A trade deal tilted in our favor rather than balanced on equal footing. Admittedly, the idea had its appeal. But honestly, with the right negotiations, any nation could be persuaded to meet reasonable terms. A few pointed remarks, a well-placed implication, and they’d agree readily enough.

Granted, there were times when my negotiation partners stormed out of the room, sobbing blood and calling me a “devil” or the “demon king.”

Still, I could more or less guess what Prince Ramtak was plotting. He probably intended to use Princess Bistona to dig up some compromising secret from the Umyuve Kingdom and wield it as leverage.

Typical.

The target was the Umyuve Kingdom because it was the homeland of Crown Prince Aleis’s wife, their political rival. Maybe they just wanted to weaken the country a little, or perhaps they simply couldn’t stand it.

Whether it was out of petty spite or mere political ambition was hard to say, but knowing him, the former probably outweighed the latter.

“Princess Bistona is quite taken with me these days,” he said. “I’m sure she’d do anything I asked.”

“Even something that could be considered… treason against her own kingdom?”

“Well, depends on how the conversation goes.”

“I see.”

Yeah, no. I seriously doubt that.

The idea that Princess Bistona was “madly in love” with him was questionable at best. If anything, she was simply spending more time around him because he was paying attention to her, no doubt thinking, Maybe this could work out! He’s of high rank, after all.

In truth, she flirted just as freely with other men. Poor Kulgan was still being chased around like a terrified rabbit. Could anyone honestly call that “devotion”? Of course not.

Just as Ramtak saw Bistona as one woman among many, she too viewed him as nothing more than one of several prospects. If anything, Lady Margone was far more sincere in her infatuation with him.

Still, there was one small concern.

Princess Bistona was just as short-sighted as Ramtak himself. She might well say something reckless, something that could jeopardize her entire kingdom, without even realizing it, all in the name of earning his favor.

Honestly, I couldn’t care less what became of the princess herself. But if her careless words harmed the Umyuve Kingdom or worsened relations between Umyuve and the Seahealby Kingdom, that would bring pain to Princess Lysonna. And if that happened, it would break Bertia’s heart.

No. I couldn’t let that happen.

I’d make sure Princess Lysonna heard about this. She and Crown Prince Aleis would know how to handle it discreetly.

Well then, since I’d endured enough of his foolish chatter, perhaps it was time to steer this conversation toward the real issue.

“I see,” I said mildly. “So, the funds you gain from this scheme will be used to gather tools for your little pranks, is that right?”

“What?”

Ramtak’s brow furrowed, his expression clouded with confusion. He looked as though he couldn’t quite grasp what I’d just implied.

I kept my smile gentle, almost kind.

“I heard an interesting story the other day. Apparently, a merchant who owned a warehouse down by the port was arrested. They say he was hiding a large cache of weapons and a number of hired thugs inside.”

Prince Ramtak’s brows furrowed. He clearly hadn’t expected the abrupt change in topic.

“Oh, and it seems another merchant connected to him was caught soon after,” I continued lightly. “That one was dealing mainly in medicine, or so it appeared. In truth, he’d been trafficking in several types of banned poisons. Nasty stuff, really.”

Ramtak’s confusion deepened at first, but as I went on, comprehension dawned in his eyes, followed swiftly by fear. His face drained of color.

“A-And what of it?” he stammered, trying and failing to sound indifferent.

His voice shook despite his attempt to bluff. I met his gaze with a serene, radiant smile. The moment our eyes locked, his shoulders flinched as though struck.

“Oh, nothing serious,” I said cheerfully. “I just happened to hear from a mutual acquaintance that those merchants were rather close to you. I thought it must’ve been a difficult situation.”

“I don’t know any such merchants!”

“Come now. You’re known for your wide social circle, aren’t you? Surely you also know a few fine restaurants. I’d love a recommendation sometime—a place that serves crab, perhaps. Something with a little spice would be perfect.”

“…”

You know the one, don’t you? A particular restaurant famous for its spicy crab, with convenient private rooms ideal for confidential discussions.

I kept my smile gentle, almost teasing, as his complexion turned the shade of cold parchment.

Truth was, something Bertia had mentioned earlier had been nagging at me. So, I’d quietly ordered my people to look into recent movements within Seahealby and neighboring nations. Their report was troubling: a suspicious organization in the Seahealby capital, gathering weapons and men under the radar.

Further investigation revealed that, on the surface, Crown Prince Aleis appeared to be leading them, but the true mastermind pulling the strings behind the scenes was none other than Prince Ramtak.

Since it wasn’t my country’s affair, I hadn’t interfered directly. Instead, I’d passed the information discreetly to Crown Prince Aleis. As I’d expected, his sharp instincts caught my meaning immediately. He moved swiftly, raiding the enemy’s base and capturing everyone involved.

No testimony or hard evidence had tied the operation to Ramtak, unfortunately. But I had little doubt Aleis had already connected the dots.

“Wh… Why?” Ramtak’s voice trembled.

No doubt he’d been confident his underlings couldn’t be traced back to him. Only now did he realize what my words implied.

“Well,” I said pleasantly, letting a hint of steel slip into my tone, “this is supposed to be a diplomatic celebration. My wife and I came here to enjoy ourselves, despite our duties. I’d rather not have anything… unpleasant spoil that. I trust you understand.”

A faint pressure laced my gaze, enough to make my intent clear without raising my voice. The prince’s lips quivered. His head dropped, eyes downcast, his face pale as snow.

“In that case,” I said with an easy smile, “I’ll take my leave. My wife is waiting for me.”

“Ah—!”

He tried to call out, but I didn’t bother to listen. Without looking back, I strode toward the place where Bertia awaited me.

Part Four

When I went to fetch Bertia, she was still chatting with June and Prince Izlarich, a faintly conflicted look shadowing her smile. The two of them, June and Izlarich, seemed even closer than before, but for Bertia, a random mention of the Saintess earlier had clearly rekindled some of her unease.

Perhaps because she couldn’t voice that worry openly, she’d been drinking more than usual.

By the time I arrived, her cheeks were already flushed a delicate shade of pink. June, noticing it too, had been quietly guiding her away from the wine and toward the food with an amused but sympathetic smile.

After thanking them for their kindness, Bertia and I parted ways with the group and began making our way around the hall. We exchanged greetings with nobles and dignitaries from various nations, engaging in polite conversation.

Despite her rosy cheeks, Bertia’s composure surprised me. Even in her slightly tipsy state, she spoke gracefully, her words and gestures perfectly befitting a crown princess.

Between the bows, the toasts, and the endless stream of glasses handed to her by well-meaning guests, it wasn’t long before her careful restraint gave way entirely.

And then—

“Hehehehe…”

She giggled for no discernible reason, a dreamy smile spreading across her lips.

Ah. That’s not good.

After deftly brushing off the advances of a particularly persistent Duke—Lady Margone’s father, of all people—I glanced at my wife beside me. She was laughing softly, radiant and loose-limbed, and that was when I realized my mistake.

“Lord Ceciiiiiiiiil,” she murmured, her voice syrupy-sweet.

A short while ago, her hand had rested lightly in mine. Now, she clutched it tightly, her grip warm and trembling with drunken affection.

“Ehehe… I’m so happy,” she said dreamily. “Lady Lysonna looks so happy, doesn’t sheee?”

Her words slurred at the ends, her voice lilting with that honeyed, tipsy tone that only came out when she’d drunk too much. Her cheeks had deepened to a vivid crimson.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I replied gently. “But, Tia… you’re drunk, aren’t you?”

I’d suspected it earlier, but now it was beyond question. She was utterly, adorably inebriated.

Bertia could be a little silly at times, but she was always conscientious. Her education as the crown princess had instilled in her a strong sense of responsibility, and she usually knew precisely how to carry herself. Even at social events like this, where drinking was customary, she was careful to sip sparingly, aware that her tolerance was low.

Tonight, however, was different. Between her lingering worries about June, the celebratory atmosphere, and the flood of well-meaning toasts, especially after she’d offered nihonshu as a gift, she’d been unable to refuse.

Somewhere along the way, she’d lost track of her limits.

For now, she was barely holding herself together, but the warning signs were all there. She was clutching the nihonshu bottle she’d been using as part of her trade display, hugging it to her chest like a beloved treasure and refusing to let go.

Yes, it’s definitely time to get her out of here.

“Eh? I’m not drunk at allll,” she protested.

“Mm. You’re very drunk,” I said, smiling helplessly.

Drunks always insist they’re not drunk.

I’d learned that much since my academy days—mostly from experience drinking with my friends, particularly Charles. It was practically a law of human nature.

“Well then,” I said, “I’m feeling a little tired myself. Why don’t we take a break outside and get some air?”

If we were an unmarried couple, disappearing together into a quiet corner might’ve sparked scandalous rumors. But we were husband and wife; no one could object to that. Besides, the ever-watchful Marquis Noches, who normally reacted to such things as if the world were ending, wasn’t here tonight.

“Oh, you’re tired, Lord Cecil? That simply won’t do!”

Bertia’s fingers, already clasped tightly around mine, squeezed even harder as she began tugging insistently toward the exit.

Her enthusiasm made me chuckle. I turned to politely excuse us from the guest who had just approached to speak, then glanced over at Kuro and Zeno, who had been standing discreetly by the wall. They caught my look at once and fell in step behind us, their movements crisp and silent.

“Well then, shall we go?”

“Yes, let’s gooooo!” she sang.

Several guests who had been waiting for a chance to approach us looked mildly disappointed, but they kept their composure. It was impossible to greet everyone personally at a gathering this large; people understood that. Our departure marked the natural cutoff point, and no one could complain.

“Now then,” I said once we stepped into the open air, “where shall we rest?”

We’d emerged into the palace garden. It was a tranquil space, softly illuminated by hanging lanterns and moonlight. Here and there, other guests wandered about or sat chatting quietly, some sobering up, others simply enjoying the cool night breeze.

“Where? Where? The sea! I want to see the sea!” Bertia exclaimed.

I blinked, suppressing a laugh. The sea? Of all possible resting spots at a palace party, that’s what came to mind?

“I see. The sea it is, then,” I said indulgently. “Shall we go down to the same beach we stayed at earlier? I heard it’s open even during the festivities.”

Bertia’s voice rose a little higher than usual as she pleaded, her excitement bubbling over. I couldn’t help but chuckle and nod.

The moment we stepped out into the garden, the tension she’d been holding onto seemed to unravel all at once, and with that release, the alcohol had clearly taken firmer hold.

She was still steady enough as long as I supported her, but her steps had begun to sway ever so slightly. It would be wiser to move somewhere quieter, where she could sober up without attracting unwanted attention, preferably somewhere away from the clusters of nobles still lingering in the courtyard.

“The beach from earlier! I want to go to the beach!” she cheered. “Nyahahahaha!”

Her joy was infectious. Even so, I couldn’t ignore how flushed her cheeks were. She looked irresistibly adorable like this, but letting her stay in such a state wasn’t exactly responsible.

“All right, let’s go then,” I said gently.

Sliding an arm around her waist, I steadied her as she leaned in against me. The hand she’d been holding in both of hers, I clasped back firmly under the pretense of an escort’s gesture. In truth, it was to keep her from stumbling.

Now and then, a few guests resting in the garden turned their heads to watch us pass. A brief smile and the faintest edge of authority in my gaze were enough to make them look away.

We walked at an unhurried pace toward the path leading down to the cove. At the entrance stood a knight on guard duty, who straightened at our approach.

I explained that we wished to walk down to the beach for some air. The knight stammered slightly but recovered quickly, warning us to watch our footing despite the lamps set along the path. He also mentioned that part of the beach had been laid with mats to keep the sand from dirtying fine clothes, and that we were welcome to rest there.

He was visibly tense—speaking with foreign royalty would make any soldier nervous—but his manner was polite and professional.

A good man, I thought as I gave him a nod of thanks.

With his respectful bow behind us, we descended the narrow path.

We’d walked this same route earlier that day, yet under the soft glow of the lanterns and the shroud of night, it felt entirely transformed. The darkness carried the hush of the sea, the salt wind brushing against our faces, the gentle sound of waves replacing the chatter of the ballroom above.

Guiding my overly spirited wife down the slope, I soothed her with quiet words until we finally stepped onto the sand.

Just as the knight had said, wide swaths of the beach were covered with woven mats, and wooden benches had been set up here and there.

Several knights stood discreetly along the perimeter of the beach, far enough away to grant any guest a sense of privacy.

“Ah, ah, ah! It’s the sea! The sea!” Bertia exclaimed, eyes sparkling. “White sand, the ocean, and look, there are rocks over there!”

The moment she caught sight of the moonlit waves, her intoxicated enthusiasm exploded into pure, childlike glee.

“Tia, don’t step off the mats, or your dress will—”

But before I could finish, she was already running.

Too late.

I reached out instinctively, but she was gone before I could stop her, her laughter echoing like a string of bells carried on the wind.

“…”

I felt a stare and turned my head. The knight stationed by the entrance was doing his best to keep a straight face, though the corners of his mouth twitched with suppressed amusement.

I sighed softly, then smiled at him—a calm, pleasant smile that carried just enough weight to make its point.

“My wife is adorable, isn’t she?” I said in a tone as smooth as the sea breeze. “But I’m not particularly fond of others… witnessing her cuter moments. You understand, don’t you?”

The color drained from his face. He straightened so fast I thought I heard his armor creak.

“I— Of course, Your Highness! I will never speak of this to anyone!”

“Good,” I said cheerfully. “I appreciate it.”

Satisfied that he understood, I turned and followed Bertia’s footprints, tiny, erratic marks trailing down the sand toward the edge of the tide.

“Hehe… the water’s so cold! The waves go splash!”

Her bright laughter drifted through the darkness. She was sitting near the edge of the mats now, back to me, the faint glow of the lamps tracing her silhouette. Even in the dim light, I could see the hem of her gown dangerously close to the surf.

For a moment, I braced myself for the sight of her soaked dress and ruined shoes, but then I noticed something odd. The water lapped just short of her feet and veered away, the sand beneath her remaining perfectly dry.

Clever, Kuro.

He must have thrown up a small barrier the moment she ran off, keeping her and her gown miraculously untouched.

“Impressive as always, Kuro,” I murmured. “While you’re at it, could you extend the barrier to us as well? And make it so the knights can’t see too clearly from their posts. Nothing too obvious. Just enough to discourage prying eyes.”

The air grew thick with the presence of shadow, and that meant one thing: this was Kuro’s domain. For a spirit born of darkness, such an hour was ideal, her strength at its peak beneath the moonless veil.

She caught my glance and grinned, raising a thumb.

Then, with a flick of her tail, a ripple of black wind swept past us.

To the eye, nothing seemed to change; the air merely stirred for an instant. But I could tell our surroundings had shifted in subtle ways. My clothing would remain spotless no matter where I stepped, and more importantly, the world beyond our small circle of light could no longer see us clearly.

A faint shimmer in the air told me that Zeno had joined in as well, weaving his wind magic to muffle sound. The night grew softer, quieter, as though the waves themselves had taken a breath and hushed.

Perfect. Even if something questionable were to happen out here, no one would see or hear a thing.

Of course, both Kuro and Zeno had the sense to keep the effects balanced—just enough to avoid suspicion. Still, best not to push our luck. I’ll keep things calm and subtle.

That thought had barely crossed my mind when—

“Lord Ceciiiiiiiil! Look! There’s a snake with two heads!” Bertia cried, eyes wide with wonder. “You know, in the old stories, the Yamata no Orochi always loved sake! Oh? But with only two heads, it doesn’t quite qualify as ‘Yamata,’ does it? Still, it’s drinking happily, so I suppose that’s close enough, isn’t it?”

She shifted slightly, turning toward me with a radiant, tipsy smile.

And there it was.

A two-headed snake, gleaming faintly under the lamplight, its scales catching the moon’s reflection. One head had the mouth of her sake bottle firmly clamped between its fangs, drinking greedily.

“…”

“…”

“…”

The three of us—Kuro, Zeno, and I—stared, speechless.

What exactly was the appropriate reaction to this?

Somehow, this feels very… Bertia.

“Oh my, oh my, oh my!” she chirped, oblivious to our stunned silence. “That’s not fair, is it? Only one head gets to drink? Here you go. The other one’s turn now!”

With a delighted giggle, she pulled the bottle free with a bright pop! and promptly handed it to the other head.

The second head accepted eagerly, tilting back to guzzle the sake while the first watched on in clear resentment, its unblinking eyes practically sulking.

“A two-headed serpent…” I murmured. “Just like the one on this country’s flag. I have a bad feeling.”
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For a moment, we could only watch. Staring at the scene wasn’t going to change anything, and now that Kuro’s magic ensured our clothes wouldn’t get dirty, I decided it was time to go to Bertia.

Before I could take a step, Zeno’s voice reached me, hushed and uneasy.

“Prince Cecil… that creature… It’s…”

“I know,” I said. “That’s—”

Before I could finish the sentence, the two-headed serpent, having drained the last drop of nihonshu, coiled around the empty bottle and slithered closer to Bertia.

It rubbed its gleaming scales against her arm almost affectionately, or perhaps begging for more sake, its twin heads weaving around her like curious ribbons. Bertia, utterly delighted, smiled and reached out to stroke it.

That was when one of the serpent’s mouths snapped wide open, fangs glinting in the lantern light, and lunged toward her hand.

“FSSHHAAAAA!”

Every strand of Kuro’s fur stood on end.

In an instant, she vanished, reappearing before Bertia like a bolt of black lightning. Her body twisted in midair, tail sweeping in a powerful arc. The two-headed snake didn’t even have time to cry out before it was launched skyward, spinning helplessly into the dark.

“Kuro seems to be shouting something along the lines of, ‘How dare you try to form a contract with my master without permission, you little worm!’” Zeno observed.

“Well, Kuro does adore Tia. And if some mid-tier spirit tries to bind itself to her without so much as a word of consent, I can’t blame her for being angry.”

So that was it, then.

The two-headed serpent, the so-called guardian deity of this country, wasn’t just a symbolic creature. It was a spirit. A mid-rank one, by the look of it.

Smaller than I’d expected, honestly. It was barely the size of an ordinary snake.

“Water attribute, I assume?” I asked.

“Yes,” Zeno replied. “A mid-tier water spirit. It claims this coastal region as its territory, and its strength is… moderate, I’d say. Decent for its rank, but certainly no match for high spirits like us.”

We continued our conversation as we approached Bertia.

Kuro had her arms wrapped tightly around her mistress, still glaring daggers toward where the serpent had disappeared.

Startled by the outburst, Bertia seemed a little soberer now. She looked down at Kuro with wide, guilty eyes and began stroking her back in an attempt to soothe her.

“Kuro, that’s enough! No animal abuse, all right?” she scolded gently.

“Fsshhh! Fsshhh!” Kuro hissed again.

Even in her confusion, the ever-earnest Bertia bent slightly toward Kuro, speaking to her in a coaxing tone that was meant to be soothing.

No, Bertia… that’s not what this is about.

Honestly, letting a snake drink sake straight from the bottle was already questionable. Though, to be fair, since that two-headed snake was a spirit rather than a normal creature, perhaps it could handle it. The way it eagerly guzzled the alcohol like a professional drinker made that much clear.

“Hey, Zeno,” I murmured. “How exactly should we interpret this situation? Is it… acceptable for a maid to send another nation’s guardian deity flying?”

“Normally, no,” Zeno replied. “But considering it’s merely a mid-tier spirit that happens to be called a god, I’d say we can frame it as a simple misunderstanding. A mid-tier spirit tried to meddle with the contracted partner of a high-tier spirit, got scolded, and learned its lesson. That explanation would satisfy both etiquette and accuracy.”

“That sounds reasonable.”

As Bertia continued to soothe Kuro, who was still bristling with indignation, Zeno and I quietly agreed on the official narrative.

Still, there was something about that snake that stuck with me. Its fondness for sake wasn’t just a quirk; it felt almost symbolic.

“Zeno,” I said after a moment’s thought, “if I recall correctly, the legend of this country’s Snake God says it demanded the blood of pure maidens, didn’t it?”

“That’s right,” he confirmed. “But given what we’ve seen, I suspect that ‘blood’ actually refers to the essence exchanged in a contract. The legend likely evolved from that misunderstanding.”

“I see. But tell me, do spirits usually form that many contracts? One after the other, with multiple humans?”

“Hardly ever. A spirit will typically bond with only one person for life. Two at most. Some spirits treasure the bloodline of their first contractor, so they might form contracts with that family’s descendants over generations. But as for one that indiscriminately contracts with any ‘pure maiden’ it finds? No, that’s unheard of.”

He tilted his head, frowning thoughtfully, now sensing the same wrongness I did.

“Zeno,” I continued quietly, “according to Tia, Miss June is destined to become the Saintess soon.”

“The Saintess? As in, chosen by that serpent? The one that demands blood?”

“Exactly. But here’s the curious part. Her family estate is in one of the kingdom’s most renowned wine-producing regions.”

“Wine?” Zeno blinked, clearly puzzled. “And that’s relevant how?”

I sighed softly.

“Don’t you think wine looks a bit like blood?” I asked quietly.

“Wait. You mean… that’s what it was all about?”

“I didn’t think of it myself until I saw how much that snake loves alcohol. But if it’s that obsessed with drinking, then maybe that was the real ‘offering’ all along. Not blood, but wine. Or any good liquor it could get.”

I lifted a hand and pointed toward the far edge of the beach.

There, rising half out of the waves, was the same two-headed serpent Kuro had so thoroughly launched into the night sky earlier. Its scales glimmered faintly in the moonlight as both heads fixed their eyes on Bertia with unnerving focus.

No, not on her, I realized. On the sake bottle she still held in her hands.

“Persistent thing, isn’t it?” Zeno murmured. “Spirits that take the form of snakes are always stubborn. Their obsession runs deep. Though honestly, Kuro’s never going to let it get close enough to try again.”

Even as he said it, the serpent slithered closer, cutting through the shallows. Kuro’s low growl rolled through the air like distant thunder before she darted forward, her dark aura flaring.

With one swift motion, she conjured a veil of blackness, a shimmering film of shadow that wrapped around the serpent mid-slither. The snake writhed for an instant before Kuro’s tail lashed out once more.

Whack!

“FSSHHHAAAAA!”

“K-Kuro!” Bertia cried, rushing over. “No! That’s bad! You can’t just—!”

She gave Kuro a gentle tap on the head, scolding her like a misbehaving kitten. But Kuro only narrowed her eyes and flicked her tail, utterly unrepentant.

Her expression said plainly, “I merely disposed of the pest that dared approach my mistress.”

“Looks like we could keep this up all night,” I muttered, watching as the serpent returned. “Tia, Kuro, let’s head back up. The party should still be ongoing.”

Bertia looked relieved, her shoulders sagging slightly.

Kuro, clearly just as eager to be gone from this bothersome place, seized Bertia’s hand and began leading her up the path toward the garden.

Zeno and I exchanged a glance, shrugged, and followed at an easy pace.

Behind us came the soft, mournful hiss of the two-headed serpent.

“Hssssss…”

—a sound of longing, of unfinished thirst. But Bertia, already halfway up the path and laughing softly with Kuro, didn’t hear it.

“A Snake God and a Saintess,” I murmured. “Looks like this might turn into trouble after all. But trouble can be managed. We’ll find a way.”

Out of habit, I cast one last glance over my shoulder.

The serpent was still there, hovering just above the water’s surface, trapped within the dark shimmer of Kuro’s barrier. Both of its heads turned toward me, unblinking.

I ignored it and continued after my wife.
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Three days had passed since Princess Lysonna’s wedding ended in perfect success.

With the ceremony concluded, the purpose of our visit to the Seahealby Kingdom was technically fulfilled. There was, strictly speaking, no longer any reason for us to remain here.

Ordinarily, Bertia and I could have departed at any time. However, the Seahealby royal family had insisted on holding a post-wedding celebration—a “thank you party,” they called it—in recognition of Bertia’s help in the preparations and ceremony. We’d agreed, thus extending our stay a little longer.

Of course, when they said a “thank you party,” what they really meant was “an opportunity.”

An opportunity to strengthen ties between Seahealby’s nobility and the royal couple of the great nation of Alphasta. It was the kind of subtle diplomacy one expected at times like these.

Therefore, the guest list this time was restricted to Seahealby’s domestic aristocracy. The foreign dignitaries who had attended the wedding were, for the most part, excluded from the invitations. As a result, most of them had already begun preparing to return home. Some had even departed already.

Still, as with everything in life, there were exceptions.

Certain individuals with strong ties to Seahealby’s inner circles secured a place at the event despite the official restrictions.

Take Princess Bistona, for instance.

Her purpose was clear enough: to find herself a future husband. And since she was also the younger sister of Princess Lysonna, the bride of the recent royal wedding, the Seahealby court could hardly refuse her participation outright. They allowed her in with a polite, if weary, smile.

Her so-called guardian, Crown Prince Nishikaru, on the other hand, was said to be suffering daily from anxiety and indigestion, dreading whatever chaos she might stir up next.

Poor man. Truly.

That said, none of it really concerned me.

In all honesty, the internal affairs of the Umyuve royal family were no business of mine.

While the Seahealby Kingdom busied itself with clearing up after the royal wedding, bidding farewell to its foreign guests, and preparing the “thank you” banquet for us—during which poor Crown Prince Nishikaru was running himself ragged trying to contain Princess Bistona’s latest outbursts—Bertia and I, in contrast, were enjoying a few leisurely days of calm.

Or rather, we were supposed to.

“Hey, Zeno,” I murmured. “Would you say it’s acceptable to play ball with another nation’s guardian deity?”

“Acceptable?” he repeated. “Absolutely not! That’s definitely one of those things you should never do!”

“That’s what I thought.”

When I’d heard that Bertia was in the courtyard of our borrowed villa, playing with Kuro, I’d expected something harmless, perhaps a bit of light exercise or a new game she’d invented to stave off boredom.

Instead, I was greeted by the sight of my wife sitting gracefully under the shade of a parasol, a cup of tea in hand, smiling fondly as she watched Kuro bounce a ball with sharp precision.

At first glance, the scene was rather idyllic. Picturesque, even.

If one ignored what Kuro was using as the ball.

Because the “ball” she was playing with wasn’t a ball at all. It was a spherical barrier, perfectly smooth and opaque, within which squirmed none other than this nation’s so-called guardian deity: the two-headed serpent.

Judging by the reactions—or lack thereof—around us, I was fairly certain that only Zeno and I could tell what was really going on.

To everyone else, including Bertia and Miss Cynthia, her lady-in-waiting, the barrier must have appeared as nothing more than a shiny black toy.

After all, if Bertia had realized that there was a living creature trapped inside, she’d have immediately stopped Kuro, and the attendants would be screaming by now.

Which could only mean one thing: Kuro had deliberately altered the barrier’s appearance so that no one else could perceive its actual contents.

She flicked her gaze toward me briefly, her ears twitching, then gave a deliberate thump of her tail against the ground.

The meaning was unmistakable. Do something about this thing.

Considering what the two-headed snake had been up to these past few days, I couldn’t exactly blame her.

On the night of Princess Lysonna’s wedding, the so-called guardian deity of this country—a mid-tier water spirit in the form of a two-headed serpent—had drunk from a bottle of sake given by none other than my intoxicated wife.

