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It had been a whole year since my last visit to the capital. Within a week of recalling my previous life, I hastily packed up and headed for our family’s duchy.
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I fully acknowledge the grave error of my ways in disturbing the Archduke’s peace. I will reflect upon my actions.
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Having been reborn, my wish was to live a long, peaceful life. Upon realizing I was in the world of a novel I had read, where I was not only obsessed with the male lead but also the villainess who harassed the female lead to the point of her own downfall, I immediately left behind a letter and departed. And yet…

“Excuse me.”

A fragile voice, on the verge of fading, disrupted my thoughts. A small hand, seemingly just resting over mine, tightly clasped my fingers. Though it didn’t even tickle, since it exerted little force.

“Did I startle you? This is my home. We’ll be staying here for a while.” I gently brushed his rosy, soft cheeks and continued walking. It might have been bothersome, even though I didn’t put any pressure when I touched his cheeks; still, the kind-hearted child just blinked his large eyes. His demeanor made it easy to guess the hardships he had faced living on the streets.

Is that why I brought him here? As I entered, thinking how late it was to think about it, there was someone waiting for me in the foyer.

“Charl, my daughter, being alone must have been challengi—” The duke’s eyes widened in surprise. I had already seen a similar reaction when the butler came out to greet me.

No matter how much I used to detest everything in the world—except the archduke—the fact that someone who looked nothing like me could cause such a reaction, just by holding my hand, was baffling.

Shaking my head inwardly, I reiterated the words I had spoken to the butler. “This is not my child.”

“Ah, yes. Come to think of it, Charl, it was only last year that you left the capital.” The duke seemed immensely relieved, placing a hand over his heart as if to exhale a sigh of relief. “Then who…?”

“More importantly, I heard the capital is in chaos.”

“Yes, something big happened.” The duke furrowed his brow. “They say His Highness the Imperial Prince is alive.”

Upon hearing that, a memory stirred.

The imperial prince plays quite a significant role in the original story.

He was the pivotal reason the male lead and female lead ended up living under the same roof. The imperial prince was so attached to her that even the thought of letting go was unbearable. When forced to do so, he would just silently shed tears, choosing not to make a fuss despite being only seven years old.

It seemed that the imperial prince’s nature was as gentle as that of this little one.

Finally, having elaborated in great detail, the duke concluded, “That’s why His Highness the Archduke is conducting a thorough search, even in the darkest corners of the empire.”

“But then, why did I need to come here?”

“Well…” the duke hesitated.

Oh, could it be…?

“The thing is, Charl, the archduke expressed concerns about you staying at the duchy. Ah, it seems that you are, well…” the duke trailed off, seemingly torn between expressing the whole truth and holding back.

I could sense his inner conflict, worrying about hurting my feelings and fearing that his words might cause me deeper emotional damage.

“I’ve been missing the capital anyway, so this is quite timely,” I responded, offering a comforting smile to the hesitant duke.

I wasn’t particularly upset. If I were the archduke, even I wouldn’t trust myself. It seemed that I would need to live in voluntary confinement in our manor until the imperial prince was found. I’m just going to lie low and then swiftly depart. Perhaps a rest of about two years will be enough.

“When do you anticipate they’ll be able to find the imperial prince?”

“Well… the detailed progress is uncertain…” The duke rubbed his chin.

As a peaceful silence enveloped us, the child holding my hand tightened his grip. Noticing his anxiety, I nodded reassuringly, prompting a gentle smile from him. I stroked his soft hair. Hmm, his hair could use a trim. A strand of black hair protruded between my fingers. I should summon a skilled maid to attend to him before dinner.

“It’s fortunate that the imperial prince disappeared after he had been seen and recognized, so his physical features are well known. It shouldn’t take long. Black hair and blue eyes aren’t exceedingly rare… Oh!”

I was nodding my head when suddenly, a gasp sounded. The eyes that had briefly met the duke’s, perhaps startled, quickly returned to mine. They were as clear and blue as a serene lake.

Oh… I’m in trouble.
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I promise never to bother His Highness the Archduke again.

[image: ]

I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble. I’m in trouble… The words echoed in my mind, but I vigorously shook my head, dispersing the thought. It’s not over yet.

The duke continued to pant heavily. “Charl… where in the world did that child, or rather, that…”

“Please, father, wait a moment.” I held the duke back. First, it appeared he wasn’t entirely aware of what he was saying, and more urgently, he needed to catch his breath. We aren’t even sure yet, and it’s inappropriate to discuss this in front of the person concerned.

“Yes… All right, Charl.”

House Lienta boasted unparalleled influence. That was why even when Charlize pursued the archduke, there was no one who openly rebuked her. The current situation seemed to have been arranged for similar reasons. Even if his daughter spoke with just a bit of firmness, the duke would already become restless and uneasy.

“Ha,” the duke sighed.

I lowered my gaze slightly, away from his watchful eyes, to look at the child. “Do you want to take a bath?”

The child looked up at me.

“Take a bath?”

“Yes, don’t you feel uncomfortable? If you take a bath, you’ll feel more refreshed.”

“Uncomfortable…” the child, appearing deep in thought, suddenly blinked wide-eyed.

Hmm, maybe he doesn’t like the idea.

“If you don’t want to, you can just wait. It might get a bit boring, though.”

“Oh, no. I’ll go take a bath.”

“All right, then.” I felt a strange discomfort when I was about to release the child’s hand. However, he had a gentle, neutral expression, suggesting everything was fine. I gave his small hand a gentle squeeze before letting go, and he responded with a faint smile.

Feeling strangely unsettled, I glanced back. “I’ll need to bathe the child and change his clothes. Oh, and have the servants prepare…” Does he have a fear of grown men?

While I became lost in thought, the child reassured me. “I’m fine.”

I carefully observed him to determine if he was sincere, then nodded. “I prepared in that manner, bathed, then changed clothes…”

…What’s with him? The butler, who had appeared suddenly, wore a deeply emotional expression on his face.

“I can’t believe you’re attending to someone else…!”

Ah, so that was the issue. As a matter of fact, Charlize Lienta was a lady who cared for no one but the archduke—often to the point of disregarding herself. She even went so far as to go on a hunger strike. Initially, the duke tried to dissuade Charlize from her unrequited love, directed at none other than that archduke. Yet, her determination eventually moved the duke to tears.

And so, she got what she wanted.

I wonder if the butler realizes that this child is the imperial prince. He would eventually find out, but for now, one startled duke was enough.

It was a good thing I had instructed the servants in advance not to come out to greet me when I departed from the duchy. Back then, my hesitance was simply due to the discomfort of seeing so many people bowing to me. Unexpectedly, I ended up arriving here holding the imperial prince’s hand.

“…So, will you do that in my stead?”

“Certainly, my lady.” The butler then spoke politely to the child, “Please follow me.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll see you in a few moments.”

“Yes.”

I waved my hand, and the child awkwardly waved back. The little one, barely reaching my waist, dutifully followed the butler.

“Ahem, Charl.”

“Yes, to the reception room.” I took the lead, and the pale-faced duke followed closely behind.

Soon, we arrived in the reception room. The duke, managing to keep his patience until tea was prepared, started speaking as soon as the maid closed the door behind her. “Charl, what’s going on here?”

“My thoughts exactly!”

I truly didn’t know that the child I picked up was the imperial prince!

“Oh, my head…” The duke appeared to think that was just an excuse. His face, which looked strained before, was now noticeably more so. “If I tell His Highness, he might misunderstand you.”

“That’s likely.” Not just the archduke. All the nobles in the capital would probably think the same. To gain the archduke’s favor, Lady Lienta definitely tried to find the imperial prince with utmost urgency, and it seemed she had succeeded! Surely, she’s still deeply in love with the archduke! Something like that.

“The servants are discreet.” The duke shattered the prevailing silence with a resolute expression on his face.

I was taken aback. “You… would harm such a small child?”

What a heartless man. Surely, being a duke wasn’t suited for everyone.

“The imperial prince?” The duke, looking bewildered, was taken aback. “Charl—!”

Feeling guilty for viewing the duke so negatively, I silently bore his reaction.

“Have I lost my mind? To harm the imperial prince! To harm His Highness!” The gravity of the accusation, “attempting to assassinate the imperial prince,” alarmed the duke.

“Then, what was it that you were thinking?” I asked, as the duke’s heightened emotions gradually settled.
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“Sneaking him into the archduke’s manor…”

“Please don’t forget about how many knights they have there.”

“…How about bringing him back to where you originally found him?”

“I picked him up on the streets.”

“Then that won’t do…” The duke’s shoulders slumped.

That’s right. It wouldn’t be possible to go there. To make sure that the development of the original story I knew didn’t deviate, the right thing to do was to take him back to the spot where I found him. However, all I wanted was to avoid the fate of dying as outlined in the original plot—not to act like trash.

Besides, I had never really cared about the original story in the first place. If I did, would I have even fled to our territory…? I mused with a heavy heart. I’ll also have to provide financial assistance to the female lead.

The time I spent struggling not to get entangled with the main characters would all be in vain… Even so, before meeting Sasha, and already knowing the female lead’s situation clearly, I still couldn’t distort the plot with my own hands or turn a blind eye.

That would be too… No matter how you looked at it, doing so would make me an extremely cruel person. Anyone would think that way about this, even if they didn’t specifically have memories of their previous life.

…Before remembering though, I probably wouldn’t have known.

“Charl, do you have any thoughts?”

At that moment, the duke asked a question with a sigh. Because of the clever timing, I was taken aback for a second, mistakenly thinking that his strangely ambiguous question meant, “Charl, you are thoughtless.”

“If the child goes to the archduke’s manor by himself, it should be all right.”

“Aha! That’s… an excellent idea! As expected, my daughter is clever.”

It was a simple method. The duke had been very flustered, but if he’d just taken a sip of his cold tea and gathered his thoughts to regain composure, he could have come up with it in no time. He laughed heartily as he tilted his teacup.

Truly a fool for his daughter.

So, I made a promise to myself once again.

Father, don’t worry. For the embarrassment you had experienced over the past few years because of your daughter, who tirelessly chased after the archduke… I will make sure you suffer no longer!

With a solemn vow made internally, I proceeded to ask the question I had originally intended before the unexpected commotion happened. “Have you been well?”

The duke cleared his throat, trying to smooth out his voice. “I enjoyed reading your letters, but being like this, face-to-face, is even better. In fact, I hadn’t anticipated you would send letters so often.”

The rim of the duke’s eyes slightly turned red. I couldn’t help but laugh as I watched the duke unnecessarily attempt to change the topic by saying, “The weather is… not pleasant today.”
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“Would it be possible if we could have dinner a bit earlier?”

“Yes, of course. You must have been tired from coming all the way here. I’ll instruct them to prepare early.”

“Thank you.”

“And don’t worry too much. After all, there’s a chance that he might not even be the prince.”

Well, actually… Nevertheless, I gave the somewhat trembling duke an assuring nod.

“Yes, you’re right.”

After finishing our brief exchange, I stepped out of the reception room first with a thought in mind. I have to make sure the child gets fed a hearty meal, and as for his hair, he can just get it fixed at the archduke’s manor.

In doing so, I realized I had been rather inattentive.

[image: ]

Irian, who noticed Sasha closely following her, smiled awkwardly.

The young prince is just like a duckling.

Just like a freshly hatched duckling that imprints itself on the first being it sees, assuming them to be its mother, the young prince was behaving in a similar manner, following her around.
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“Hmm.” As soon as I reached the bedroom, I rummaged through my luggage, found the journal, and quickly flipped through it.
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Characteristics of the Prince, Features
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This journal, summarizing the plot of the novel, was written in the language of my previous world. Although I left the setting of the original story as soon as I grasped my situation, one can never truly know what life may bring.

Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d be reincarnated into a novel; that upon regaining memories of my previous life, I would wake up on a luxurious bed, surrounded by the three seemingly influential figures of the manor, with all of them weeping and addressing me as “my lady” and “Charl.” I truly never anticipated such a situation!

Therefore, I wrote everything down in as much detail as possible, just in case.

Little did I know how handy it would turn out to be.

“Ah, I found it.”
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A small beauty mark on his right cheek.
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Using my index finger to trace through each sentence, I quickly read through the information I’d written.
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The unfamiliar could indeed be frightening, which was why taking a bath was an intimidating task. But now, having bathed thoroughly, Sasha felt better.
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“Yes, don’t you feel uncomfortable? If you take a bath, you’ll feel more refreshed.”

[image: ]

Because the person who saved me said so.

Over the past few days, he had continuously failed to meet the quota he was given. It was a big mistake that weighed heavily on him. This kind of incident had also occurred last time, and he got scolded by the seniors. Then, at night, because he was groaning in his sleep, it prompted complaints, and he was scolded again.

Sasha had a sinking feeling that, compared to that time, he might get scolded even more severely this time as he had failed to meet the quota by a significantly larger margin.

And then, that person appeared.
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“Seriously, this situation… Where did all your years go?”
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Her chin was raised in disdain, her eyes looking down on what seemed to be the most pathetic people in the world. She openly criticized the three men, who were all taller than herself, yet her expression showed no fear.

When her gaze sharply shifted downward, her expression remained unchanged; it did not soften into a more affectionate or tender look. However, there was something different about her eyes.

Within the neatly shaped almond eyes and green irises, unlike what was often the case when people looked at Sasha, there was not a hint of disdain or contempt.

Charl. They called her Charl.

“Charl…” Although it was a challenging word for him, and his pronunciation came out strained, Sasha’s pale cheeks flushed brightly.

It should be okay now, right? When he lifted his arm to take a whiff, all he could smell was a fragrant scent. According to the older sisters who resided in this large house, it’s because of something called a bath bomb. What a relief.

He had always felt uncomfortable. Whenever he was on the streets, kneeling obediently with an old hat in front of him, the people passing by would often make terrible remarks.

[image: ]

“He should be hiding himself further inside the alley, he shouldn’t be out here.”

“Don’t go any closer to him, it’s unpleasant. You might catch a disease.”
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The small shoulders that had been raised in pride just a few moments ago now slightly drooped.

No, I don’t smell anymore now. Sasha checked his body by sniffing once again and then laughed timidly. He wanted to quickly show his cleaned-up appearance, hoping that this time he might be looked upon with affection.

His hips twitched, and, in his excitement, his legs playfully swung in the air, as if he were a child riding a swing.

Ah, I shouldn’t be doing this. Sasha quickly corrected himself into a proper posture and quietly placed both hands on his thighs. Because people like well-behaved children.

It was just as he was about to nod to himself that he heard the sound of someone knocking on the door.

What should I do? Should he ask who it was? Or should he just quickly open the door?

While he hesitated, flustered, with his eyes darting around, the door swung open.

“It’s time for dinner…” Charlize, who had entered with an indifferent face, widened her eyes slightly and soon after broke into a full-on smile. “Weren’t you scared when you were taking a bath?”

“No, it wasn’t scary at all.”

“You’re quite brave. Come on, let’s go eat.”

“Yes.” Sasha abruptly rose from his seat and hurried toward her—as if flying. His hands were clasped together, and he fidgeted, looking like he wanted to say something. So, Charlize waited patiently for him.

Taking a deep breath, Sasha finally mustered the courage to speak. “I-I don’t feel uncomfortable.”

“Hmm?” Charlize, taken aback, tilted her head and blinked a few times before nodding understandingly. “I’m glad that’s the case.”

“Yes.” Sasha replied with a timid smile. He truly felt fortunate; meeting such a kind person and even being able to bathe in such a nice place made him feel like he’d used up a month’s—or maybe even a year’s—worth of luck.

“Aren’t you hungry? I asked for the meal to be prepared early, so the dishes might be a bit limited. It isn’t because I’m neglecting you.”

Charlize had to say this because of the archduke.

That man is a fool for his nephew.

A nephew he barely recognized by face, born of mixed lineage. His mother, once a mere maid, had risen to become an imperial consort. Now, with the other half-brother of the late emperor on the throne, this young boy was seen merely as a disruptive element within the hierarchy. Nevertheless, the archduke took extraordinary measures to protect the child from the current emperor, even bringing a complete stranger into his home.

The nobles think the archduke is supporting the young prince’s claim to the throne simply to manipulate the empire at his own will. But in reality, that isn’t the case. The archduke was profoundly indebted to the late emperor and willingly took in the only child of his late half-brother.