In truth, I’d hoped that being smacked halfway across the night sky by Kuro, a high-ranking spirit of darkness, would have taught it a lesson and sent it slithering far, far away. But of course, that was too much to wish for.

The serpent’s tenacity—its almost obsessive persistence—hadn’t been an act. That much became clear soon enough.

By the very next morning, it was already back in action.

No. Technically, it had started even earlier. We had only discovered its antics in the morning; in reality, it had made its move during the dead of night.

Apparently, the creature had crept into our bedchamber under the cover of darkness, attempting to bite Bertia while she slept and thus form a contract through her blood.

Spirit contracts, after all, were forged through blood and naming.

Now, a sleeping woman obviously wasn’t capable of giving a name, but the serpent had found a loophole. During her drunken ramblings that night, Bertia had affectionately called it “Mr. Snake” and even “Yamata no Orochi.” The creature had evidently decided that either of those qualified as a formal name.

If it hadn’t been for Kuro, the thing might have succeeded.

Fortunately, Kuro, ever vigilant, had already anticipated the possibility. Without us even noticing, she’d sealed the entire bedchamber within layers of airtight wards strong enough to repel anything short of a high spirit’s power.

Thus, the serpent had found itself utterly helpless.

According to what we learned the next morning, the foolish creature had spent the entire night outside our door, unable to break through, weeping quietly until dawn.

When we finally found it, it looked pitiful. Later, we learned that Kuro hadn’t just stopped it; she’d given it a good beating for its trouble.

And as for sympathy? I had none.

Whether it had been trying to breach the barrier or foolishly challenge a high-ranking spirit to a duel, it had flooded the entire corridor in the process. The floor outside our room had turned into a shallow lake by morning.

Cleaning up the mess had fallen to Zeno. Since we couldn’t risk the maids discovering a magically drenched hallway and asking awkward questions, he’d had to scrub the entire area himself.

Honestly, I almost pitied him. Almost.

When he complained, I reminded him, “You do have the power of the wind at your command, don’t you? Shouldn’t this sort of cleanup be easy?”

To which he shot back, “Do you have any idea what the power of spirits is for?!”

He ended up using his power anyway, grumbling the whole time and proving my point that his indignation was unfounded.

As for Bertia…

When we told her what had happened, she only blinked in mild confusion. She vaguely remembered letting the serpent drink sake.

Bertia still hadn’t quite grasped the situation. Her expression said as much. She simply sat there, head tilted, watching the scene unfold in front of her without a shred of alarm.

It wasn’t until the two-headed serpent, ever the glutton for punishment, tried to slither close to her again that things escalated. The moment Kuro sensed the creature’s presence, she sprang into action, tail whipping, shadow flaring. What followed could only be described as a one-sided assault.

To any outsider looking on, it must have seemed like a little girl bullying a small animal, a misunderstanding that, of course, my softhearted wife couldn’t bear.

So it went, day after day. The serpent would sneak its way back to Bertia, clearly unwilling to give up, only for Kuro to spot it and send it flying again—a repeating cycle of idiocy and retribution.

Bertia, for her part, gently but firmly scolded Kuro each time, reminding her that “a kind girl doesn’t torment those weaker than her.” Yet she’d made it clear she had no intention of adopting the serpent as a pet.

“As the stand-in villainess, I cannot possibly become the Saintess!”

Even so, I had to admit. The serpent’s persistence was impressive. Maddening, yes, but impressive. Its sheer tenacity in the face of repeated defeat bordered on admiration… if only it weren’t such a nuisance.


Still, no amount of reflection changed the present reality: my “young maid” Kuro was currently playing ball with another country’s guardian deity.

Trapped inside the dark sphere, the serpent had long since grown dizzy, its two heads helplessly drooping in unison. Clearly, the time had come to put an end to this.

“Good afternoon, Tia,” I called, my tone warm. “How are you feeling?”

Bertia looked up from her chair, her face brightening instantly. “Lord Cecil! You’ve finished your work for the day?”

“I have. Everything that needed handling is done. So, naturally, I came to see you.”

“You came just to see me? That makes me so happy!”

The way her voice lifted made me feel that quiet warmth I could never quite hide.

Without realizing it, I found myself smiling too.

Much as I wanted to forget all about the “ball” Kuro was so diligently bouncing and simply enjoy a quiet afternoon with my wife, I knew better than to let that temptation win. Ignoring it now would only mean trouble later, and I’d already had enough serpentine headaches for one lifetime.

Suppressing a sigh, I turned my gaze toward Lady Cynthia, seated opposite Bertia. She’d likely been keeping my wife company while I was occupied with paperwork.

“Miss Cynthia,” I said mildly, “we’ll be taking tea here for a while. Kuro and Zeno are both with us, so you and the others may take some time to rest.”

It wasn’t merely a polite dismissal. If I intended to quietly extract that two-headed menace from Kuro’s shadowy plaything, I couldn’t afford an audience.

The maids who served Bertia adored her, but even so, fewer witnesses meant fewer complications.

Cynthia and perhaps Milma were exceptions. Both were aware of the spirits’ existence and close enough to Bertia to be trusted with the truth, but this wasn’t the time or place for such a conversation. That could wait until later, behind closed doors, one at a time.

“As you wish, Your Highness,” Cynthia said.

When our eyes met, she smiled faintly and rose, dipping into a graceful bow. From the glint of understanding in her eyes, I could tell she’d read my intentions perfectly.

The other attendants, catching the mood, began moving with quiet efficiency. Cynthia’s teacup vanished from the table in one seamless motion, replaced with a fresh setting for me.

Even knowing my reasons, I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of guilt at how abrupt my request must have seemed.

“Oh, that reminds me,” I added. “Now that Princess Lysonna’s wedding has concluded, and our return is drawing near, I’ll grant you all the afternoon off. Take some time to see the city before we leave. You’ve earned it.”

Truthfully, I had a few minor tasks I could work on later if I wished, but none were urgent. For today, I could afford to set them aside.

Which meant, of course, that I could spend the rest of the day with Bertia.

With Zeno present and my own guards stationed nearby, there was no real need for the ladies-in-waiting to hover over us.

Bertia had always been the sort to keep those around her on their toes; her attendants had their hands full more often than not.

They deserve a little reward now, and then, I thought.

“If you wish,” I said aloud, “you may take Bard, Kulgan, or any of the others who aren’t currently occupied as escorts.”

Bard, Cynthia’s fiancé, had been one of my closest companions since our academy days. Once a promising candidate for my personal guard, he was now serving as a newly commissioned knight. As luck would have it, he happened to be off duty today.

Kulgan, on the other hand, still had a few minor tasks to finish, but nothing pressing. I’d deliberately kept his schedule light this week. Given how tense he’d been lately, constantly glancing over his shoulder for fear that Princess Bistona might appear and corner him again, a day of peace and fresh air would do him good.

He was my subordinate, yes, but also my friend. And friends needed room to breathe.

No officer of mine would ever collapse under the weight of overwork or stress. Not if I could help it.

“Oh my,” Cynthia said. “Are you quite certain, Your Highness?”

“Of course,” I replied. “If I weren’t, I wouldn’t have offered.”

She looked at me steadily, eyes narrowing ever so slightly as though trying to read some hidden motive. I met her gaze with an easy smile, the picture of innocence, because, for once, there was no ulterior motive to find.

After a brief silence, she exhaled in quiet resignation.

“I cannot quite read Your Highness’s intentions,” she admitted. “But if you say it’s all right, then I’ll accept your generosity.”

“It’s simple,” I said lightly. “You’ve all looked after my wife tirelessly since we arrived. This is simply my way of saying thank you. Besides, I plan to spend the day relaxing with Tia while you’re away. That’s all.”

Her expression softened instantly, the tension in her posture easing. “In that case, I’ll gladly take you up on the offer.”

“Good. Enjoy yourself.”

As soon as I mentioned spending the day with Bertia, her expression shifted in that familiar way I’d come to recognize: something between understanding and relief.

It always struck me as curious.

Whenever I invoked my wife’s name as my reason for doing something, everyone around me, from my knights to my attendants, seemed to accept it without question, even looking comforted by it.

The maids, who had been dutifully tending to their tasks while sneaking hopeful glances toward my exchange with Cynthia, broke into quiet smiles the moment our conversation concluded. A soft ripple of delight passed through them.

Off to the side, as inconspicuous as ever, stood Milma. True to form, she was mumbling to herself in a nervous undertone.

“Um, m-maybe I should invite Sir Kulgan… but what if that bothers him…”

Kulgan was the sort of man who took duty far too seriously. If I didn’t give explicit permission for him to rest, he’d spend the entire day on alert, never taking a proper break, never stepping away from work.

That was exactly why I’d made a point of saying they could take him along as an escort.

Whether Milma found the courage to invite him, or whether Kulgan accepted her invitation, was no longer my affair. Some things had to unfold on their own.

I’d gladly play the role of a discreet supporter of young love, but coercion wasn’t my style.

“Thank you for your consideration, Your Highness,” Cynthia said, her voice bright with relief. “We’ll take our leave, then. Please enjoy your time with Lady Bertia.”

Once my tea had been poured and arranged, she gave a flawless curtsey, her expression radiant, and led the others from the courtyard.

As they departed, I could have sworn I heard her exclaim, “I can’t wait to see what kind of unique weapons or poisons they sell in this seaside kingdom!”

I chose to assume I’d misheard.

I also had the vague, sinking suspicion that the next day, Bard would corner me to recount whatever he and Cynthia discovered on their little outing.

If that happened, I’d nod, smile, and pretend to listen. And if that grew tiresome… I could always order him off to training.

I watched the women depart, so graceful in their manners, yet unable to entirely hide their excitement.

When they finally disappeared beyond the garden gate, I turned back and settled into the seat across from Bertia.

My knights, ever discreet, had already repositioned themselves at a respectful distance. They stood with their backs to us, facing outward.

Usually, a guard maintaining such a distance was expected to keep their eyes on the protected target at all times. Turning away completely, as they were now, was technically a breach of protocol.

My guards might have looked lax to an untrained eye, but in truth, they were following my standing orders.

When Bertia and I dismissed everyone save for Zeno and Kuro, I required my men to maintain this posture: keep a wide perimeter, stay vigilant, and above all, do not watch us.

It had taken some convincing to make that rule stick.

When I first issued the command, several of the more dutiful knights had objected in near panic.

“But Your Highness, if we avert our eyes, your safety cannot be guaranteed!”

The matter was settled, however, after an unexpected comment from the knight commander, Bard’s father.

“Well, of course, His Highness wants a little private time with his princess. And honestly, who could beat the Demon King?”

That had settled it. The commander’s word carried absolute weight among the knights; once he spoke, every complaint died on the spot.

It had nothing whatsoever to do with the friendly sparring match we had afterward, during which I “accidentally” demonstrated to the good commander exactly why his faith in my strength was justified.

After that day, the knights’ objections evaporated.

Since then, they treated my orders with the kind of respect one usually reserved for divine law.

Convenient, really.

Even now, their obedience made this moment possible, leaving just me, my wife, and the quiet rustle of the courtyard breeze.

“Lord Cecil,” Bertia said suddenly, her eyes soft with gratitude, “thank you for being so thoughtful toward my friends and maids. You’re always so kind… and so wonderful.”

Her cheeks colored as she smiled at me, and for a heartbeat, I forgot how to breathe.

She really doesn’t have the faintest idea what goes on behind the scenes, does she?

It was endearing… and, admittedly, just a little complicated.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I said gently. “Honestly, I’d have liked to take you out as well, Tia. But we can’t exactly go wandering about another nation as we please. Sorry.”

“Oh, please don’t apologize! The merchants have been bringing so many lovely goods here anyway, and I’ve already picked out plenty of souvenirs! I got to attend Lady Lysonna’s wedding, and I’ve spent so much time talking to you, Lord Cecil. I couldn’t be happier.”

I found myself smiling too, helpless against her warmth.

If only I could pretend I hadn’t seen Kuro and that black handball. Kuro. Pausing your game is fine, but stop staring over here while clutching the ball, okay?

Even for me, someone who often chose to ignore the mood around him, that gaze was a little hard to endure.

“I’m glad too,” I said with a faint smile. “Being able to spend more time with you during this trip makes me happy… but it seems we’ve got something we need to talk about first.”

With a sigh, I reluctantly accepted the black sphere that Kuro was holding out to me. The moment it left her paws, she trotted over to Bertia and, as if claiming her rightful place, hopped neatly onto her lap.

“My, Kuro. You’re awfully clingy today, aren’t you?”

Bertia blinked in mild surprise at Kuro’s sudden affection, but her lips soon curved into a warm smile. Wrapping her arms, she held Kuro close so she wouldn’t slip off. Kuro often sat on her lap, so Bertia was used to it. This time, however, the mood was different.

Kuro wasn’t being affectionate on a whim.

She’s being protective, I thought, glancing down at the dark sphere in my hands.

“So, Lord Cecil,” Bertia said, tilting her head slightly, “what is it you wanted to discuss?”

Once Kuro had settled herself, tail flicking lazily against Bertia’s arm, I gave a small, wry chuckle. Setting the black sphere gently onto the table, I met Bertia’s gaze.

“Kuro, could you release the barrier? I can’t speak with him like this.”

Him, yes, that was right. Not her. The way he’d gone on about seeking pure maidens, the sort of things he’d done before… my instincts told me I was dealing with a man.

A quick glance toward Zeno confirmed it. He gave a quiet nod, just enough to say “you’re right.”

Kuro’s ears flattened in clear disapproval, but she obeyed nonetheless. With a flick of her tail tip, the black sphere shimmered and unraveled, the layers of the barrier dissolving into the air.

Thud.

“Hss… Hss…”

A heartbeat later, something dropped onto the table with a dull sound. The weak hiss that followed belonged to a limp, two-headed serpent.

“Eh?! Little Futamata?! Why are you there?!”

Because Zeno and I could see through the barrier, we’d already been watching the faint outline of the twin-headed serpent trapped within the half-transparent sphere. So, when the barrier dissolved, it merely looked to us like the snake had fallen out and landed on the table.

To Bertia, who couldn’t see the interior at all, it must have seemed as though the sphere had suddenly vanished and the serpent had just appeared out of nowhere.

Eyes wide, she stared in open astonishment at the creature writhing weakly atop the table.

Still…

“Hey, Tia,” I asked. “This ‘Futamata’ you mentioned earlier—what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, that’s my nickname for the little snake!” she declared brightly. “Calling it Yamata-no-Orochi felt wrong, since it only has two heads. So I thought, why not Futamata-no-Orochi, ‘Two-Headed Orochi’? Hence, Futamata-chan! Isn’t it perfect?”

“Pffft.”

Her eyes sparkled as if she’d just invented the cleverest name in the world. Behind me, Zeno failed to hold back a stifled laugh.

Meanwhile, the serpent in question, now officially dubbed Futamata, snapped both heads toward Bertia in disbelief. “Eh?!” Its expression all but shouted. Then, noticing Kuro glaring up from Bertia’s lap with a look of pure contempt, the poor snake frantically shook both heads in protest, as if to say, “It’s not what it looks like!”

Bertia, do you realize that name has a… well, different connotation in common speech? No, of course you don’t. You wouldn’t be smiling so proudly if you did.

Ah well. It’s funny, so I’ll let it slide.

“I see,” I said with a straight face. “Then from now on, I’ll call you that too. Nice to meet you, Futamata.”

I smiled warmly down at the snake resting on the table.

“Shhhk?!”

Both of Futamata’s heads whipped toward me, his eyes wide with something between shock and despair, as if to say, “You’re not going to stop her?!”

Of course not.

After all, I still remembered him sneaking into our bedroom in the middle of the night, flooding the room for no reason, and nearly biting Bertia when she wasn’t looking. Letting this slide was a small price to pay for all that trouble.

“Anyway,” Bertia said, “Kuro, were you being mean to poor Futamata-chan again?”

Still blissfully unaware that Futamata was far more devastated by being sealed inside a toy-like barrier than by anything else, Bertia began speaking to Kuro, who sat primly in her lap.

Now that she’d realized the snake had been trapped inside the barrier Kuro had created earlier, she seemed intent on gently scolding her familiar for it.

Kuro, however, didn’t so much as twitch in apology. She merely turned her head away with a sharp hmph, tail flicking in quiet defiance.

Seeing that, Bertia’s brows softened into a helpless expression. “I’m sorry, Futamata-chan. I’m sure Kuro didn’t mean any harm.”

No, I thought dryly, I’m pretty sure she meant nothing but harm.

Still, I couldn’t exactly blame her. From Kuro’s point of view, Futamata was practically an enemy, a pest who kept trying to make moves on her master. Honestly, I could hardly criticize her for it.

If someone ever tried something like that with my wife, I’d probably do worse than Kuro did. And I’d make sure she never even found out about it.

“Tia,” I said calmly, “Kuro was just defending her master. From her point of view, Futamata’s been trying to steal you away. I can understand why Futamata might be drawn to you, but for Kuro, that’s simply unacceptable. Think of it as… a very firm warning.”

Kuro’s ears perked sharply at that, and with a look that practically said “Finally, someone gets it,” she gave me a tiny nod and lifted her paw, thumb up in perfect approval.

“Oh my,” Bertia giggled. “Were you jealous, Kuro?”

As Bertia’s gloved hand stroked her head, Kuro’s eyes fluttered shut in contentment, leaning into the touch with a low purr.

Then, in the very next moment, Futamata lunged, both heads snapping toward Bertia’s arm, fangs bared, clearly thinking, Now’s my chance!

—Only to have Kuro’s paw slam both serpent heads down onto the table in a single, lightning-fast motion.

Some creatures never learn.

“K-Kuro! You mustn’t do that!” Bertia gasped.

Kuro, small as she was, had expertly pinned both heads, while Futamata’s long lower body writhed frantically, twisting and curling in a desperate attempt to escape.

Bertia hurried to free him, prying gently. I couldn’t help noticing something odd. Her gloves had been pure white earlier, yet now they’d turned black.

“Shaaaaaa!”

The instant Bertia lifted Kuro’s paw, Futamata’s four eyes gleamed in unison, and in the blink of an eye, he struck, sinking his fangs right into Bertia’s hand.
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Clack.

A sharp, dry sound echoed through the room.

“…”

Silence followed.

Bertia froze, staring at her arm in stunned disbelief. Dangling from it, Futamata’s entire body swayed limply, his two heads still clamped down on her wrist. Yet—

The fangs hadn’t pierced her skin at all.

They’d stopped cold on the surface, as if he’d tried biting into solid rock. In fact, Futamata looked more pained than Bertia did, his eyes welling up with tears from the impact of his own futile attack.

Kuro gave a smug little hmph through her nose, her tail flicking with satisfaction.

“Kuro,” I said. “That thing making Tia’s gloves look black is your barrier, isn’t it?”

“Kuro! When did you—?!”

Bertia gasped, still holding her arm up with Futamata dangling from it. Her shocked gaze darted to Kuro, who, utterly pleased with herself, rubbed her head lovingly and complacently against Bertia’s chest.

Completely at a loss, Bertia turned to me for help, her eyes silently pleading, “What am I supposed to do about this?”

“Let’s start by taking that off,” I said with a sigh.

Standing up, I reached toward her and grabbed hold of the serpent’s limp body. I tugged gently, meeting the twin pairs of eyes that now looked up at me with pitiful confusion.

“Open,” I instructed firmly.

Futamata hesitated, then, realizing he couldn’t win this one, reluctantly unlatched his jaws and slid free of Bertia’s arm.

I kept hold of him rather than letting him go. Knowing him, if I did, we’d be back in chaos within seconds. His two heads turned upward, both sets of eyes glistening, silently begging me to let him go.

I ignored them.

Someone’s watching us.

That sensation of a faint, prying gaze hadn’t gone away. Whoever it was, I couldn’t tell how much they were seeing, but I knew one thing for certain: the less they learned, the better.

Even if trouble were inevitable, limiting the information they could gather would make things much easier to handle later.

As I thought this through, Bertia suddenly leaned forward, her expression soft but serious, eyes fixed on the serpent struggling weakly in my grip.

“Futamata-chan,” Bertia said. “I’m truly flattered that you like me so much. But you see, I already have Kuro, and besides, I cannot become the Saintess of this country! After all, I am the Crown Princess of the Alphasta Kingdom, and the Stand-in Villainess!”

It’s good that she’s turning him down so decisively, but really, did she need to add that last part? Being the “Stand-in Villainess” doesn’t exactly strengthen her case. Especially considering she hasn’t actually finished that role yet.

“Hss… Hss…”

Hearing her firm rejection, the twin-headed serpent drooped pitifully in my grasp. Then he cast a forlorn glance toward the teacup sitting in front of me—and deflated even further.

Wait, was he thinking of drowning his sorrows? Sorry, Futamata, but there’s no sake in that teacup.

“I-I’m so sorry, Futamata-chan,” Bertia said. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

Her guilt was written all over her face. She couldn’t accept his affection, but neither could she bear to see him so crushed.

Still, perhaps there was a way to turn this situation to everyone’s benefit. I smiled faintly.

“Futamata,” I said, lowering my voice to a more measured tone. “How about this—you do me a favor, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Both of his heads lifted immediately, suspicious but curious. The twin sets of eyes narrowed at me, then flicked toward Bertia as if to say, “If she were the one asking, maybe I’d consider it.”

I followed his gaze and sighed inwardly. If Bertia were to make the request, he’d probably agree instantly, but then, knowing him, he’d demand something absurd in return. Maybe even a contract that would only cause trouble later.

“If you agree to grant me a small favor,” I said casually, “I’ll make sure you get more of that drink you liked the other day.”

The effect was instant.

Both of Futamata’s necks shot up like springs, eyes sparkling with sudden life.

This Serpent God really was shamelessly straightforward.

Convenient, yes, but I couldn’t help wondering if a guardian deity that easily swayed by rewards was still fit to be called divine.

“L-Lord Cecil?!”

Bertia looked utterly bewildered when I suddenly began negotiating with Futamata.

I smiled to reassure her. “It’s fine. I’m not planning anything bad. I just want to make a few small adjustments so everyone ends up a little happier. For that, I’ll need his cooperation.”

Bertia tilted her head in mild confusion, while Futamata, clearly thinking of nothing but the promised sake, wagged his tail eagerly and bobbed both heads in an enthusiastic nod.

“Ah, but if you try to make another move on Tia,” I added pleasantly, “this deal is off. That sort of trouble is just a nuisance. And personally, I find it far easier to handle nuisances than negotiate with them.”

I smiled as I said it, and Futamata’s whole body went rigid. The portion of his long torso caught in my grip trembled faintly.

Behind me, Zeno muttered under his breath, “Scary…”

I heard that. He’s definitely getting a talk later.

“Now then, Futamata,” I said, still smiling, “you’d prefer the deal that leads to your happiness, wouldn’t you?”

Both heads nodded so fast they blurred.

Good. He understood.

Watching the exchange with a small, tentative smile, Bertia finally spoke up. “Lord Cecil, I do appreciate how much you worry about me and how you’re even thinking of Futamata’s well-being, but what exactly are you planning?”

Her voice carried genuine curiosity and just a hint of warmth.

Futamata and Zeno, however, exchanged looks of realization.

What are you two surprised about? I always worry about my wife. And as for Futamata, I have no intention of harming him as long as he behaves himself.

However, if I told Bertia, even though she’d try her best to keep quiet, it would still show on her face.

Knowing her, there was every chance she’d decide to help make my plan succeed—and end up running wild in the process.

“You mean you can’t tell me what it is?”

Her shoulders slumped, her eyes dropping like a scolded child’s. She must’ve thought I didn’t trust her.

That stings a little. But this time, I couldn’t give in. If I wanted things to go smoothly, I had to keep this to myself. Her honesty was one of her best traits, but it didn’t always work in our favor.

“I really would like to tell you,” I said gently, “but this involves other people too. I can’t decide on my own whether it’s something I’m allowed to share.”

“Oh! So that’s what you meant!”

Her eyes lit up instantly, all gloom vanishing as she straightened in her chair. “I see! If it’s tied to someone else’s secret, then of course you can’t just tell me without permission!”

I blinked at how quickly she recovered. A chuckle escaped me before I could stop it.

“Well, yes, exactly that,” I admitted.

“I understand perfectly, Lord Cecil!” she said with a bright smile. “I’ll wait patiently until you’re ready to tell me. I trust you.”

“Thanks. I promise I’ll explain everything eventually. Just give me a little time.”

“Of course! And if there’s anything I can do to help, please tell me right away.”

“I will,” I said, smiling. “When that time comes, I’ll count on you.”

We nodded at each other with matching smiles, ending the conversation with mutual understanding.

In my hand, the so-called Serpent God twitched nervously.

“Don’t worry,” I told him quietly. “We’ll talk about what comes next soon.”

Both heads bobbed rapidly in agreement.
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Part One

Knock, knock, creak!

“Sorry to barge in, Your Highness. Got something you’ll want to hear.”

The door swung open the instant after the knock. I had been sitting in what served as my temporary office, listening to Kulgan’s report on administrative matters, when Bard strode in as if the concept of waiting for permission didn’t exist.

Kulgan instinctively stepped half a pace forward, shielding me before identifying the intruder. The moment he saw Bard’s face, his guard dropped, but a deep frown remained etched between his brows.

“Bard,” I said with a sigh, “if you open the door before anyone answers, the knock loses its purpose, doesn’t it?”

Kulgan looked ready to scold him on the spot. His lectures tended to be long, and I really didn’t have time for one, so I cut in first with a mild warning and a smile.

“Yeah, yeah, my bad,” Bard said breezily, showing not a trace of regret. He sauntered into the room and threw himself onto the sofa.

He’s not a bad guy, I thought. Just hopelessly rough around the edges.

He’d received a noble’s education and understood etiquette in theory, but he only remembered to act like a proper noble when he consciously thought about it.

Kulgan, on the other hand, was the exact opposite: rigid, disciplined, and determined to observe protocol at all times. It made their working relationship tense, to say the least. Not hostile, but hardly comfortable either.

If Charles were here, things would’ve gone more smoothly. He had both social grace and patience, and he could defuse these little frictions effortlessly. Unfortunately, he was still in Alphasta, buried in work on my behalf.

With no mediator present, it fell to me to keep things from spiraling.

“Kulgan, let’s take a short break,” I suggested. “It looks like Bard has something important to discuss.”

“As you command, Your Highness.”

Kulgan’s tone was polite but heavy. He clearly had something to say about Bard’s lack of manners, yet he swallowed it down when I shifted the focus of the conversation.

Kulgan had many traits that made him dependable, but what I valued most was his balance. He knew when to step forward and when to step back. Serious enough to follow orders to the letter, but perceptive enough to read the room and adjust.

When we paused our work, even Bard seemed to realize he might have barged in at a bad moment. He scratched his head, a sheepish look etched on his face.

“You sure it’s okay? I do want to talk, but it’s not urgent. I can wait until you’re done.”

That kind of consideration would’ve been nice about thirty seconds earlier—say, before you opened the door.

Still, this was Bard we were talking about. Expecting perfect manners from him was a lost cause.

“It’s fine,” I said, smiling. “Kulgan was just about to wrap up anyway. We were moving into the detailed planning stage next, so if we postponed your matter, it’d probably have to wait quite a while.”

I glanced at Kulgan, who gave a small, measured nod in agreement.

“By the way,” I added, “is your business something Kulgan can sit in for?”

“Yeah, no problem,” Bard said easily. “It’s about Lady Bertia.”

“Oh? Tia, is it?”

The moment Bertia’s name left his mouth, Kulgan twitched.

“I mean, if this concerns my— I mean, Her Highness the Crown Princess,” he said quickly, clearing his throat, “then of course I must hear it properly.”

His tone softened immediately, shifting from stiff formality to a gentler respect.

Kulgan, you almost said “my little sister,” didn’t you?

In the otome game storyline, Kulgan had been adopted into House Noches after their only daughter, Bertia, became engaged to the Crown Prince. He was meant to serve as the family’s heir in her place.

In other words, in that world’s original script, Kulgan was Bertia’s adoptive older brother.

That scenario had fallen apart the moment Bertia’s real younger brother was born, but back then, she’d still tried to follow the original “plot” as best she could. She treated Kulgan like an older brother, and over time, he’d come to think of her as a younger sister too.

Even now, that dynamic lingered, albeit a little awkwardly.

“So, then,” I asked, suppressing a sigh of amusement, “what’s Tia done this time?”

Zeno, ever perceptive, quietly began preparing tea the moment the tension in the room eased. The faint clink of porcelain provided a gentle rhythm to Bard’s otherwise absurd report.

“Well, that’s the thing. I don’t really get it myself,” Bard began, rubbing the back of his neck. “But apparently, Lady Bertia’s been, uh… delivering what people are calling ‘two-timing prophecies’ to random men on the street lately. Out of nowhere. Like divine proclamations or something. And the weird part? She’s always right. Every single guy she’s declared ‘two-timing’ ends up confessing or getting slapped by their girlfriend. Word is, they’ve been showing up with handprints on their cheeks to complain.”

“I see.”

“Pfft.”

Zeno, please, I thought, don’t choke while pouring the tea.

He turned his face away, shoulders shaking, pretending to compose himself.

Kulgan muttered in a horrified whisper, “My adorable little sister saying the word ‘two-timing’ out loud…”

That’s not the problem here, Kulgan. And she’s not your sister.

Still, “divine proclamations,” huh?

Given the “two-timing” theme, it wasn’t hard to guess who was behind this. If Futamata was involved, and I was almost certain he was, then Bertia’s mysterious predictions were probably not far off from divine revelation. After all, he was technically a guardian deity now.

“So,” I asked, tilting my head, “has this caused any trouble?”

Bard snorted softly. “Not really. Turns out, she only targets guys who actually deserve it. The ones getting called out are the real cheaters. So even if they complain, it just backfires. The people around them start giving them looks that could freeze lava.”

He leaned back with a grin. “Actually, I’d say it’s done more good than harm. Some of those idiots panicked after getting caught and cleaned up their mess. They broke off their affairs and started treating their fiancées or girlfriends properly. So yeah, I’d say things are improving.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I suppose that makes sense.”

Cheating isn’t bad because you get caught. It’s bad because you did it in the first place.

If Bertia’s “declarations” exposed a few men’s double lives, that was hardly her fault. And if their relationships fell apart afterward, that was simply the consequence of their own choices.

Honestly, I thought, any man who’d rather complain to Bertia than reflect on his behavior deserves what’s coming to him.

Whether it was a good thing or not was another matter entirely, but among noblemen, there were always a few who treated pre-marital affairs as a kind of temporary indulgence.

Men who already knew they’d be bound by political marriages someday tended to justify a little “fire-playing” while they still could.

When the risk of being caught suddenly went up, it was only natural that those same men would start reconsidering their behavior. Most of them weren’t rebelling against the marriage itself, after all. They’d already accepted that duty.

Of course, they didn’t want to sour relations with their fiancées before the wedding.

In their world, adultery wasn’t merely scandalous; it was politically disastrous.

If an engagement were to be broken off because of infidelity, the fallout could shake alliances, ruin family standings, and stain reputations beyond repair.

Even if it didn’t go that far, the tension would remain, tainting the marriage that followed and the household built upon it.

So, for men like them, it was simple logic: better to end an affair now than face ruin later.

Pity the mistresses, perhaps, but those relationships were shallow from the start, built on convenience and weak conviction.

That’s all “flirtation before marriage” really is for noblemen like them.

Of course, if it were true love, the situation would be different. But that was rarely the case.

“Hmm. Then it sounds like there’s no real problem,” I said, leaning back slightly. “It might be shocking for the women being cheated on, but knowing the truth sooner is probably for the best.”

“Yeah, tell that to the ones who came whining to me,” Bard grumbled. “They can’t exactly complain to His Highness or Lady Bertia, so apparently I’m the next best target.”

Ah, I see.

As the prince of Alphasta and husband to Bertia, I was obviously off-limits. And confronting Bertia herself, the Crown Princess of a great kingdom, was even less possible.

So the complaints all funneled toward Bard, a knight close enough to us to seem approachable, but not so high-ranked as to be intimidating. Poor man.

“Kulgan, have you received any similar reports?” I asked.

“Not directly,” he replied crisply. “Although one of the civil officers did look as though he had something to say. When I asked him what it was, he immediately said, ‘No, nothing,’ and hurried off.”

Probably a guilty conscience. Facing someone as serious and upright as Kulgan, the poor man must’ve lost the nerve to confess his two-timing sins and fled on the spot.

Even aside from this topic, Kulgan had that kind of presence. He was the kind of man you just couldn’t bring love problems to.

Bard was the exact opposite. He was easygoing, approachable, and loud enough to make even embarrassment sound like a joke.

If someone had to choose between confessing to Kulgan or Bard, I’d pick Bard too. He didn’t mind rough humor, and he could laugh off even the most awkward conversations without judgment.

“Hey, Bard,” I asked, resting my chin on one hand. “Among the men from our country, how many have been hit by Bertia’s ‘two-timing prophecies’?”

I doubted the complaints reaching Bard came only from our side. The nobles moving through the royal palace of Seahealby included locals and guests from other nations as well.

Strictly speaking, if it involved foreigners, it wasn’t our concern, even if Bertia had been the one to spark it. But if our own people were getting tangled up, I’d rather deal with it now than let it become trouble later.

After all, I’d prefer to spend the rest of this stay and our journey home with my wife peacefully.

“Far as I know,” Bard said, scratching the back of his head, “no one from Alphasta’s been caught. Seems like the only ones she calls out are the guys who’ve actually been two-timing here in Seahealby. We’re here on duty, remember? Between the work hours and the schedule, we barely have time to sleep, let alone pick up girlfriends.”

He gave a grin. “So, even if someone back home did have a little something on the side, they’re safe for now. Doesn’t meet the ‘on-location’ requirement, I guess.”

“That almost sounds like you’re saying they would cheat if they had the time,” I remarked dryly.

Bard burst out laughing. “Hah! Not me, that’s for sure. Cynthia keeps me more than busy. Can’t imagine finding another woman who gets me like she does.”

I’d meant to tease him, but he met the jab head-on, answering without a hint of shame.

His grin was wide and bright like sunlight. There wasn’t a trace of pretense in it.

He really can say that without hesitation. I couldn’t help feeling a little envious. That kind of pure honesty wasn’t something I could imitate.

Then again, if I were the kind of man who wore his heart that plainly, I’d probably be a terrible ruler.

No, this balance was fine. I was who I was, and Bertia loved me for that version of me, after all.

“Looks like things are going well between you two,” I said, smile on my face. “By the way, what about you, Kulgan? How’s your love life? I heard Princess Bistona’s been quite persistent lately.”

I remembered that when I’d given Bertia’s maids a short break the other day, Milma had been debating whether to invite Kulgan along. I hadn’t followed up afterward—it hadn’t seemed important at the time—but if I had to guess, they’d probably gone out together. Or at least, she tried.

“Princess Bistona, you say.”

At the sound of her name, Kulgan’s expression darkened instantly, a deep line creasing his brow.

Bard, who clearly had no idea what was going on, tilted his head in puzzlement.

“Judging from that face,” I said, a hint of amusement slipping into my tone, “being chased around as a potential husband candidate by Her Highness Bistona is still as unpleasant as ever, huh?”

Realization dawned on Bard’s face. He gave Kulgan a sympathetic look, the kind men shared when they recognized a particular kind of trouble.

Bard was a rough, straightforward man, usually surrounded by fellow knights and oblivious to women’s subtler cues. Yet, ironically, he attracted them easily. There’d been more than one occasion when a woman he’d rescued during his duties had developed feelings for him and wouldn’t leave him alone afterward.

He wasn’t exactly smooth with women like Charles or me, nor intimidatingly unapproachable like Kulgan or Nert. Unlike Shaun, he didn’t have royal status or a formidable fiancée like Lady Joanna to shield him.

Bard had a pleasant face, a kind heart, and that easygoing smile that drew people in. The problem was, he often failed to notice when someone’s affection went beyond gratitude. By the time he realized it, the woman would have fallen for him completely.

So, despite not being particularly social, he’d had his fair share of headaches with women.

Hearing Kulgan’s situation, he must have felt a certain kinship.

“Yeah, I get it,” Bard said, rubbing his neck with a grimace. “When a woman’s interested in you, it’s flattering, sure, but if she doesn’t take no for an answer, that’s rough. You can’t exactly be cruel about it either.”

“I have been cold toward her,” Kulgan replied, voice stiff, “but it doesn’t seem to have any effect. That’s the problem.”

“I see.”

Bard nodded slowly, sympathy deepening in his eyes.

His attempt at empathy was sweet, in its own clumsy way. But with their personalities being so fundamentally different, his concern didn’t really land.

When Kulgan replied with his usual stiff composure, Bard faltered. He lowered his brows, hand going to the back of his neck in that familiar “I give up” gesture.

“Bard,” I said with a half-smile, “don’t you usually ask Lady Cynthia for help when you’re in trouble with that sort of thing?”

“Oh, that? Yeah.” His face brightened immediately. “Whenever I’m being followed around and can’t shake them, Cynthia just happens to show up. We spend some time together, and before I know it, whoever was hanging around me disappears. No idea why, but she’s always saving my hide.”

Ah. So he really doesn’t get it.

Anyone else would’ve realized instantly. A man’s fiancée publicly spending time with him, laughing and getting along as they did, was usually enough to crush most rivals’ hopes—especially when that fiancée happened to be Cynthia, who was more than capable of making her presence known.

Honestly, just seeing those two together—sparring, racing on horseback, browsing weapon shops, or comparing new training drills—was enough to make any would-be suitor admit defeat.

Kulgan seemed to reach the same conclusion, giving Bard a look of mild disbelief.

“Bard’s dense nature aside,” I said, chuckling, “it’s true that showing you’re already close to someone works pretty well. Once people knew how close Tia and I were, the number of women trying to approach me dropped drastically.”

“Dense?” Bard repeated, blinking, as if the word itself confused him.

While he tilted his head in genuine puzzlement, Kulgan gave me the same flat, weary look I’d just seen him use on Bard. “With how openly affectionate you and Her Highness are, no one would dare to come between you,” he said dryly.

Ah, praise disguised as exasperation. I’ll take it.

“Well then, Kulgan,” I said lightly, “you don’t happen to have a woman like that, do you?”

“A woman like that?”

“A lover. Or someone close enough that you could make Princess Bistona back off by showing you’re not available.”

I flashed him a friendly smile, steering the conversation exactly where I wanted it to go.

Kulgan’s eyes widened slightly, and the tips of his ears turned faintly red before he shook his head.

“No,” he said quietly. “I don’t have a fiancée.”

“A lover, then?” I pressed lightly.

“No, I don’t have one. Though recently, Milma has helped me a few times when I was in a bind. It’s rather pathetic, being rescued by a younger woman.”

He averted his eyes, as if embarrassed even to admit it.

Oh? That sounds promising.

The way he said her name carried a certain hesitation, a flicker of awareness, and maybe even quiet respect. Not affection yet, but the first signs of something taking root.

“I don’t see anything wrong with that,” I said, smiling faintly. “You’ve been helping her plenty yourself, haven’t you? A relationship where you support each other isn’t a bad thing at all.”

“Do you really think so?”

He still sounded uncertain, but his expression softened just a little, the rigid edges of his usual composure easing.

Yeah, I thought, he doesn’t dislike her at all.

In fact, when he spoke of Milma, his tone gentled in a way I rarely heard from him.

It reminded me of how he’d been around Bertia long ago—back when she’d treated him like an older brother.

Kulgan had always been the dependable one, the eldest among many siblings, and maybe that was why he was vulnerable to affection from younger, earnest types. He just couldn’t help caring for them.

“That’s right,” I said, chuckling. “Even I rely on Tia sometimes.”

“…”

“…”

Both Bard and Kulgan stared at me like I’d just said something implausible.

“What?” I asked. “Why are you both looking at me like that?”

Sure, Bertia probably relied on me more often than the other way around, but that didn’t mean I’d never been helped by her.

After all, her existence alone had changed me.

If she hadn’t been there, I’d probably never have cared this deeply about the kingdom or the people in it, or even the future we’re building.

“Ah,” Kulgan said suddenly, blinking as if he’d just realized something. “You’re right, Your Highness. Being helped doesn’t always mean someone physically does something for you. In Lady Bertia’s case, she often draws fortune to herself without even realizing it. Her presence, her goodwill, her warmth—those alone can be a kind of support.”

He nodded, his expression unusually earnest.

“Ah, that’s what you meant!” Bard chimed in, clapping his hands. “Yeah, I get that. When Lady Bertia’s around, it’s easier to talk to you, and the air feels lighter somehow. Like the room itself relaxes.”

Ah, so that’s how they see us.

It wasn’t a wrong impression. Bertia did have that calming, bright presence that made the room feel lighter just by being in it. But that wasn’t all there was to her.

She worked tirelessly to support me in her own way—attending official duties, studying policies, speaking kindly yet firmly with foreign envoys. She gave her all for our country.

Sometimes, however, her enthusiasm led her to overdo it, and those moments tended to stick in everyone’s memory more than her quiet, steady efforts.

“Well, I could say a lot about that,” I said with a faint smile, “but it’s fine. The point is, whether it’s friendship, romance, or marriage, a good relationship isn’t about one side carrying all the weight.”

“That’s certainly true,” Kulgan said, thoughtful now, his tone softening as he nodded.

“Teamwork’s important!” Bard added cheerfully, pounding a fist into his palm.

I wasn’t entirely sure whether he’d grasped the nuance, but that was fine. Cynthia’s got him covered.

“Anyway,” I continued, “if you feel that Milma’s been helping you, then just do something kind in return. Help her when she needs it, or show your gratitude in some way. That’s far more productive than blaming yourself for being ‘pathetic.’”

“Show my gratitude…” Kulgan murmured. “The other day, she invited me to accompany her on a sightseeing trip as a guard. I accepted, of course. Would giving her a small gift at that time have been appropriate?”

So Milma managed to invite him out after all, I thought, amused. Though judging from his tone, he really believed it was just for ‘protection.’

From the way he said it, he’d likely spent the whole outing in professional mode—watching the crowds, maintaining a fixed distance, alert and serious.

If Charles had been in his shoes, he’d have read the mood immediately and at least bought her a small souvenir, maybe some sweets or a hair ornament.

“That would’ve been a nice gesture,” I said. “Or you could invite her out for a meal next time. She smiled a lot that day, didn’t she? If she enjoyed herself, she’d definitely be happy to spend time with you again.”

Kulgan hesitated, his brow furrowing slightly as he recalled the memory. “She did laugh often. I suppose she enjoyed herself. At least, I did. It reminded me of going shopping with my younger sister.”

Hmm, calling it like “shopping with a younger sister” bothers me a little, I thought, suppressing a sigh. But still, the overall direction isn’t bad.

It would be a relief if Kulgan's protective, brotherly affection toward Bertia could shift naturally to Milma instead. It would loosen his overattachment to Bertia and give Milma the chance she deserved.

Of course, whether that bond would ever turn into something more depended entirely on the two of them. There was only so much I could do. The most I could manage was to nudge them to spend a little more time together.

I wasn’t exactly gifted at reading people’s hearts. This sort of thing is Bertia’s specialty.

Though when I left it to her, the “process” leading to success tended to be… unpredictable, to put it mildly.

“Well then,” I said lightly, “why not take the initiative? Invite her out yourself. That way, you can treat her to a meal or give her a small gift on the way. And besides, if you feel grateful, I’m sure Milma does too. Maybe that’s why she wanted to help you in the first place.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Of course. If she didn’t appreciate the times you’ve helped her, she wouldn’t care enough to return the favor.”

Naturally, if she’d been a constant source of trouble and guilt, that would be different, but this wasn’t that kind of situation.

“I think,” I continued with a small smile, “that if you can’t shake the feeling of ‘being a burden’ or ‘being helped by someone younger,’ you should just tell her so honestly. You’d be surprised how much clearer things get when you speak directly. A word from you would mean more than anything anyone else could say.”

Kulgan fell quiet, eyes dropping as his hand went to his chin. He was always too serious for his own good, overanalyzing even the simplest advice.

“I do want to thank her,” he said finally. “Honestly, with everything happening with Princess Bistona, I’ve been at my limit. Without Milma’s help, I think my stomach might have given out from stress.”

That bad, huh? I thought with a quiet chuckle. Maybe I really should brew him something good for the stomach later.

“During our next conversation,” Kulgan said, his tone as deliberate as always, “I intend to thank her and perhaps also ask whether helping me has been a burden to her, or if she’s found it troublesome.”

He still wasn’t quite at the point where he could lay himself bare.

So that’s it, I thought. He’s spent his whole life as the dependable older brother, the one others rely on. To him, showing vulnerability to someone younger must feel almost improper.

Still, for Kulgan, even deciding to speak honestly at all was progress. Far better than quietly torturing himself with guilt over something that didn’t need guilt at all. There was no need to turn simple gratitude into self-inflicted stress.

“Well,” I said, letting out a small chuckle, “that conversation went off track, didn’t it?”

Not that I minded. After all, I’d steered it there on purpose. I’d wanted to hear about Kulgan and Milma in the first place.

“Anyway,” I continued, “it sounds like there’s nothing urgent to worry about regarding Tia for now. But it wouldn’t do to have anyone holding a grudge. I’ll have a word with her myself.”

Though, realistically, that “word” would probably end up being with her guardian deity rather than Bertia herself.

That so-called divine protector really doesn’t know when to stay quiet.

I could already feel the need for a gentle but firm lecture.

“Zeno,” I called, glancing over my shoulder at the quiet aide who had just finished setting down the last of the tea. “What’s Tia’s schedule for today?”

Zeno straightened, answering smoothly, “Her Highness was to attend a tea gathering with the diplomat’s wife from the Kingdom of Inedon earlier this afternoon. After seeing her guest off, she planned to stroll through the western gardens of the main palace. Later, she’s scheduled to spend time with Lady June, enjoying embroidery together. Given the current hour, she should still be in the western gardens.”

“Thank you.”

The diplomat’s wife from Inedon, huh?

If I recalled correctly, Inedon was famous for its spices. During the wedding festivities, Bertia had chatted animatedly with that same lady about blends and trade varieties.

After the diplomat and his wife had departed, Bertia’s eyes had practically sparkled as she turned to me and said, “Perhaps we could even recreate curry!”

I remembered it vividly; her enthusiasm was impossible to forget.

So, she’s plotting something again, huh? I thought, suppressing a smile. Well, that could be fun.

Once I was done asking her about these so-called “two-timing prophecies,” I’d make sure to hear more about this new culinary experiment of hers.

“I’m going to go check on Tia,” I said, glancing between Bard and Kulgan. “What about you two?”

Bard scratched his head. “Ah, sorry, I came here during my break. I’d better get back before my captain notices I’m missing. Mind if I leave this one to you, Your Highness?”

“I should also return to my duties,” Kulgan added politely. “Besides, if too many of us show up at once, Lady Bertia might feel as though she’s being scolded.”

Their answers were precisely what I’d hoped for. I nodded approvingly.

“Understood.”

Even if they decided to come along, there wouldn’t be much they could do. With a guardian deity involved, this was a matter best handled quietly and privately.

It was courteous to offer them the option, of course, but truthfully, it would be much easier to talk to Bertia without an audience.

Bard probably wasn’t even aware of it, but I believed Kulgan was reading the atmosphere for him.

Once Bard got up from his seat, the rest of us began to move as well.


Part Two

“Now then, where might Tia be?”

Led by Zeno, I made my way toward the western gardens. It was a reasonably large area with expansive lawns, paths winding between flowerbeds and trimmed hedges, so I expected it might take a while to find her.

Fortunately, I located her almost immediately.

Not through any miraculous intuition or “husband’s instinct” or whatever Bard would probably call it, but by following the unmistakably loud voice of a man who clearly fancied himself charming.

“Ah, Lady Bertia, you are radiant as ever! A rose in full bloom! To simply stand within your gaze—what fortune has blessed my humble soul! If it is not too forward of me, might I have the honor of kissing that lovely hand?”

Who, exactly, is the suicidal fool trying to flirt with my wife?

To make matters worse, he had the audacity to call her “Lady Bertia” instead of “Her Highness the Crown Princess.” My close aides—those who’d known her before the marriage—still used that form of address in private, with permission. But this man was clearly doing it to strip away her title, to treat her as an unwed woman.

A dark, molten emotion welled up in my chest. I forced a pleasant smile across my face and began walking toward them.

Behind me, Zeno muttered quietly, “Your Highness, the black aura is leaking again.”

I ignored him. It didn’t need to be contained.

As I drew closer, the would-be suitor came into view. Ah, of course.

Prince Ramtak.

There he was, all oily charm and practiced flattery, kneeling on one knee before Bertia where she sat on the fountain’s edge, his fingers wrapped around her hand.

Not a gesture of affection but a performance.

He wasn’t courting her out of genuine interest. This was something else entirely. Ramtak had always disliked Bertia. His sudden change of tone was too artificial to be anything but a ploy.

The heat in my chest cooled to a low, heavy disgust.

So that’s your game, then.

I furrowed my brow and stepped forward, ready to separate him from her when Bertia suddenly gasped.

“F-Futamata-chan?! N-No, wait! Futamata-chan’s turned into a ‘thousand-handed Mata’!”

“A thousand-handed what?” I echoed under my breath.

Her finger was pointing toward Ramtak’s face, eyes wide with alarm.

Wait, ‘Futamata’? So the serpent’s involved again?

In this world, there were those who could see spirits and those who couldn’t.

To the latter, a spirit’s form remained invisible unless the spirit chose to show itself.

Those who could see them were exceedingly rare, able to perceive a spirit’s presence even when it wished to hide.

Still, spotting one actively concealing itself required focus. The harder a spirit worked to remain unseen, the deeper you had to reach to glimpse it.

I was one of the few born with that ability. Yet right now, I couldn’t see Futamata at all.

Which could only mean one thing. He didn’t want anyone but Bertia to see him.

With that in mind, I centered my breath and turned my gaze toward where Bertia was pointing.

There he was.

Futamata had his tail coiled tightly around Prince Ramtak’s neck, both heads moving so fast they blurred in and out of sight. He’d dart forward, retract, and twist again and again in rapid succession, creating a dozen afterimages that made it look as though he’d sprouted an impossible number of necks.

Ah. So that’s it.

He wasn’t invisible; he was just too fast.

The afterimages were faint and harder to catch than the true form. The eye couldn’t easily follow something moving that violently without conscious focus.

Nearby, Cynthia—who’d been smiling very politely while visibly suppressing her outrage—leaned toward Bertia and whispered, “Um, Lady Bertia, forgive me, but what exactly is a ‘thousand-handed Mata’?”

Her voice was perfectly composed, but her tone was tight with strained courtesy.

Cynthia clearly despised Ramtak’s oily flattery, yet since he was a royal of Seahealby, she couldn’t just interject uninvited. So, she’d been waiting for the right moment.

But once Bertia’s outburst left everyone frozen, including Ramtak himself, she must’ve decided it was safe to move. And spotting me just behind Ramtak had probably helped. With me there, she knew she could afford to act a little more freely.

She stepped closer to Bertia, ostensibly to speak, and at the same time neatly extracted Bertia’s hand from Ramtak’s grasp. Then, with a small, courteous smile, she produced a handkerchief and began gently wiping the spot his fingers had touched.

Cynthia. Even if you’re confident I’ll smooth things over, wiping off the hand of a foreign prince right in front of him is pushing it.

Well, if I were in Cynthia’s place, I probably would’ve done the same thing. So yes, if Prince Ramtak started getting angry, I’d step in to smooth things over.

Bertia, meanwhile, seemed entirely unconcerned about the political tension she’d just caused.

“Senju means ‘a thousand hands,’” she explained brightly. “In Jap— a faraway island country, they have a deity known as Senju Kannon, a divine being with a thousand hands.”

You almost said “Japan” just now, didn’t you?

The “faraway island country” part wasn’t fooling anyone with even a passing knowledge of geography, but at least she was trying to cover her tracks. I decided to let it slide.

“So that’s why I said Senju-Mata-chan! It’s Futamata-chan but with a thousand hands!”

Ah, Bertia. Completely unaware that only she—and, in this case, I and Zeno—could actually see the twin-headed serpent thrashing around.

Naturally, everyone else, including Cynthia, was hearing only the words “thousand-handed Futamata.”

“A thousand hands, two-timing…” Cynthia repeated carefully. “So, in other words, a man with many hands. Someone who’s been reaching where he shouldn’t?”

“That’s exactly right!” Bertia said with an innocent, radiant smile.

The effect was immediate.

The maids’ faces went pale as they all turned toward Prince Ramtak with identical looks of frozen horror, each one realizing the implication that he was the “thousand-handed two-timer.”

Seizing the moment, Cynthia stood and swiftly drew Bertia to her feet, stepping back a few paces to place herself between the prince and her charge.

My guards, stationed nearby, collectively grimaced. One actually muttered, “Oh no,” under his breath. Another, however, was looking at Ramtak with an expression of admiration that would definitely be corrected later. I made a mental note to ask the commander to drill some sense into him.

Zeno, of course, was doubled over, one hand clamped over his mouth, shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.

Yes, Zeno, I see you understand perfectly. He was well aware of the misunderstanding and was thoroughly enjoying every second of it.

Still, I supposed this wasn’t the worst outcome.

Letting them believe Bertia had simply insulted Ramtak for being an unfaithful flirt was better than revealing there was a visible spirit—a snake god, no less—hanging from his neck.

“Ha? What are you talking about?”

Normally, being accused, however obliquely, of having a thousand hands would be an enormous insult for a royal. Under normal circumstances, Prince Ramtak should have been livid.

Judging by his bewildered expression, it seemed he hadn’t yet heard about Bertia’s infamous “two-timing prophecies.”

Right now, he was simply confused and unsure why everyone’s mood had suddenly curdled around him.

It was, admittedly, a very entertaining sight. Still, Ramtak was a foreign prince, and leaving him to stew in this mess wouldn’t do. Besides, if he suddenly realized what Bertia’s words implied and turned that anger on her, things could escalate quickly.