In other words, the young prince played a role in revealing the more compassionate and humane side of the male lead. Of course, the continual intertwining of the two main characters in various ways, making them meet in almost any situation, bordered on deus ex machina.

At that moment, she heard a small voice tinged with embarrassment.

“Oh, no.” Sasha raised both of his hands, shaking them. “I’m already grateful for even being given a meal.”

Faced with the child’s desperation in both his words and expression, even Charlize, who was usually detached from the world, felt a twinge of sympathy for him. She swiftly stroked his black hair and said, “Let’s hurry and eat.”

Seeing this child, Charlize wondered how happy he would be when he finally met his own flesh and blood and was embraced and loved by them.

With resolve, Charlize decided that at dawn, she would send the child immediately to the archduke’s manor.
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The meal that began with three people ended with just the two of us.

The duke, who had been sneakily stealing glances at Sasha, excused himself early because of a stomachache and retired to his bedroom.

Now, having finished both the meal and dessert, I was taking a stroll in the garden with the child.

“Will he be all right?”

Worrying about a man he just met, what a kind-hearted boy. “Don’t worry too much, he’ll be fine.” He must’ve had to take deep breaths for a long time when he got back to his room, but since the prince wasn’t in front of him anymore, he’s probably already feeling better.

Upon closer observation, he does seem to have a really delicate constitution. I wondered if I should get the duke some medicine.

While internally clicking my tongue, I felt the child’s mood becoming sullen. “What’s the matter?”

“No, it’s nothing.”

“Tell me.”

Sasha stubbornly shook his head. Usually, if he didn't want to speak, I would have just taken it as a sign and would’ve just let it pass, but I had a hunch, so I kept staring at him to press him further.

In a still hesitant manner, Sasha finally spoke. “Because I’m with you…”

Look at this. I knew this was going to happen. I halted in my steps. The child, seemingly caught off guard, stopped as well.

In the quiet garden, where not even the sound of insects could be heard, I looked down at the child. Sasha cautiously lifted his eyes to meet mine. But his tearful blue eyes quickly dropped down again.

Should I be direct with him, beat around the bush, or perhaps just say nothing at all? I had been constantly worrying and wrestling with this decision since before the meal was prepared and we sat down at the table.

As a result, I chose to go for the direct approach, but resolved to not reveal everything.

A repressed child, who’s already emotionally vulnerable, when placed standing alone in front of a large manor without knowing anything beforehand, would surely be frightened.

However, I wasn’t the child’s family. It fell upon the archduke to tell him the full story. What I was doing already greatly exceeded my bounds.

“Have you ever thought about your family?”

“A little bit.”

“I think I might know who your family is.”

The child hesitantly raised his head once more. Even in the dim light, I could closely observe the delicate freckles, like tiny specks, scattered across his pale face.

“The family that has been eagerly waiting for you for a long time.”
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“Waiting for me? Then…” he started, his voice trailing off, “why did they abandon me?”

The rest of his words were so faint that I chose to pretend I had not heard them.

“This house is really big, isn’t it?”

The child, momentarily puzzled by the sudden shift in conversation, looked at me, tilted his head, and soon nodded in agreement. “Yes, it’s huge.”

“Your house will be even bigger.” Although I was not sure about the exact size of the archduke’s manor, I assumed it would be larger than the duke’s.

“There’s a tall person living in that house.”

Strangely enough, after remembering my previous life, I could not quite recall what the archduke looked like. Thanks to that, despite being Charlize, who once ardently pursued the archduke, I was able to cut off my emotions for him as easily as slicing through a radish.

Still, it makes sense. Because he was the male lead, he would naturally be tall.

“He might look scary at first, but he’s a very kind person.”

This much I could be sure of. At least for the child, he was someone who would truly become a good uncle.

“So…” Mid-sentence, I tilted my head to the side in contemplation.

“Are we parting ways?”

“Huh?”

“Does this mean I won’t be able to see you anymore, Lady Charl?”

Hmm, that is right. I was a bit sad about it too, but if I were to come and visit you, your uncle might be shocked. And even if we did become friends, there was really no benefit in becoming close with someone like me.

The reason I could not bring myself to say those words out loud was that tears were rolling down from the child’s eyes, streaming down his cheeks… W-what?

“Are you crying? Why are you crying?”

“I’m s-sorry.”

Sasha rubbed his face with the back of his hand. He desperately bit his lower lip in an attempt to hold back his tears, but he was unable to.

Eventually, he just lowered his head.

Hearing the faint sound of him sobbing, I felt the urge to cover my mouth with the palm of my hand.

I spoke in the gentlest tone I could muster, “I’m not scolding you.”

Watching his small shoulders trembling unevenly, I started feeling really strange. Deep inside my chest, I felt a piercing pain take hold. I feel at a loss. I scratched at my cheek. Although I might be more selfless than Charlize Lienta from the original story, I still found it difficult to be familiar in dealing with others.

“Child…”

It would not be strange if I knew the child’s name by now. I already had a conversation with the duke, so it would suffice to say that I heard the imperial prince’s name from him.

However, I did not want to go down that route.
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The average-sized sofa appeared grand compared to the boy’s small frame. He was so small that it seemed one hand could encircle his entire shoulders. He was unbelievably small for a seven-year-old.

“Sasha.”

The boy, with his pale face deeply bowed, as if he were overwhelmed by the room’s grandeur, perked up his ears at the sound.

“That’s your name.”

The boy’s blue eyes, as he looked up in a daze, quickly welled up with tears.

[image: ]

It was not because I wanted to avoid disrupting the original story. If that had been my intention, then I would have acted like the Charlize in the novel.

It’s just… I did not want to take away from that particular moment. The memory of the child hearing his name for the very first time from his uncle.

Did I always have a soft spot for children? I found myself really wanting to just hug those small shoulders.

Of course, it remained just a thought. By chance, I picked up the male lead’s nephew and ended up in a precarious situation just before the start of the original story, but I would be heading back to the duchy again soon.

“Yes, Lady Charl.”

“…You may leave out calling me ‘lady.’”

The child hurriedly shook his head from side to side. “I can’t do that.”

I had already guessed the reason why. It must be because I’m a noble.

Why, I wonder? My heart kept going towards this child. Was it because of his kindness, his innocence, or perhaps because he lived a life that mirrored my previous one? It was possible that all those reasons were the answer.

I slowly lowered one knee to the ground. The child, startled, leaped up and covered his mouth with both hands. Seeing the child who had always acted maturely now with wandering eyes and an open mouth, not knowing what to do, I could not help but laugh.

Sasha’s eyes widened in surprise, and quickly, he averted his gaze.

Huh? Ah, maybe it’s because I have the face of a villainess? Perhaps my smiling face made me look more sinister. I would need to see it to know. It would have been worthwhile to take up the hobby of looking at my face in the mirror. Ugh.

While thinking about this, I extended my hand slowly so that the child would not be startled. As I gently cupped his cheeks, his gaze, flushed with bewilderment, fixated on me. Fearing that he might be startled again, I did not smile this time. “You’ll be meeting your family tomorrow.”

“…Family.”

“Yes, family.”

Sasha lowered his head. A soft sensation filled my hands, and I had to quickly restrain myself from almost impulsively kneading his cheeks. It was getting dangerous.

I gave a short, fake cough before continuing, “They are much better people than I am.”

I lived a rough life. In my previous life, I had never touched novels that were depressing because my reality was already depressing enough. Therefore, this too was a very bright and pleasant story. It goes without saying that the male lead, who was a fool for his nephew, and the female lead, were both very kind and caring people. They will all live happily ever after together.

“Even more than Lady Charl?”

It was a question that, if heard by any other noble in the empire, would make them forget their dignity and reflexively prick their ears so they could listen.

I nodded my head, still a bit taken aback.

“Of course.”

Once more, I nodded, but firmer this time.

The child pursed his lips, seeming about to speak. He pressed his small upper teeth against his lower lip, then smiled faintly. “Thank you for finding my family.”

The faint smile on his face was similar to the one he had shown me before, when he left to take a bath. At the time, seeing that smile caused a tightness in the pit of my heart. It was the same now.

However, why does it feel somewhat different? There was a subtle change I could not quite place. Slightly furrowing my eyebrows, I found myself reflecting on this unfamiliar sensation.

“I think Lady Charl will still be the kindest.” A soft murmur, like a gentle breeze, floated in and lightly tickled my ears.
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The next day, in the late morning.

After making sure that he had a full breakfast and dessert, I got into the carriage with Sasha.

“R-really, Charl, will it really be all right for you to go?” The duke, who had even delayed his official duties to see me off, asked in a trembling voice.

His concern was understandable; scandals among nobles were not easily spread throughout the entire empire. Yet, Charlize Lienta had managed just that—a noble lady relentlessly chasing the archduke of imperial descent. Unfortunately for him, entangled with the wealthy and shameless high-ranking noble lady, he found no escape from her wherever he went.

“Don’t worry, I no longer hold any affection for His Highness.”

“Is that so…”

Despite my firm tone, the duke’s response was rather weak.

“And because of that, I’m not even planning to see the archduke at all.”

“Yes, that’s for the best!”

His voice was tinged with a sense of desperation. Beside him, the butler, who had seemed concerned ever since the duke reached out to me, also spoke up.

“Mrs. Melissa suggested that it would be better not to meet him face-to-face. I agree with her.”

Mrs. Melissa is the head maid of Lienta manor. Because of her schedule, she could not come out to see me off with them, so instead she had volunteered to help me wash up in the morning. And because she could not bring herself to indulge in the gossip about the archduke, most of what she talked about were compliments on other young lords.

“I will do that. Please pass on my thanks for the guidance.”

I then closed the curtain of the carriage window. While I appreciated their concern for me, my association with the archduke might lead to unpleasant gossip—words I would not even want to hear.

If things continued as they were, we would not be able to depart until the sun was high in the sky. From the outside, a faint voice could be heard saying, “Cha-Charl, really, really? Promise me.”

I stretched my hand towards the coachman’s seat.

“Shall we go?”

“Yes, Lady Charl,” Sasha answered obediently.

After a moment, I tapped the wall lightly and the carriage began to move. Because I prepared an ordinary carriage to avoid being discovered, the ride is not comfortable at all.

Having smoothly exited the estate, the carriage was now running on the main road. If no particular problem arose, we would arrive near the archduke’s manor within an hour.

At that moment, the carriage jolted, possibly from hitting a rock on the road. The child sitting across from me reflexively let out a small gasp. Assuming he had just been startled, I continued to look out the window.

After a while, however, I felt a prickly sensation on my cheek. Glancing over, I noticed that the child was covering his mouth with his small hands, looking at me cautiously.

“…If you’re feeling scared, do you want me to hold your hand?”

Even after I had asked, I wondered if I even should have. It was not good doing something I could not take full responsibility for.

“C-can I really… do that?”

However, as I saw the small child’s innocent eyes looking up at me, I eventually nodded my head. “Let me sit next to you, little one.”

Argh, okay. I reasoned that since the male lead and female lead would treat him well, such a small thing should easily be forgotten. Offering a hand to hold was, after all, a simple act of kindness that could readily be extended, even to strangers.

Whether to the archduke or to the female lead, I hoped that the child would soon open his heart and quickly find happiness, growing plumper and more radiant.

His small hand that touched mine was so thin that I had to be careful not to apply too much strength as I held it.
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“Could it be that the emperor has made a move?”

Livan furrowed his brow. As the chief aide to the archduke, he was put in charge of the search for the missing imperial prince. Even amidst his extremely busy schedule, he was genuinely worried about the young prince, especially since the search had already been underway for about a week.

“Even though it has already been officially announced and all efforts are being exerted by the archduchy, isn’t the progress still too slow?”

They kept on finding boys with the same eye and hair color combination, but that was all.

“It’s unlikely.”

Calix laughed as he tapped his fingertips on the solid desk that had a deep mahogany hue.

“That fearful person is probably hoping that Sasha is found soon. He might be fearing that if anything were to happen to the child, then he would be accused of being the instigator.”
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“That’s true, but…”

“He’s probably concerned about the empress,” his lord remarked indifferently.

At this, Livan let out a long sigh and continued, “It’s being said that the empress has already become high strung because she’s been without an heir for over five years. What’s more, now that the survival of the imperial prince, who originally had the highest claim to the throne, has been revealed and his whereabouts are being sought out by my lord.”

“Hmm.”

“Among the collateral branches of the family, a suitable woman was chosen to carry out the message. Many believe this was done because the emperor did not inherit the characteristic hair color of the imperial family, hence why such an approach was chosen.”

“While I am not privy to the legitimacy of the imperial family, I am curious about how they plan to deal with the magic artifact,” Calix muttered seriously, with his chin resting on his palm.

Livan clicked his tongue, thinking that this man’s ability to not appear relaxed even when assuming a relaxed posture might be one of his greatest strengths.

“And?” Calix interjected softly.

Regaining his focus, Livan resumed his report. “Yesterday, three more children with black hair and blue eyes were found, but the magic artifact did not respond to any of them.”

The only empire on the continent, Alophe, due to its nature and the imperial family’s long-held task of precisely discerning lineage, possessed a magic artifact for such purposes.

That was why there were no foolish individuals resorting to futile acts using petty methods or schemes. No one would be crazy enough to commit the act of bringing a fake to claim the position of the imperial prince just to earn a little bit of money.

“Starting today, did you say that the search will be focused on Area 7?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“I’ll be joining the search today.”

“But…”

“This is about finding my nephew. I have already been too inattentive over the past week,” Calix said with a gentle smile.

Every noble in the empire was aware of how dearly the late emperor had cherished his much younger half-brother. Livan, his closest confidant, knew this all too well. Thus, he approached the subject with caution. “But if you go and Lady Lienta happens to show up, it will become troublesome for you.”

Duke Lienta, a nobleman who had amassed enormous wealth from his granaries in the South, was well-known to be utterly devoted to his only daughter.

“She did send a letter addressed to my lord for some reason, but…”

The envelope was marked with very large letters, as if she was concerned that it might be discarded without being read.
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To His Highness, Archduke Elluiden, the last letter from Charlize Lienta.
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That was what it said.

Of course, naturally, it should be the last one. He thought it was absurd that she might intend to keep sending more, but nevertheless, he reported it to Calix.

As he read the content, Livan saw his lord’s usually expressionless face begin to tilt.

After asking for permission and checking it himself, he found the content even more nonsensical. “She said she wouldn’t trouble my lord again, but is it really true?”

The nobles suspected that the archduke’s lack of direct criticism toward Charlize Lienta stemmed from some under-the-table deal with the duke. They assumed he was offering money or gifts in exchange for his daughter’s impudence being overlooked.

Can that really be the case? Livan suppressed a hollow chuckle. Do they really believe the archduke would tolerate such an annoyance just for a meager amount of money?

“After all, it must be that, right?”

“That?”

“Pretending to have lost interest.”

“For a whole year?” Calix let out a chuckle.

Livan nodded vigorously, with a serious expression on his face. “She’s been obsessed with my lord for nearly a decade. Surely, she could endure another year?”

“Hmm.”

After glancing at his superior, who responded nonchalantly, Livan quickly turned his gaze toward the door, where Calix was already looking.

There was a knock, followed by the butler’s trembling voice.

“My lord, a guest has arrived.”

“It’s not Lady Lienta, is it? It seems like our words have become a reality.”

“Surely not,” Calix dismissed Livan’s startled ramblings with a tone tinged with amusement, and immediately opened his mouth again. “Come in.”

Livan’s mouth gradually opened wider as he heard what the butler, who opened the door, said.
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“…It should be okay, right?”

From a distance, I continued to watch the child, guided by the gatekeeper, enter the archduke’s manor. However, my mind was not at ease.
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“It was only for a short while… but thank you.”
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Before parting, there was no hint of sadness on the face of the child as he politely bid his farewell.

“He’ll be fine…!”

I instructed him to tell the people at the archduke’s manor: “I accidentally found the flyer, and since the hair and eye color were the same as mine, I asked around to get here.”

He was a clever child, so he wouldn’t make a mistake.

“But then, why am I feeling like this?”

“Ha…”

Finally able to let out a sigh, I leaned back into the cushion.

“I suppose he’ll live well from now on.”

He’ll be able to forget all the bad memories and live well. As I sank deeper into the chair and closed my eyes, an involuntary sigh escaped my lips.

“What about Irian?”

She was the one who brought the imperial prince to the archduke. Despite it being only a matter of a few days, he had allowed a completely unknown lady to stay in his manor. As the situation continued longer than expected, they entered into a contractual engagement and eventually became interested in each other… so on and so forth.