So, I stepped forward, closing the distance until I could easily reach him.

Apparently exhausted from his furious thrashing, Futamata slowed the rhythm of his attacks. Both serpentine heads swayed lazily now, each wearing a mischievous, utterly unrepentant grin.

Before that grin could turn into another stunt, I reached out, caught both necks in one firm hand, and yanked.

“Shu—?!”

“Guh!”

Futamata hadn’t even realized I was behind him. When he looked up and met my smile, his eyes went wide, and he quickly averted his gaze, expression turning sheepish.

Caught red-handed.

Once I had him under control, things became simple enough. We could all have a little talk later, Bertia included.

Well, simple enough, as I realized that I’d forgotten to loosen his tail.

For one brief, satisfying moment, Ramtak’s face turned an impressive shade of crimson as Futamata’s tail tightened around his neck before slipping free.

A pity. Almost.

Ah well, I thought, he was the one trying to flirt with my wife. A little oxygen deprivation seems fair.

With my prize secured, I folded my hands behind my back, hiding Futamata neatly from view, and addressed the scene as if nothing at all were amiss.

“Hello, Tia. I came to fetch you.”

“Eh? Lord C-Cecil?” Bertia blinked, startled. “Oh my, did we have an appointment I forgot about?”

She tilted her head, clearly puzzled, her eyes flicking briefly to the space behind me where Futamata squirmed in my grasp. But she caught the unspoken “don’t mention it” in my expression and wisely said nothing.

Her confusion, though, remained perfectly genuine.

I hadn’t even been hiding this time. I’d walked straight up to them in plain sight. But it seemed Bertia had been too distracted by “Senju-Mata mode” Futamata to notice me approaching, or perhaps the blur of his writhing necks had formed such a dense wall of afterimages that I’d been effectively invisible behind it.

Before Bertia could say anything, Cynthia—ever the quick thinker—swept her gaze over Bertia, me, and the prince, instantly grasped the situation, and stepped forward with perfect composure.

“Her Highness was scheduled to enjoy her stroll through the gardens together with Prince Cecil,” she said smoothly, without even blinking.

“Oh? Was that today? My apologies, I must’ve forgotten!” Bertia replied, entirely convinced.

Bertia, I sighed inwardly, one day you’ll have to learn to question people at least a little. And ideally, to read the room before agreeing to whatever story’s being spun for you.

Ah well. That’s what I’m here for, after all.

I turned my attention to Ramtak, who was still coughing faintly, one hand rubbing at his neck where the serpent’s tail had been. I adopted a polite, mildly surprised tone, as though I’d only just noticed him standing there.

“Oh my, Prince Ramtak. What brings you here?”

He spun around, eyes wide, the picture of guilt and confusion. “P-Prince Cecil!”

Straightening hastily, he smoothed his clothes, cleared his throat twice, and summoned that same practiced, insincere smile I’d come to expect from him.

“Ah, well, I happened to encounter Her Highness the Crown Princess by chance, and we were simply enjoying a brief conversation.”

“Enjoying a conversation,” you say? That’s an interesting way to pronounce “flirting shamelessly.”

“I see,” I said aloud, my tone still friendly. “Then I appreciate you keeping my wife company. I’m sure you must have many obligations, though, so please don’t trouble yourself any further on our account. I’ll take it from here.”

In other words, I added silently, you may go now.

Futamata was in my grasp, Bertia was safe, and Ramtak’s usefulness in this scene had expired entirely.

Much to my mild annoyance, the prince lingered, eyes darting toward Bertia again before forcing a reluctant nod.

“I understand. Ah, but Prince Cecil, there was a matter I wished to discuss with you privately. At your convenience, of course.”

Honestly, spending time with Ramtak was tedious at best and exhausting at worst.

Still, keeping an eye on his movements was necessary, if only to prevent his brand of trouble before it began.

“I don’t mind,” I replied, keeping my tone cordial. “I’m not particularly busy at the moment.”

“Ah, splendid! Then I shall send a messenger later to arrange a convenient time.”

He looked positively pleased with himself as he bowed and strode off.

I smiled until his back disappeared beyond the hedge, and only then did I let out the quiet sigh I’d been suppressing.

When I turned back, Bertia was waiting, bright-eyed and unsuspecting.

“Now then, Tia,” I said with a smile. “It’s time for a lecture.”

Her face went pale. “Eh?! Wasn’t this supposed to be a garden stroll?!”

“We can still do that. After the lecture.”

Judging by her expression, she had absolutely no idea what she’d done wrong.

She probably hadn’t even realized her Futamata remarks had become the latest palace gossip, nor that her casual outburst had effectively labeled a foreign prince as a “two-timing scoundrel.”

To her, it had likely been nothing more than “Oh look, Futamata’s here again.”

Calling it a “lecture” might’ve sounded harsh, but she needed to at least understand how others heard her words.

Futamata, on the other hand, would receive something far less lenient.

Because, unlike Bertia’s innocent ignorance, his behavior reeked of intent.

Even as Bertia cast pleading glances up at me, eyes wide and shimmering in an almost unfair way, I held firm.

“Zeno,” I said quietly, “please give us some space.”

With a knowing look, Zeno gestured for Cynthia, the maids, and the knights to withdraw. They all retreated a respectful distance, just far enough that no one could overhear.

Through Zeno’s dry, diplomatic “translation” of Futamata’s hisses, the picture became clear. Bertia had simply spotted him and called out his name, excited as ever.

That was all.

Because Futamata had chosen to appear openly, she’d forgotten that most people couldn’t see spirits—and worse, that the existence of spirits at all was something meant to remain hidden.

When I finally explained to Bertia what “Futamata” actually meant in the common tongue, she went scarlet from ear to ear. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized that everyone thought she’d been walking around shouting “two-timer!” at random intervals.

As for Futamata himself… Well, the Serpent God had been sulking. To vent his irritation over his “unflattering” name, he’d started seeking out unfaithful men, deliberately appearing beside Bertia whenever she passed them, knowing she’d cheerfully call out his name.

Normally, one would expect him to direct his anger toward the person who gave him that name in the first place. But because it was Bertia, he couldn’t bring himself to be mad at her. Instead, he twisted the situation into a kind of divine mischief.

At first, he’d disliked the name. But after hearing it from her lips again and again, he’d grown attached to it. Now he couldn’t bear the thought of changing or losing it, yet every time she said it, he still felt vaguely insulted.

His victims, meanwhile, were exclusively male, apparently because, as he put it, he “hated show-offs who got too much attention from women.”

The man was a jealous little god.

As for Prince Ramtak, since he had a small harem of women orbiting him, Futamata had decided to make an example of him, hence the whole spectacle at the fountain. He’d been quite proud of himself for it, too. In his own words, he’d “made the harem man feel the weight of a thousand cold stares.”

Upon realizing that she’d accidentally become the voice of a “two-timing oracle,” Bertia looked so shocked and guilty that I didn’t have the heart to scold her further.

A gentle warning was enough.

Futamata, on the other hand, earned something much less merciful.

After my lecture, I handed his sulking form into Kuro’s waiting arms, with the words, “Do as you please.”

The serpent went stiff with horror. Kuro, meanwhile, purred happily, her tail flicking in open delight.

I had no doubt the punishment would be… thorough.

As for Prince Ramtak, the aftermath was poetic justice in motion.

Even though he never truly understood what had happened, the number of women surrounding him mysteriously began to dwindle.

More and more of the palace ladies started to “happen” to be elsewhere when he passed by.

Word of the “Thousand-handed Two-Timing Prophecy” even reached the Queen of Seahealby, who promptly instructed his attendants to keep a much closer eye on him.

Of course, his rank still protected him. As the first prince, no one dared show open disdain. A few women—Margone and Princess Bistona among them—remained loyally, if calculatingly, by his side. But even they had grown cautious.

No one turned their backs on him, exactly. They just made sure not to linger too close.
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Part One

Three days had passed since Prince Ramtak asked to meet with me.

It was early afternoon, and though I could hardly say I was enthusiastic, I made my way to the same room where he had once invited me before.

Zeno stepped forward and knocked in my place. The door opened almost immediately, revealing Prince Ramtak himself, smiling as if this were some casual social call.

“Thank you for coming, Prince Cecil.”

“It’s no trouble,” I replied, my tone even.

Caught awkwardly in the narrow space between us, Zeno quickly sidestepped to let us face each other properly. After exchanging a brief, polite greeting, Ramtak gestured inward.

“Please, come in.”

He held the door open as he spoke.

That, in itself, was strange. Holding the door was a task for servants, not a prince.

I felt a prickle of unease.

Something’s off.

Still, there was no point in hesitating now. I had come all this way. And frankly, if someone like him tried anything foolish, I was confident I could handle it easily enough. Without a word, I stepped forward into the room.

“Ah, actually, I’d like to speak with Prince Cecil alone today,” Ramtak said lightly the moment I entered. “You all can wait outside.”

The unease sharpened into certainty.

As I turned, he had moved to block the doorway, preventing Zeno and my guards from following me in.

Really now.

Even if he wished for privacy, this was a shockingly discourteous way to go about it. The behavior bordered on that of a common thug. He didn’t seem to realize it, but to stop the attendants of a foreign crown prince without so much as asking permission was beyond insolent. I felt my brow tighten in irritation.

“What do you think you’re doing? They are my people. They don’t take orders from you.”

Lowering my voice a fraction, I let the weight of my displeasure slip through my tone.

Only then did Prince Ramtak seem to realize that something was amiss. He turned toward me in a fluster, eyes widening slightly.

“N-No, please don’t misunderstand,” he stammered. “It’s truly an important matter, one I wished to discuss with you alone, Prince Cecil. That’s why I came by myself as well.”

He gestured toward the room as if to prove his point.

Indeed, it seemed there was no one else present.

I was rather good at sensing presences, so I doubted I was mistaken, but just to be sure, I turned my gaze to Zeno.

A faint current of air brushed past, stirring the edge of my cloak. After a quiet moment, Zeno gave a short nod.

He must have used wind magic to check for hidden people or concealed devices. Normally, as a high-ranking spirit, he wouldn’t bother with such a mundane precaution; his perception alone was usually more than enough.

The fact that he went so far this time meant he was being thorough, taking no chances.

If Zeno said it was safe, then it was safe.

Still, that didn’t mean I was going to overlook Ramtak’s discourtesy.

“Tell me, is your mouth just for decoration?” I asked coolly. “If you wanted privacy, the proper course would have been to ask beforehand.”

“Ah—! Y-You’re absolutely right. My apologies,” he said, bowing his head in visible embarrassment.

He had grown up in a small, insular kingdom, one where everyone around him likely indulged his whims. Because of that, he had never learned that his behavior might offend someone of a higher station, let alone a foreign crown prince.

He’d probably assumed that once I confirmed the room was safe, I would simply accept being alone with him without objection.

What a careless way to think.

To behave so rudely toward a royal from another nation, one far greater in power than his own, and to be surprised when rebuked was baffling. I simply couldn’t comprehend his lack of awareness.

Besides, when I’d visited this same room last time, I’d brought extra guards. Anyone with half a brain could see that I didn’t trust him completely. Did it never occur to him that I might refuse to be left alone with him?

If I wanted to hold a private discussion with someone who clearly distrusted me that much, I’d handle it differently. I’d arrange several meetings beforehand to ease their wariness or, if pressed for time, I’d at least expect the possibility of being denied privacy and prepare an alternative.

For instance, meeting in a garden. In that setting, I could propose that the guards stand a short distance away while we spoke quietly. A simple, reasonable compromise.

However, in a private room like this, even that was impossible. He’d probably never even considered it.

Then again, it made sense. If he hadn’t anticipated rejection in the first place, the idea of needing a contingency wouldn’t have crossed his mind.

“Well then,” I said lightly, though I already knew what his answer would be, “why don’t you step aside and allow my attendants to enter?”

As expected, Prince Ramtak’s composure faltered. He shook his head quickly, panic flickering behind his eyes.

“Prince Cecil, I admit I should have been more considerate.”

Considerate? I thought dryly. No, this isn’t about consideration. It’s about basic decency.

“But,” he continued, “I truly must speak with you in private today. It’s an important matter. One that concerns both our nations.”

Negotiation? Hardly.

At this point, he was just a child throwing a tantrum because he wasn’t getting his way.

And this man is to be the next crown prince of this country? How bleak their future must be.

“Then tell me,” I said, my tone cooling further, “why should I be obliged to grant your request?”

“That is… Uh,” he hesitated, then straightened his shoulders with forced confidence. “Because it will be of great benefit to you as well, Prince Cecil.”

A deal that benefits me, is it?

To my ears, it sounded far more like trouble than opportunity.

Still, I had come here precisely to hear what kind of nonsense he intended to peddle. It would be tedious to walk away now and have to arrange another meeting later.

“Fine,” I said after a thoughtful pause. “I can’t say I’m particularly interested, but very well. One condition, however. My personal attendant joins us. He’s my most trusted man. Surely that won’t be an issue?”

Ramtak’s expression stiffened. “I… But…”

“You’re not saying no, are you?”

I tilted my head slightly and met his gaze, letting a hint of steel enter my voice. He faltered and, for a long moment, seemed to debate with himself.

“Are you certain he can be trusted?” Prince Ramtak asked at last. “If anyone overhears, it could cause trouble not only for me, but for you as well, Prince Cecil.”

His eyes flicked toward Zeno, then back to me, clearly gauging my reaction.

Zeno was aware of the glance but didn’t bother to respond. He merely tilted his head slightly and maintained his usual composed expression.

Strange, I thought, suppressing a smile. There shouldn’t be any topic between Ramtak and me that I’d find troublesome if overheard.

Still, if he believed this conversation was so sensitive that it would put me at risk, then it was all the more reason to hear what he had to say. The more I understood, the better I could predict and counter whatever schemes might follow.

“There’s no problem,” I said smoothly. “Zeno and I share more than trust. Our bond goes beyond that.”

At that, Zeno grimaced faintly, a quiet “Ehh…” slipping from his lips, though he didn’t deny it.

I wasn’t lying, after all. Between a spirit and his contractor, there existed a connection far deeper and more binding than ordinary loyalty.

“I see…” Ramtak murmured. Seeing that I wasn’t going to budge on the matter, he sighed in reluctant defeat and gestured toward the door. “Very well, then. He may enter.”

“Appreciated,” I replied lightly.

Turning to the others, I nodded once. “As for the rest of you, wait here.”

“But, Your Highness—!”

The leader of my escort, a tall, serious man with a stern gaze, immediately stepped forward in protest. His tone carried both respect and alarm. He was a man who took his duties seriously, always diligent and composed, but his concern was palpable now.

He wasn’t wrong to be worried.

Allowing the prince of a rival nation, known for his carelessness, to seclude me in a private room without visible guards was, by any measure, unwise.

That kind of vigilance was precisely what I expected from my men.

“May I have a word?” I said quietly, stepping closer to him.

He blinked, uncertain, as I leaned in and lowered my voice so that only he could hear.

Zeno, of course, understood immediately. A faint shimmer in the air told me he had stirred the wind to mask our conversation.

“I’m certain he’s scheming something, but it won’t happen today. For now, he seems to think of me as an ally, and all he wants is to draw me into whatever plot he’s weaving. I’m going to let him talk. What we need right now is intelligence, not force.”

The guard captain’s eyes widened, his jaw tightening in alarm.

“There’s truly no one else in that room,” I continued calmly. “And he didn’t even bother to check whether I’m armed. That’s how careless he is. If something happens, I’ll call for you, but honestly, I doubt it will come to that.”

He still looked unconvinced, worry written all over his face.

I gave him a quick, reassuring grin and tapped my chest lightly, as if to say, “Trust me.”

—Kacha.

A faint metallic click rang between us, too soft for anyone else to notice.

The man stiffened. A veteran of countless assignments, he recognized that sound instantly. His eyes flicked toward me in realization, and a sigh laced with resignation and exasperation escaped him.

“Understood,” he said quietly. “But please, Your Highness, don’t take unnecessary risks.”

“I know,” I replied. “It’s just for self-defense. I don’t intend to use it unless absolutely necessary.”

Stepping back, I straightened my posture, meeting his gaze with a calm confidence. He exhaled once more, then bowed slightly, the corners of his mouth quirking in a reluctant smile.

Good, I thought. He’s convinced. At least for now.

“Stay here,” I instructed the group. “No matter what happens, don’t interrupt unless I call for you.”

“Yes, Your Highness. Understood. Ah, wait, sir!”

I paused mid-step, turning just as the guard captain leaned close again, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

“There’s one more thing,” he said. “It’s rumored that Prince Ramtak is, uh… something of a collector of lovers. He’s had entanglements with hundreds. Men and women both. They say he doesn’t discriminate.”

A beat passed.

“You might want to be cautious. You are, after all, quite beautiful, Your Highness.”

“Ah, right. I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, blinking once before managing a perfectly diplomatic smile.

A muffled pfft came from behind us.

Zeno, who had clearly been listening through the wind, was doubled over, shoulders shaking as he tried and failed to stifle his laughter.

It hadn’t even been that long since Bertia’s rather colorful “thousand-handed” remark, and yet the rumor had already spread across the palace like wildfire, mutating and multiplying as gossip tended to do. What had once been phrased as a possibility would soon, no doubt, solidify into certainty in the mouths of the uninformed.

Whether or not Prince Ramtak truly entertained both genders, I couldn’t say. But that he had pursued countless women was undeniable.

Frankly, I couldn’t care less about that part.

What did bother me, however, was what my guard had said before that. “You are, after all, quite beautiful, Your Highness.”

Beautiful, was I? I was devoted to my wife. Single-mindedly so. I was pure in heart and conduct.

All right, perhaps that last part was a stretch, even for me.

Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what sort of image my subordinates had of me. Someday, I really should ask them what exactly they see when they look at me.

“Prince Cecil, are you coming in or not?”

Ramtak’s impatient voice snapped me from my thoughts. He still stood there, holding the door open, irritation etched plainly across his face.

Suppressing a sigh, I decided to end this farce quickly. The sooner I got through this tedious meeting, the sooner I could return to Bertia at the detached palace.

“My apologies,” I said smoothly. “We’ve finished our discussion. My men are only being thorough in their duties.”

“I see. Though, really, too much diligence can be a nuisance, don’t you think?”

I met his comment with nothing but a pleasant smile.

Now that I thought about it, he didn’t have a single guard posted nearby. Not one.

My men may be too serious, I mused, but his are far too lax.

I’d heard that the queen had assigned a strict chaperone to keep an eye on him recently.

So where was that watchdog now?

Had they been bribed to step away? Or had Ramtak simply persuaded them to leave, claiming he’d be meeting with me, a foreign royal, and therefore safe?

If it were the latter, I could understand, but it would be a far graver issue if it were the former.

Either way, it wasn’t my problem.

“So then,” I said, lowering myself onto the sofa opposite him. “What exactly is this ‘confidential matter’ you were so desperate to discuss?”

His grin, smug and oily as usual, wasn’t enough to make me lose my composure, but it grated on my nerves all the same.

Especially when I remembered that this was the same man who had recently attempted the breathtaking folly of flirting with my wife.

I’d let that incident slide at the time, distracted as everyone had been by the “thousand-handed” uproar, but my irritation over it had hardly faded. The memory of it still simmered quietly beneath my calm façade.

Of course, Prince Ramtak had no idea. He seemed utterly convinced by the polite smile I wore, mistaking it for genuine warmth.

“Hehehe… Prince Cecil, you’re rather impatient, aren’t you?” he drawled.

“…”

Impatient? No, my dear prince, that’s not quite it. I simply have no desire to spend any longer than necessary in your company. I’m here to extract the information I need and then leave. Quickly.

For some reason, in your mind, my eagerness to escape this dreary conversation counts as “impatience”? How tiresome.

The timing of this meeting, combined with his recent behavior—his sudden visits to Bertia, his thinly veiled interest in her—made it almost certain that whatever scheme he was plotting involved her.

I leaned back slightly in my seat and decided to nudge the conversation forward myself.

“Come to think of it,” I said evenly, “you’ve been visiting my wife rather frequently of late, haven’t you?”

Ramtak blinked, feigning surprise, his expression one of “Oh my, how perceptive of you!”—as if his actions hadn’t been completely transparent.

Please, I thought dryly. You’ve made it obvious to everyone within a mile of her residence.

After that infamous “thousand-handed” comment, his sudden interest in Bertia had drawn immediate attention. Not only Cynthia and the maids, but even the guards had begun treating his appearances as potential security risks.

Now, whenever Ramtak so much as set foot near Bertia, word reached me within moments.

If he were merely a nobleman, they’d have turned him away at the door for arriving without an appointment. But he was a prince, so they couldn’t simply refuse him outright.

Instead, they did the next best thing: report directly to me and let me deal with him.

To avoid even the chance of a “coincidental encounter,” Bertia’s attendants had grown quite efficient. Whenever she stepped outside the detached palace, the maids and guards worked in perfect coordination, passing word along the moment Prince Ramtak was spotted heading in her direction. Within minutes, they would discreetly guide her elsewhere.

Truly, I was blessed with capable people.

“If you already know that much, Prince Cecil,” Ramtak said, “then this will be quick.”

I raised one eyebrow in polite invitation for him to continue.

“I’ll be direct,” he said. “Please, hand over Crown Princess Bertia to me.”

My response was immediate and reflexive. “Absolutely not.”

He blinked at me, utterly dumbfounded, as if I’d just spoken in another language.

Ah, I realized, that slipped out faster than I could stop it.

It wasn’t like me to lose composure so easily. I’d faced assassins and diplomats alike without letting my mask crack, and yet somehow this ridiculous request had startled an unfiltered answer from my lips.

“Prince Cecil, I beg your pardon, but what did you just say?”

I smiled lightly, as though nothing had happened. “Hmm? Oh, I was just wondering what inspired such a bold proposal.”

His confusion melted into something closer to smug satisfaction. He nodded slowly, clearly mistaking my calm for consideration.

He must have thought that, by not outright rejecting him, I was entertaining the idea. That there might be room to negotiate.

How charmingly delusional.

“I’m glad to see you’re interested in what I have to say, Prince Cecil,” Ramtak said, his grin widening with misplaced confidence. “Allow me to explain in more detail. Now, I understand yours was a political marriage, but surely, having such a selfish and troublesome woman as Crown Princess Bertia must have been quite the burden. Wouldn’t this be a perfect opportunity to part with her peacefully?”

Ah, I see now.

He truly believed it. Not just as idle speculation or rumor, but as an absolute fact that Bertia and I were an unhappy couple, bound by convenience and barely tolerating each other.

Even in a private setting, such a claim would be appallingly reckless. To say it directly to my face without hesitation was nothing short of astonishing.

So, this is how far his delusion runs.

Yes, our marriage had begun as a political one. But from the very start and even more so now, Bertia and I shared an excellent relationship. It wasn’t something we went out of our way to hide; anyone observing us for more than a moment could see that we held deep respect and affection for each other.

True, I’d subtly allowed him to think I was dissatisfied, just to see where his intentions would lead.

Even so, we’d never acted in a way that could be mistaken for genuine discord.

We lived within the same palace grounds, and our every interaction could be seen or overheard by those with eyes and ears. A single inquiry would have exposed the truth.

And yet, this man—the First Prince of Seahealby, in his own kingdom, surrounded by his own network of informants—hadn’t bothered to check.

If he had conducted even the most basic investigation, he would have realized how absurd his assumptions were and saved himself the embarrassment of presenting such a foolish proposal.

“I see,” I said at last, leaning back with a faint, unreadable smile. “How very enlightening.”

Whatever little value I’d once attributed to him slipped away entirely.

Ramtak’s standing in my estimation, already buried somewhere near the floor, found a way to sink even lower. And my mood, never particularly warm to begin with, cooled to absolute zero.
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Of course. I was once a listless, doll-like child who took no interest in anything. It was Bertia, my darling wife, who thawed that cold place inside me and set it ablaze.

I’d never show the man who wanted to take her even a fraction of that warmth.

In short, there would be no mercy.

I felt Zeno flinch behind me. When I glanced back, his face had gone pale; he looked as if some unseen thing had startled him.

Ah. He was afraid of me.

Zeno knew me well enough to read past the smile plastered on my face. Even if I wore a pleasant expression, the way the light in my eyes shifted and the tightness at the edges of my mouth would let him know I was angry. And he feared that anger, because he knew I showed no pity to my enemies.

The man in front of me, however, continued on obliviously, mistaking my practiced smile for genuine warmth and prattling as if we were old friends.

“Actually, I saw it with my own eyes,” Prince Ramtak said, smugness bright in his tone. “I watched her walking with our country’s guardian serpent. Subduing it, even.”

He smiled as though presenting a prize. I returned a smile as cold and polite as a winter window. Of course, I’d noticed him watching Bertia and Futamata. I’d felt the gaze from afar that day. I had already taken precautions so that if he made a fuss or tried to involve others, I could handle it. For the time being, I’d simply observed, since he hadn’t stirred.

“Prince Cecil,” he went on, his voice oily with intent, “for you and for Alphasta, a country that does not revere the Serpent God, Crown Princess Bertia is replaceable and, frankly, troublesome. But for my nation, a holy woman who commands a guardian serpent is unique. She is useful.”

A surge of fury rose in me so sharp I had to clamp down on it, as if keeping a blade from slipping free. I swallowed the urge to shred that smirking face to pieces and replied with the bland politeness of someone offering tea, “Indeed. The Saintess is important to her people.”

If I wanted, I could end him here and now with little difficulty.

Unfortunately, he was, after all, the first prince of a nation. Acting on impulse would create a mess, with consequences that included political fallout, public scandal, and a web of grudges. I refused to burden Bertia with that sorrow. The current Crown Princess of his country, Princess Lysonna, was a friend of Bertia’s. To fling this nation into ruin or to manufacture a breach between friends in order to settle a personal score would be cruel and foolish. Bertia would hate me for it.

Therefore, the only thing that must be dealt with was Ramtak himself. I already possessed the means, subtle and surgical, to neutralize him. There was no need for blood today. For now, I would let his childish prattle roll off like water from silk and listen only to learn.

Oblivious to my thoughts, Prince Ramtak smiled and laid out his fantasy as if rehearsing a play.

“You give us what you don’t want, and we’ll say that Crown Princess Bertia and I discovered a love so true that even the Serpent God blessed it. Thus, she’ll become the Saintess of my country, the ever-magnanimous Crown Prince recognizing and accepting that love.”

The absurdity of it made my lips curl, but I kept my face impassive. Whoever convinced him such a farce could work? Still, it didn’t matter; that scene would never be staged.

“Then I shall take your wife,” he went on, suddenly transactional. “We will, of course, give you suitable compensation. Perhaps Princess Bistona of Umyuve as a substitute, and the duke’s daughter, Magawana Margone, from my own country. Would those satisfy you?”

A cold laugh threatened to escape me. I would refuse them even if they were offered for free. Bertia is the only woman who matters to me.

Untroubled by taste or tact, Ramtak rattled on.

“If it helps, we can assist you in acquiring Umyuve. Our fleet is formidable at sea, and my nation excels at maritime warfare.”

His plan had escalated from shameless to absurdly imperial.

First, he bargains; now he speaks of conquest as if it were a shopping list.

“I have no intention of invading Umyuve,” I said flatly.

He blinked, then recovered into an assured tone. “Very well. Then let us pretend that is the plan… for now.”

The certainty in his voice irritated me almost as much as the presumption. Why did he imagine he could decide my thoughts and intentions for me? What gave him that confidence? I could not fathom it.

“Very well. We’ll decide your compensation later,” Ramtak continued. “Right now, the important thing is constructing a story in which you and the Crown Princess part on good terms and I walk away with the Saintess.”

“Wait, you expect me to act before we’ve even agreed on the compensation?” I snapped.

He blinked as if my question were impertinent. The man caused offense in everything from his requests to his methodology. Did he not understand that the content of the compensation would determine whether anyone would accept such an arrangement? Not that I would ever give Bertia away for any price.

“You don’t see it as a bad thing,” he said, waving a hand as if the solution were simple. “For you, an amicable separation would be no loss; you’d keep your pride and be spared scandal. And it gives you time to think about what you might ask in return.”

If I parted with Bertia, my world would drain of color. I would be thrown back into that faded, apathetic existence that she alone chased away. The idea that this would be “no loss” was almost laughable. My life would be over in all but name.

“Do you mean you’ll propose the compensation yourself?” I asked, steady despite the churn in my chest.

“We’ll propose; whether you accept depends on the terms. But we will try to honor as many of your wishes as possible.”

Ah. So if I demanded his head, would he hand it over with a bow? Of course not.

I could take it by force if he refused and call it compensation for the insult. Not that I actually intended to ask for such a gruesome thing.

“All right, let’s begin the plan,” he said, launching into his scheme with the enthusiasm of a man who believed in his own script.

His “plan,” in short, was shamelessly simple: over the coming days, he would ingratiate himself with Bertia, win her affections, and on the night of the party, she would publicly declare that she had been chosen by the Serpent God and that she loved him.

I would play the reluctant husband who, after a struggle, accepted her decision. A neat little drama to charm both Alphasta and Seahealby.

Am I supposed to be the discarded lover in his melodrama? The thought made my skin prickle. He’d somehow imagined this hackneyed tableau would endear us to the citizens of both nations.

It wouldn’t.

I watched him go on, prattling at length about his own plan, feeling nothing but contempt. Every time he spoke, a fresh ripple of irritation pooled inside me.

How utterly stupid.

“All right, that’s enough. I understand your intentions,” I said once he finally ran out of steam, standing to cut the meeting short.

I was busy. No. More precisely, I would be busy: I’d have to tear his ridiculous scheme to shreds and crush, utterly and completely, anyone who tried to take my wife from me.

“You understand?! I knew you would. You’re on my side, after all!” he cried, smiling like a man who’d already won something.

I kept a smile pasted to my face for show while my thoughts remained icily still.

“I have other matters to attend to. Excuse me.”

Turning my back on the still-half-eager prince, I left the room.

“—Hii!”

My guards, waiting outside, flinched and sucked in a breath when they saw my expression. Even though the smile hadn’t slipped from my lips, those who knew me well could read the truth of it instantly.

“Come on, move. We have no business here now.”

Before Ramtak could try to follow, Zeno stepped forward and shut the door as if to bar him from pursuing. I heard the knob rattle uselessly; Zeno had rendered the handle temporarily immovable. With his power, that was a simple trick.

“Prince Cecil, please, do something about that look before you return to Lady Bertia,” Zeno said, his tone tight and his lips drawn as if he were holding back a reaction.

I tilted my head as if to ask what he meant. He let out a long, weary sigh.

“Your face is terrible. Someone unfamiliar with you might mistake it for a smile, but anyone who knows you would see it at a glance. It’s like that old smile you used to wear when no feeling lived inside you. No, worse. It’s the kind of smile that makes you think someone might hum a tune and drown the place in blood.”

Zeno’s voice was grave, every word measured as if he were naming a danger. When I swept my gaze across the corridor, my guards nodded in agreement.

I lifted a hand and ran it over my face. It felt strange; although my mouth was curved, there was a hollow disconnect. My outward expression and whatever roiled inside me were not the same. The sensation crept through me like a chill.

When I was a child, this would have been ordinary. Back then, my face and my feelings rarely matched because feelings hardly ever came at all.

I had learned to fit my expression to the situation—laugh when it was time to laugh, look solemn when it was required. Even if a massacre unfolded before me, I could have smiled without feeling the least jolt. I did not smile because I understood that some moments demanded restraint, not because the feeling existed.

Why, then, did this particular smile feel so wrong now?

Ah. Because something powerful and opposing is thrashing inside me.

Anger.

It was anger so fierce it crowded out everything else. To hide it, I had done the only thing I knew how to do: I’d excised the feeling, pushed it away from my mind until there was nothing for the exterior to echo.

“I’m sorry,” I said, voice low. “It was infuriating. I suppose I suppressed my emotions to keep the anger from surfacing.”

I bowed my head for a moment, placing both hands on my face as if peeling off a mask. The deliberate motion stripped away the smile I’d worn to smother the rage.

Zeno watched me for a long beat, then continued, voice softer now but still steady.

“Your Highness, there are already many in this country who know your real smile.” His voice was earnest, though his expression betrayed both exasperation and a strange delight. “Those who don’t know you might see nothing wrong, but for those of us who do, that smile of yours just now was nothing but wrong. If you walk around with that murderous grin, everyone will think you’re about to do something irreversible.”

He was serious enough in content, but his tiny, muttered “He actually apologized!” halfway through, followed by a self-satisfied grin, completely ruined the solemnity.

Zeno really was impossible sometimes.

“It’s honestly better when you just look angry,” he continued. “A straightforward, angry face is less terrifying than that smile. A person who looks like he could kill while humming is too much, even for us. Please, spare us that.”

It was a harsh assessment, but not an inaccurate one, apparently.

Still, the moment I stripped the false smile away, I felt a quiet relief. The tension that had been locked behind my teeth loosened.

Warmth seeped back into me. The warmth Bertia had given me.

Yes, the gift she placed in me still lives, even now.

“I see,” I murmured. “It seems my face has recovered a little. Still, I shouldn’t go back to my lovely wife looking furious. I’ll stay in my office until I’ve cooled down. In the meantime, quietly call for the guard captain, Miss Cynthia, Milma, and Kulgan. There are a few things I need to discuss with them.”

Behind us, the sound of the door handle had ceased completely. Not even a whisper came from the room where Ramtak remained.

Zeno had likely sealed off sound altogether, ensuring that nothing of our conversation would leak back to the prince. That kind of subtle protection was exactly why I trusted him. Because he was there, I could speak this freely even in enemy territory.

“As you command,” he said softly, bowing before slipping away.

I began to walk, gaze fixed straight ahead, cutting through the quiet corridor like a blade.

Steady but hesitant footsteps followed closely.

“Your Highness,” the captain of my guard ventured at last, his tone a careful mixture of concern and restraint.

I wanted to leave this place as quickly as possible, so I didn’t pause. I fixed my gaze straight ahead and spoke without slowing my stride.

“That so-called ‘thousand-lover’ wasn’t aiming for me at all. He was aiming for my beloved wife.”

The air among the guards snapped tight as a drawn bowstring.

“He had the gall to tell me to hand her over.”

“Hand over the Crown Princess?” the captain breathed, his voice rough as if something had been scraped from his throat. A sharp tension instantly spread through the line behind him. I flicked a glance backward. Every face I could see was carved with anger.

“You refused, of course?” the captain demanded.

“No. For now, I’ll let him swim a while longer.”

“What?!”

The captain’s eyes widened. He started to protest, but my glance cut him off. I let a small, cold smile crease my mouth.

If we’re going to break something, it’s better to break it utterly.

A hush followed, then a stifled swallow. One of the guards behind him muttered, “Prince Ramtak is finished.”

“We’re moving into a public area. Stop this here,” I said, lowering my voice so it didn’t carry beyond us. “What I told you just now and what happened earlier stays between us. No one interferes with my hunt.”

I narrowed my eyes in question. They nodded frantically, faces tense with resolve. I’d put a mark on the matter; men who could boil with anger at the thought of Bertia being targeted would not make careless moves that compromised me.

With that settled, I left for my office without another word.

Part Two

When I reached my office, Cynthia and Kulgan were already waiting.

Zeno had returned as well, and after a brief report, I understood the situation. Summoning everyone at once would have drawn too much attention from the Seahealby attendants stationed around the palace. He had therefore called only these two first.

Kulgan, who normally assisted me with administrative work, had already been in the room, so in truth, only Cynthia had been summoned. As for the others—

The guard captain could be brought in naturally during the evening shift change, when he would assume duty as my personal escort. Milma could be contacted discreetly through Cynthia or summoned in the middle of the night if needed.

All things considered, this was the most inconspicuous arrangement.

As for Bard, well, that should be obvious.

Reliable though he might be, subtlety was not among his strengths. It was best to leave him uninformed for now. On the bright side, even without being briefed, he would act correctly if anything happened; that, at least, I could trust.

“That’s the situation,” I concluded, finishing my account. “For the time being, please act as naturally as possible, but keep an eye on Tia. Don’t let anything or anyone suspicious near her.”

I told them everything Prince Ramtak had said, every absurd word, because I trusted this small circle completely, and because they needed to know.

As for the matter of the Saintess, I explained that Ramtak didn’t actually know the truth. The so-called guardian serpent he had seen was in fact a mid-rank water spirit with two heads who had taken a liking to Bertia but had not formed a contract with her. The spirit had developed an attachment after tasting the Japanese sake she’d brewed, and I planned to use that fondness as leverage to secure its cooperation when the time came.

I also made it clear that Prince Ramtak would be destroyed, but in due time and with precision.

What I didn’t mention was that the two-headed serpent causing rumors around the palace, the beloved “Futamata-chan,” was the same spirit.

Most of the people in my inner circle, Bertia’s close friends included, already knew that Kuro and Zeno were spirits, so there was no danger of them misunderstanding. Even so, admitting that Bertia had nicknamed Seahealby’s revered guardian spirit “Futamata” felt a bit delicate.

“I see. The so-called Serpent God, being a mid-rank water spirit, certainly makes a lot more sense,” Kulgan said after hearing everything, nodding in comprehension.

Then his tone hardened. “Still, Prince Ramtak’s behavior is beyond insolent.”

Cynthia’s smile was as serene as ever, but the air behind her shimmered with restrained fury, like heat rising from molten metal.

“I agree completely,” she said, her tone sweet, her words anything but.

Beside her, Kulgan’s lips curved in a polite grin. Yet the air behind him crackled with cold, the temperature in the office seeming to drop several degrees. It was as if a blizzard had begun to stir in his shadow.

Ah, I thought wryly. So that’s what I must have looked like earlier.

Before I could say anything, Zeno muttered from my side, “With all due respect, Your Highness, your aura was far, far worse than this.”

I blinked. Worse than that?

If that was true, I would definitely need to be careful not to face Bertia until I’d calmed down. The last thing I wanted was to frighten her.

“Anyway,” I said, folding my hands on the desk, “I already have several strategies in mind. I’ll need your cooperation to put them in motion. Above all, your priority is Bertia’s safety. Never, under any circumstances, allow her to be alone with Prince Ramtak. Limit her time alone as much as possible.”

Both Cynthia and Kulgan straightened in unison. “Leave it to us!”

Their voices rang in perfect harmony. Seeing that, a quiet relief unfurled in my chest.

There had been a time when I thought relying on others was a waste of time, that entrusting tasks to anyone less capable than myself only slowed things down. But now, having comrades like these beside me was a strength beyond measure.

“As for Ramtak,” I continued, “I’ll be informing Milma and the guard captain of the situation as well. However, I don’t plan to tell the captain anything about the Saintess or the Serpent God. Matters of faith are troublesome. If word gets out that Bertia caught the Serpent God’s favor, it could create unnecessary complications. Only those we trust absolutely should know.”

“That would be best,” Kulgan agreed immediately.

“In that case,” Cynthia added lightly, “it would be wiser not to tell Lord Bard, either. He’s a good man, but he does have a habit of speaking too freely. He won’t be offended if we keep this from him.”

I had been wondering how to explain to her why I intended to keep her fiancé uninformed. It seemed there was no need; she had already reached the same conclusion.

Clearly, we were thinking along the same lines.

“In that case,” I said, leaning back slightly, “we’ll finalize our next moves after I’ve spoken with the remaining members—”

BANG!

I’d barely finished outlining my plan to crush Prince Ramtak when the door flew open with violent force.

I snapped my mouth shut and turned to see Bertia standing there, a wreck of tears and fury. Her face was soaked, her expression a raw, blazing thing.

Beside her, Kuro’s tail puffed up like a furious banner as she let out a throaty, threatening “Fushaaa!” The maids—Milma and the others—clustered behind her, wide-eyed and shuffling, helplessly unsure what to do.

Our eyes met, and the dam broke. The flow of tears quickened as if someone had opened a sluice.

“L-L-Lord Cecil! W-What do you mean… you want to leave me?!” she wailed, charging toward me.

She barreled into me with the force of a storm, knocking me to the floor and pinning me beneath her, mounting me with the desperate ferocity of someone who’d been betrayed. Her hands closed on my collar and shook me hard, forward and back. Each jerk sent the back of my head slamming against the floor with small, stinging impacts.
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This was the first time anyone had ever rained blows on my skull like this.

Now is not the time for sentimental daydreams, I told myself as the world tilted.

“Miss Cynthia! Kulgan! Zeno!” I called, careful not to bite my tongue as Bertia continued to rock me.

At the sound of their names, the three of them who’d been staring in stunned silence snapped into motion. They swept in, gathered Bertia’s maids, and guided them out of the room. Zeno scooped up the bristling Kuro despite being swatted and carried her away. If Kuro had been left in that state, the room would have descended into chaos. I made a mental note to thank him later.

With the corridor secured, the only thing left was to calm the woman on top of me.

“Tia, breathe. I can explain. Calm down,” I said, smoothing her back with a gentle hand as she collapsed against my chest, sobbing.

“‘I can explain’ is what men accused of cheating always say!” she cried into my shirt. “So that’s it, isn’t it? I’m being abandoned because I’m the villainess. That’s why, huh?!”

She clung to me as if I were the only anchor left in a spinning world. I stroked her hair, murmuring the same steady assurances I’d used a hundred times before: “It’s fine. I’ll explain. Everything will be clear once I speak.” I meant it, I would explain. Her misunderstanding had to be cleared up.

“No! No, I won’t hear it! I won’t go back to the time when I resigned myself to losing you,” she sobbed. “I know what it’s like to prepare my heart to say goodbye, but after feeling the joy of being your wife, I absolutely refuse! That would be cruel! I hate— Y-You idiot! Bakaaa!”

Bertia clung to my chest, her words tumbling out in sobs, her fingers clutching at my coat as if I might vanish if she let go.

For a moment, when she almost said “I hate you,” my mind went completely blank.

Even in her anger—no, especially in this tempest of emotion—she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Instead, she spat out the far gentler “baka,” the one insult I was least used to hearing from her lips.

Despite the chaos, my chest warmed.

She was furious, crying desperately, and yet all of it stemmed from her refusal to lose me. I couldn’t decide whether to be troubled or quietly grateful.

Truly, I’m a wretched man, I thought, even as the corner of my heart softened.

“Tia,” I murmured, keeping my voice low and coaxing. “Please, listen to me just for a moment?”

“I won’t listen! I won’t! Because I’m not leaving you! I refuse to say goodbye!”

“I know. We’re not parting. We’ll never part, so please, don’t cry anymore.”

Her face was pressed to my chest, her arms locked around me as though nothing else existed. I leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead, hoping to calm her trembling.

“No! No! I want to stay with you forever. I want to remain your wife!”

“You are,” I said gently. “Now and always, you are my one and only wife. You always will be.”

She hiccupped, trembling. “But… Prince Ramtak said— He said—”

The name alone soured the air. My hand, which had been soothing her back, stilled; my brow tightened.

So, it really was him.

I could almost see it now: me leaving his quarters, the door unsealing, and that wretched fool slithering his way to Bertia, spewing whatever poison he thought might wound her.

The thought made my blood simmer.

That he dared to upset her like this—my Bertia, whose only sin was being too kind—was intolerable.

That he was, at this very moment, still breathing, only stoked the rage further.

I was halfway through the dark impulse—perhaps I should go now, end this quietly, personally—when Bertia’s voice broke through my thoughts in a wail.

“H-H-Huuuuh?! That face! That reaction! So it’s true, isn’t it?! What Prince Ramtak said was true! Nooo! Nooo! I don’t want this!”

Her crying reignited, louder than before, and my murderous line of thought shattered like glass.

Damn it.

This wasn’t the time to waste thought on that man. Right now, all that mattered was her, my wife, my crying wife, the one I’d sworn to protect.

“No, Tia. It’s not like that,” I said quickly, voice firm but tender. “I’m not leaving you. Not now, not ever. I only… lost my temper because he made you cry like this. That’s all.”

“I thought I’d escaped the otome game’s curse of fate! I really believed I was free! But no, it’s still controlling everything! If it’s this strong, then Lady Lysonna must be suffering too, even though she looks so happy… It’s too cruel! Too cruel for both of us!”

“…”

It was no good. She wasn’t hearing a thing anymore.

Her eyes were wide and glassy, fixed on some invisible horror only she could see.

I sighed inwardly. Then there’s only one way left.

“Tia, please. Please, just listen to me—”

Her gaze was unfocused, her eyes drowning in despair. I took hold of her shoulders and drew her upright. Before she could recoil, I closed the distance and pressed my lips to hers, silencing her the only way that would reach her now.

“—!”

Her body stiffened, the sobs catching halfway through her throat. Tears still clung to her lashes, but her breath faltered, taken by surprise. At last, her eyes met mine, and the wild confusion there began to ease.

“Was that a farewell kiss?” she whispered, voice trembling.

“No,” I said softly, parting from her just enough to speak. “It was an I love you kiss.”

Her breath hitched. I could feel the faint tremor of it between us. The words felt embarrassingly earnest as they left my mouth, but they were the truth—the only truth she needed to hear.

To be honest, her emotions terrified me. The way she could lose herself so completely to fear and misunderstanding, running headlong toward a conclusion neither of us wanted. That was the part that chilled me most.

“Really?” she asked, eyes wide, searching my face for the smallest hint of deceit.

“Really,” I said. “Now please, just listen for a little while, all right? I’ll explain everything. How that idiot prince twisted things, what actually happened, everything.”

“No breakups?”

“Not a chance. Even if you asked for one, I’d refuse. I’m never letting you go, Tia.”

Her body still trembled, but the panic had finally begun to melt. The sharp edge of despair dulled, replaced by the uncertain calm of someone who wanted to believe.

What a relief!

“All right,” I murmured, easing my hands from her shoulders. “Then, before we start… could you maybe get off of me first?”

She tilted her head at my words, then suddenly remembered she was straddling me. Her face instantly flushed scarlet, and she scrambled backward off my chest.

“I— Oh my, what a thing to do… I’m so sorry,” she murmured. Still trembling, she settled beside me and latched both small hands around my sleeve, refusing to let go.

A smile tugged at my lips despite myself. She seemed willing to believe me now, but fear still clung to her; she couldn’t bring herself to leave my side. How utterly endearing my wife was.

“I was going to tell you everything to begin with,” I said, plopping onto the sofa. I lifted her onto my lap as she sniffled, pressing a gentle kiss into the crown of her disheveled hair. “But Prince Ramtak got there first and spread nonsense. That was my fault. I’m sorry for making you anxious.”

“Wait, so he just asked to have me handed over, and that’s it? He said you’d agreed, so I should follow him calmly.” Bertia clung to me, voice shaking as she sought confirmation.

This required a careful answer. I couldn’t let her misunderstand anything.

“I didn’t agree,” I said plainly. “But he did, out of nowhere, demand you. He’s planning something troublesome, and I used the chance to bait him. I let him think what he wanted so I could draw out the full extent of his scheme.”

I made a point of telling her that my earlier reactions were deliberate and part of a larger stratagem designed to trap him.

“So… this was part of your plan, Lord Cecil?” she asked, voice small and wary.

Bertia pressed her fingers to her temples, brows knit tight as she tried to make sense of everything I’d said. Even in her confusion, she was listening, and that alone softened me. I gave her a reassuring smile and nodded once.

“That’s right. The truth is, he happened to see you with Futamata and jumped to a spectacularly wrong conclusion. He’s convinced you’ve become the Saintess and now wants to marry you to secure his own position.”

“I’m your wife,” Bertia said at once, voice trembling but resolute.

“Of course you are. But remember when I asked you to play the villainess to get close to him? Thanks to that, he’s still convinced you’re the same wicked lady and that I’m suffering because of it.”

Her eyes widened as realization struck.

Before seeing her with Futamata, Ramtak had wanted nothing to do with her, regarding her as unpleasant and troublesome. She knew that in theory, but now she truly felt the shape of his misunderstanding.

“In the novel,” she murmured faintly, “didn’t Princess Lysonna also get abandoned by the crown prince when he failed to defend her? So now… does that mean I, the stand-in villainess, am meant to be thrown away in her place?”

“Hmm, close,” I said, smiling wryly. “But that ending isn’t possible as long as I’m your husband, as I’ll never cast you aside. Still, you’re right about one thing. Prince Ramtak has a dangerous habit of treating political marriage as a trivial matter. He’s imagining exactly the kind of melodrama you’re describing.”

“Treating a political marriage lightly? What does that even mean?”

“In his head, he’s rewritten the story like this: I, the crown prince, have grown tired of my cold, villainous wife. You, the Saintess, are wasted on me. He, meanwhile, desires you and offers to take you in. Both sides get what they want, so surely everyone can part peacefully. At least, that’s how he sees it.”

“Wait, he thinks an entire royal marriage can be handled that easily?”

It seemed Bertia understood, at least, that the matter wasn’t as simple.

It was precisely because she knew it couldn’t be undone easily that her confusion over his words only deepened.

“There’s no way to just ‘make it work,’” I said gently. “Even though we truly care for each other now, our marriage began as a political union. If we were to divorce, the repercussions would spread far and wide between our kingdoms, allies, and our very bloodlines.”

“I thought so,” she murmured, her brows softening in relief. My clear rejection of the idea seemed to steady her; she must have needed to hear it from me outright to trust her own sense of reason.

“Worse,” I continued, “he plans to announce during the upcoming party that you are the Saintess, that he and you are bound by true love, and that the Serpent God itself has blessed your union.”

“What nonsense! I am the ‘maiden of destiny’ chosen by you, Lord Cecil! I already bear the mark given by Kuro and Zeno as proof of our bond!”

With a trembling, indignant gesture, she raised her hand to show me the back. In response to her emotion, the faint sigil there shimmered to life—Zeno’s mark, glowing softly as if in agreement.

It wasn’t as if that mark by itself disproved the existence of “true love” between her and anyone else, but it was undeniably proof of the deep, spiritual connection we shared. The visible manifestation of a bond no opportunistic prince could ever counterfeit.

Come to think of it, Ramtak intends to claim that the Serpent God, the guardian spirit of his nation, has blessed his so-called love. But the truth is that two higher-ranking spirits have already recognized our union as sacred.

If hierarchy meant anything, our relationship was blessed by beings greater than the Serpent God itself.

Of course, since so few people knew Kuro and Zeno’s true nature, it wasn’t something we could boast about publicly.

I turned my focus to the back of my own hand.

A faint light pulsed there. The proof of our bond that Kuro, grumbling the entire time, had carved into my skin at Bertia’s insistence. Its gentle glow was the mirror of the one shining on her hand.

“I know, Tia,” I said quietly. “You’re my one and only partner, and I’m yours. There’s no room for doubt. Nothing Prince Ramtak said is true. But if he spreads his half-baked nonsense without giving us the chance to deny it, it could spiral into troublesome rumors, especially since his lies involve religion. Anything that touches the title of Saintess affects this nation’s faith; we need to handle it carefully.”

Bertia nodded at that, her expression tightening into serious resolve. At last, she understood what I meant.

“And,” I went on, “you were worried, weren’t you? That something might happen here in this kingdom. Something that would anger the Serpent God and force the need for a real Saintess?”

“Yes,” she admitted softly. “You told me before that everything would be fine, but I can’t help worrying even now.”

Her shoulders drooped, the corners of her brows slanting down as she looked away, troubled.

Even in her panic earlier, she had mentioned “the force of the scenario.”

Ever since the events of her so-called otome game had finished playing out, she hadn’t brought it up, but the fear still lingered in her heart.

The “force” she spoke of was an invisible compulsion that supposedly tried to restore the world to the state dictated by the story. I’d never once seen proof of such a thing.

True, if we left events untouched, things sometimes drifted toward the path she described, but whenever we took precautions, the future changed easily. There was never any pull strong enough to justify calling it a “force.”

She understood that now. Yet even knowing it, some part of her could not stop fearing it. So, whenever the slightest uncertainty appeared, her mind would whisper, Could this be it again?

“I did some more research after that,” I told her, tightening my hold around her shoulders. “From everything I found, the war that happens in the novel’s storyline is the conflict between our country and a neighboring one. That matter has already been resolved, so there’s no need to worry anymore.”

I paused, watching the tension in her face. “But…”

Her head snapped up. “But?” she echoed, swallowing hard.

“But while I was looking into that. I discovered something else. Prince Ramtak has been plotting some rather unsavory schemes.”

Bertia’s eyes widened in shock. “W-What do you mean?”

I met her gaze and nodded gravely, my expression tightening.

“The war that happens in the novel you mentioned, Tia. The main conflict should be between our kingdom and our neighbor. But that might not be the only battle. There’s a strong chance of Prince Ramtak working behind the scenes, trying to take advantage of the chaos. If a large-scale war had broken out, he could have hidden his smaller skirmishes within it. But now, with no war to use as cover…”

“Then that means Prince Ramtak’s plans are the only ones still moving forward!”

Bertia clasped her hands tightly, her face pale with shock. She had always been a pacifist at heart, sensitive to even the smallest hint of conflict and deeply averse to anything that might bring harm to others. This kind of talk, I realized, must have struck her hard.

“That’s right,” I said softly. “The forces Prince Ramtak can command alone are limited. It’s not as though he could cause the sea itself to rage. Futamata is fond of you, Tia, so I doubt he’d go on a rampage. Still…” My voice lowered further. “The problem lies in whom Ramtak might choose to attack.”

“The person he’d target… D-Don’t tell me it’s Prince Aleis?!”

Her body trembled with fear. I reached out gently and pulled her into a comforting embrace.

“Yes,” I murmured, holding her close. “One of them is Prince Aleis. Ramtak despises him. He’s always been jealous of Aleis’s brilliance. But that’s not all. The other target he’s set his sights on is Princess Lysonna and her homeland.”

“What? N-No! How could that be?! Why would Lady Lysonna or her country be targeted when she came here as a bride?!”

Tears welled in Bertia’s eyes as she protested, her voice breaking. She couldn’t comprehend such cruelty, not when it concerned her friend, the gentle Princess Lysonna.

She was right, of course. It was absurd.

Royal marriages were meant to strengthen bonds between nations, not to turn them into causes of bloodshed.

If they were to wound a foreign royal they’d welcomed and then turn their sights on her motherland, the very point of the marriage would be erased.