…Yes, that’s how it is supposed to happen. That’s how it should have been.

“But I messed it all up…”

My shoulders drooped. Yet, even if it were possible to turn back time, I still wouldn’t choose to leave Sasha on the street just so Irian could find him. Because I don’t even know the exact date and time of when they’re supposed to meet.

“Irian, Irian…” This was a world within a novel where the two main characters were destined to fall in love. Even if their initial meeting deviated slightly from the original, wouldn’t the overarching theme and their emotions, which were meant to flourish upon first sight, remain the same?

If they don’t fall in love, well…

“…I’m not some guardian of the original story.”

Actually, even without my intervention, the two were highly likely to still meet. The archduke would be hosting a ball, proclaiming that he had found the late emperor’s son. There, he would be introducing Sasha to the nobles. Such a development is too predictable that there’s no way it’ll change.

Thus, I resolved to help Irian with her finances until their fateful meeting.

“My lady, we have arrived.”

While lost in thought, it seemed we had already arrived at the manor. The carriage door opened, and I immediately went down.

“The carriage didn’t shake much, so the ride was quite comfortable. Thank you.”

After saying a few words, I walked away.

Anyhow, the matter of support will be fine if I just do it that way. It’s okay, what’s done is done.

I was nodding my head in satisfaction and didn’t realize that behind me, the knight supposed to escort me had stopped and was just standing in hesitation. Meanwhile, the coachman, upon hearing my compliment, stood with his mouth wide open.
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Tonight’s dinner was excellent.

For dessert, we were having lemon sorbet.

Sorbet in this season, huh? Our family really is loaded.

I, who was waiting for the right moment to ask the duke for a favor, slowly opened my mouth. “Um, father…”

Clang!

At my words, the duke dropped his dessert spoon. It fell on the table and rolled several times, making a pitiful sound.

“Cha-Charl.”

Why is he being like this? As I titled my head in curiosity, I saw the duke’s lips tremble.

“Has your heart changed now that you’ve gotten the chance to get closer?”

“Pardon?”

“Towards the archduke.”

“Ah.”

Upon hearing my short response, the duke covered his mouth with both hands. “As expected…”

“No!”

What do you mean by that? I hurriedly shook my head. “No, I don’t like His Highness in that way anymore. That’s not what I wanted to say.”

“T-then?”

“I was wondering if I could ask you for some allowance.”

Once again, the duke’s face turned pale. “Are you planning on going to the information guild again…”

“You’re wrong!”

What can I do? This is all because of my own past.

“I’m thinking of offering a sponsorship.”

“Sponsorship?”

“Yes, sponsorship.”

Relieved, the duke looked at me, as if asking me to explain more. Prompted by his gaze, I recounted what I had planned.

“Sponsoring orphanages or poor artists, that kind of thing.”

The thought of Sasha, who had endured a hard life on the streets, crossed my mind. I knew that merely giving bread to each of them wouldn’t break their cycle of hardship and might only benefit the thugs exploiting those children. However, there were those for whom day-to-day survival was their main goal.

Anyway, it was likely that the children who were with Sasha would be moved to an orphanage by the archduke. It’s just, I just feel compelled to do something.

“Charl…” The duke’s words trailed off.

Ah, is this a rejection? After all, it wasn’t my money, so to say I wanted to do such things with the duke’s funds, it might be too unreasonable. In the original story, even though the nobles heavily criticized Charlize for not doing anything, I thought this much would still be possible. What am I going to do?

Then, the duke continued his words.

“Of course, it can be done.” The duke smiled warmly. “Tomorrow, no, right away, I’ll speak to the bank to have the allowance transferred to your name.”

“There’s no need for it to be today. Everyone would have left work by now anyway.”

“What does it matter?” the duke asked, genuinely puzzled by my concern. “They are there for the purpose of doing work.”

Though the statement itself isn’t wrong…

“Even so, even if I receive the allowance today, I won’t be able to use it right away anyway.”

“Are you being considerate towards the bank employees? So, you’re thinking about others and being kind as well.” The duke smiled happily.

…I’m not being kind, isn’t this just the normal reaction of an ordinary person? I gave a hollow laugh. Of course, for someone in the duke’s position, the standard of what was “normal” might be a bit different.

“Then, I’ll make arrangements so that you’ll be able to use it as early as tomorrow.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me about my plans more?”

“Charl, you must have already thought this all through.” The duke laughed out loud. He had a very happy expression on his face, as though he was genuinely excited. “I always knew that you are a kind-hearted child. Don’t worry about what others say, they don’t know what you’re really like.”

I hesitated for a moment before responding, “Yes, thank you.”

The duke’s eyes became misty.

I bowed my head and quickly scooped up some lemon sorbet; it barely melted and crackled as it hit my mouth.

And the very next day, I received an allowance of 5,000 deltons.

Wow.
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“Does this even make sense?”

I had anticipated the maximum amount to be 1,000 deltons, but what I got far exceeded my expectations. The duke’s generous affection weighed heavily on my heart, yet I couldn’t help but chuckle… I can’t do anything about this.

Bringing a fist to my mouth, I cleared my throat unnecessarily.

Just then, the carriage jolted lightly, signaling our arrival at the bank. As the door opened and I was about to head down…

“My lady.” An unfamiliar hand blocked my way. “Please take my hand.”

Ah, he isn’t blocking me; he’s offering to escort me. There really was no need for this. My dress wasn’t even particularly voluminous, so I could have just easily hopped out. Still, since he’s already offered anyway… If I were to decline now, then it would be awkward.

I nodded my head in agreement and, with his assistance, stepped out of the carriage.

“Thank you.”

“It’s no problem at all.” The knight, who had courteously answered, stepped back.

Just as I was about to enter the bank, a harsh voice from a distance caught my attention.

“To think that someone would dare to sell such poor-quality drawings here, you must have some nerve!” The merchant, who snorted in derision, slammed the door shut.

Clang!

The forceful action caused the bell on the door to ring loudly, followed by a brief, eerie silence. But soon, the usual hustle and bustle of the streets resumed. Passersby glanced at the drawings scattered on the ground, while others gawked at the woman who had just been insulted.

Despite the disdainful and curious looks she received, the woman’s attention remained solely on her drawings, scattered across the ground. With her hood tightly drawn around her, she slowly sat down. A glimpse of a callused, but delicate, fair hand emerged from her long sleeve—indicative of someone who had worked harder than most.

It’s Irian.

This was no mere coincidence. At this time, she was already actively moving around, trying to earn even a little bit of money by selling her drawings.
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Irian Lafranche.

She was a kind-hearted lady with warm, hazel eyes and brown hair, despite growing up in an environment that was anything but nurturing.

Irian is often ignored and belittled by the young lords and ladies of high society.

This was because her family was impoverished.

The Lafranche family, particularly Viscount and Viscountess Lafranche, as portrayed in the novel, were fundamentally decent people. They had a good sense of reality, and so, when needed, they had even significantly reduced their household staff to cut costs.

However, the one thing they couldn’t give up on was their manor in the capital.

Their decision isn’t driven by a vain desire to flaunt their status. In a noble society where political marriages were prevalent, the viscount and his wife were a rare couple who married for love. It was a manor filled with memories of their love. It was said that they considered selling the manor and moving to a smaller place, but they eventually gave up in tears.

Being an administrator in the imperial palace, they just resolved to live more frugally, stretching the viscount’s salary. However, the cost of maintenance for the manor was too high. The Lafranche family, lacking extensive lands and commercial acumen, as was often the case with many noble families, followed the common trajectory of gradual decline.

As their manor in the capital was quite large, no matter how much they saved, the overwhelming amount of money spent on maintaining it was still too high.

In the end, there was nothing more they could do about it.

At a critical juncture, either just before or right after the start of the novel, the viscount’s situation would be dire. So, Irian’s decision to enter into a contractual engagement with the archduke was partly influenced by the financial terms of the agreement.

According to the novel, Irian was due to receive a certain amount of money in about a month; however, the current Irian had a high probability of not receiving it as per the original.

I’m the problem… Since I was the one at fault, it was only right that I should resolve it.

And so, the conclusion I came to was that I would support Irian’s talent myself!

Offering financial support without reason could be seen by Irian as pity, risking rejection; however, sponsorship was an entirely different matter. I had intended to approach Irian soon, though not in this way; my original plan was to sponsor her anonymously.

There are already rumors floating around about Irian’s talent in drawing. Although it was treated as minor gossip because of her humble background, it was still a story that circulated. This was mainly because it was part of the usual repertoire of ridicule she faced from her peers.

The plan was to say that I heard the rumors by chance and became interested, so upon looking for her works and finding them to my liking, I intended to anonymously express my willingness to sponsor her. It might have taken a bit more time, but my reason for considering anonymity was simple. If I were to approach Irian first, who would later become involved with Calix, the male lead, it was obvious that people would think I approached her because of my feelings for him!

…That’s right. Since I was the only one aware that we were in a novel, and therefore knew the future, to others, such a claim would sound as nonsensical as saying a mere noble lady was a prophetess. However, my reputation was so low that even such an absurd claim might sound believable.

I… What kind of life have I led? I pondered somberly for a moment.

But Irian is being ignored more than I thought. It must be even more so seeing as she’s a lady without any backing. So, even if a sponsor were to appear, if it was anonymous, it wouldn’t change her situation as much.

She shouldn’t have even had to endure that humiliation just now. Although the sum she’s supposed to receive would only be coming after a month, Irian should’ve already been, at the very least, living comfortably in the archduke’s manor by now.

Having been disregarded several times, even if it only happened just once more, it’s not like that wouldn’t have affected her at all.

If anyone should have to suffer, then it should be me, who ruined the flow of the original story. What wrong has Irian done?

“Um, my lady? Aren’t you going to the bank?”

“…Uh-huh.” I trudged forward, my heart heavy with remorse.

Despite walking sluggishly, by the time I had arrived, Irian was still in the same position. Whether it was her drawings or her feelings, she must have been putting something in order.

I was feeling like an insensitive extra, but if I waited longer before speaking to her, that would have been even more awkward. Perhaps noticing the long shadow cast by my presence, Irian lifted her head.

“These seem like excellent drawings, did you draw them?”

…It really can’t be helped!

Behind me stood a knight of the duke’s family, if I were to offend someone, they would be alarmed. Then, of course, he would report it to the duke, and the duke, upon hearing the report, would be shocked, and would come looking for me.

The reason I could predict that exact series of events so easily was that I had already experienced it.
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“Charl—!”
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My head was already throbbing. I didn’t want to see the duke’s teary eyes again.

“Yes.”

Then, Irian, who had briefly replied, turned her attention back to her drawings, moving her hands to tidy them up.

I crouched down next to her. From behind, a voice exclaiming “My lady!” in an alarmed tone could be heard, but I ignored it.

“Hmm, can I take a closer look?”

After darting her eyes around, Irian nodded.

I examined her drawings carefully.

The duke, who was wealthy now, was just as rich when I was young. Thanks to that, from a young age, I had developed a refined aesthetic sense and had my own understanding of art deeply ingrained in me.

Her drawing style was rustic rather than polished, and it was precisely this quality that made the outcome more charming.

“You’ve drawn them well.”

I didn’t say it to look good in front of the female lead; it truly was well done.

“You must be an artist.”

Irian remained silent.

“Do you want to sell these drawings to me?”

She looked at me with cautious eyes. Indeed, saying such things on the street would seem strange. So, I quickly looked around.

“It just so happens that there’s a coffee house over there. How about we talk a bit more at length there?”

“No, that’s not necessary.”

“How come?”

“Isn’t it just out of pity?”

At that, I had a strange thought. Is this why Sasha’s loveliness was needed?

Since she was a character created by the author, even though I thought the sequence of events was strange, I still had such a thought.

It seemed like Irian wouldn’t have accepted the archduke’s proposal for a contractual engagement if Sasha, who constantly followed her, wasn’t there by her side. Like a cat with her fur bristled, her wariness was remarkable.

Thinking of Sasha makes me want to see him. I wonder if he’s doing well?

What did it matter if a ball were held at the archduke’s manor? I couldn’t go there anyway. If I were to go, it would probably just cause a commotion. Not being allowed entry is one thing, but my presence might just ruin the atmosphere.

It was a bit disappointing, but going to the archduke’s manor would be downright crazy. I had no desire whatsoever to ruin the occasion where Sasha was to be introduced to the nobles for the first time.

I tilted my head. “It’s not out of pity.”

“In this situation, after only seeing it for such a short time and saying such things already, how can it not be considered pity?”

The plan for an anonymous patron, who was impressed by Irian’s work based on my recommendation, to wish to sponsor her, seemed bound to fail. Like right now, Irian, with her eyes full of vigilance, I had a sense that she would refuse. It can’t be helped.

“Charlize Lienta. Have you heard of that name before? It seems like you have. That’s me.”

Irian pursed her lips. It seemed as though she had heard not only of the name but also of the rumors. I was quick to accept it. It would be more surprising to hear only one of a set.

“Now, do I seem like someone who would help another person out of pity?”

Irian remained silent again.

Although I had expected such a response, when it actually came, I somehow became somber and fell silent as well. However, this only lasted for a moment.

“…Well then, are you considering going to the coffee house now?”

Irian gripped her drawing tightly and clenched her mouth shut.

After a while, she nodded her head very slightly.
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The windows were tightly shut, preventing even the smallest breeze from entering.

Nearby, a dark brown wooden rocking horse was positioned at just the right height for its little owner to easily climb on by himself. About ten adult steps from there lay a bed. Despite the manor’s splendor, it was decorated cozily, inviting one to immediately fall into a deep sleep.

The child, lying on the soft bed, was covered with bedding up to his neck, his little face peeking out. His cheeks were sunken and pale, a stark departure from the typical plumpness of a child his age.

Meanwhile, the man seated near the bed possessed a distinctly noble appearance. To any onlooker, he seemed to never have a moment where he wasn’t a nobleman. Yet, his relaxed posture, with legs crossed and chin resting on his hand, still conveyed a sense of leisure.

Sasha shook his head vigorously as he spoke with urgency, “I-it’s really okay. You don't have to read me a storybook…”

“Then, what about staying by your side until you fall asleep?”

“T-that’s…”

“Can I not do that either?” A melancholic expression crossed his handsome face.

Sasha hurriedly shook his head in response.

“I’d love that! It’s just, um…” He trailed off, glancing furtively at Calix, biting his lip, before continuing, “I was just worried that uncle would get tired…”

“I’m not tired at all.”

“Then, yes, thank you.” Sasha, who answered softly, firmly closed his eyes.

And then, he sneakily cracked one eye open. Calix’ profile, as he glanced out the window, was enveloped in moonlight, exuding a mysterious atmosphere. Pretty…

His face was composed of graceful curves and defined lines, more beautiful than any man Sasha had ever seen.

Then, suddenly thinking of another face, his blue gaze fell downwards.
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“You must live well. Be happy. Eat a lot of delicious food too. Understood?”
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Yes, Lady Charl.

Hearing her vivid voice, Sasha answered inwardly.
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“Sasha. That’s your name.”
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He was very fond of the name he learned for the first time, one that shared a letter with Charl’s name. He liked it so much that he unwittingly tapped his foot in that moment.

I wonder if she’s doing well?

He wanted to see her and had many things he wanted to say. There were rooms full of toys on both sides of his bedroom. He saw a portrait of his parents, and the people of the manor all treated him kindly.

If he told her about these things, he imagined Charlize would just tilt her head, say “That’s good,” and smile lightly. She might have then slowly reached out her hand, gently stroking his head, so as not to startle him.

Each night, just before going to sleep, Sasha would tenderly recall the affectionate smile Charlize had shown him in the garden the day before they parted.

Smiling quietly to himself, Sasha closed his eyes again. The night had deepened, and his young body quickly succumbed to a deep sleep.

As the sound of deep breathing reached him, Calix lowered his gaze to look at his nephew.
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“He eats well and smiles often but seems somewhat melancholic.”

[image: ]

Livan had reported with an even more somber expression.
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“Eats well, smiles often, sleeps well,” Calix gazed intently at Sasha, then added, “He’s crying again.”

A single tear rolled down from the corner of his closed eye, tracing his temple. While Calix wiped it away with a fingertip, the child’s lips quivered.

“…rl…”

Calix slowly leaned forward as the child murmured again, his pronunciation a bit clearer than before.