Prince Ramtak is so fixated on his own private gain that he either can’t see the larger currents of statecraft or simply doesn’t care to.

“I haven’t fully uncovered his true motives either,” I said, “but I think he’s reasoning along ugly lines: that Princess Lysonna strengthens Crown Prince Aleis’s influence, or that by using Princess Bistona, he can extract information and tip the balance in his favor. He’s likely thinking something like that.”

Bertia bit her lip hard, as though fighting to hold back an explosion of fury.

“Well, whatever his reasoning, we’ve already picked up several reports on what he’s planning. Which means we have to condemn him publicly and decisively before he can act.”

“Condemn him? You mean, make him regret it?” she asked, voice trembling.

“Yeah. Something like that.” I gave a dry smile. “He believes you’re the Saintess, Tia. He thinks that by possessing you, he can expand his power and make his schemes easier to execute. He may even try to involve Futamata in an attack on Princess Lysonna’s homeland.”

“No, no, that’s… that’s monstrous! I absolutely, absolutely refuse! And using Futamata-chan like that is unforgivable!” Bertia’s face flamed red with anger as she shook her head fiercely.

I’d expected nothing less from her.

“I won’t let that happen, and I won’t hand you over. Besides, you’re not the Saintess.” I paused, eyes narrowing. “But he believes you are, and he’s convinced he can claim you. That’s why he wants to make it public that he’s ‘won’ you before you return to Alphasta. And the perfect stage for that would be…”

“The upcoming party! That’s what you mean, isn’t it?” she blurted, realization dawning.

“Exactly.”

Once we returned to Alphasta, no matter how loudly he proclaimed his “love” or his “divine right,” distance would make his voice fade into nothing.

Furthermore, without any concrete proof, most people would probably dismiss the whole thing as “Prince Ramtak being strange again.”

Even if he managed to stir something up, there was every chance that, while we were away, either Bertia or I might change our stance. That was precisely why he wanted to make his move in public, to trap us with witnesses, to create a situation that would be hard to walk back from once it was out in the open.

“The day Prince Ramtak plans to act has already been identified,” I said quietly. “All we need to do is prepare accordingly, then crush him. If we do, we can snuff out the spark of war before it ignites, and Princess Lysonna and her allies will find their positions in Seahealby far more secure.”

“I see…” Bertia murmured. “That makes sense.”

“I’ve also prepared a countermeasure for the whole Saintess business,” I continued. “You’re not the Saintess, and while I’ve not explicitly denied the idea of separating from you, I haven’t affirmed it either. So, if he tries to make a claim at the party, we’ll deny it right there on the spot. That will make Prince Ramtak look like a delusional fool, accusing the Crown Prince and Princess of Alphasta of something completely baseless. No one wants to antagonize Alphasta, so support for him will vanish overnight.”

Perched properly on my lap, Bertia gave a solemn nod and whispered, “As expected of you, Lord Cecil.”

“Well,” I said with a sigh, “that’s where we stand for now. The key is to make sure he doesn’t realize we’re onto him. It’s best to let him keep believing his own fantasy until the moment we expose him. That’s why I’ve been pretending to play along with his schemes. Unfortunately, that probably made him think he had my blessing to pursue you, and that’s likely why he did what he did.”

Of course, much of that was my deduction.

Bertia had been too distraught, too certain I was about to divorce her, to tell me everything clearly. But judging from her scattered words, his behavior, and the timing of it all, I was confident in my conclusion.

“So, that’s how it is…” she breathed. “So, when he said that you wanted me to leave you and marry him instead, that was—”

“His misunderstanding,” I cut in gently. “I have no intention of leaving you, Tia. Not now, not ever.”

After all the effort I had put into convincing her to stay and demonstrating I wasn’t going anywhere, she still trembled with relief at the smallest reassurance.

“Y-You don’t know how relieved I am!” Bertia burst out.

The breath she’d been holding finally escaped in a ragged little sob. She’d been so busy fuming about Prince Ramtak’s schemes and worrying over Princess Lysonna and Crown Prince Aleis that the looming dread of divorce had clung to her the whole time.

Now that she understood the situation and I’d denied the idea of separation again, the tension in her body finally melted away. She leaned into me, weight and warmth transferring like a physical apology, and I felt my own shoulders loosen as if someone had unclenched them for me.

“I’m glad,” I murmured. “But because this whole mess is… delicate, I do need you to help me a little.”

“What do you want me to do? Infiltrate their camp? Go full villainess and dazzle everyone with my evil schemes? Leave it to me. I’ll make a grand entrance worthy of a top-tier villainess!” Bertia straightened with military precision, eyes sparkling with earnest determination. I couldn’t help the small, fond smile tugging at my mouth.

No, you are spectacularly unsuited to stealth, darling.

She was the Crown Prince’s consort, for heaven’s sake, a familiar face to every noble, never without attendants and guards. How could she possibly slip into the shadows and spy?

“Actually, I want you to do nothing.”

“Wha—?”

Her vigor deflated like a popped balloon. Seeing her slump felt almost pitiful, but this was not the time for heroics. If she moved now and Ramtak noticed, he could erase evidence. Worse, he could create the very rumor he desired: that she and he were “truly in love.”

Bertia was too honest by nature to convincingly lie her way through a charade with him, and I didn’t trust her to keep our plan secret if she confronted him directly.

“Prince Ramtak is acting bolder precisely because he thinks I’m on his side,” I explained gently. “So, he’s been courting you in public, making it obvious to everyone. That’s part of his strategy.”

“If I set a honey trap, it’ll be perfect!”

Bertia’s eyes lit up again, and she flashed a cocky smile as if the phrase villainess pastime were engraved on her soul. I watched her and made a mental note to tell Cynthia to keep a very close eye on her later.

“No. If you do that now, even if we deny it later, people will start whispering that you and Prince Ramtak met in secret. In short, it raises the risk of the Crown Princess of Alphasta being forever dogged by rumors of infidelity.”

Bertia’s face went white at the idea. “I’d hate that! I am devoted to Lord Cecil!” she cried, springing up as if insulted on principle.

Tears blurred at the corners of her eyes. It appeared the earlier sobbing had loosened her dam of composure. I leaned over, stroked her hair, and murmured softly, “I know you wouldn’t do such a thing.”

Her innocence made her incapable of lying. The thought of betraying me had likely never even formed in her mind, and if anything untoward did happen with another man, she’d give herself away the moment it touched her heart.

“But Ramtak thinks he must seduce you publicly within this short time and convince everyone that some great true love has bloomed between you two. Tia, if you come into contact with him now, I can’t predict what tricks he might try to manufacture a scandal.”

I could imagine the standard schemes, of course, but when I thought about Bertia and Ramtak together, the chemistry felt dangerously unpredictable; they might do something so outrageous that even common tactics wouldn’t cover it. They both had a worrying tendency to leap past even the options one would normally dismiss with a laugh.

“So, there’s only one thing I need from you, Tia. Cooperate with Cynthia and the others, and avoid Prince Ramtak completely.”

“Avoid him? That would be desertion in the face of the enemy.”

“It’s a strategic withdrawal.”

I cut her off before she could voice her displeasure further. Years of friendship had taught me how to motivate her. If I could frame the retreat as meaningful, she would put her heart into it rather than sulk.

“Listen. The important thing here is to avoid Prince Ramtak completely. Don’t get close to him under any circumstances, and don’t openly reject or provoke him either. Just… don’t let there be any contact. In a way, that makes this a very difficult mission for your bodyguards, for Miss Cynthia, and everyone watching over you.”

“Is that so? Hehe. Leave it to me! I’m excellent at tag and hide-and-seek, you know.” Bertia clenched her fist with a determined little grin.

Her enthusiasm is a touch too much for my taste, but frankly, if she’s going to avoid him with that level of commitment, I’ll take it.

“Sorry to put you on the spot, but thank you. While you keep your distance from him, we’ll finish our preparations properly.”

“Understood. I’ll leave it to you. Please, do it for the people of Seahealby and for Lady Lysonna, too.”

“Consider it done.”

She threw her arms around me in a tight hug, offering words of encouragement as she clung to me. I returned the embrace gently.

Funny, I thought as I held her. A little while ago, I wanted to crush him out of anger, and now I just want to do my best.
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“I appreciate you making time for me, especially now when things must be hectic,” I said.

“Not at all,” Crown Prince Aleis replied with his usual calm grace. “If His Highness Cecil says it’s an important matter, then finding time for it is only natural.”

The day I met with Prince Ramtak, I immediately sent a discreet message to Aleis, asking for an urgent, private audience with him and Lysonna. I’d labeled it a “matter of great importance,” but honestly, I’d expected it to take several days before they could receive me.

They’d only just finished their wedding ceremony, no doubt still caught up in the whirlwind of postnuptial duties and eager to enjoy their first days together as newlyweds. Even Bertia, who used to host tea gatherings almost daily, hadn’t held a single one since the ceremony.

However, Aleis was far more capable than I’d anticipated. When Zeno delivered my message, Aleis had immediately adjusted his schedule and sent back a reply: “Tomorrow before noon, if that suits you.”

Efficient and decisive. It made my job much easier.

So, the following day, before noon, I paid a quiet visit to the Crown Prince’s office. Unlike when I’d gone to see Ramtak, I didn’t bring a full escort this time, limiting my company to only Zeno. I trusted him more, and besides, the fewer ears, the better.

Aleis, to his credit, seemed to understand the nature of such meetings perfectly. The only others present were Princess Lysonna—whom I had specifically asked to attend—and a man I didn’t recognize, who stood beside Aleis with a soldier’s composure.

“Prince Cecil,” Aleis said, gesturing toward the man, “this is Holsa Jems. He assists me with my work. He’s one of the most reliable men under my command.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Your Highness. Holsa Jems, second son of the Count Jems family,” the man introduced himself, bowing with crisp precision.

“Cecil Glo Alphasta, Crown Prince of Alphasta,” I said in return, inclining my head. “This is my attendant, Zeno. He’s someone I trust completely. I hope we can work well together.”

Strictly speaking, Zeno isn’t a “person,” I thought, though that was a truth best left unsaid for now.

When I smiled and extended my hand, Holsa blinked in surprise. He hadn’t expected me, a foreign crown prince, to initiate the handshake. After a heartbeat, he recovered and clasped my hand carefully, his grip firm but courteous.

“Then… forgive me for asking, but if possible, may I have him remain present for the discussion as well?” Aleis asked, glancing toward his aide.

He was being properly cautious. Since I had requested this meeting to be confidential, it was only natural he’d hesitate before allowing even his most trusted man to stay. Still, Crown Prince Aleis was no fool. I had faith in his ability to read people. If he deemed someone trustworthy, I could accept that judgment.

“What I’m about to discuss,” I said quietly, “concerns matters that could affect the future of this kingdom. Some actions will likely need to be taken behind the scenes. So, if you’re certain he can be trusted to keep absolute secrecy, I have no objection.”

The weight in my tone wasn’t accidental. Confidential could mean anything from a polite political favor to something that might topple alliances. I wanted to be sure they understood the kind of conversation this was. Once knowledge like this entered someone’s head, it couldn’t be erased.

At my words, Holsa drew in a quiet breath, but almost instantly, resolve settled across his face. He turned toward his liege for approval. Aleis met his eyes, nodded once, and then looked back at me.

“Please proceed, Prince Cecil.”

At his invitation, I took a seat on one of the sofas in the study. The atmosphere was hushed; even the soft ticking of the clock felt subdued. The maids had already been dismissed, and when Princess Lysonna rose to pour tea herself, Zeno smoothly stepped in.

“Allow me, Your Highness,” he said with practiced grace.

Lysonna smiled faintly, yielding the pot to him, and by the time Zeno had served everyone and taken his usual place—just behind me and to the right—the room had settled into quiet readiness.

“Then,” said Aleis, his expression steady but his tone serious, “may we hear what matter prompted this urgent meeting?”

Across from me, the Crown Prince and his consort sat close together, their posture composed yet attentive. Behind them stood Holsa, shoulders squared, the air of a man who knew he might soon learn something he’d rather not.

Now then… where to begin?

“First,” I said slowly, choosing my words, “there are two main topics I’d like to discuss. One of them, however, may be closer to a request than a consultation.”

“Two matters?”

It was hard to tell whether Aleis found that number excessive or unexpectedly few, but his expression remained grave as he gestured for me to continue.

“Yes,” I replied. “Let’s start with the simpler one—the one that’s easy to grasp.”

I raised my right hand slightly, signaling Zeno. At once, he stepped forward and handed me the documents I’d asked him to prepare in advance.

“This is the first.”

I placed the bundle on the low table between us. Within the documents were the compiled records of Prince Ramtak’s deeds. That was what I needed to discuss with them first.

Aleis accepted the stack with a polite “Allow me,” while beside him, Crown Princess Lysonna leaned closer to read. Behind them, Holsa peered over their shoulders, tension radiating from his posture. It wasn’t exactly the picture of perfect etiquette, but with only one copy of the thick dossier available, it was the most efficient way to proceed.

“Prince Cecil, this is…”

Aleis’s voice faltered as his eyes raced across the pages. His usually composed expression hardened into disbelief. Behind him, Holsa’s jaw tightened. Lysonna, having spotted the emblem of her homeland on one of the attached reports, brought a trembling hand to her lips, struggling to stifle the gasp that escaped her. Her complexion drained to a sickly white.

“I see you understand,” I said quietly. “My dear wife has been terribly worried about her friend, and she’s been wishing for her continued happiness. So, I decided to… investigate a little.”

“A little? With all due respect, this doesn’t qualify as a little, Your Highness.” Aleis exhaled sharply.

I smiled, light but deliberate. “Oh, come now. Prince Ramtak isn’t exactly a master of subtlety. A few discreet inquiries were enough. You could have uncovered most of this yourself, if not for your… inconvenient position.”

I tilted my head slightly, watching his reaction. Aleis didn’t deny it. He merely gave a strained, almost embarrassed laugh.

“Well,” I continued, “you may recall I already passed a portion of this information to you earlier, so that your officials could begin preliminary action. Many of those sites have since been dealt with.” I leaned forward a touch, voice lowering. “But this…” I tapped the document still in his hand, “is the proof linking those operations directly to Prince Ramtak. The evidence you’ve been lacking.”

Aleis gave a strained smile, but his eyes were sharp, measuring me in silence, clearly deciding how to respond.

Of course, he was wary. Even though I had brought him exactly the evidence he wanted, he couldn’t simply trust my motives. For all he knew, I could be luring him in with bait, offering him the information only to demand something outrageous in return. His caution wasn’t insulting; in fact, I found it reassuring.

“Actually,” I began, keeping my tone light, “there are two reasons I’ve decided to cooperate with you so openly.”

“I see,” Aleis said carefully. “May I hear them?”

He exhaled in quiet relief, no doubt thinking that understanding my motives might help him gauge how dangerous or genuine my offer was.

“It’s simple,” I said. “The first reason, as I mentioned before, is that I don’t want my adorable wife to be saddened if Princess Lysonna were to suffer.”

Behind him, Holsa’s face twitched.

Come on now, Holsa, I thought wryly. Even if you’re standing behind your prince, I can still see you. Try not to look so baffled, will you?

His expression was a transparent mix of “Wait, that’s it?” and “You’re kidding, right?”

“I suspect I love my wife far more deeply than you imagine,” I continued with a smile. “So, if something might make her unhappy, I make it my business to eliminate it. It’s hardly any trouble for me.”

All three of them froze. Their smiles stiffened in perfect unison, like actors caught mid-scene.

They weren’t wrong to be flustered. My affection wasn’t exactly subtle, but it was true.

“As for the second reason…” I let my tone drop deliberately. “That same Prince Ramtak had the audacity to tell me to hand over my wife to him.”

“What?!”

The outburst was simultaneous, three sharp voices of disbelief cutting through the air. Their faces paled in shock and outrage as the sheer absurdity of the statement sank in.

“W-What do you mean by that?! Why would he say something so absurd?!”

Even Crown Prince Aleis, usually the very picture of composure, couldn’t keep the alarm from his voice. It was understandable. Making such a ludicrous demand of the heir to a vastly more powerful kingdom went beyond mere arrogance; it was political suicide. He was probably trying and failing to understand how anyone could be so catastrophically stupid.

Though he kept his expression schooled, the confusion beneath it was obvious.

“To explain this properly,” I said, “there’s someone I need to introduce to you.”

“Introduce… someone?” Aleis’s brows drew together in confusion. “But there’s no one else here. Are they waiting outside?”

I couldn’t help the faint smile that tugged at my lips. It wasn’t his fault he hadn’t noticed. After all, seeing this particular companion required a very particular kind of sight.

While the prince looked at me expectantly, I reached down beside my chair and grasped the smooth, coiled body resting there. My hand closed gently but firmly around one of his necks, and I lifted him onto the table.

“Hssshh?!”

Futamata jerked awake in surprise, both heads blinking and swiveling around in confusion. Each set of eyes darted around the room, trying to assess the situation, still half-drowsy from his nap.

“Futamata,” I said, “you’re up. Show yourself to them, would you?”

Both heads turned toward me in unison. For a moment, his twin pupils blinked sleepily, and then, as if remembering why we were here, his aura shimmered. The air around him rippled like a mirage, and the veil that hid him from ordinary eyes lifted.

In an instant, the room erupted in gasps.

“—!”

Crown Prince Aleis, Princess Lysonna, and Holsa all recoiled, eyes wide as they instinctively leaned back from the table. Before them now lay a magnificent serpent.

“T-The… Guardian Deity…” Aleis whispered, his voice trembling.

The three of them scrambled to their feet, overcome by reverence and shock, before dropping to their knees in hurried prostration. Their reaction was entirely understandable. What was, to us, an occasionally cranky and decidedly un-majestic spirit was, to the people of Seahealby, a divine protector from ancient legend.

Futamata, who had been treated rather roughly of late, seemed almost moved by the sudden reverence. Both heads tilted up at me with a look so smug that my hand tightened reflexively around one of his necks.

“G-Guardian Deity?!”

Crown Prince Aleis jolted upright, snatching Futamata from my grasp with panicked haste.

“P-Prince Cecil, what are you doing to our guardian?!” he sputtered, clutching the serpent protectively. His face had gone paper white, and the reproach in his eyes could have frozen waves.

Understandable. To Aleis, our occasionally hapless spirit was a holy being. But if we kept bowing and gasping all afternoon, we’d never get to the point.

“Forgive me,” I said evenly. “I realize he is precious to you. But to me, he’s the somewhat unfortunate spirit who keeps trying to coerce my wife into forming a contract, despite repeated refusals, and then gets punished by the high-ranking spirit already contracted to her.”

“E-Excuse me. Did you say ‘spirit’?”

Among royals, the existence of spirits was common knowledge. If anyone here might not have known, it would have been Holsa, the second son of a count’s household. Yet from his startled, keen reaction when I said the word, even he was clearly aware.

“Yes. A spirit,” I confirmed. “Most likely, your ancestors revered the twin-headed serpent who dwelt in these lands, a mid-tier water spirit, and honored him as a god. But the title of god is a name your forebears bestowed. Whether he is truly a deity in the metaphysical sense is another matter entirely.”

Aleis’s eyes widened at that, but the awe and respect he held for Futamata did not waver in the least. It was reasonable, really. Just because we were on familiar terms with a handful of spirits didn’t exactly mean the rest of the world saw them every day. For most people, an encounter like this was once-in-a-lifetime.

The power spirits wielded was overwhelming in scope and subtlety alike, no less than divine from a human perspective.

At our place, we mostly use them for cleaning and brewing sake, though.

Huh. Maybe I should show Zeno some appreciation once in a while?

Eh, he gets his attendant’s salary on schedule. That counts.

“I-I see… When you put it that way, it certainly seems possible,” Aleis managed, voice unsteady. “Regardless, it doesn’t change the fact that this venerable being is our guardian.”

He hugged Futamata closer with trembling arms, as if shielding him from me. Unfortunately for the prince’s pride, Futamata was staring, unblinking, at Princess Lysonna. Clearly, the serpent preferred the embrace of a beautiful woman to that of a beautiful man.

I felt a flicker of sympathy like watching a one-sided crush in real time. However, for what I needed to address next, Futamata’s preference was actually convenient. As I drew breath to guide the conversation toward the Saintess topic—

“Your Highness Aleis!” Holsa burst out, eyes flashing with sudden clarity. “Just now, Prince Cecil said the Serpent God sought a contract with Her Highness Bertia, the Crown Princess Consort. In that case, doesn’t it mean Her Highness is the Saintess—”

“Hold it,” I cut in quickly. Holsa’s eyes were glittering with brewing celebration. I had to shut it down before balloons and confetti filled the room. A premature canonization would only make the correction messier. “As I said, we refused.”

“W-Why refuse?!” he protested, aghast. “She was chosen by the Serpent God!”

He looked at me like I’d just spurned a miracle.

“As I mentioned, my wife is already contracted to a high-ranking spirit. So am I.” I smiled pleasantly. “If we tried to add another, there would be… jealousy. The destructive kind. Oh, and our contracts with high-ranking spirits are a state secret in Alphasta. Only a handful know. So you won’t be telling anyone, will you?”

I kept smiling, but a hint of pressure sharpened my gaze, my expression politely asking, “You do understand what happens if you break that promise, don’t you?”

“O-Of course. We would never betray the trust you’ve shown us by sharing something so important,” Aleis said, nodding hurriedly.

“Neither would I,” Lysonna added, the vow firm despite the tremor in her voice.

Holsa looked disappointed, who wouldn’t be, after the near-miracle of a divine contract? Still, he bowed his head in reluctant acceptance. If the Crown Princess Consort already had a pact with a high-ranking spirit, there was nothing more to say.

“I’m glad we understand each other.” I inclined my head. “Now, to return to the point. Prince Ramtak happened to witness the Serpent God taking a liking to my wife and approaching her. Much like Holsa just now, he leapt to the conclusion that she must be the Saintess.”

“Well, I can’t blame him,” Aleis admitted with a small nod. “No one would assume your wife was already contracted to a spirit even higher than the Serpent God, let alone that she’d refuse such a contract.”

Spirits were rare to encounter and rarer to bond with. To most people, such things lived in the borderlands of legend. And in Seahealby, the Serpent God wasn’t recognized as a spirit at all; he was a deity, full stop. With no other context, seeing a woman openly favored by him would make anyone think Saintess.

“In any case,” I went on, “that’s how things began with my wife and this Serpent God, though, because he has two heads, she’s taken to calling him Futamata as a nickname.”

“Pardon?” Aleis blinked.

“She calls him Futamata.” I repeated.

“Pardon?”

“Strictly speaking, it’s Futamata-chan,” I clarified.

“It’s not the honorific that concerns me…”

“My apologies,” I said, sounding far too sincere for how amused I felt. “My wife’s naming sense is, ah, a touch unfortunate at times.”

“I… see.” Aleis stared into the middle distance, as if reevaluating the cosmos.

Lysonna, who knew Bertia far too well, turned away and pressed her lips to keep from laughing, shoulders trembling in silent mirth.

Holsa… Ah, yes. He’s gone completely blank.

“Ahem. On that note, I heard recently that Princess Bertia received a divine message and went around exposing two-timers. Might that have been him?” he asked.

“It seems our Serpent God was playing a prank,” I said dryly. “He only revealed himself when a two-timing man passed near Tia, and then made sure she called his name. My wife simply spotted a familiar spirit and called out to him; that’s all.”

“I… see.”

Lysonna’s shoulders shook. Her face had gone pink from the effort of holding back laughter.

“It would appear our nation’s guardian is a rather unique being,” Aleis managed, sounding like a man clawing his way out of the Futamata-induced shock.

He wasn’t wrong. Futamata’s personality was a lot. If Seahealby intended to go on venerating him as their guardian, a certain degree of pragmatic detachment would serve them well.

“Once you get used to him, he’s entertaining,” I allowed. “He’s an interesting spirit to keep company with.”

“I see. It would be nice if we could keep his company as well,” Aleis said carefully.

Futamata had chosen Bertia. She wouldn’t become the Saintess, but that simple fact wouldn’t change. And just because they’d met him here didn’t guarantee he’d take an interest in Seahealby’s royals going forward. At least that was what they were likely thinking.

“Which brings me,” I continued, “to the second matter. The one that’s more of a request.”

“And what might that be?”

With so much disclosed at once, Aleis straightened, bracing himself for whatever came next. Relax, I thought. This one’s good news.

“As I mentioned, our household is already at capacity where spirits are concerned. So…”

I let my gaze drift to Lysonna, who was clutching her husband’s sleeve with anxious fingers.

Startled by my sudden attention, she edged closer to Aleis as if seeking shelter from her own nerves.

Good. Their relationship really is solid.

“That’s why,” I said gently, “I was hoping Princess Lysonna could look after Futamata.”

I turned on my best smile of the day. Lysonna’s eyes flew wide, her mouth falling open in a very unladylike “o.”

That is not a face a lady should make, I added wryly in my head.

“P-Please wait! What exactly do you mean by that?!”

With Lysonna frozen in place, Aleis half rose from the sofa, flustered, and leaned toward me.

“In short,” I said plainly, “it’s a request for Princess Lysonna to become the Saintess.”

Silence fell like a dropped veil. The only sound was the clock, and then a hard swallow from Aleis.

“F-For us, that would be an extraordinarily generous offer,” he managed, sinking back into his seat while turning to his wife for her thoughts.

“M-Me? Become the Saintess? B-But I’m… Well, I’m rather sharp-tongued, stubborn, and not the least bit adorable. I don’t have even a shred of Lady Bertia’s purity. Someone like me could never—”

Flustered, Lysonna began listing every insecurity she owned. Her expression darkened until Aleis, still cradling Futamata in one arm, slipped his free hand around her shoulders.

“It’s not like that,” he murmured, comforting her.

The twin serpent, now much closer to her, promptly rubbed one head against her chest as if to broadcast, not opposed.

Absolutely not, Futamata. My eyes narrowed into a quiet threat. Chest contact is out of bounds. Kuro will punish you later.

He froze, gave me an expression that said, oops, you caught me, and sheepishly slid his cheek up to her shoulder instead.

No shame and no fear. The perfect combination, I thought dryly.

“It’s all right,” I went on aloud. “From the looks of it, Futamata isn’t averse to you at all. And in fact, we’ve already discussed this with him.”

Princess Lysonna’s eyes wavered with uncertainty as she looked to me for clarity. At the same time, Aleis’s gaze sharpened, as if trying to read between my words.

“In truth, there’s a very simple reason Futamata took such a liking to Tia,” I said.

I flicked a glance at Zeno, and he stepped forward, setting something on the table with a decisive thump.

“This,” I announced, “is the reason.”

All eyes snapped to the object. They blinked once, then twice, and Futamata, the instant he saw it, tried to launch himself at the prize, only to be stopped by Aleis’s startled grip. The prince hadn’t meant to break the serpent’s momentum so much as keep him from tumbling off the edge, but the effect was the same.

Unsure whether to let go, Aleis shot me a questioning look.

“Futamata, calm yourself,” I chided. “This isn’t for you. It’s a gift for Crown Prince Aleis and Princess Lysonna.”