“Lady Charl…”
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“Charl.”

“Why are you suddenly mentioning that name?” The voice, tinged with malcontent, was not aimed at his lord.

Calix smiled, but only with his lips.

Livan, who had been by Calix’ side long enough to know what his every little action meant, continued to speak with a slightly puzzled look in his eyes. “What has that hellion from House Lienta done this time?”

“Hmm.”

“…Is it not the lady?”

Tap, tap.

The fingertips that lightly tapped on the desk were just as gently lifted.

“Sasha was calling out for someone named ‘Lady Charl’ in his sleep.”

“Prince Sasha was?”

“He was even crying as he did so.”

“…I will apprehend her immediately.”

“Livan, calm down.” Calix nonchalantly reassured his subordinate in a slightly amused tone. “It’s not what you think. Rather…”

His handsome face tilted slightly, gently creasing around the eyes as he reflected on the emotions he saw. “It seemed like he was missing her.”

“Missing her…” I’ve had a lingering thought since the beginning…

Livan, who was thoughtfully pondering, soon spoke up.

“Come to think of it, for someone who had been living on the streets, Prince Sasha was too clean when he came to the manor.”

His hair was unkempt and somewhat long, yet still clean. The same was true for Sasha himself. His worn-out clothes, thin body, and the faint bruises on his knees all indicated a hard life.

“Shall I ask Prince Sasha about it?”

Calix, still with his chin propped up, made a sound, and smiled with his long eyes narrowed. “There must be a reason Sasha hasn’t spoken about it until now. He’s a quick-witted and intelligent child. Look into it quietly.”

“Understood.” Livan nodded his head resolutely, determined to conduct the background investigations. “Then, shall we return to our original conversation?”

His face, as handsome as ever, couldn’t hide the clear sheen of boredom.

The moment of disrespect toward his lord was brief when he gave him the side-eye. As Livan began his report, his expression transformed immediately into one of seriousness, fitting for the chief aide to the archduke. “The empress, as well, seems to have thought that this time it’s real. She handed over the magic artifact as there was no other excuse, but it appeared as though she’s planning something… Jay witnessed it.”

“If it’s Jay’s discernment, then it must be so.”

“What should we do? Should we delay the announcement?”

With his eyes lowered, Calix was lost in thought for a moment. Initially, he had not felt compelled to adjust the timing of the announcement, despite concerns about the empress’ schemes. But now, it was for another reason.

His long eyelashes cast shadows over his eyes. “One week. If this ‘Charl’ is found within that time, make the announcement the next day. If not, it would be better to do it on the day that marks a week.”

The Black Night, an order of knights directly under the archduke, was a small elite group known for their impressive skills. However, their expertise seemed ordinary when it came to searches. Since it’s right after a painful mistake, they might pursue “Charl” with great fervor, but success might still elude them this time.

Besides, their only clue was the name “Charl.” If finding the imperial prince had been difficult, this search would likely be no easier.

Livan understood the implications and agreed.
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“So, is that really true?”

It was during a brief rest period between training sessions. Although the scene of knights surrounding one knight might resemble a case of group bullying, the reality was quite different.

“Is it true? Lady Charlize really did that?!”

The knights surrounding the one who had escorted Charlize yesterday had puzzled looks on their faces.

“What? No way.”

“How many times have I already said, ‘It’s true,’ by now!”

“Yeah, that’s ridiculous! You’re really saying the lady did that? Purchasing a drawing from an unknown artist, I can believe. It’s not like she’s been capricious just once or twice.”

“It felt like it was just yesterday, when she said she preferred pink roses, so they brought in seedlings and planted them diligently. But later that day, she said to change everything to red roses, and the gardener, with tears in his eyes, had to work overtime. Such capriciousness was a common occurrence.”

“The one thing the lady hasn’t changed for a long time is the archduke… Oops.” The red-haired knight, who hastily glanced around, slapped his own mouth.

“Yeah, hit yourself more! More!”

Even those around were cheering for the hand of the red-haired knight. Though it was his own mouth, when his lips swelled from his self-inflicted relentless touch, another knight shifted the conversation back to its original course.

“Evans, say it again—is it really true?”

“Ah, yes! She even dealt with the people who were making the street kids beg?”

“Why did the lady suddenly do that?”

“Wasn’t it not just because she was annoyed by them while passing by?”

“Ah, right, that’s true.”

“No, that’s not it…” Evans grumbled in frustration, but the knights around him had already formed their own opinions. “The lady has really changed, you know? She even thanked me for helping her get out of the carriage.”

At that moment, the previously lively atmosphere suddenly went quiet.

“…Hey, let’s go. There’s no need to listen to what Evans is saying.”

“Right, he must be dreaming. The sun is high in the sky, wake up!”

“Wake up!”

The knights patted each other on the shoulders as they walked back to the training grounds. Watching their retreating backs, Evans pounded his chest in frustration.
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“My lady, I have handled it for now, but…”
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Late yesterday afternoon, Evans wondered how to delicately say, “But, other thugs will just do the same thing.”

Although the intention of trailing off his words was quite clear, Charlize, whether she noticed or not, did not even look at him.

Soon after, Charlize strode forward. She had never minded her dress hem getting frayed, but this was her first time walking on an uneven path.

Evans, who had reluctantly assumed the role of Charlize’s escort simply because he was deemed the tidiest among the knights, was inwardly perplexed.
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“Hey.”
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Charlize, who kicked the thug with her foot, did it again until he made an “ugh” sound and came to his senses.
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“You’d better understand that if you do this again, the same thing will happen. If you try to hit a child like you did today, you will be struck in return. And if anyone else bothers those children, you’ll be the one taking the hits. Do you understand?”
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Her tone was calm, but the words carried the weight of someone experienced in making threats. However, Evans was not at all surprised. After all, she was Lady Charlize. She must have done this often elsewhere!
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“Hey, Evans! Don’t slack off and quickly come to spar!”

“Ah, all right.” Evans, pulled abruptly from his thoughts, replied loudly.

No, it’s really true. It really is. Evans, feeling wronged, trudged away.
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Sitting by the window and looking outside, I narrowed my eyes.

“The weather is nice today.”

It was well understood from past experience that Charlize was too frail to go out every day. Since there was no necessity to leave the manor, there was no particular need to build physical strength, but it was still somewhat inconvenient.

“I bought Irian’s drawings and lavished her with praise.”
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“…Do I really draw well?”
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That wasn’t humility in the slightest; it was just Irian underestimating her own abilities.

Each time it happened, I found myself slightly raising my eyebrows and questioning her.
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“Do you think I would say such things just to make someone feel better?”

“…No.”
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It was a bit harsh, but effective. Irian couldn’t shake off the dazed expression on her face until the end. Before parting ways, seeing the drawings I held, I saw Irian smile faintly. I, grinning, leaned back deeply against the cushion at my waist.

“Whoops.” On the chair I had dragged to the window, a plate I had carelessly placed almost lost its balance and nearly toppled over.

Catching it just in time, I placed it squarely on my lap, settling into a relaxed posture again. It’s probably better to stay put in the manor until the announcement that the imperial prince has been found is made. In any case, the announcement should be made soon, and staying at home was good, too. As I picked up a piece of fruit to eat, a thought suddenly struck me.

“Today is… the third day.”

Since Sasha arrived at the archduke’s manor, that is. So, why hasn’t the announcement been made yet? Has it been three days already?
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However, even on the fourth day, it was still quiet.

During dinner, the duke mentioned casually, “That child might not have been the imperial prince, Charl.”

“It’s quiet, isn’t it…?”

“If so, might he have just been kicked out of the archduke’s manor?” The look of relief was brief; then, the kind-hearted duke made an uncomfortable face.

“He seemed like such a well-behaved and good child,” he reminisced.

“That’s right.”

Huh, this is strange… Ah! Was it because the period when Sasha was found differed from the original story? At this time, the relationship between the empress and the archduke was at its worst, so the archduke might have hidden Sasha to protect him—since the child was inevitably closely tied to the current power structure. It was a plausible theory, but it still felt strangely unsettling.

But it’s unlikely that the archduke would be concerned about the empress’ schemes…

As soon as I hastily finished my dinner, I skipped dessert and immediately returned to my bedroom to open the journal again.

[image: ]

Black hair. Blue eyes. A small beauty mark on his right cheek.
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He’s the spitting image, yet they’d think he wasn’t the imperial prince? Just to be sure, I even asked the maids who bathed Sasha if the child’s gender was indeed male, and they said it was.

“Could it be that the archduke failed to recognize his own nephew…?”

No! What nonsense! Even when he’s been brought right in front of him, can he still not recognize his nephew?!

“Or, perhaps, by a very, very slim chance, though really unlikely, is he not…?”

Really, if that gentle child was not the imperial prince and had been expelled from the archduke’s manor, I had sincerely planned to bring him back the very next day.

Then, an invitation arrived for me out of the blue. And…

“Hu-huff!”

“My lord—!”

…the duke fainted.
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That’s right. The exact nature of the letter turned out to be an invitation to a ball hosted by the archduke.

The duke, who quickly awakened, once again looked at the invitation and tightly closed his eyes. “Why?! Why in the world?!”

That’s exactly what I wanted to say! Why in the world?! No, really, why?

“Charl, this, what in the world is this situation…”

“Here.”

“Hmph.”

Beside the duke, who was dabbing around his eyes with a handkerchief, the butler had a solemn expression.

“Butler, you too, cheer up. You couldn’t just not deliver the invitation.”

“…Our kind lady.” The butler, too, wiped away his tears.

I let out a sigh. Our tranquil midday teatime was thus ruined. Supported by the butler, the duke limped away, and I returned to my bedroom, glaring at the invitation.

“Forging the emblem of a high-ranking noble family is a serious crime, so this must be real…”

Considering the reason the duke and the butler gradually shed tears, there was, as expected, only one possibility. “They must have thought the archduke invited me to make a fool out of me…”

To truly humiliate me this time.

Thinking this way wasn’t unreasonable. During the search for the imperial prince, it was said that the archduke only mobilized his subordinates; he himself never directly participated in the search.

In the original story, it was more than mere speculation that the nobles thought he was using his nephew as a pawn to usurp the throne. In fact, his real concern was that he might show an uncomposed expression upon finding Sasha.

Therefore, this was not an invitation meant to make a fool out of me.

“Can it be that he knows I’m the one who took care of Sasha?” Such a question crossed my mind for a moment, but I soon dismissed it. There was no reason for the archduchy to deliberately involve me. Even if they found out, they could just feign ignorance if they desperately pretended not to know.

In the original story, Charlize wasn’t invited. Since it was an occasion to introduce the imperial prince, who was previously presumed dead, an unusually large number of nobles were invited. However, that was that, and this was this.

It was an event where even a viscount was invited, but Charlize was out of the question. So, if asked why Charlize couldn’t attend… Who was she? She was the relentless lady chasing after the late emperor’s favored younger half-brother.
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“Charl, my child. Do you really have to go? You’re someone who shouldn’t have to hear such words…”

“If you’re that worried about me, why don’t you just bring me an invitation yourself?!”
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…Ha, what a personality.
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The ball was held to announce Sasha’s existence, but another person was discussed just as much, if not more—it wasn’t Charlize, but Irian. Whenever she was away, Sasha became very anxious, prompting Irian to stay close by his side, with the archduke also by their side. To the gossiping onlookers, the small child caught in between seemed to blur into the background.

“…I wonder if such a timid child will be okay at this ball, especially since Irian won’t be there.” His back, heading maturely towards the archduke’s manor, appeared so tiny, like a single acorn rolling along the path.

Knowing the original story well, I knew that in that manor, there was one aide who had cherished Sasha dearly from the beginning. But still…
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A small beauty mark on his right cheek.
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I casually brushed over that line.
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The next day.

“Father, first put down the spoon, and yes, the knife too. You’ve also placed both hands on your knees, right?”

“Hm-hmm.” The duke seemed to have anticipated the topic I was about to broach. With a somber expression, he tightly pressed his lower lip. The already timid and sensitive duke looked as if he hadn’t slept at all last night, his complexion particularly pale.

It would be cruel to make him wait any longer. So, I spoke quickly. “It would be best not to go to the ball. And so, I plan to head down to the duchy today. It seems it might be better to go there than to stay in the capital.”

I even considered sending a roughly made reply, claiming that my love for the archduke was still too strong and that I might lose my senses if I faced him. If it’s just that, then it’s merely tragic and desperate. Any more than that, and I risk getting reported.

Once the original story ends, I’ll return, saying that I’ve sorted out my feelings…

“Charl…” The duke’s eyes wavered, and his throat quivered, as if he had just made up his mind. “No, no.”

“Pardon?”

“You don’t need to think about the family already. You’re still so young. You only need to think about yourself.”

“Pardon?”

“Charl, I don’t want you becoming an adult too early.”

“I’m twenty-one years old, it’s not too early…”

“If you like the archduke that much, then yes. I, your father, will intervene.”

With his eyes sparkling, I was suddenly reminded that this tearful father was indeed a duke. However… that is that!

“I really don’t like the archduke anymore.”

“Charl, you don’t have to lie to this father…”

“No, it’s true, really, it is.”

“It’s all right, my child.”

The duke gave a faint smile, as if it might fade away at any moment.

Why is he acting like this all of a sudden? Although it initially confused me, the more I thought about it, many things became surprisingly clear. The foolish daughter who once chased after the archduke because of her affections had suddenly gone down to their duchy and stayed put, living quietly as if under house arrest, not causing any trouble, and even expressing a desire to help others… In a nutshell, it seemed as though I had matured.

“At an age when you should be enjoying life, there’s no need to confine yourself in the duchy. If you wish, I can speak to the archduke about a marriage…”

Fortunately, the duke was not at the head of the table but in a position facing me. I quickly picked up some bread and stuffed it into the duke’s mouth.

After doing it, I thought “Oops,” but it was unnecessary.

“The lady is feeding bread to the lord!”

The butler, standing at the back, covered his mouth with both hands. The duke, too, looked at me, his eyes filled with emotion.

“That, father…” Oh darn, my head. “First of all, I really don’t like the archduke. In fact, I don’t even remember his face!”

“I-is that so? Really?”

“Yes,” I said, firmly nodding my head.

After blinking several times, the duke cried out again.
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And now, three days have passed since then.

“Oh, my goodness…”

“As expected, Lady Lienta has arrived.”

“Indeed…”
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…I attended the archduke’s ball.

Sasha, I’m sorry it turned out this way. I’ll be quiet and then leave.

I really had been thinking of going straight to the duchy. There was only one more year until the original story would come to an end. Almost three years in total, I would have to stay stuck in the duchy, my precious youth would—

—would not be wasted, not at all! It was much better than dying, and I preferred being indoors anyway. Already for the fifth time today, I inwardly slapped my forehead.

…Saying such words is cheating.
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“Charl, you are extremely precious to me. So, I wish you to be most precious to yourself as well.”
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Feeling such passionate love from a father, all I could do was grip the cutlery tightly. In my previous life, I could never have imagined having a family, yet now the idea stirred within me such a strange and profound feeling.

But how could I say to him, “Father, I don’t want to go to the ball, so please deliver this letter. If the archduke says something, could you refuse on my behalf? See you in two years…”

I had intended to stay tucked away in a corner, but as expected, the atmosphere became restless as soon as I appeared. If there’s any consolation, my foul temper ascertained a radius of at least two meters around me remained empty.

In front of me was someone blatantly muttering nonsensical remarks.

“Just when I thought it’s been quiet, as expected, she shows up again.”

…So that’s how it is. Pathetic bastard.

In fact, I had no thoughts about his comments. He couldn’t even speak directly to me, just muttering to himself like that—how could any feelings be stirred? So, I stayed quiet.

Then, that idiot, thinking I hadn’t heard him, muttered again, “Isn’t it miserable? The gifts that her father offers to the archduke alone make one’s dowry pale in comparison.”

Indifferently, I let it pass through one ear and out the other.

“As expected, this must be the occasion to announce the imperial prince. Having not grown up properly, he must be foolish, so he’ll have to compensate for his lack of wisdom—”

“The character, for once, like one’s face, is a total mess.”

“W-what?”

The irritated nobleman had a stunned expression on his face as soon as he realized I was the one speaking. His previous remarks were obviously targeted at me, which I could somehow overlook, but his comments about Sasha were both lacking and subjective.

Seeing his shocked expression, I narrowed my eyes fiercely. “Can’t you understand? It means, don’t irritate me by hovering around here.”

“Ugh.”

He stepped back hesitantly, his cheekbones flushed in anger.

At that moment, seeing my fierce face, the people around started whispering as if they had been waiting for this to happen.

The nobleman, almost ready to apologize, darted his eyes around nervously. The social dynamics of high society, by tacit agreement, resembled territories outside legal jurisdiction. Thus, to Charlize, although no one mocked her openly, all sorts of things were said behind her back.

“My lady, I don’t know which part of my words offended you, but please do forgive me.” After saying this, he slightly raised his deeply bowed head and gave a jeering look, as if to flaunt his defiance.

I laughed more villainously than him.

Sensing something was off, the nobleman said, “I’m truly sorry, my lady,” and then hurriedly left his spot.

I should take care of that guy later. What did he say? Foolish? Lacking? How gentle and kind our Sasha was. It had only been two days, but he was such a lovely child that one couldn’t help but feel affectionate toward him!

“I apologize for being late.”

Seeing the man at the end of my casually raised gaze, I had a sudden thought. My standards are actually incredibly high, aren’t they? Then, another thought struck me. If I had known he was the archduke, I wouldn’t have looked.

Because I was so angry, I hadn’t even realized the archduke had already entered… I just looked at him for as long as everyone else did, but the sneaky glances observing me through the silence felt prickling.

…Yes, these days have been boring, especially since it isn’t the social season. The expectation of being able to witness the subject of that famous rumor right in front of their eyes must be giving them a rise.

Stealthily, and without drawing attention, I was about to move to a secluded spot.
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“Some might have already guessed, but I finally met the child I’ve been waiting for since a while ago.”

When Calix looked to one side, the child cautiously walked out.

“This is my nephew, Sasha Russell Alophe.”

The way he described him as his nephew, rather than the son of the late emperor, was greatly intentional.

“Oh, my goodness—!”

“That child is the…”

Soft exclamations burst out here and there.

Black hair and blue eyes—because of their blood relation, Sasha and the archduke shared this strikingly similar color combination. However, it never really crossed my mind that they resembled each other, probably because Sasha had a gentle demeanor, while Calix exuded a strong, chilling feeling.

Fortunately, Sasha had a calm and composed expression. Was it because his was a face I might not see again for a while? Without realizing it, I found myself watching him a bit longer until suddenly, Sasha shifted his gaze. His pretty eyes widened. The child bit down firmly on his lower lip before turning his head away quickly.

I felt a bit embarrassed. Has he heard that he should be wary of me?

Charlize Lienta was probably the second-most closely watched individual by the people of the archduchy.

It might have even been suspected that someone they didn’t know could have kidnapped Sasha just to have a single conversation with the archduke. And regrettably, it could be said that this was not an exaggeration.

In a moment of slight disheartenment, I absentmindedly shifted my gaze.

There was Calix… looking at me.

It was pleasing to look at the elegant, handsome man’s smile, which looked as though it had been painted. However, if there was one problem… What? What’s this?! The distance between us was gradually decreasing.

“My lady, thank you for attending.”

Behind the archduke, horrified faces unfolded in a variety of ways. It seemed they thought I had used some trick to sneak in again, never guessing that the host had directly sent an invitation this time. Well, I too, can understand.

“May I have a moment of your time?” A hand, so upright and pretty it was hard to believe it belonged to a knight accustomed to wielding a sword, came into view.

This… I wonder if, upon returning home, I will find that the duke has fainted yet again?

Internally worrying, I absentmindedly shifted my gaze, only to find the archduke’s blue eyes filling my view. I slowly blinked.

The sudden sense of unease that I felt had only been the beginning.

…Huh.

The moment I met the archduke’s blue eyes, time seemed to change speed, and soon afterward, a scene struck my mind like lightning.
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“It couldn’t be helped. He kept saying he’d rather have himself killed instead of his daughter. What choice did we have?”

“It’s better to eliminate the duke rather than turning him into an enemy…”

“Right?”

He had cunning eyes that gleamed.

“Ah, I’m curious about what kind of face Lady Lienta will make, knowing her father died in order to save her.”
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It was, precisely, the duke’s last moments.

Although there was not even one convincing proof, I perceived it as naturally as breathing. There was no need to doubt.

This was a future that was about to truly happen; that’s what it was.

So, since I was the person who messed up the beginning of the original story, perhaps it was only natural that such thoughts occurred to me.

In the original story, the duke didn’t die. Charlize Lienta’s unrequited love was widely known among the nobles in the empire. Her love was persistent, bordering on obsession, and the stubborn belief was that the person befitting the subject of that affection should rightly not be the archduke but Charlize herself.

Charlize, being self-centered but not stupid, had already roughly guessed that the archduke and Irian had a contractual engagement. However, it eventually developed into an actual romantic relationship. Charlize schemed to get rid of Irian, but instead, she ended up meeting her end due to the poisoning she had schemed. Was it perhaps because of the readers’ strong resentment for having dealt with the villainess late? The author had described Charlize’s last moments in somewhat excessive detail.

It was said that the duke, at Charlize’s funeral, wept uncontrollably and collapsed, and after waking up, headed down to his duchy and never again came out beyond its walls.

So, despite everything, the duke survived. But why would the duke suddenly die?

No, such a question was meaningless.

I assumed the duke’s death and revisited the future I had just glimpsed. Perhaps because it was in text and not a picture, it was impossible to guess who “he” was from the scene composed only of a sequence of words.

Dying in my stead, saying that it was to save me. Even saying that he would rather have himself killed, at that. Perhaps I would end up committing some misdeeds again? And why was it that I saw such a thing after making eye contact with Calix?

“You don’t look so well.”

Upon suddenly hearing those words, I reflexively looked at him. Calix’ face, with his upper body slightly bent towards me, showed unadorned concern as he asked, “Is something the matter, my lady?”

I blinked my eyes to shake off the deep thoughts.

Only then did reality fully crash onto me. Now that I think about it, he asked if we could talk. While spacing out, I absentmindedly answered and, without realizing it, had also followed along.

The timely blown cool breeze seemed to chastise me to focus on the reality at hand, as if rebuking. Right. Just following the archduke closely wasn’t enough. If he saw me as a person who got distracted during a conversation, his eyes that were already hard to meet would become even harder to see.

At that moment, a warm touch covered my shoulders. The archduke, with an indifferent expression, draped his coat over me and fastened the buttons with his delicate hands.

My thoughts were in a rush, so it hadn’t crossed my mind at all, but before I knew it, not a single gust of wind was leaking through.

Are you an angel? No matter how much it’s considered basic manners, showing it even to someone who had been relentlessly pursuing them was something else. Could it be that one had to be this gracious to be the male lead in a novel?

But that wasn’t my taste. I really liked the male leads who were kind only to the female lead, and a complete jerk to everyone else except her. Rather than black hair, I preferred dazzling blond hair, and rather than a chilly expression… Ah, guilt. Having been bestowed such kindness, here I am, evaluating him. However, this is also for the archduke! Not only was I obsessed with looks, but I also fell in love too quickly. Therefore, to the archduke, I was a very dangerous beast right now.

If I had known ahead of time, I would have at least prepared mentally. Without preparing myself for each and every point of why he wasn’t to my taste, the sense of crisis—that I was surely in big trouble—raced wildly down my spine.

It’s fortunate that there are as many as nine parts of him not to my taste. There seemed to be nothing to like, fortunately. What a relief, Your Highness.

While nodding firmly internally, the archduke suddenly smiled mysteriously.

“I’ve asked you to have a conversation because there are things I wish to ask about. I didn’t realize the wind would be this chilly, I apologize, my lady. I’ll make sure this doesn’t drag on too long.”

The face of the handsome man, with his eyebrows slightly furrowed, was violent. Of course, I mean to my heart. However, it was fine because I had already finished all the preparations earlier.

That was, until the archduke, who had quietly smiled, dropped a bomb without any warning.

“Was it you, my lady, who brought Sasha to the manor?”

Agh…

“Sasha was mumbling ‘Lady Charl’ in his sleep.”

Agh…!

At that time, it seemed I should have firmly told him not to call me that. I feared that the teary child might get hurt if I were to say “no” to him at the time, so I just let it pass, and now this…

When I was reborn and found myself having woken up as a villainess who would drink poison and die miserably, I should have realized from that moment that I was extremely unlucky.

“For your information, I’m not angry about how he calls you ‘Lady Charl,’ so you don’t need to worry.”

Are you truly an angel…? I nodded my head, still in a daze. It wasn’t that I agreed because I was inspired by those words, thinking he would forgive me if things worked out well. I was already aware of the archduke’s intelligence network, so from the start, if I had been caught, I had no intention of denying it.

In the original story, when Irian took Sasha to the archduke’s manor, he was already about to head to the viscount’s manor, meaning the identity of the person accompanying Sasha had been quickly ascertained.

“But I wasn’t just wandering around trying to find the imperial prince, it was just by chance that I was passing by…” That was the truth, but it sounded so fake. “I found His Highness before I heard about the search. So, when we arrived at the manor hand-in-hand, my father even misunderstood, asking if he was my child…”

I’m in trouble. Considering Charlize’s behavior until now, it wouldn’t be strange if the archduke misunderstood this as that kind of signal!

The more I spoke, the more I felt like I was messing up, but I couldn’t just not speak, yet the more I did, the messier things got… “W-well, in any case… yes.”

I’m doomed. I’m utterly doomed. As I sunk up to my waist in a swamp of despair, half out of my mind, I heard a faint sound of laughter.

Thanks to at least half of my senses remaining, it was fortunate that I didn’t turn my head sharply and stared, but only gave him a slight glance. Calix’ neat lips were firmly sealed. I wondered if he had maintained such an expression while attentively listening to my words.

“Yes.” Although it was a brief response, I became curious about the reason I didn’t feel like I’d been suddenly cut-off. And oddly enough, I felt like I knew the reason.

“Thank you, my lady. Because of you, Sasha could be rescued that much sooner from a dangerous situation.”

The face that let out the driest, most emotionless voice among all I had heard until now, was etched into my eyes. Only now, having unexpectedly witnessed a crack in the usually relaxed and composed man, did I finally feel like I truly faced him.

“My lady is Elluiden’s benefactor. I will give you anything you desire.”

As if the peculiar bitterness that captivated me had never been there, my eyes suddenly shone brightly.

“I want to make eye contact with you, Your Highness! At least about once a week!”

If I said that, there would be serious consequences. However, if I didn’t, the duke would be in big trouble.

“There’s no need to worry about a limit.”

The archduke slightly tilted his head and gazed down at me. I didn’t miss the opportunity and quickly grabbed it, but whether that so-called future was only visible once a day or not, nothing appeared.

I wasn’t disappointed. For some reason, I already felt that it would be like this. Several times would be too much of a bonus.

“Then…” Having already finished confirming, I turned my eyes away.

The vast landscaped garden came into my inadvertently shifted view.

He was the younger half-brother cherished by the late emperor, like he was his own child. Not only that, but the manor was beautiful, befitting a person of great ability who amplified their wealth with their own effort.

In a corner—near the manor, without any rocks or tall trees, there was an area full of beautiful flowers and low shrubs—where a child could run around freely without getting hurt.

As I was quietly looking, I suddenly spoke, “Then, Your Highness…”

While listening to the rest of my words, Calix half-closed his eyelids.

When I had finished all I wanted to say, the now revealed blue eyes, bearing a somewhat strange light, looked at me.
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What’s this…?!

I received a bonus despite not having done anything well.
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“It seems meeting Sasha today will be difficult… I’d like to send an official invitation soon. Would that be all right?”
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I might be able to see the future one more time!

So, with a somewhat relieved heart, I was able to recall the content of the original story.

Many of Sasha’s peers envied and disapproved of him, who had suddenly risen from an orphan on the streets to an imperial prince.

It’s ironic. Originally, he was someone whom they wouldn’t even dare look at without permission. Of course, he had simply returned to his rightful place, so what reason was there for such thoughts? Those children, too, had their status not by their own abilities but merely by the good fortune of their birth.

Eventually, some boys even went so far as to lock Sasha up in a secret room.

At that time, the thing that protected Sasha was the luminous gemstone that Irian had given him. Of course, if I could stop that in itself, then everything would be fine. However, the problem was that it was through that process that Sasha came to receive the love of the divine beast… What should I do?

However, making it so that such memories themselves weren’t formed could just be hastily attempted later on. So, for now, giving the pen—Hmm? I felt a presence from behind, but it didn’t seem malicious, so I decided to just continue my thoughts.

—dant to Sasha… Even as the sound of footsteps gradually got closer, I didn’t think anything of it.

And then, something sharply flew towards my legs. “Ack.”

I almost fell…! While calming my fluttering heart, I turned around completely, only to find nothing there. I lowered my gaze slightly, then further down, until something finally caught my eye.

Oddly enough, it was the black crown of the head that had kept popping up unexpectedly in my thoughts throughout the day.
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There was a knock on the door.

Sasha, who was diligently looking at a storybook full of pictures, slightly peeked out from behind it.
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“Prince Sasha. It’s Livan.”

“Please come in.”
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While closing the storybook, Sasha stood up from his seat.
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“Were you reading a storybook?”
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Feeling proud, Livan grinned broadly, and Sasha, embarrassed, blushed up to his ears.

Initially, the tall Livan had been scary, but only for the first two days. He was an impressive person, capable of reading papers densely packed with small print. However, Livan Richt, his uncle’s aide, always used only simple words when speaking to him.

Sasha easily recognized and appreciated his consideration.
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“I told you last time that many people are going to gather soon to celebrate your return, didn’t I, Prince Sasha?”

“Yes, I remember.”
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The first face that naturally came to mind for him was Charlize.

Will Lady Charl also come? As Sasha clutched the storybook tightly and grinned, Livan also smiled and briefly explained about the ball.
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“And…”
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Livan’s face slightly hardened.
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“Ha… Why would he invite that lady…”
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He waited patiently, quietly blinking his eyes until Livan’s muttering ended.

Even with Sasha in front of them, it was common for people to talk among themselves. Showing curiosity would only earn him a scolding. Therefore, Livan, who sighed several more times before getting startled and repeatedly apologizing, was one among several things he was still getting used to.
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“In the empire, there are a total of three ducal families: Baier, Linix, and Lienta.”
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Livan’s eyes were sharp as if searching for something, but Sasha, who was still young, did not notice this. He, who witnessed the young prince’s eyes trembling like waves, had a bitter taste in his mouth. It seems that it really was Charlize Lienta…

He didn’t think at all that the lady had helped Sasha for no reason. Since the description was distributed, she must have been the one who found the young prince and sent him off quicker than anyone else.

Even Sasha mumbling something like “Lady Charl” might be the result of training to call her name even as he’s unconscious…! If it’s Charlize Lienta, she was certainly a person more than capable of that, and then some.
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“Among them, an invitation was also sent to Lady Lienta. So, if the lady attends… it would be better for now not to act as if you know her.”
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Sasha, who had been nodding his head after each sentence to show he understood, bit his lower lip at that.

Livan furrowed his brow in earnest.

[image: ]

“She’s a dangerous lady. I cannot properly tell the young Prince Sasha everything yet, but anyway, she’s not a good person.”
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Sasha knew that the aide with his cold exterior had an unexpectedly easy-going personality. He’d even grab him by the waist and lift him high up, and whenever they met, he always smiled widely. He wasn’t a bad person.

But Charlize wasn’t a bad person, either. Nevertheless, when Sasha’s eyes met with Charlize’s, there was one reason he avoided eye contact.

[image: ]

“Can you tell them that you came there after seeing this picture, and not that I brought you?”
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He made a pinky promise with Charlize to not acknowledge each other.

He was trying hard to keep his gaze from sneakily drifting towards Charlize when the gentle and affectionate voice he had come to like called out to him.

“Sasha, would it be all right if I leave my seat for a moment?”

“Huh? Yes! It’s okay. Don’t worry about me.”

A faint smile brushed across his face, which was as expressionless as a well-sculpted statue. As his long fingers tidied up Sasha’s hair, he said, “It will be difficult to grant that request. How can I not worry about you?”

After blinking a few times, Sasha’s cheeks turned red, and he lowered his head.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Yes.”
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Sasha, secretively watching where his uncle went, widened his eyes.

…Lady Charl?

While talking with Calix, Charlize’s face became frighteningly expressionless. The surrounding nobles, terrified, turned their heads away to avoid eye contact.