I drew the item closer to my side, out of Futamata’s reach. Both heads drooped in theatrical despair, as if I’d struck him with a bolt of cosmic injustice. Honestly, after all our advance briefing, how could he still be this excitable? I sighed, ignoring his wounded stare.

“Your Highness Cecil,” Aleis ventured carefully, “if I’m not mistaken, that is—”

“It’s the nihonshu we served at your wedding reception,” I said, lifting the bottle slightly.

Aleis’s expression did a complicated dance between denial and reluctant acceptance. No one would want to believe their nation’s guardian was tamed by liquor. There wasn’t much dignity in that.

But really—

Once your guardian deity is Futamata, dignity is already a sunk cost.

“It seems Futamata is very fond of good drink and charming women,” I went on. “When Tia got a little tipsy and, ahem, accidentally shared some nihonshu with him, she ended up… well, let’s say she successfully baited the hook.”

“B-Baited? Our Guardian was baited?”

Muttering to himself, Crown Prince Aleis stared down at Futamata in his arms.

Beside him, Princess Lysonna looked from the bottle to the serpent with a dazed expression, as if rethinking the entire concept of Saintesshood. Wait, Saintesses get chosen like that? was written all over her face.

Futamata, utterly without shame, wriggled in shy little waves as if basking in praise. No one is praising you, I told him with my eyes. They are, in fact, appalled.

“So,” I continued smoothly, “I negotiated with Futamata. In exchange for receiving this nihonshu at regular intervals, he’ll extend his protection to you. The public-facing arrangement is simple. Our kingdom will sell top-grade nihonshu to Princess Lysonna as Bertia’s friend, and Her Highness will offer it to the Guardian as a votive. He grants protection, and everyone’s happy. I do recommend keeping the specifics of the offering discreet. Best not to advertise that the Guardian likes his cup topped up.”

“…”

All three Seahealby nobles pressed their fingers to their temples, like sailors weathering a sudden squall. It was understandable.

From my side, the benefits were tidy: Alphasta would earn goodwill and an enduring tie with Seahealby, plus steady export revenue from the sake. Most importantly, Lysonna’s position would stabilize, making Bertia happy.

From their side, they would gain the strongest card in Seahealby’s deck: a recognized Saintess and the Serpent God’s protection, consolidating the court and quieting dissent. Lysonna would secure her footing in her new home, and her motherland would enjoy warmer relations as the country that sent a Saintess in marriage.

For Seahealby as a nation, safer seas under the guardian’s watch. For the people, a living legend—Serpent God and Saintess—comes true.

For Futamata, regular sake and the attention of a beautiful woman.

I sympathized with the headache, truly. No one would want to admit that a cornerstone of national security ran on booze and beauty.

In short, everyone walked away happy. At least everyone outside of Prince Ramtak’s camp.

“I don’t want to understand this, but I do. And I understand how much it benefits us.” Aleis exhaled through his nose. “If there’s a downside, it’s that we’ll owe you, Prince Cecil, more than we can repay.”

“You call that a downside,” I said mildly, “but Seahealby was never in a position to pick a fight with Alphasta to begin with, was it?”

Aleis bit his lip, frustration tightening his jaw. He didn’t argue. He knew it was true and that snapping at me here would do him no good. If it were Prince Ramtak in his place, he would have raged himself hoarse. The ability to smother one’s emotions at a moment like this was an essential royal art.

Satisfied by his restraint, I went on.

“Besides, I have a weakness: my wife. She treasures her friends and treats people equally, regardless of rank. If I ever mistreated one of her friends, she’d confront me in tears.” I smiled, unashamed. “So, as long as Princess Lysonna stays close with Tia and Seahealby cherishes her, I can’t lay a hand on you.”

Anyone close to me knows Bertia is my soft spot. It’s obvious if you spend five minutes watching us. At the same time, everyone understands that threatening her touches my reverse scale, and very few are foolish enough to try.

Aleis and Lysonna were from another land; they hadn’t had many chances to see us together. So I’d chosen to spell out my weakness and the simplest way to stay on my good side.

By doing this, I all but guarantee that Lysonna will keep valuing Bertia as a friend more than ever, even, and that Seahealby will have every incentive to honor Lysonna precisely because she’s tied to Bertia. And if, by some unlikely twist, that novel Tia read comes to pass and relations sour between Aleis and Lysonna, he still won’t be able to cast her aside. Not without crossing me.

“In other words, as long as I cherish Lysonna, we can remain equals, friends, yes? Ah, of course, even without such a perk, I love my wife. I would cherish her regardless.”

“That’s exactly it.”

At the moment Aleis said “I love my wife,” Lysonna, who had been watching him with lingering worry, flushed a delicate pink. They really have become a perfectly affectionate couple.

“It almost sounds too good to be true,” Aleis murmured.

“It’s only ‘too good’ for your side,” I replied. “The man who dared covet my wife will receive what he’s due.”

“I see. So, because we stand on your side, we secure a favorable position. If we were your enemies, we’d be thoroughly eliminated.” He exhaled, tension unwinding from his shoulders. “I’m newly grateful not to be your foe. And I owe sincere thanks to Princess Consort Bertia for befriending my wife.”

Now that he finally trusted me, Aleis’s expression softened.

“So, how do we cooperate?” he asked.

“Here’s the plan. At the upcoming party, Prince Ramtak will almost certainly make his move. We’ll use that timing to expose him publicly and condemn him. And Princess Lysonna will form a contract with Futamata and become the Saintess. I won’t budge on this point. By declaring Princess Lysonna the Saintess, we erase the rumor that Tia might be one, and your motherland, Umyuve, will be seen in a better light, which drastically lowers the chances of conflict between Seahealby and Umyuve.”

At the word Saintess, Lysonna jolted, shoulders trembling. But when she realized that taking on this role would aid Aleis, strengthen ties between her birth country and her new home, and steady the realm, she clenched her fists, banishing hesitation with a sharp shake of her head. Then she met my eyes head-on, resolution bright in her gaze.

“I understand. I humbly accept this duty. As Saintess, I will serve Lord Futamata with all my heart.”

Futamata, who’d been sulking after the sake was pulled away, perked up the moment he heard that a beautiful woman would be serving him. He tried to dive straight into her chest, only to be promptly caught again by Aleis.

The grip was not what I’d call gentle.

Prince Aleis, my friend, weren’t you the one who panicked and snatched him away from me when I squeezed his neck?

Well, no matter. Given Futamata’s tendency to get carried away, this rougher handling actually suits him.

“Crown Prince Aleis, you seem to be getting the hang of dealing with Futamata,” I observed.

“Eh? Ah! Well, that is—”

“A little roughness works,” I said lightly. “Someone has to be able to stop him when he acts out. And if you do squeeze his neck a bit, the magnanimous Lord Futamata won’t take offense. If he does get unreasonable or starts rampaging and won’t stop, I’ll dispatch one of our high-ranking spirits.”

“Hss?!”

At the words “dispatch a high-ranking spirit,” Futamata straightened—well, his necks straightened—like a soldier at inspection, doing his best impression of “I am a very well-behaved spirit.”

Kuro’s training is paying off, I mused.

“Haha, that’s reassuring,” Aleis said, finally laughing. “If it becomes necessary, we’ll gladly accept the help.”

Watching me wrangle Futamata must have loosened whatever was left of his hesitation. Lysonna and Holsa still seemed uncertain about the appropriate distance and demeanor around the serpent, but they’d adapt soon enough.

“Count on it,” I said. “Now, about what’s next: the public condemnation at the party is already set. At your discretion, please inform anyone who should be told in advance. Also, regarding Princess Lysonna’s appointment as Saintess, handle the necessary groundwork. If any quiet arrangements are required because of that, I’ll rely on you.”

“It sounds like we’re about to become very busy,” Aleis replied. “But once this is done, we’ll be able to move more freely than before. We’ll work at it with everything we have.”

“Appreciate it. I’ll do my part too, and I’ll keep gathering solid evidence.”

After that, we compared notes on our respective roles, made several fine adjustments, and each of us turned toward the preparations for the day to come.
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Part One

The day of the farewell party—thrown in gratitude for us before our return—finally arrived. Getting here had been a lot.

Mostly for Bertia, who had spent the week being hunted around the palace by Prince Ramtak and doing her utmost to flee every single time.

As for me? I was fine. I gathered the evidence needed to crush Ramtak beyond recovery, but that sort of thing was easy to do one-handed.

I wasn’t particularly busy, which was partly why I felt a twinge of guilt when I happened to pass Aleis in the corridor and found him looking gaunt. Looking at him, newlywed was not the word that came to mind. Out of pity, I helped with a bit of his workload. Mainly, the part where someone had to “encourage” the king to authorize the condemnation.

At first, the king hesitated. Given that we were talking about his own son, he wanted to handle things quietly. But after I made it abundantly clear how angry I was, then laid out, with evidence, what Ramtak had done and what he intended to do next, the king’s shoulders slumped. He granted permission for the public denouncement.

Unlike his son, the king wasn’t a fool. He may have looked muscle-headed, but his mind was better than that. Furthermore, as the monarch of a small country, he had no desire to provoke an international incident with a great power.

“To our friends, His Highness Cecil, Crown Prince of Alphasta, and Her Highness Bertia, Crown Princess Consort. With our deepest gratitude. Cheers!”

The party began with the king’s toast.

He must have been tying himself in knots inside, knowing what was likely to happen next, yet he carried himself as if nothing at all were amiss.

When we discussed Ramtak’s condemnation, the king made one request: if Ramtak managed to get through this party without doing anything foolish, we were to keep the punishment behind closed doors.

Public condemnation before a crowd and quiet, internal handling followed by an official notice were not the same animal. Even if the punishment matched on paper, the blow to the culprit’s spirit and the way the nobility remembered it were worlds apart.

As a father, the king had likely wanted to give his son at least a sliver of a future, to let him repay his debts and still have a path to stand up again.

I had agreed on one condition: only if he realized his wrongdoing on his own, reflected, and corrected his behavior.

That’s never going to happen. Even now, he was ringed by his entourage, wearing the eager grin of a man who could not wait for the spectacle to start. Had he simply been enjoying the party, I would not have objected, but that smirk promised something else entirely.

I could not imagine what it felt like for the king, watching from the throne. Beside him sat the queen, smiling politely. She had not been told about the condemnation. The king had decided that, if she knew, maternal love would push her to whisper my condition to Ramtak: that if he would recognize, repent, and reform, we would keep it private.

By all accounts, she was calm, composed, and fair. But when it came to her children, she was fiercely tender. As a mother, she might well have shielded her son with everything she had. Kindness was a virtue, but kindness alone did not make a queen.

When someone did wrong, they had to be made to atone. That was how one prevented the next, larger sin, the kind that could not be undone. And after the atonement, watching over them so they could truly reflect and rise again was what real kindness and love looked like.

Especially now. This plot could easily have spilled into a war that drenched the nation in blood. Crown Prince Aleis had come within a hair of being marked for death.

The one mercy was this: the worst had not happened yet.

That was precisely why he had to be condemned here and now: to create a circumstance in which he could actually reflect. The king understood that, which was why, despite his turmoil, he had agreed to proceed.

No, it was not because my “encouragement” had worked too well.

“L-L-Lord C-C-C-Cecil… when is he going to move?”

Unaccustomed to intrigues like this, Bertia was visibly tense. Not as a lady-in-waiting tonight, but as a frontier marquis’s daughter from Alphasta, Lady Cynthia attended at her side. She fussed over Bertia with a worried little smile, trying to soothe her.

“I couldn’t say exactly,” I answered, “but given his personality, he’ll choose the latter half, when the party is at its peak. That said, Seahealby’s people drink a great deal even at formal events, so he’ll likely act before the truly drunk begin to topple.”

Most guests tonight were Seahealby nobles. They kept their manners impeccable. At a glance, the proceedings scarcely differed from a party at home, though a closer look revealed their quick drinking pace. It was, in its way, impressive to down so much with such graceful poise.

“W-What should I do? I don’t think I can pretend to be normal until then!”

She clung to my arm, eyes darting like a nervous little animal. Adorable.

“It’s all right,” I murmured. “To him and to eyes that only see what they want, your restlessness will look like fear of being cast aside by me, or like anticipation, wondering when he’ll come to ‘rescue’ you.”

“Eyes that only see what they want? Specially made eyes? Are we talking glass eyes? He isn’t wearing spectacles, is he?”

Bertia flicked a glance at Prince Ramtak and tilted her head.

My dear Tia, before we get to glass eyes, perhaps realize there is no shop in the world that sells retinas calibrated to self-serving delusion.

Those eyes were queen-made—a unique inheritance that only he possessed.

Prince Izlarich’s, though also queen-made, could at least be adjusted to perceive his surroundings properly.

“Anyway,” I said, “until he makes his move, there’s nothing for us to do. This party was graciously held by Seahealby’s people in our honor, so we might as well enjoy it.”

“Y-Y-You’re right. Perhaps I should calm my nerves with a little wine—”

“Let’s not,” I interrupted. “Next thing I know, you’ll be bringing home a dragon instead of a snake.”

“That’s impossible! Dragons are far too large. I couldn’t possibly carry one.”

“So, the issue is size.”

Most people would point out that dragons didn’t just lie around waiting to be picked up. But Bertia wasn’t “most people.”

One day, she really might drag home a dragon, or something suspiciously close. “Too big to carry” implies a smaller variant might qualify.

Or worse, she’d find an egg. Yes, I can already see it. She’d think it’s a decorative rock or a bird’s nest gift. And before long…

I exhaled quietly. No. Don’t tempt fate, Cecil. The universe listens when it comes to her.

“Lady Bertia!”

Just as I decided to banish the thought from my mind, Miss June appeared. Escorting her was Prince Izlarich, whose cheeks were faintly pink. He was still not entirely used to walking arm in arm with her, it seemed.

June, on the other hand, clung to him with a bright, confident smile. The two of them had clearly grown much closer since I last saw them. The tension that once hung between them had softened into something almost sweet.

Good. It seems Izlarich finally swallowed that misplaced male pride of his.

He had once been the sort who, trapped by the notion of how a man should act, came off cold and overbearing simply because he didn’t know how to be kind. Once he realized that and made an effort to change, June had adjusted her approach in turn.

Prince Izlarich was adaptable. He was rigid in appearance, yes, but flexible enough to grow once he understood his own flaws.

Unlike a certain older brother whose brain is about as functional as a polished stone.

Simply telling someone that they were wrong could be enough as long as they had the will to listen. Izlarich might complain at first, but he would think it through and try to change.

“Your Highness Cecil, thank you for everything,” he said once Bertia and Lady June had started chatting happily nearby.

I arched a brow. “Did I do something?”

“Thanks to you, I feel as though I’ve woken up a little. I spent my whole life chasing my brother’s shadow, thinking that becoming like him was the right path.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” I said dryly.

From where I stood, Prince Ramtak was not the sort of royal anyone should aspire to emulate. If he were, there would be no need for today’s condemnation.

Izlarich gave a faint smile. “I agree. Within our small world, my brother always looked so confident, always surrounded by people who obeyed him. I thought that was strength. But after meeting you, I realized I was wrong. Confidence and arrogance are entirely different things. People gather around him not because they respect him, but because of his position as the future king.”

He looked across the hall, toward his brother. Ramtak sat among his cronies, goblet in hand, laughing loudly and without a care. The light from the chandeliers reflected in Izlarich’s eyes, making the melancholy there unmistakable.

“Did you hear something?” I asked quietly.

“Yes, from Father. He told me that royals hold power, and that, because of that power, certain attitudes and actions might be tolerated. But precisely because of that, there are lines that must never be crossed.”

So, the king has told him what’s coming, I thought.

I had no affection for Prince Ramtak, but I knew the two brothers had never truly been at odds. Izlarich must have been one of the few still wishing his brother would realize his own folly before it was too late.

“I see,” I said. “Even so, I think it means something that His Majesty chose to tell you that himself.”

“Do you really think so?” he asked softly.

I lowered my voice, speaking softly enough that no one nearby could overhear.

“Because His Majesty the King didn’t tell Her Majesty the Queen about any of this,” I said quietly. “He feared she might choose her role as a mother over that of a queen and protect the son who’s gone astray. Yet he told you. That means he believes that, though you care for your brother, you understand the line that must never be crossed. He trusts you not to step over it.”

I turned my gaze toward the throne. The king’s expression remained composed, almost impassive. Yet every so often, his eyes would settle on Prince Ramtak as if waiting, hoping for something.

Anyone unaware of what was about to happen would never notice the faint sorrow and pleading behind that look.

He carried both the weight of his crown and the ache of a father. The conflict between those two things was something no one could erase. It was proof that he still had a heart.

Seeing that look, I thought of my own parents.

I don’t want Father or Mother to ever wear eyes like those because of me.

“Even though he’s my brother,” Izlarich murmured, his voice trembling slightly, “if he’s done wrong, he has to atone for it. But it hurts.”

“Of course it does,” I said gently. “He’s family. But that pain is exactly why you must make sure the rest of your family never again has to feel it.”

“Indeed.”

That sentiment applied not only to him, but to me as well.

I have Bertia now. One day, we’ll have children—tiny, laughing creatures who’ll need protecting. My family will grow, and I’ll need to be even more careful, more mindful, so that none of them ever has to look at me the way His Majesty is looking at his son.

Izlarich bowed his head, lips pressed tight as he held back whatever emotion swelled inside him. On impulse, I reached out and gently patted his head.

It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing one should do to a foreign prince, but seeing him so lost, so weighed down by his brother’s choices, I simply wanted to.

Strange, I thought. Even knowing this won’t change a thing, even knowing I’ll go through with the condemnation, I still want to offer comfort.

“Lord Cecil…”

Before I realized it, my conversation with Izlarich had ended, and Bertia was at my side. She pressed her forehead lightly against my arm, her expression tinged with quiet sorrow.

She must have heard us.

No one among the nobles dared interrupt a private exchange between royals, leaving a small, respectful distance around us. The orchestra’s music filled the air, and the hum of conversation formed a wall of sound that kept our words from spreading further. But for Bertia and Miss June, our voices would have been clear enough.

Given her gentle, sensitive nature, it was only natural that Bertia would be moved by Izlarich’s pain.

“What exactly happened?” June asked softly, confusion flickering across her features as she glanced between us.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” I said, offering her a small smile. “Though I suppose that’s not very convincing. You’ll understand soon enough, but for now, I need you not to ask and not to repeat anything you’ve heard. All right?”

June hesitated, uncertainty still clouding her eyes, but she nodded.

“Miss June,” I added, lowering my tone slightly, “please stay close to Prince Izlarich. Support him.”

“Eh? O-Of course. I’m his fiancée, after all,” she said, startled at first but answering with a firm nod.

Her sincere words brought a faint warmth back to Izlarich’s expression.

Just then, the music shifted. The tempo softened, and the murmuring of the crowd changed as couples began to drift toward the dance floor.

“The dancing is starting,” June murmured.

Izlarich inhaled deeply, clearly forcing himself to shift gears. A moment later, he smiled faintly and extended his hand to her.

“Lady June, would you do me the honor of a dance?”

For a heartbeat, she blinked at him in surprise, then smiled back gently and placed her hand in his.

“Of course. Gladly.”

With that answer, June took Izlarich’s hand, and the two of them stepped toward the center of the floor. Their figures, moving side by side beneath the chandeliers, made for a quietly beautiful sight.

Watching them go, I turned to Bertia, who still wore a troubled look, and offered my hand.

“Tia, shall we dance too?”

“But… I…”

“It’s all right,” I said softly. “They’re stronger than they look. They’ll find their own answer to this together.”

“Yes… Yes, you’re right. All right then, Lord Cecil. Let’s dance!”

Her smile was still a little forced, but it was a smile nonetheless. That was enough for me. Taking her hand, I led her toward the dance floor.

Halfway there, my gaze met Ramtak’s.

He stood among his usual entourage, that same smug, radiant grin plastered on his face, the kind that screamed “Everything is going exactly as I planned.”

I resisted the urge to sigh.

How can he look so pleased with himself when everyone around him is quietly praying he doesn’t destroy his own life?

The difference in temperature between his delusions and the rest of reality is painful to watch.

Part Two

When the dance concluded, and a lazy calm began to settle over the hall, Kulgan approached me, moving like a shadow through the guests.

“He’s coming,” he murmured.

So, it seemed Ramtak had made his decision to walk headfirst down the road to his own ruin.

“Tia,” I said, turning to my wife, “let’s move.”

From the corner of my eye, I could already see him striding our way, his chin held high, posture arrogant, every inch radiating self-satisfaction.

It wasn’t as though I couldn’t deal with him here, but the royal couple and the crown prince and princess were seated closer to the front. That would make things smoother, especially once the farce began in earnest.

Aleis and Lysonna would certainly find it easier to intervene from there when the time came.

“Move? Where to?” Bertia asked, tilting her head adorably, confusion written across her face.

I wanted to explain things to her, but if Ramtak reached us before we moved, all of this would be pointless.

It was better to pretend not to notice him approaching and take our positions before he could intercept us.

“Don’t turn around, all right? We’re heading to the front.”

I took Bertia’s hand in mine and placed my other at her waist to guide her forward. The motion was firm and almost too assertive for a ballroom, but time was short. She stumbled slightly, startled by my sudden lead, yet followed without protest.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Crown Prince Aleis lean toward Lysonna, murmuring something under his breath as we approached. Lysonna twitched faintly, but her composure didn’t falter. She smiled as though nothing unusual were happening.

“Your Highness Cecil! Lady Bertia!”

Right on cue.

Ramtak’s voice rang out behind us, cutting through the hum of the hall. Whether he was afraid we wouldn’t hear him or simply wanted every pair of eyes in the room on him, I couldn’t say. The result was the same.

The crowd quieted slightly, and the sound carried clearly across the marble floor.

Beside me, Bertia flinched hard, her fingers tightening around my arm. I could almost feel the tension coiling inside her like a startled rabbit ready to bolt.

I turned calmly, bringing us face-to-face with him.

“Ah, Prince Ramtak,” I said with a pleasant smile. “What’s all this shouting for?”

There was still a polite distance between us, but he closed it eagerly, almost bouncing on his heels as he came nearer.

At the throne, the king’s face dimmed. Izlarich’s, too. They had known that this moment was coming. Their lips pressed into tight lines as they steeled themselves to watch.

“Your Highness Cecil,” Ramtak began, chest puffed with self-importance, “I have a request to make of you.”

I tilted my head slightly, my tone mild but my pulse steady with anticipation. “And what might that be?”

From the very first words out of his mouth, he started with a request. It was almost impressive how utterly blind he was to how the world worked.

No, not blind. He simply refused to see anything that didn’t align with his fantasy.

I felt the muscles between my eyebrows tighten. The longer he spoke, the harder it became to conceal my disgust.

Beside me, Bertia trembled faintly, pressing closer, her hand clutching at my sleeve. Poor thing. Even knowing this was coming doesn’t make it any easier to endure.

“I know this isn’t the proper way to go about it,” Ramtak declared, his voice swelling like a stage actor’s, “but once this party ends, you’ll return to your country! I must seize this moment. Please, listen to my heart, my wish!”

Every movement of his was deliberate and overdone, a performance meant for an audience rather than for me.

The nearby nobles exchanged uneasy looks; some frowned, others leaned in to whisper behind fans.

At the throne, the king and Izlarich both wore the same hollow expression of resignation, while the queen, who knew nothing of what was to come, watched with visible alarm.

And then, the inevitable came.

“Prince Cecil!” Ramtak cried, throwing out his arms for all to see. “Princess Consort Bertia and I, though fate kept us apart until now, are bound by true love!”

The words hit the air like glass shattering on marble.

Silence.

Even the orchestra froze mid-note. One poor violinist, unaware of what was happening, played a few more bars before realizing he was alone. The last trembling note echoed through the hall.

The entire ballroom turned to ice.

Then, the queen’s chair scraped violently against the floor as she stood.

“R-Ramtak! Do you even realize what you’re saying?!”

Her voice wavered between outrage and panic. A mother’s instinct to protect, futile though it would be tonight.

Were I in her place, I might have done the same. But nothing could save him now.

“Mother, please listen!” Ramtak pressed on, undeterred, gesturing dramatically toward Bertia. “We met too late, and though she is now wed to Prince Cecil, destiny itself decrees that she and I are meant to be together!”

He turned slightly, angling himself so the crowd could see his noble profile.

He really thinks this is his grand, tragic moment, doesn’t he?

For starters, you’ve spent the last week becoming famous under the nickname “Mr. Thousand-handed Cheater,” I thought drily. When a man with that reputation talks about “true love,” credibility crashes through the floor.

“Eh? I-I…”

We had rehearsed this outcome, but the sudden weight of every gaze in the room shattered Bertia’s composure. She froze, flustered and wide-eyed, then panic spiked into the older fear that I might abandon her. She clutched my arm tight, shaking her head with tearful eyes.

My poor wife.

This ridiculous farce had shoved her into the spotlight and left her trembling. I stroked her hair, murmuring, “It’s all right. You’re all right.” She hid her face against my chest, as if my coat could shield her from so many staring eyes.

From the crowd, I thought I heard a whisper: “What is that adorable creature?” and, immediately after, another hissed, “Idiot! Show some respect! She’s the crown princess! Though she is adorable.”

Too bad. She’s mine. Not for loan. In fact, I’d lock her away from the world if I could, but then I’d lose that sun-bright smile. So I endure.

“N-Now see here! What proof do you have for such nonsense?!” the queen snapped, pointing at us. “Anyone with eyes can tell Prince Cecil and Princess Consort Bertia are in love!”

Prompted, Ramtak glanced our way and actually faltered for a heartbeat. Then his gaze met mine, and he nodded to himself, as if we’d reached a wordless understanding.

We had not.

Also, I did not nod back.

“Mother, please be at ease,” he proclaimed, swelling with triumph. “We do have proof. Our guardian has blessed our love. He recognized it and has made her the Saintess!”

The hall erupted in murmurs. The queen’s eyes flew wide; she looked from Ramtak to Bertia pressed against me and back again, her expression a mix of shock and hesitation.

It only made sense that things looked this way.

Ramtak proclaimed that he and Bertia were bound by true love and blessed by the guardian, yet the woman in question clung to her husband and refused to move an inch.

Nothing about her posture suggested a lover yearning for Ramtak or celebrating a love fulfilled.

“Ramtak, it seems clear that Lady Bertia is very much in love with Prince Cecil,” the queen said tartly.

“T-That’s not true! Lady Bertia, come to me!”

He held out his hand in melodramatic invitation. Bertia shook her head so vigorously her earrings flashed, pressing herself tighter against me.

There goes the “two fated lovers” tableau. Not even the gods could sell it now.

He had spent days being avoided. Bertia had followed my instructions and fled him at every turn, barely exchanging a single civil word. On what planet does that translate to “she’s in love with me”? His reasoning defied anatomy—no spine, no brain.

“Lady Bertia, please come to me!” he insisted. “Then you can leave the husband who does not love you and live happily here in Seahealby as the Saintess!”

“I refuse!” Bertia cried. “My happiness exists only with Lord Cecil! A-And Lord Cecil l-loves me. H-He loves me very much!”

Her emotions overflowed; she blurted it all with tear-bright eyes, fiercer than the moment demanded. Around us, nobles hovered helplessly, watching a fire they did not dare approach.