However, Sasha knew.

Lady Charl is worried. What’s happening? Did something happen?

With anxious eyes, he watched Charlize for a while. The child, letting out a sigh, deeply bowed his head. I can’t act like I know her. Because that’s what we promised.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

It was said in such a cold voice that Sasha, without realizing it, hesitantly raised his head.

After Charlize, escorted by Calix, headed towards the terrace, the nobles silently exchanged glances. Perhaps it was because he had grown up in an environment where he had to desperately develop perceptiveness, or maybe it was the intuition expected of a member of the imperial family, but Sasha had a keen talent for detecting people’s emotions.

His most specialized skill was undoubtedly detecting negative emotions. Therefore, he knew that almost everyone here viewed Charlize unfavorably.

Since she’s a kind person, she must be hurt. Deeply bowing his head again, Sasha bit his lip.

“Prince Sasha, let me bring a new drink for you.”

“Huh? Ah, it’s okay…” Sasha cut off the words he was about to say out of habit.
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“It will be very crowded and confusing. I will have to go to places where many people are gathered. Sometimes, you might have to be alone, but there will be no danger.”
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“Yes, I’ll see you later.”

Livan smiled as though he was proud.

It was then, as he blankly watched the considerably distanced figure of Livan, that he heard it.

“How are you, Prince Sasha?” At the kind tone, Sasha hesitantly turned his head. Indeed, he saw a face smiling as kindly as the voice had suggested. “Prince Sasha, there is someone you should be cautious of, so I have taken the liberty of being rude to tell you this.”

He was none other than the nobleman who had been put in his place by Charlize. The nobleman, while appearing worried on the outside with furrowed brows, was internally grinding his teeth. “Beware of Lady Lienta. For nearly ten years, she has been notorious for chasing after the archduke because of her unrequited love. You, Prince Sasha, will soon find out, but she will surely try to approach you too. That lady, she’s noble in name only; her conduct is—”

“What are you doing?” Livan, holding fruit juice in both hands, hurriedly came running as he turned around. He only lowered his voice for fear that Sasha might get startled, but a fierce flame flickered in his eyes.

“Ah, nothing!”

The nobleman hurriedly vanished, and even though Livan asked sorrowfully what he had said, Sasha just denied it by shaking his head.

After pondering the nobleman’s words for some time, he finally reached a realization.

However, that realization soon became meaningless.
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“Sasha, this is a gift that Lady Lienta wants to give you.”

His widely opened clear blue eyes shook violently for a moment, while his delicate hands receiving the luminous gemstone pendant also trembled slightly.

“She said, ‘Congratulations.’”

Silently clutching the pendant, Sasha couldn’t even blink. He felt that if he did, the tears pooling in his eyes would flow down. Within his blurring vision, the child remembered the tender warmth he felt for the first time in his life—the lady’s dry fingers wiping away his tears.

He wanted to see the person who was more tender than anyone else.

I shouldn’t have looked away. I should have just… just kept watching until Lady Charl turned her head away.

It was a face he didn’t know when he might be able to see again. She was, after all, the lady of a ducal family.

“The lady will be passing by that corridor now. Livan, guide Sasha.”

Sasha raised his head blankly.

“I will apologize to the lady later for the sudden meeting.”

A large hand wiped away the excess moisture from his eyes. Beyond the now clear view, the man was not smiling kindly, but he was gentle enough.

“You wanted to meet her, didn’t you? I’m sorry for taking your turn, Sasha.”

“Uh, n-not at all.”

Frantically shaking his head, Sasha eventually let out a small whimper.

“Prince Sasha, let’s go.” Guided by a cautious voice, he initially walked behind Livan.

However, after a certain point, the child began running ahead of him.
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Upon a closer look, it was Sasha.

Why is he here? It would be a lie to say I wasn’t puzzled, but I patted his small head anyway. “I congratulate you on finding your family.”

“Please don’t say it like t-that.”

The hand grasping the hem of my dress tightened its grip. Hmm…

After looking and making sure that nobody was around, I continued, “Even in front of many people, you remained composed. You were excellent.”

Still holding my dress tightly and with his face now buried in it, Sasha asked in a small voice, “Really?”

“Of course.”

…Do I have a face that’s not trustworthy? Both with Irian and the duke, and now even this little one—perhaps this was the default setting of a villainess. I felt a bit disheartened.

“Have you been well?”
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“Yes.”

It was short, as if that was all he could pronounce. However, the voice that continued soon after showed no signs of such limitation.

“My bedroom is big. There’s also a rocking horse, and every night my uncle reads me a storybook. And there are rooms filled with toys on both sides of my bedroom, and Livan also treats me well, and the food is delicious. Yesterday, I ate a roasted duck, the sauce was unique…”

His words ended on a moist note, as if the mere mention of the roasted duck was enough to make his mouth water. How delicious must it have been? It just so happened that it was time to serve nourishing food to the duke, the head maid, and the butler, and roasted duck seemed just right.

With a grateful heart for the menu recommendation, I patted his small head. “That’s a relief.”

However, as if my words were a trigger, Sasha’s small body shook. “Hic.”

“Sasha?”

“I-I’m sorry.” He gasped, frantically rubbing his face with both hands.

I quickly crouched down and took hold of his hands. “What’s the matter?”

The child did not answer right away. After sharing a moment of warmth and without hurrying, he eventually let out a very small voice, “Because you’re not there…”

“Huh?”

“Because I can’t see you, Lady Charl…”

I looked blankly dismayed at the tears streaming down his small face. If this were like the original story, with Irian by his side, the child wouldn’t have been crying like this. His fear of grown-up men had become a permanent scar, resulting in his inability to properly face even the archduke and his aide without Irian, both in the original story and now. I dare not say which situation would be better for Sasha. However, one thing was clear: the child did not need to experience the emotion he was feeling right now.

“…I’m sorry.”

“No!” Sasha frantically exclaimed. “I-I made you say such words…”

Embracing his small body was inevitable. The child, standing stiffly as if unfamiliar with being held, suddenly embraced me. I found it fortunate that I could bear his weight without falling backward.

“Can’t you stay? Can’t we just stay together?”

The hand that held me was as desperate as his pouring words. Unable to promise anything, I just silently patted the back of the sobbing child. As I absent-mindedly stared over his small shoulder, my eyes met with those of a man watching us.

It was none other than Livan Richt.

With a shocked expression, he stared blankly at Sasha’s back. When our eyes met, his face stiffened. For reference, Livan disliked me the most among the people of the archduchy. Being the closest confidant of the archduke, and as someone well-acquainted with Charlize’s actions, it was inevitable.

But why is he just standing there? I thought he would immediately be wary of me and take the child away, but his reaction was unexpectedly passive.

“Ha, I-I’m sorry, Lady Charl.” After barely calming down, Sasha, startled, jumped out of my arms and frantically asked if I was okay, continuing to do so for a while.

All I could do was quietly watch him.
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Prince Sasha…

Feeling conflicted, Livan recalled the conversation he had just had with Calix after Sasha ran ahead.

Having confirmed that a knight of the Black Night had followed him, Livan turned and headed toward Calix after much thought.
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“Your Highness, may I ask why you sent Prince Sasha to talk with the lady?”
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Livan had always been skeptical. He doubted that the lady’s action of finding the imperial prince was motivated by goodwill; even if it were, monetary compensation should have sufficed. No, even before that, if she truly possessed a conscience, it would have been proper to refuse compensation with words of apology for having been bothersome until now.

House Lienta, a family so influential that even the emperor couldn’t treat them recklessly… Being the only successor of that Lienta, what could she possibly lack?
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“When I said I would give her anything she wanted, the lady said this.”

“In fact, like the other nobles, I thought this ball was a venue for announcing the imperial prince. It’s something I prepared as a congratulatory gift; could you please deliver it?”
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Indeed, it was unexpected, but Livan did not lower his guard.
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“Who wouldn’t be able to speak like that?”

“Hmm.”
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Calix smiled in a peculiar way.
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“More importantly, find out what that nobleman who approached Sasha said, and if he spoke nonsense, let him know so that he shouldn’t act rashly again.”

“Yes.”
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Livan sensed that Calix would no longer speak of Charlize. After bowing, he quickly interrogated the nobleman, then headed towards Sasha, where he found himself in this situation.

Prince Sasha seems to truly hold the lady deep in his heart.

Young children, as pure as they were, saw through others well. Sasha, having grown up on the streets without basic protection, possessed this quality even more. Although gentle and kind in appearance, he was strongly guarded and never let anyone close easily.

The meeting, though not outwardly expressed, was permitted by Calix, who had deliberately met with Charlize first for the sake of the child who wanted to see her.

Livan trusted his lord. Setting aside loyalty, Archduke Elluiden’s judgment was unmatched. Thus, for a moment, he thought that Charlize Lienta wasn’t as terrible as he had previously believed.
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Late in the evening.

The ball, having achieved its purpose, ended early. While some nobles showed signs of regret, most understood it was due to the young age of the imperial prince, and the banquet ended smoothly. After everyone, each lost in their own thoughts, had departed, the manor settled into a peaceful silence.

In Sasha’s bedroom, where night seemed to arrive earlier than usual, the archduke’s voice lingered.

“So, the little hero, holding his small sword…” Calix, who was reading from a storybook, paused and looked at Sasha. The child was struggling to keep his sleepy, heavy-lidded eyes open. “Shall I continue reading again tomorrow?”

“I have something I want to say to uncle… Lady Charl said we could meet again, but I forgot to ask when she can come.”

“When the day breaks, I’ll ask the lady.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

Sasha smiled shyly. “I’m glad…”

And then, possibly because he was tired, the child quickly fell asleep.

Calix did not immediately rise from his seat but stayed by Sasha’s side a while longer. The blue-colored light fell on the pendant, which the child had stubbornly insisted on wearing, displaying an uncharacteristic persistence. Carefully, Calix draped it over the bedding so as not to press against the child’s skin, yet his hand still touched the pendant.

The moment he had been continuously pondering revived, seizing the opportunity.
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“This hasn’t been magically processed whatsoever, Your Highness. A wizard from the Mage Tower can guarantee it.”
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The lady’s face was expressionless. Even before, an expression of anger might have been the only exception, so now that such signs had disappeared, her constant indifference seemed natural.

However, the way she occasionally glanced at him secretly or reacted keenly when he asked if she needed anything suggested that she did need him, at least to some extent.
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“I will give you anything you desire.”
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So, from his statement, the thought occurred that she might request continuous meetings.

With the same expression he had at that time, Calix released the pendant.
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“Actually, it seemed like you, my lady, had something else you needed from me.”

“I already know that you will say it won’t do, that’s why.”
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If that was the case, there was also a way to create an opportunity by using the pretext of wanting to meet Sasha regularly. However, Calix chose not to ask that question.

It wasn’t because he worried Charlize might realize and speak of it. Rather, it was because, despite already knowing, she seemed to have never even considered it from the beginning.
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“And…”
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The lady crinkled the bridge of her nose.

Was it because she’s a person with very little change in expression, or was there some other reason? Before he knew it, his focus was on her.

The moment Calix recognized the source of his subtle discomfort, Charlize tilted her head.
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“I decided to settle such a lifestyle. And if not this time, it seems like there won’t be another chance to give a gift to the imperial prince.”
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However, Calix had a thought. Summoning a wizard for an appraisal was the usual procedure, but he considered giving the gift directly to Sasha—believing that the child would be so happy he wouldn’t put it down even for a moment.
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“Why am I more exhausted than the days I ran around to the point of exhaustion, just from returning from a ball?”

As expected, is it a problem with my stamina?

“I must improve my stamina.”

As I was nodding my head, the carriage stopped.

“We’ve arrived, my lady.”

“You’ve worked hard.”

Having alighted with his help, I was about to enter just as sluggishly when I suddenly turned around. “You see, Sir Knight.”

“Yes, my lady?” Sir Evans was almost startled enough to jump up.

I wasn’t surprised. I knew that the people in this house were often startled easily. Last time, even the coachman jumped. Can it be because their master has the disposition of a rabbit? It seemed quite reasonable.

“I want to do some physical exercise, but can I also run at the training grounds?”

“…Pardon?”

“You run laps in the mornings, right? Can you sneak me in at that time too?”

“T-that, if you, my lady, wish it, then, of course, it’s possible. But please don’t do it! It will be very hard.”

“If it gets too hard, I’ll quietly slip away on my own.”

“Well, the knights’ sweat smells terribly bad.”

Even if it’s bad, it would probably be less than the smell of a sewer, right? I shrugged my shoulders.

“Then, see you tomorrow, Sir Knight.”

From behind, a sound like a sheep crying “Yeees…” could be heard.

Like that, I arrived in front of the entrance. I huffed and puffed several times before finally flinging the door open.

“Charl—!”

And there, I encountered a situation I had anticipated.
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…I inadvertently ended up telling a lie.

“My lady, I have informed Sir Evans that going to the training grounds today would be difficult.”

“Uh-huh, thank you.”

I gloomily looked down at the duke’s face, more precisely, at his face lying on the bed with his eyes closed.
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“Really, with the a-a-a-a-archduke on the te-te-terrace…”

“Yes, and he knew that I was the one who brought His Highness as well.”
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And then, the duke fainted.

Fortunately, according to the family doctor, it led to a much-needed sleep. Since he hadn’t slept properly for several days, they say he fell into a deep sleep this time.

“You’ve been up the entire night, aren’t you tired? And didn’t you also attend a ball?”

“I’m all right.”

The butler, after moving his mouth a few more times, answered heavily, “I understand. Then, please call me if you need anything, my lady.”

After he quietly left, I gazed once more at the duke’s face. Charlize’s remarkable appearance was inherited from her father, a well-known handsome middle-aged man.

Wrinkles have formed around his eyes. It had been merely a year since I last saw him. I had thought three years was a short time. Given his busy work schedule, the duke found it difficult to visit the duchy, making our meetings rare.

Still, wouldn’t that be better than spending such lonely days mourning my death? I had thought that not seeing each other for just over three years was tolerable. However, it now seemed like a foolish thought.

“I don’t intend to go down to the duchy.”

Originally, I had planned to return the morning after the ball. Had I not witnessed that altered fragment of the future, I would already be inside a carriage heading towards our family’s duchy.

Then, it’s highly possible that it happened because I wasn’t in the capital.

Of course, when I saw that fragment, the future might have been reflected in real-time as I decided to stay in the capital. However, I decided not to dwell on that. Haven’t I painfully realized these past few days that avoidance ultimately doesn’t help at all?

I left the capital, the main setting of the original story, a year ago, but the current situation, where I still inevitably got entangled with the three main characters, was proof of that… Somehow, it feels like I’m going to cry.

Since I didn’t know what would happen in the capital, I planned to stay and watch from the sidelines for now.

“Let’s stay together for a long, long time, father.”

Starting tomorrow, I must diligently run at the training grounds. There was nothing bad about having physical strength. I will do my best for the sake of my father successfully dying of natural causes. I decisively made this resolution.

“Ugh…”

Huh?

At that moment, I heard a sound from below. Unaware of when he had woken up, the duke was looking up at me with bright, sparkling eyes.

“Good morning.”

“Y-yes. It’s a very good morning indeed.” The duke, having lightly wiped his nose with his index finger, laughed very happily.
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The first day was rather bearable, but by the second day, I was nearly dead.

I had only run two laps, but my legs were already trembling.

Panting for breath, I muttered, “It’s terrible.”

The knight running beside me flinched and asked, “Pardon? You mean my face?”

What? Is he asking for an evaluation? Charlize’s aesthetic sense was indeed very famous. For instance, when she was young, at the “Night of Young Artists,” the artist whose painting she specifically chose became a leader in that field in less than ten years. Similarly, the duke in the original story—delivered such a line in front of the assistant chief of the trading company.
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“If only our Charlize had studied aesthetics a bit more lazily…”
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However, father, even a person just passing by would gape upon seeing the archduke’s face.

Anyway, I stopped because I was willing to respond to my precious running mate. It’s absolutely not because I was tired and trying to quickly rest during this moment.

“Hmm.” Stroking my chin, I pondered deeply.

To request such a thing from the lady of a ducal family, it must be no ordinary concern.

In order to give a level-headed assessment, after scrutinizing him a few times, the knight tensely straightened his back.

“It’s a face that a wife will cherish.”

“T-thank you!” The knight deeply bowed, bent at his waist.

“I’ll be going now. Keep up the good work.”

“Yes, my lady!”

With trembling legs, I awkwardly walked back to the manor.
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After Charlize had moved far away enough.

The knights of Lienta, despite having run three rounds the first day and two today, gaped open-mouthed as they looked at the lady’s back, which remained perfectly composed without a single point of disarray.

“As expected, the lady is different from the others,” muttered one knight in a daze.

The others, quietly agreeing, eventually rushed off all at once.

Seeing the knight with his eyes tightly closed and hands firmly clasped, they exchanged worried glances among themselves and cautiously began to speak.

“The lady even stopped walking and was staring at you. What happened?”

“Don’t tell me you got fired?”

“This guy’s sweat smells terrible, but even so, surely not…”

Unable to simply let the lady run alone, the knight on duty, who was running beside her today, spoke in a voice soaked with emotion. “The lady said it was terrible, so I thought she was going to end my life just like that, but…”

“Gasp!”

“But?!”

“But it seems I can live until I get married…”

“Marry late.”

“Do it very late.”

“Do it after turning forty!”

“No,” the knight said, wiping away bitter tears and swallowing hard. “I will do it after I turn fifty.”

“That’s right, you said it!”

Watching the knights gathering together and chattering, Evans shook his head in disapproval. Stupid fools.

“By the way, who’s going to do it tomorrow?”

“Of course, it’s Evans. Have you already forgotten that last time it was unanimously decided for Evans to do it once every two days without exception?”

Though the distance was considerable, Evans, who clearly heard what was said, suddenly shouted, “What? Why?!”

“You were the one who accepted the lady’s request to exercise at the training grounds, weren’t you?” Everyone stared at Evans with blazing eyes. Among them, there was also a knight with tears in his eyes.

“You, if it were you guys, could you deny the lady’s request?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you seriously saying that?”

At the moment Evans, who had glimpsed hope, was about to say he had just done the same, someone interjected, “But in the end, Evans did it, didn’t he?”

Evans, who had almost exclusively been in charge of Charlize’s escort, had received a lot from the knights for his persistent efforts. Should he now wriggle out of it, a storm of tears and wind would blow his way.

Taken aback by their naive gazes, Evans feebly nodded his head and drooped his shoulders.
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The week went by in a hurry.

Every morning, I tearfully went out to the training grounds. And on one such day, after seeing the invitation from the archduke, the duke screamed a “Kyaaa—!” while the butler fell ill with anxiety.

Anyway…

“Welcome, Lady Lienta. I am Philip, the butler of Elluiden manor,” the dignified old butler, wearing a monocle, said with a kind smile.

Because of the overly warm smile, I was momentarily bewildered.

“You saved Prince Sasha from ill-intentioned people. It was a very courageous act.”

“The knights were the ones who dealt with those thugs.”

“Please speak comfortably,” the butler said with a pleased smile.

This shouldn’t be happening. It seemed like the people of the archduke’s household thought that I’d turned over a new leaf.

I have no intention of closely following him around… Because needlessly pretending to foresee the future and then chasing the archduke around could directly become a death flag. However, if I happened to run into him, I intended to stare right into his eyes so as not to miss the opportunity, and because of that, my conscience pricked at me.

Following behind the butler hesitantly, before I knew it, we arrived at the reception room. The butler knocked and then opened the door.

“Lady Charl!” Sasha, who looked as if he was about to run at any moment, paused for a moment. “Lady Charl, please call me Sasha this time too. You can’t add ‘prince’ as well.”

That’s not something I can just agree to… When I tried to say those words out loud, the child had such a desperate look in his eyes.

I was wondering what to do about this, but the butler appropriately offered some assistance. “My lady should be able to readily accept Prince Sasha’s request.”

It seemed that this matter had been completely approved by the archduke.

“Hmm, then, shall I?”

“Yes!”

Indicating that it’s okay to run over, I casually opened my arms. Sasha, with a shy smile, snuggled closely in my embrace.

“This feels very nice.”

“I feel the same.”

This little one even smelled sweet. He’s so cute that I might just burst into a big smile.

The butler, with an even more satisfied voice than before, said that he would prepare some tea soon.

“Umm, Lady Charl?” Sasha, still in my arms, tilted his head back to look up at me. “Do you like uncle, Lady Charl?”

“Uncle?” I tilted my head. The duke only has a younger sister.

“Uncle Calix.”

“Ah.”

Sasha’s eyes sparkled. I, too, became bright-eyed, only thinking about wanting to try biting his cheeks… Really!

At that moment, I realized, with the butler also behind me, perhaps this was the perfect time to declare that I had absolutely no feelings for the archduke! Even if he stared at my face, since I had already said last time that I did not like him, was he just observing? That must be it!

It seemed like he might start showing interest in it again, but even if that was the case, it would be a matter for later anyway! Thank you, little one.

I gave him a faint smile. “No.”

“B-but Lady Charl, you’ve liked uncle for nearly ten years…”

Agh. Has Sasha also found out about it? Just by recalling what was presumably my shameful past, it seemed that the child had been greatly flustered. Even his usually clear pronunciation faltered, the distinctly recited word losing its final consonant.

I became a little solemn. To the extent of being horrified… even a gentle and kind child… my past…

So, I said it once more to Sasha, firmly stating that such worries were no longer necessary. “I don’t like him at all.”

And then, Sasha’s small mouth opened weakly into a triangle shape.
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Although he had a seemingly kind smiling face, the man with an off-putting demeanor—one would want to avoid—quickly disappeared under Livan’s sharp gaze.
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“Beware of Lady Lienta. For nearly ten years, she has been notorious for chasing after the archduke because of her unrequited love.”
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Those words were etched clearly in Sasha’s mind. As he repeatedly pondered them, Sasha realized the most important thing.

While waiting for Charlize, the child couldn’t control his legs, swinging them as if he were on a swing. Imagining the scene of them getting married, he tightly clasped both hands and parted his lips wide.

“Ah.” The realization that he had acted ridiculously suddenly struck him. Embarrassed, Sasha, with flushed cheeks, straightened his legs and firmly placed his hands on his knees to still them.

Even with a young mind, knowing that it wasn’t proper to ask Charlize about such things in front of the archduke, he had even obtained permission to wait early beforehand.
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“I don’t like him at all.”

Sasha stared hopelessly at Charlize’s face with trembling eyes. The expectations that he nurtured over the past week, savoring it gradually like a sweet treat, collapsed completely.
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…What’s this?

“I-is that really true, Lady Charl?”

“Of course.”

“Do you really not like uncle?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Why don’t you like him?”

His words sounded somewhat melancholic.

“Right. I’m not sure.”

Saying I preferred men with blond hair and a bad boy attitude, among other things, felt a bit off. Just thinking about it brought up so much guilt; it was not something to say in front of a child.

“Then…” Sasha gulped, clenching his small fists tightly. “Do you hate uncle, Lady Charl?”

“Hmm, no.” This was not just because I was aware of the butler being behind me. The archduke was a good person with a heart as broad as the sea. Yes, certainly! That’s how it should be… “He’s a good person, isn’t he?”

“That’s right.” Sasha, who had been biting his lip the entire time, smiled slightly.

His blushing cheeks were very cute. As expected, it seems the archduke treats him well. Just by thinking about his uncle, his face had already become so flushed.

“Um, Lady Charl.” Sasha’s cheeks blushed a little more. “May I show you my bedroom and the toy rooms? Of course, you don’t have to if it’s bothersome."

“Is it all right to do so? I’m really looking forward to it.”

At my words, Sasha’s shoulders bobbed up and down. “Then, shall we go now?”

Holding hands tightly and walking down the hallway, I asked the question I had actually wanted to ask first. “Have you been well?”

The child blinked his eyes and then smiled softly. “Yes. I have been well, waiting for today every day.”

For a moment, I felt embarrassed, thinking that Sasha had been waiting for me. However, it seemed he just actually wanted to show me his room… because it was incredibly excellent! Rather than saying he waited for me, it would be more accurate to say he was waiting every day for the chance to show off.

Although I roughly knew about it from the novel, it was still so impressive that I exclaimed, “Wow.”

Sasha said, “I can look at the gardens while riding my rocking horse like this,” as I watched him climb onto a small wooden horse.

I covered my mouth. He’s too cute.

“Uh, I usually ride well, but… I do usually ride well.” As he energetically shook his small body, the stationary wooden horse moved steadily.

It seemed fitting to invite a painter right away.

“Very cute.” Unable to hold myself back, the words inevitably burst out, and Sasha smiled shyly in response.

In the well-lit room, sunlight streamed in brightly. As I watched the child under that natural light, I suddenly blinked slowly. “Sasha, may I also ask a question?”

“O-of course! Please go ahead!”

“You asked if I was okay after hugging me last time. What did you mean by that?”

“Ah.” Sasha smiled brightly.

So, for a moment, I hoped that my assumption was wrong. However, his smile resembled that of a proud child who had been asked a question he already knew the answer to.

“It’s because I’m dirty. Of course, I take a bath to keep clean, but still, there’s nothing that can be done about innate things, Lady Charl.”

The child had probably overheard such words from passersby while he was begging on the streets. Words spoken carelessly can sometimes cut deeper than anything else, leaving unforgettable marks on someone.

“You’re not dirty. Who said you’re dirty? A child as cute as you,” I said as I approached and lightly tapped the tip of Sasha’s nose. His eyes widened even more, and he fiddled with his nose. “Because they themselves are dirty, they must see everyone else as dirty too.”

“Is that so…”

I spoke in a firm tone, but Sasha, perhaps recalling their clean appearance, responded with uncertainty.

“It’s something that cannot be known just from the outside.”

At my words, Sasha gently raised his head. Gazing quietly into my eyes, the child suddenly nodded his head vigorously and smiled softly.

“That’s right. Because one cannot know just from the outside.”

Sasha, who smiled shyly, got down from the wooden horse and fidgeted with his shoulders again.

“Now, let’s go to the garden, Lady Charl.”

[image: ]

As expected, the archduke was waiting in the garden.

…Huh? Certainly, Calix was looking at me, but I could not see the future. Could it be over with just that one time?

Becoming dazed while being led by Sasha, we reached a nearby distance from him, and it happened the moment I absentmindedly looked at the archduke.

Again, the sensation of time slowing down came.

I realized it didn’t work from afar but only up close, and I felt like hitting my forehead when a sentence passed before my eyes again.
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The service had already started, but Calix remained relaxed. Since Sasha and Livan would already be inside the chapel, there was no reason to rush.

He wondered if Sasha, disheartened by the news that Charlize would not be attending, was now gazing at the stained glass with wide eyes.

Suddenly, a child appeared.

The child, whom Duchess Baier deeply cherished in her own way, had large eyes brimming with tears. “Y-Your Highness the Archduke, something terrible has happened. Prince Sasha… Prince Sasha has…”

Crying loudly, the child pointed in a direction. Calix ran there, but it was already too late. As he arrived, he saw some children running away and others sitting down sobbing, but his blue eyes focused on one place only.

“…Sasha.”

The surface of the lake had already turned dark, forbidding entry to anyone else.

The child, a direct blood descendant of the imperial family, could breathe even under the surface of the water. He would not die.

However, just the fact that he would not die could not be a reason for relief. It simply could not be. A child so very afraid, such a small child, was alone in the complete darkness.
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Without even realizing it, I turned to look at Sasha. As our eyes met, the child’s face lit up with a slight smile.

Despite his harsh childhood under the influence of thugs, Sasha still maintained a gentle nature, yet he had lost something—it was in his way of smiling. Not just a slight smile, but being able to laugh heartily and smile brightly, which would only be possible after more than a year from now.

That too, was because Irian was always by his side.

“Today, I saw the toy rooms with Lady Charl,” Sasha spoke in a chirpy manner.

The archduke, with a faint smile, listened intently to his words.

Seemingly excited by that, the child’s shoulders twitched. “So, Lady Charl praised me for riding well. As expected, Lady Charl is kind and considerate!”

I, who was absently listening to Sasha’s boasting, took a pause… Oh?

“The way she rescued me when I was about to be hit by that older brother was really cool!”

“That’s right, you said she had scolded those thugs with a dignified face.”

“Yes, yes!”

Huh…

“And then, and—”

Why does the archduke so naturally know Sasha’s next words, and why is Sasha only talking about me?

“Lady Charl is a really good person! There’s no one better than Lady Charl.”

“What about me?” The archduke, as if feeling hurt, lowered his eyebrows. “Am I not a good person?”

“Ah, ah, no! Uncle is as good a person as Lady Charl!” Frantically gesturing with his hands, Sasha’s body shook. As soon as Calix said he would believe him if he fed him madeleines, a fiddlehead-like hand quickly stuffed one into Calix’ mouth.

Calix, chuckling softly, brushed off the cake crumbs stuck on Sasha’s mouth. “My lady, won’t you tell me how you captured Sasha’s heart? Sasha likes you a lot.”

“W-well…”

“Is it a secret?” Calix chuckled while brushing away a strand of hair stuck on Sasha’s round forehead. “Sasha always carries around the gift that the lady gave him. Thank you for giving a gift that the child really likes.”

I felt apologetic for thinking about him being the male lead and such in his presence before, but such a thought surfaced again. Is it because he’s the male lead? He speaks in quite a flattering way.

Feeling embarrassed, I replied, “Not at all.”

“Then, it turns out, you now have two wishes.”

“What?”

The archduke narrowed his eyes and smiled. “One is as thanks for saving Sasha, and the other as thanks for giving him such a precious gift.”

Are you truly an angel?

“In the first place, the lady’s gift would’ve been delivered to Sasha anyway.”

…What?

“Although a wizard might have had been called to appraise it first.”

“Of course.”

That surprised me! In raising a child, one of the countless important lessons is to teach caution around strangers. Moreover, I was the lady who had been chasing the archduke for several years, and there was a prevailing opinion that I would even go as far as to find the imperial prince if it meant obtaining the archduke.

Therefore, it would be problematic if he carelessly accepted what I offered and gave it directly to the child.

“Asking for the two wishes today would probably be too much, and since Sasha likes the lady…” The fingers that lightly tapped the table stopped, and Calix slowly tilted his head. “Could you visit Elluiden manor again next time? Of course, if it’s difficult, a letter would also be fine.”

He’s definitely an angel…! Anyway, why didn’t I go to the service on the Day of Sacred Blessing? Perhaps a situation arose that prevented me from going. Hmm.

The answer I had agonized over during the carriage ride back emerged unexpectedly easily. It was then, when the duke was eating heartily, as if his appetite had returned, that I casually asked about the Sacred Blessing.

“Now that you mention it, the Sacred Blessing will soon be upon us. I have been so busy with the imperial prince’s matter that I hadn’t realized it was already that time. Time flies.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes?” The duke furrowed his brow thoughtfully.

“Isn’t the Sacred Blessing held only once every five years?”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t I need to go?”

“When have you ever gone before?”

Aha. It seemed I had just forgotten about the Sacred Blessing Service itself.

“More importantly, did you return from the archduke’s manor all right, Charl?”
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The duke, still fixing his gaze on the bread, asked. As if he had practiced, his voice did not tremble, and he did not stutter. However, it felt like more than just a simple passing question. He sneakily glanced at me while asking, which was why I felt that way.

“Yes, I’ve been invited to come back again next time.”

“C-cough!”

“Here.”

After taking the glass of water I handed him and gulping it down, the duke barely managed to squeeze out a feeble voice, “W-what for?”

“Prince Sasha liked my gift, and the archduke wishes to express his gratitude.”

“Ah, the pendant.”

“Yes, I was worried because it was bought in a hurry, but I’m glad that he liked it.”

The duke, briefly glancing at me, muttered under his breath, “Our Charl is a bit… clueless, isn’t she? He must have liked it more because it was you who gave it.”

“Hmm… that could perhaps be the case,” I replied nonchalantly.

It was something to be grateful for if he regarded it as precious. Anyway, once he meets Irian, the luminous gemstone that Irian gifts him will be treasured even more.

The young imperial prince, who used to cry silently whenever Irian left his side, was now able to wave goodbye even as I said I was leaving, far from trying to hold me back. That time, the reason he cried at the ballroom might have been because there were many people, and he got scared.

“Charl? Why do you suddenly seem upset?”

“…I was just feeling down…”

The duke took in a breath, then exclaimed, “Who dared to upset you?!”

“It’s me.”

“What? Why?!”

“The thought of why I did what I did occurred to me.”

“…C-Charl, as expected, seeing the archduke again, your feelings…”

“That’s not it.”