Enough. This has gone on long enough.

I looked toward Aleis. He nodded firmly, then rose and offered his arm to Lysonna, guiding her toward us. Coiled invisibly about her neck and visible only to those with the sight, Futamata rode like a living torc, both heads alert. In Lysonna’s eyes burned steady resolve and worry for Bertia, along with an iron will to fulfill her role.

“How disgraceful, Ramtak,” Aleis said, voice cool.

Ramtak’s mouth twisted in annoyance at their approach. “This has nothing to do with you. Stay out of it.”

Aleis’s patience had clearly worn thin. The sigh that escaped him carried every ounce of it.

“Sorry,” he said, voice steady but edged with steel. “But I’m afraid it does concern me.”

“Hah? What are you—”

“Actually, I had planned to announce this later tonight, with His Majesty’s permission.”

At that, Aleis drew Lysonna closer by the hand, his arm settling firmly around her waist as he turned her toward the crowd.

“Allow me to present,” he declared, clear and unwavering, “my wife, Lysonna, who has been chosen by our Guardian Serpent as His Saintess.”

The ballroom exploded. The earlier stir caused by Ramtak’s antics was nothing compared to this tidal wave of voices. Fans snapped open, jewels clinked as nobles leaned to whisper, disbelief rippling from wall to wall.

“Huh?! Don’t be absurd, you fool!” Ramtak barked, his face flushing a blotchy red. “That’s impossible! The Saintess is my Lady Bertia!”

Ah, there it is again. “My Bertia.”

She’s my wife, I thought coldly. Not yours, not anyone’s delusion. Mine.

Alas, this was Aleis and Lysonna’s stage; I forced my jaw to stay relaxed and my expression pleasant. Ramtak’s wild eyes flicked to me, searching for affirmation or outrage.

I smiled.

“Whatever do you mean?” I asked, mild as spring wine.

I had never said Bertia was the Saintess. Not once.

Lysonna, composure itself, stepped forward with a serene nod.

“It’s true,” she said. “I was chosen by Futa— the Guardian Serpent, our Serpent God, to serve as his Saintess. Isn’t that right, Serpent God?”

Good save, I mused. She’d almost said Futamata, and that would have been unfortunate. The name had stuck so firmly in her head that it was a miracle she’d caught herself in time. Still, if the audience heard her call their sacred guardian by a nickname meaning “two-timer,” we’d have another ice age on our hands.

All that was left was for Futamata himself to make an entrance.

I turned my gaze toward her shoulder, waiting for him to reveal himself as planned.

There he was.

He materialized with both necks coiling gracefully, the two heads bent together into a heart shape right behind Lysonna’s face.

Really? A heart?

Technically, it conveyed “blessing.” And to the citizens of Seahealby, the spectacle of their twin-headed guardian manifesting at all was divine enough that no one questioned his artistic choices. Gasps and reverent sobs spread through the hall.

So, I supposed it was fine.

“B-But how?!” Ramtak stammered. “He was with Lady Bertia before, I swear he was—!”
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Now that the Guardian himself had appeared and left him no room to deny it, Ramtak looked to me with pleading eyes. His gaze begged for an explanation, and, ever the considerate sort, I obliged with a pleasant smile.

“True, Tia and the Guardian were seen together,” I said. “But that was only because the Guardian was visiting Tia as Princess Consort Lysonna’s friend.”

Color drained from his face. Without the premise of Bertia being the Saintess, he no longer knew how to steer his grand romance back to shore. And a non-Saintess Bertia divorcing me in the name of true love? Vanishingly unlikely, especially with her plastered to my side and me making no move to pry her off. Even he had to have started realizing our marriage was not exactly crumbling.

Which meant the narrative had snapped into place: a prince of this realm had pined after the crown princess consort of a great power, fabricated a Saintess myth to claim her, and publicly demanded another nation’s heir give up his wife.

A public humiliation and a diplomatic provocation. Excellent work, Ramtak.

“P-Prince Cecil! This isn’t what you said would happen!” he sputtered, still pale, but angry enough to complain. He at least understood the danger now.

“I never said Tia was the Saintess,” I replied mildly.

“That’s… impossible…”

He searched his memories, eyes flicking, then froze as the truth landed. The rest of his color fled. He was paper-white now.

“And while we’re clarifying things,” I added, “you assumed my wife and I were on bad terms. We are not. I value Tia very much. She can be energetic to the point of recklessness, but I find even that endearing. Naturally, a wife’s little whims are nothing but charming to her husband.”

Ramtak stared at me as if seeing something impossible.

“And one more thing…”

I signaled to Zeno, who had been waiting along the wall. He stepped forward and placed in my hand the compiled dossier containing everything we had uncovered about Ramtak’s schemes, with evidence organized and annotated.

“I told you before,” I said pleasantly. “My wife and I wanted to enjoy this rare journey and the celebrations that came with it. You tried to spoil that. So, you’ll accept the consequences, won’t you?”

I smiled as I took the papers from Zeno. At the same time, Kulgan moved with quiet efficiency, delivering identical packets to His Majesty the King and to Crown Prince Aleis.

“Not long ago,” I continued, voice carrying cleanly, “a merchant hoarding weapons and hired thugs was caught. Another was found storing multiple banned poisons. I took an interest and investigated. Both, as it happens, are merchants connected to you.”

“T-That’s wrong! I know nothing of this!”

He flinched under my gaze, the one that said plainly, I warned you once already.

“Oh? Then what do you suppose these ledgers are?” I lifted a set of bound pages. “By the way, when Crown Prince Aleis traced the movements of your funds, they matched these payment entries perfectly.”

These were the transaction records the merchants had hidden as insurance against their royal client betraying them. Although they had been careful, my people were better. We’d found and secured them.

“And,” I added, tilting another sheet toward the light, “with the weapons came a charming note delivered to the thugs: the exact date and time His Highness Aleis would leave the castle and his route afterward, down to the turn. How curious. How could such details have leaked?”

Someone inside the palace. Without question.

Strangest of all, the most detailed itinerary among the intercepted notes, the one that mapped out Aleis’s every step, belonged to the day Ramtak had abruptly forced him out of the castle by dumping his own duties onto him.

That much precision for a plan made at the last minute? Impossible, unless someone inside had deliberately provided the information.

“So,” I said softly, “how do you explain that?”

“I…”

“Ah, don’t bother answering.” My smile didn’t waver as I turned a page. “The merchants have already testified. They said you were the one who ordered them to ambush Crown Prince Aleis.”

A strangled sound escaped him as his jaw clenched and his throat worked in mute fury.

Across the hall, nobles shifted, whispers rising like dry leaves. The evening had turned from celebration to spectacle. Some looked ill, others fascinated, their eyes gleaming with morbid curiosity. A few, I noticed, had gone pale as parchment, names I recognized from the list of co-conspirators we’d compiled.

“Also,” I continued, flipping another sheet, “poisons purchased from those same merchants were found in your private quarters. We’ve already detained a palace cook who says you asked him to slip some into Aleis’s meal. He refused, thankfully, so nothing came of it. But his testimony was quite detailed.”

I spoke casually, turning pages as if reading a grocery list.

Typical small-time villainy, I thought. Petty crimes in abundance. Embezzlement, bribery, and blackmail, with every major plot, including this assassination, botched or abandoned.

Whether that made him lucky or simply pathetic was hard to say.

“W-What is going on, Ramtak?!”

The queen’s trembling voice cut through the murmur. She pushed forward, skirts whispering over the marble, and seized her son’s sleeve. Her composure, so rigid until now, had cracked entirely.

“Tell me this isn’t true! Tell me it’s a lie!” she cried. “You wouldn’t… My son, you couldn’t…”

Ramtak said nothing.

“I won’t enumerate the rest here,” I said lightly. “What we’ve presented already makes it clear he must be judged.”

The dossier contained plans to invade Lysonna’s homeland, Umyuve, and schemes to smuggle their goods through hired merchants. Announcing that in front of Umyuve’s crown prince would only fracture relations. Lysonna had only just married into Seahealby. It would be cruel to make her first act as princess consort the witness of a diplomatic rupture. Those matters would be handled quietly but thoroughly.

“Now then,” I continued, “we were made uncomfortable tonight. But this is also a joyous occasion. Crown Princess Consort Lysonna has been chosen as Saintess. If you address this properly, we’re prepared to overlook the insult.”

I looked to the king.

He covered his eyes with a tired hand and thought for a long heartbeat. When he lowered it, the father was gone. Only the king remained.

“Your forbearance is appreciated,” he said. “From this moment, Ramtak is stripped of his right of succession. Furthermore, given the likelihood of additional crimes, he will be placed under house arrest until the investigation is complete. When his offences are fully established, a sentence will be pronounced. The punishment decided will be communicated to Crown Prince Cecil.”

As the decree rang out, Ramtak sagged where he stood and collapsed to the floor.

“W-Why is this happening? This is wrong… It’s all wrong.”

The queen’s reprimands seemed to reach no part of him. He stared past her with unfocused eyes, muttering as if to himself. The hairs on my neck prickled. Something in his voice had gone thin and warped.

“It’s because Aleis is here that everything’s ruined,” he whispered, bitterness curdling into poison. “He’s always better, always praised. If he weren’t here, everyone would revere me.”

He had not aimed his words at anyone in particular, but they made it plain he had nursed a complex about Crown Prince Aleis for a very long time. That did not justify harming others as he had tried to do, but perhaps he carried his own private misery.

“I’m not at fault. I’m not at fault. Aleis is the one who stole what should have been mine. Lysonna and my ally, Crow… Wrong. Wrong. This can’t be happening…”

At the king’s order, the knights moved to take Prince Ramtak into custody. Though stripped of succession, he was still royalty. They did not bind him. Instead, two knights seized his arms in a firm grip, lifted him to his feet, and urged him to move.

As he straightened, his vacant gaze suddenly focused on me.

“Why?” he rasped. “Why won’t you take my side? Why? Crow!”

He tried to step toward me, babbling nonsense. I met him with a cool stare.

Why would I take your side? In what world would I owe you that? I drew breath to vent the impatience I had swallowed all evening—

Smack!

Bertia slipped past me and slapped his cheek.

She had strength and stamina, but she was not used to hurting people. Even striking with resolve, she held back. The blow could not have hurt much. But the shock of being struck by Bertia left him staring, slack-jawed.

“That’s enough!” she cried. “All this time, you have done nothing but blame others! Can you not see Her Majesty the Queen’s tears? Can you not see the sorrow in His Majesty’s eyes and in Prince Izlarich’s? Even if you fell short of Crown Prince Aleis, none of them would condemn you for that. They would not lament that! They would have supported you!”

For a man who could think only of himself even now, Bertia was truly, deeply angry and grieving. Tears brimmed in her eyes as she caught the front of his coat in both hands and begged him to see, to look around him.

“What they mourn,” she said, voice shaking yet clear, “are not your shortcomings compared to another but the fact that you refused to live honestly and straightforwardly, doing what you could do. You thought only of your gain and never of others’ pain! And every one of those choices was your own! Think hard about how much you have wounded the people who care for you and repent!”

When she had said all she needed to say, Bertia released him, turning away with a sharp huff to show she remained angry.

Ramtak, still stunned by her force, glanced sideways and saw the queen, weeping. His gaze drifted, catching the king’s lined face, Izlarich’s stricken eyes, and finally Aleis. His lips tightened.

Whether Bertia’s heartfelt anger had reached him, I could not say. But after that, he spoke no more words, blaming anyone else.

The knights led him away quietly. And with that, the party came to its close.
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Under a flawless sky, the square before Seahealby’s detached palace bustled with carriages and people.

“Lady Bertia, truly, thank you for everything,” Lysonna said, clasping her hands.

“No, thank you,” Bertia replied.

“It will feel lonely once you’ve gone.”

After the party where Prince Ramtak had been condemned, it was finally time for our return.

In the days we’d spent here, Bertia, Princess Consort Lysonna, and Miss June had grown close enough to exchange reluctant farewells and promises to meet again. I suspected their letters would be flying across the sea long after we reached home.

“Your Highness Cecil, thank you for your aid,” Aleis said.

“It served our interests as well,” I answered. “May our good relations last for many years.”

Unlike the women, Aleis and I parted with quiet simplicity. Even so, I had the sense we would work well together from now on, and I intended to keep the thread between us unbroken.

“Um… Your Highness Cecil,” Izlarich ventured, approaching with a guilty look. “About my brother… I’m sorry for the trouble he—”

“Think nothing of it,” I said. “It’s done. And it changes nothing between you and me.”

Relief washed over him, tempered by a complicated shadow. He was grateful our rapport remained intact. At the same time, the fallout from Ramtak’s actions was too large to set aside easily. He was still finding his footing.

“By the way, how is Prince Ramtak now?”

I asked Crown Prince Aleis, and he turned his gaze toward Prince Izlarich.

He must have thought the younger prince knew better than he did. After the party, Ramtak had been confined to the chamber normally used for detaining high-born offenders. Izlarich visited him from time to time and spoke through the door, or so the reports said.

“It’s hard to tell whether it’s sincere,” Aleis told me, “but since that night, it’s as though a weight has been lifted off him. His temper hasn’t vanished. He still resents losing the succession, but he’s stopped railing about it. He seems to be thinking.”

That’s already progress, I thought. For a man who once mistook privilege for entitlement, any hint of reflection was welcome.

Izlarich continued quietly. “He’s admitted his world was too narrow. If he is allowed, if he can atone, he said he wants to see more of the world without title or power.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said.

Ramtak had been so deeply acclimated to palace life that much had simply ceased to be visible to him. He’d become used to power, the ease of thinking that one’s will was the measure of right. It wasn’t only his failing; there had been too few adults willing or able to stop him.

“By the way,” Aleis added, “he said the first place he’d like to visit is Alphasta.”

Alphasta? I felt a prick of cold curiosity. Why would the man who tried to take my wife want to come to my country first?

Aleis shrugged. “He said something about wanting to see how a large nation is governed. Whether that’s honest or a pretext, I don’t know.”

“Well,” I replied, “if he comes with the intent to settle scores, I won’t be lenient.”

I’d tempered the condemnation once, only because Bertia’s temper and my own judgment had guided me. If he tries anything more, the stage will not end with a reprimand; it will end with a sentence.

“It’s just that… it seems Her Highness Bertia’s cat punch at the end left quite the impression on him.”

Wait. That wasn’t a slap? Are we officially calling it a cat punch?

Now that he mentioned it, it did resemble that morning I woke to find her practicing cat mannerisms. So that was training. Wonderful, yet terrifying.

“And so,” Izlarich went on, wincing, “he keeps saying there’s no other woman who would scold him like that… and that he can’t forget the taste of that cat punch.”

“Right,” I said calmly. “Then Alphasta will be off-limits.”

It appeared the blow had awakened something deeply unfortunate in him. I had no intention of letting that danger anywhere near my wife.

Also, the queen’s righteous fury apparently doesn’t qualify. Is motherhood a separate category?

Either way, my caution rating just spiked to “absolutely not.”

“Please don’t ban him outright,” Izlarich pleaded. “He’s trying to atone and someday visit Alphasta, his goal.”

“How about starting with ordinary reflection instead?” I suggested dryly.

If his goal had been anything else, I might have offered encouragement. As it stood, I wanted nothing to do with that particular pilgrimage of self-discovery. Izlarich saw my expression and laughed evasively, eyes sliding away.

“By the way,” he added quickly, “Father said he wants to apologize, at least a word, so he’ll try to steal a moment between duties. As for Mother, the shock about my brother was too much. She’s taken to bed and won’t be able to come.”

So that was why the royal couple were absent from the send-off. The king was drowning in the aftermath. Even so, he meant to show his face.

I’ll take that as sincerity and meet him halfway. As for the queen, there’s no helping what happened.

Even so, I believed that the queen would find her feet again. Her son may have lost his claim to the throne, but he hadn’t lost his life. He had to atone, but as mother and child, they still had a path back to each other.

A short while later, the king arrived in a flurry, exchanged a breathless string of apologies and thanks with me, traded a word or two, and departed again like a gust slipping through an open hall. Taking that as our cue, we wrapped up our goodbyes and climbed into the carriage.


With a gentle clatter of wheels, our carriage rolled out from the palace and into the avenues of the Seahealby Kingdom’s royal capital.

On the way, the building Bertia had fussed over when we first arrived came into view: the campus of Cawin Academy.

“Lord Cecil! It’s here! This is one of the settings from the novel! This is where Lady June and the others deepen their love, face all sorts of trials, and spend their final year leading up to graduation!” Bertia leaned out to point, eyes shining.

Back when we first reached the capital, it had only felt vaguely familiar to her. But living in Seahealby had jogged her memory, and piece by piece, the novel had come back, especially the academy.

Hm? Hold on a moment.

“Hey, Tia,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “Did you just say they ‘spend a year until graduation’?”

“I did. Is something the matter?” She tilted her head, honestly puzzled, utterly unaware she’d stepped on her own contradiction.

I let out a long sigh.

“D-Did I say something terrible?” she asked, flustered, fingers fidgeting with the edge of her sleeve.

She was still not grasping what her words implied.

I see. That would explain a lot. Threads that hadn’t lined up before began to knit themselves together, and the shape of this whole incident finally made sense.

“Tia,” I said gently. “Think back. Which year are Lady June and Prince Izlarich in right now?”

“Their year? That’s easy. Lady June and Prince Izlarich are both first-years and… Wait. In the novel, they were third-years, weren’t they? Huh? Did I remember it wrong?” Bertia’s confidence tripped over itself, an almost visible question mark bobbing above her head.

“It’s probably not your memory,” I said. “If they’re first-years now, but the novel takes place when they’re third-years, a lot of things start lining up.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, the timeline you know from the novel and the timeline we’re living in are badly out of sync. And because of that shift, some core facts have changed.”

At that, even more question marks piled up in Bertia’s eyes.

“To put it plainly,” I continued, “the ‘crown prince’ Princess Consort Lysonna married in the story likely wasn’t Crown Prince Aleis.”

“What?! But I’m sure in the novel, Lady Lysonna married the crown prince.”

“Right. She married a crown prince. Just not Aleis. The man she married was probably Prince Ramtak.”

“How could it have ended up like that?” Bertia’s voice leapt, scandalized. She was clearly drowning in contradictions. If I didn’t throw her a rope soon, she’d sink to the bottom.

The novel version of Consort Lysonna likely never met you. That Lysonna was a proud woman, anxious about marriage and fixated on title more than character. Would a woman like that have chosen someone as precariously placed as Crown Prince Aleis for a husband?

The answer was obvious.

Even if talk of marrying Aleis had come up in the novel, he didn’t meet the conditions the original her demanded in a spouse. So, in that timeline, she would never have chosen him.

I believe that when she failed to secure a match earlier, she waited until Prince Ramtak turned twenty and took over the title of crown prince from Aleis. If June and Izlarich were third-years in that story, Ramtak would already have reached his twentieth year. The timing fits.

Reality, however, had veered off.

Because Lysonna met Bertia, the novel’s plot twisted out of shape from the very beginning. Talking to Bertia changed what Lysonna wanted in a husband. More than that, it softened her outlook and tempered her pride. She came to value a partner who loved and cherished her, someone with whom she could breathe easily, rather than a man whose rank alone did the talking.

As a result, she accepted the proposal she would have turned down in that other timeline: marriage to Crown Prince Aleis. And by marrying earlier than in the novel, the identity of the crown prince she would’ve married shifted as well from Prince Ramtak to Aleis.

In other words, because the groom had changed, there was never any chance that things would proceed according to the novel, even if we’d done nothing. But with Bertia’s memories fuzzy and the entire timeline shifted, and with “crown prince” pointing to a different man depending on the year, none of us pieced it together until everything was already over.

“In that case, the future where Lady Lysonna is treated coldly by Prince Aleis?” Bertia asked, breath snagging on the fear that had haunted her.

“Given she married a different man altogether,” I said, “it would be harder for the future to end up the same.”

Bertia’s face blossomed with relief, a bright smile breaking like sunlight through rain. Realizing that Lysonna’s path had shifted toward something safer eased the tension in her shoulders.

“One more thing,” I added. “This is my conjecture, but in the novel, the reason the crown prince, Prince Ramtak, treated Princess Lysonna so coldly was likely strategic. Once he grasped how strong-willed she was, he probably provoked her on purpose to spark incidents. That way, he could force an upper hand over her homeland, Umyuve, or manufacture a pretext to confine her as a hostage while launching a war.”

“What?! That’s far too cruel!” Bertia burst out.

“It is. But when you factor in what Prince Ramtak was plotting, it starts to look very likely.”

From the beginning, Ramtak seemed to be calculating how to gain the upper hand over Umyuve or how to invade it outright. In the dossier detailing his crimes, we’d even found several plans along those lines, all of which had collapsed spectacularly.

Even so, that possibility was hard to dismiss.

“I’m truly glad Lady Lysonna married His Highness Aleis instead of Prince Ramtak,” Bertia said, pressing a hand to her chest.

“Agreed. And in a way, that’s your achievement, Tia.”

“Eh?”

Because Bertia had challenged Lysonna’s rigid assumptions, the consort had been able to choose happiness. Call it hindsight, but the truth stood regardless: Lysonna had seized a gentler future because Bertia had widened her field of vision. She herself wasn’t thinking about any of that, however. Even as I said it, she only tilted her head with a “do I really deserve credit for that?” look.

“Speaking of achievements, the nihonshu you brewed was a huge help this time,” I added.

“Now that you mention it, you were negotiating with nihonshu somehow. Don’t tell me?”

“You’ve probably guessed it.”

Bertia brightened when her theory landed. I went on to explain the terms I’d offered Futamata.

“So, you made nihonshu the reward for declaring Lady Lysonna the Saintess. Futamata adores nihonshu, so he’ll be thrilled, but doesn’t that make the legend of the Saintess and the Guardian Spirit feel incredibly flimsy?”

Bertia was the kind to dream up stories, so the idea of bargaining with a guardian deity using alcohol left her a little crestfallen. But there wasn’t much we could do about that.

“My guess is the serpent-god legend in Seahealby was polished over time into something pretty for public ears. Futamata has probably loved alcohol forever, and what people called ‘the Saintess’s blood’ was simply wine. If a beautiful or cute woman offered that wine, he got in a good mood and granted wishes.”

“No way!”

Her face crumpled in shock. But since we were this deep, I might as well touch the Saintess plot from the novel, too.

“If I remember correctly, in the novel, Miss June became the Saintess, didn’t she?” I asked.

“She did.”

“Well, her family’s domain is famous for producing very fine wine. Think that’s just a coincidence?”

“Please tell me it is,” she murmured, shoulders slumping.

I reached out and gently patted her head. Bertia’s eyes narrowed like a pampered cat. She edged closer, rubbing her crown against my palm in search of comfort.

“There’s one more thing that’s been nagging me,” I said.

“What is it?”

She snapped out of her melt into wary attention, which only made me chuckle.

“Tell me, Tia, did a character named ‘Crow’ appear in the novel?”

“He did! Someone who looked just like Lord Cecil! He’s the reason I bought the book in the first place!”

The instant I said the name, Bertia lit up, practically bouncing in her seat. In contrast, something bitter spread in my chest.

“Lord Cecil, is something wrong with Crow?” she asked, worry edging into her voice.

Bertia tilted her head, and I wrestled with what to say, then chose not to.

Conveniently, she’d been present the very moment that name had been spoken, yet she either didn’t remember or had been too overwhelmed to catch it.

Maybe that’s the gods telling me I don’t need to spell this part out. Yes. Let’s go with that.

“It’s nothing,” I said lightly. “You muttered it in your sleep the other night, so it stuck with me.”

“Ehh?! I talk in my sleep?”

“You do, and quite a lot. I enjoy listening. Some of it is very entertaining.”

“Cecil! That’s awful!”

Her cheeks flushed to a ripe red and puffed adorably. I couldn’t help smiling at my cute, indignant wife.

Even so. Crow, huh?

The way it sounded like my middle name, Glo, was probably not a coincidence.

I’d been wondering all this time why Prince Ramtak had assumed I was on his side without question. The pieces finally snapped into place when he called me “Crow” during the judgment.

Bertia had been delighted that there was a character in the novel who resembled me, but the odds were he wasn’t someone who merely looked like me. He was me. Or, more precisely, the me who followed the otome game scenario.

Most likely, Crow was the version of me from one of the routes. My best guess was after my disappearance on Shaun’s route. That future-spun self became the Crow of the novel.

Of course, none of those connecting seams would be shown anywhere. They happened after the otome game ended and before the novel began. But when I factored in the similar appearance, it just felt right.

And the role that Crow's version of me played? Shadow work.

I could see him picking fights with neighboring countries for the thrill of it, or throwing in with the novel’s crown prince, Prince Ramtak, and becoming his hands and feet to chase down his ambitions.

As if it were nothing but a way to kill time.

Viewed from that angle, it was no surprise Ramtak assumed I was unconditionally on his side. In the novel, I was his collaborator. And if I lent him my weight, even his most harebrained schemes would suddenly look airtight.

Pile on one more detail: if he knew the version of me who’d never met the self-styled villainess Bertia, the me who couldn’t muster interest in anything, then of course he’d think it impossible that I’d ever fall for her.

Following that thread, another possibility naturally appeared.

The fact that he’d called me “Crow” suggested Prince Ramtak, like Bertia, might carry memories from a previous life.

I couldn’t be sure, however. Maybe he just had something like prophetic dreams. Still, there was one thing I could say for sure: If I told Bertia any of this, she’d definitely take an interest in Prince Ramtak. He’d become someone who might share memories no one else possessed. Even if it never blossomed into love, he could become special to her.

I don’t like that.

So, I quietly tucked the truth away. A touch of possessiveness like this, surely the gods would forgive.

“Lord Cecil,” Bertia murmured at last, letting out a small breath. “I feel relieved.”

Though she’d been flustered and cross a moment ago, she rested her head against my shoulder softly, the peace in her face matching her words.

“About Prince Aleis, about Lady Lysonna, about Prince Ramtak, even about the Saintess. Everything I worried over turned out all right. I’m truly at ease now.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said.

Her smile was gentle and soft. It tugged my mood along with it.

“It’s all thanks to you, Lord Cecil. Thank you.”

“Well, I think most of it was thanks to you, Tia, but you’re welcome,” I said with a small smile.

“Lord Cecil, I’ve decided. I’ll use the memories from my past life to brew so many kinds of alcohol! And even if it’s from afar, I’ll support Lady Lysonna, now that she’s become the Saintess!”

“I see.” I chuckled softly. “If that’s what you want, I’ll lend a hand.”

“Really?! I’m so happy!”

“But in return…”

I slid a hand around the back of her head and drew her closer. Her eyes widened in surprise just before my lips found hers.

“—!”

“In return,” I murmured against her mouth, “when I’ve done my best, you’ll give me a reward like this, won’t you? Lady Lysonna might be Futamata’s reward-giver, but you, Tia, are the only one who can be mine.”

Our eyes met at a breath’s distance, and I brushed her lips again in a feather-light kiss.

She flushed to the tips of her ears, but even so, she whispered, “I’ll do my best.”

She was so unbearably adorable that I couldn’t resist pulling her into a firm embrace.
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