Lifting my head up sharply and decisively cutting off the conversation, the duke, with his eyes moistened, said, “If that’s the case, then it’s a relief.”

Just like that, our dinnertime ended.

I, who went up to my bedroom, found a letter and tilted my head in curiosity. “In my relationships, there’s no one who would give me such a thing…” Did I do something wrong again? I flinched, recalling the letter I received last time, which contained the ill-intentions of a severe curse that started with “This letter begins in the resort city Angel…”

Being cautious, and while turning the envelope over and over, I discovered the sender’s name clearly written on it.
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From Irian
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Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Irian at the last ball. If she didn’t attend, it wouldn’t have been for lack of an invitation. The archduke had sent invitations to all the families residing in the capital. Of course, they weren’t written by the archduke himself but were sent by the butler on behalf of House Elluiden.

Therefore, I also felt a bit of regret, thinking that if the invitation had been sent addressed to my family, and not to me directly, I might not have gone.

But in the end, it turned out to be very fortunate that I attended.
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“What’s the matter?” I quickly took out its contents and narrowed my eyes. “Huh?”
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To Lady Charlize Lienta, with thanks.
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Why is she thankful? Though initially confused, I read through the letter.

After finishing and putting it down, I repeatedly nodded my head.

“Something has happened.”

Something very serious has happened!
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I went to the capital to meet Irian.

It was good that I spent time around the training grounds these past few days. Going out two days in a row was a deadly schedule for this frail body of mine. So, yesterday, before eating, I mentioned I would take a short break from running until just before the Day of Sacred Blessing, but I think I might have to change that plan.

Since I hadn’t been training for long, it felt more tiring, so I planned to stop until then… But now it seems like I could continue. Seeing that I’ve already gained stamina with just this much effort… How little must I have exercised before?

“My lady, please alight.”

When I was getting off the carriage, because I was still sleepy, I didn’t realize it was Sir Evans again today. Last time, I had told him that I wouldn’t be going to the training grounds for a while, which made this encounter convenient.

“Sir Knight, yesterday, I said that I wouldn’t go to the training grounds for a while, didn’t I?”

Sir Evans, as if he had something to be happy about, responded with a smile, “Yes, you did say that.”

“But I’m planning to go again.”

“Why do you say that?”

Just then, Irian shouted from a distance, “My lady!”

“Lady Irian.”

Pretending to have heard him, I turned back to Sir Evans. It seemed like he had said something. “Sir Knight, what were you saying?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.”

Seeing Sir Evans’ face turn pale, I suddenly became worried.

Ah, by chance… Charlize, even if she just misheard the sound of the wind, would get angry and say “You definitely said something! Are you saying my ears heard it wrong, then?” It was a part of her daily routine.

“I must have heard it wrong.” I reassured him with a kind smile and a pat on his shoulder, then turned to Irian.

“Why weren’t you waiting inside?”

“No, I had just arrived too.”

I nodded, as if to say, “I see.”

As we entered the coffee house, a server—whose movements were so precisely rigid they almost seemed to creak—guided us to our table.

After our desserts arrived and I had taken a bite, Irian began to speak. Although she usually wore an excited expression, seeing her hold back like this made me think unconsciously that it was just like her, especially since she had been in charge of Sasha’s etiquette lessons.

“Sales have significantly increased since my lady praised my drawings,” Irian confessed shyly. Her once sharp demeanor, like a cat with her fur bristled, was gone.

Such things were also written in the letter.
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Even if the day I coincidentally met my lady exhausted the last of my luck, I am content. From now on, I will live with a mindset of constant diligence so as not to be a burden to my lady.
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I knew from the original story how blissfully happy Irian had lived as the archduchess, which made me pause my eating and ponder for a moment before carefully broaching the topic.

“Irian, don’t you ever plan to marry? Perhaps a very handsome man who loves only you?”

“Hmm,” Irian murmured, her smile faint. “I don’t want to get married, my lady. My parents do love each other deeply, but for me, it’s different.”

“Is that so…”

“I want to spend the rest of my life drawing. Of course, it will be a difficult path.”

“It seems very possible.”

“Pardon?”

“People who recognize your talent are already out there, aren’t they? After seeing the drawing you sent yesterday, I was surprised at how much you’ve improved in such a short time.” As I spoke, I absentmindedly took another bite of cake—it was so delicious that I was momentarily lost in its taste. I should buy some for Sasha; it’s irresistible!

It was something I was sharing with Irian, but I was worried that I might end up glaring at her unintentionally if she did try to eat some.

“Yes, my lady.”

I wondered if I had unwittingly spoken my thoughts aloud, but Irian was still smiling brightly. It struck me then—she was truly strong, continuing to try to sell her drawings despite constantly being turned away at the door.

“I’m glad I didn’t believe the rumors about you, my lady.”

“I don’t know what those rumors are, but they’re probably true…?”

Charlize was still a noble lady, even if didn’t act like one. Therefore, there was no one who spoke ill of her for anything she hadn’t actually done. One could say that she really benefited from thoughts like “Would she really go that far?” and “Charlize Lienta is a noble lady. The rumors must be exaggerated.”

But surprisingly, it’s because those were the only things she really did!

“You’re very humble, my lady.”

“That’s not it, Irian.”

“No, it’s true. I’ve come to know by meeting my lady in person.”

No, that’s not it…

While Irian was talking excitedly about this and that, nodding her head and asking questions, a crimson sunset spread across the sky.

Irian, looking at the dimming streets with a regretful face, suddenly exclaimed and asked, “Now that I think about it, is my lady going to attend the service on the Day of Sacred Blessing?”

“Yes, I’m planning to.”

“So, our next meeting will be delayed again.”

She’s thinking of meeting me again? I blinked, momentarily stopping my hand that was about to get another forkful of cake.

“I’m busy with work, so it’ll be difficult for me to attend the service.”

The deep dark circles under her eyes revealed her fatigue from the past days. Yet, as Irian spoke about her work, a smile spread once again across her face.

Staring, I ended up asking a silly question, “Do you like drawing that much, Lady Irian?”

“Of course. I really like it.”

Dimples appeared at the corners of Irian’s mouth.

It was an element first mentioned only in the spin-off of the original story, leading to speculation that the author might have added it as an afterthought. I heard several indignant comments questioning why such a disconcerting element was included and whether it meant Irian had never truly been happy in the main story.

While looking at the dimples that appeared only when she was very happy, I thought further. If the joy that was supposed to come only two years from now was already with you, then maybe that would be enough.

In any case… everything’s completely tangled up, isn’t it? Mm-hmm, everything was completely tangled up. However, is there no such thing as a coercive force here?

Was it really okay for things to change so abruptly?! I was so dumbfounded that I wanted to at least shout towards the heavens. I wondered what I would do if a god of this world appeared in a dream and asked, “Are you the one messing up the law of cause and effect?!” but I had never had such dreams and always slept soundly.

I wasn’t sure if it was because I went to the training grounds every morning, or if it was thanks to having assessed their faces several times, but I became friendlier with the knights. Additionally, because the flowers in the garden were so pretty, whenever I went out to see them, the gardeners would always wait around wanting to introduce me to each one. Listening to their descriptions, I found flowers I wanted to introduce to the child.

In other words, my days were spent in tremendous peace and leisure.

And just like that, the day of the Sacred Blessing Service arrived.
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What if everything was a prelude for today?

Honestly, the thought didn’t occur to me. What’s the point in worrying about a future that may not come? Worrying about it would not change anything.

For now, I decided to focus only on shielding Sasha from bad memories today. Especially because it became more vicious than in the original story! Young children were pure. And sometimes, purity could become the cruelest form of evil.

Sasha would eventually become the emperor. In the process of ascending to that position, and even afterwards, he would frequently witness the evils of the world. However, it was still a type of emotion that was unnecessary to know yet.
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The service had already started, but Calix remained relaxed.
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Nevertheless, just in case, I timed my arrival to when other people would be arriving. Because of the child’s status, there would either be people gathered around him or none at all. I initially thought searching for his black hair would suffice, but I was mistaken.

It won’t work with Sasha.

“Oh my, look who’s here.”

What color was Livan Richt’s hair…? I had seen him last time, but the corridor was dark, so I was a bit confused about the color. Is it brown or reddish-brown?

“Hello, my lady.”

I turned my head indifferently to the voice calling me, and then flinched a little. It was a face I knew… Rosetta Eclisse.

In the original story, she hated Charlize to death and, purely because of that very hatred, pretended to be friendly towards Irian, but they ended up becoming really close friends. In short, she’s a person with a tsundere personality, and currently, was a lady who disliked me.

“It’s been a while.”

“Same old character. I was curious if you had become softer after resting in your duchy with a beautiful scenery and clean air.”

I was bewildered why she suddenly started with a provocation, but I didn’t particularly think about responding seriously. How many times has Charlize been mean to this lady?
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“Why, do you hate it so much that I have a higher prestige than you? Then blame your parents who gave birth to you. It’s better to just stay locked up in your room while harboring some unrealistic dreams.”
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Prestige… How embarrassing…

For reference, that’s the least harsh thing Charlize had ever said to Rosetta. It’s considered mild because everything before that was outright dismissive.

The problem was that “I” had already said that to her.

“You must have been doing well, my lady. I heard you even visited the archduke’s manor. You managed to succeed. Congratulations.”

Oh… has that story spread everywhere already? Or is Rosetta just particularly fast with rumors? As I was thinking this, she cleared her throat and then smiled brightly, true to her name.

“Did you go down to your duchy because you still had feelings for the archduke and did so just to attract his attention?”

“Why are you curious about that, Lady Rosetta?”

“Well, the story of my lady’s feelings towards the archduke is quite famous, of course.” Rosetta shrugged her shoulders.

“It seems you know it very well, Lady Rosetta.”

“Every noble in the capital probably knows it too.”

“Then, would you mind telling me as well?”

It was good that I came early. Upon reflection, I realized it would be wise to use this opportunity to fully understand exactly what Charlize had been up to and how the rumors had spread. Even if Irian said she had no thoughts of marriage, you never know.

Irian seems to view me quite favorably, doesn’t she…? Suppose they met by chance and fell in love immediately, but Irian, thinking she was betraying me, ignored her own feelings. And if the archduke, in his agony, realized I was the reason she was pushing him away, then I would be… I would be…

The rumors… they must be addressed. If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. I remember hearing that saying.

I quickly surveyed the surroundings and easily found a suitable place. Seeing my good luck, it seemed I would hear a lot of rumors and even find Sasha soon as well.

“It’s a bit awkward to talk about it here. It would be good to go over there, Lady Rosetta.”

After all, having a long conversation where everyone was passing by would be inconvenient. I pointed to a suitable place, but Rosetta hesitated and stepped back.

“Lady Rosetta?”

“You really haven’t changed, my lady.”

Rosetta bit her lip and turned to leave swiftly. I hurriedly grabbed her arm.

“Where are you going? You agreed to talk.”

“T-that place…”

“If you don’t like that place, we can do it somewhere else.”

Rosetta glared at me fiercely, but the arm linked to mine was trembling.

If she feels cold a lot, she should wear something warmer, or she might catch a cold like that. It was regrettable, but it couldn’t be helped.

“Your dress is pretty, but it’s quite thin. Since it seems we cannot continue our conversation outside, it will be better to talk some other time.”

Still, it’s good that she was willing to tell me. I smiled broadly, filled with goodwill.

“A-all right!”

Rosetta suddenly furrowed her brows and hurried away.

Hehe, we’ve made a promise. Now, shall I look for Sasha again? I glanced around, and as soon as I made eye contact with anyone, they’d quickly turn their eyes away.

“The weather’s a bit colder today.”

“Let’s hurry and go inside.”

“Ah, hello. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you—”

“Let’s do the greetings inside!”

…What’s with them? Anyway, it became easier to look for the child once everyone around disappeared.

After searching like that for a while, I suddenly stopped.

“This won’t do.” It would be better to just go to that place in advance and sneakily hide behind a tree. My limited and precious stamina looked like it was going to run out at this rate.

Oh my, oh my. I quickened my pace.

Sometimes, life was like a skein, with countless threads of coincidence intricately entangled, and there were moments when all the timings astonishingly aligned. Since this was a temple, there would be no uninvited guests, and the majority present were children. Among them was the eldest son of a noble family serving Elluiden; being the tallest, Livan must have felt at ease and stepped away for a moment.

“But why did you come here? No one welcomes you.”

Having arrived early, I hadn’t realized that what I heard might actually be an earlier part of the unfolding situation I had glimpsed through the archduke.
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“You, are you really the late emperor’s son? You’re not just pretending to be him, are you?”

“Are you a fake who’s pretending to be real?”

“That might be the case. A member of the imperial family can’t be this graceless.”

“Hey, Felix. Is he really the imperial prince? You must have heard something, right?”

Felix, the boy Livan had patted on the shoulder as a gesture to take good care of Sasha, brightened at the voice calling him. Still only nine years old, Felix had once been at the center of the group but had become subtly ostracized since the arrival of the young lord of Baier. He was someone who hoped to fit in properly again.

“Father said the imperial magic artifact had assessed him.”

“Hmm.” Lucas Baier, the de facto leader of the group, snorted. “But the person who brought you, it was Charlize Lienta, wasn’t it?”

Sasha, who had an indifferent expression, opened his eyes wide. Seeing the boy, who pronounced the difficult “sha” sound very well, he felt his heart, which had grown a bit stronger, shrink once again. I still can’t pronounce Lady Charl’s name properly…

“It’s possible that the lady set up a stand-in, then.”

The young voices exchanged mismatched conversations.

“Do you mean Charlize Lienta? I heard it too. She persistently follows the archduke around.”

Hearing them laugh about Charlize, Sasha could only bite his lip.

“Oh, this one seems to have quite a temper.”

“What’s the use in enduring something like that?” The son of Count Nille, smiling slyly, lightly tapped Sasha’s cheek.

Lucas, at the sight, flinched, but he clenched his hand into a fist, restraining himself. He wasn’t just doing this without reason. This is an opportunity to gain recognition.
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“Please help the imperial prince realize his position, young lord. You can do it well, right?”
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“Lady Charlize is not that kind of person.”

“He really must not be the imperial prince! He addresses her as ‘lady.’”

“As expected, he’s a fake brought in by the lady.”

“But then, doesn’t that mean the lady could face execution?”

The boys snickered.

The strength gradually slipped away from Sasha’s tightly clenched fist. Even if he did not fully understand the meaning, he could sense it wasn’t something good.

A feeble voice flowed out through his slightly parted lips, “Execution?”

“Is it a difficult word for you? It means getting killed. Because you couldn’t properly imitate the real thing.”

In reality, the authenticity of Sasha’s identity mattered little to the boys. To them, he was a high-ranking child who had just suddenly appeared, someone almost unbearable to look at. His timid personality was already well-known. Additionally, there was only one imperial prince, but many of them. So, even if he reported being bullied to the archduke, they could all simply deny it. Then, rumors would spread that he was falsely accusing others, branding him a liar.

“But why did you come here? No one welcomes you.”

“That’s right, no one welcomes you. No one would want to play with you, right? Because how can they be close to someone whose life they know nothing about?”

“I heard you grew up on the streets, is that true? Then you must have lived by begging, right? They say those people really stink.”

“Begging? Then try it on us too.”

“Who knows? Maybe then we’ll be friends with you?”

“He might have begged from Charlize too—”

Then, a chilling voice cut through the air.

“Prince Sasha doesn’t need to beg from you.”
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The woman who appeared with an indifferent tone radiated an atmosphere that commanded attention. Her chilling face, seemingly incapable of bearing an expression, along with her perfect facial features, naturally emanated a sense of distance.

Despite her appalling behavior of constantly chasing after the archduke, the reason most nobles only whispered among themselves was this. From the moment she was born, she had exuded an atmosphere that marked her as fundamentally different from them.

Therefore, the intimidation she projected felt all the more intense to the children.
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I tried hard to relax my facial muscles, which were involuntarily tensing into a frown and held back—because I was now acutely aware of the influence my face had.

These bad… Although they were a bunch of cowardly and mean boys who banded together to bully Sasha, they were still children. For an adult to reprimand them would be even more cowardly.

However, if it was against another adult, then it would be a different story.

“Charlize…? It seems Count Nille calls me by name in his manor. In my presence, he addresses me as ‘Lady Lienta,’ but behind my back, it’s like that…”

This worked out really well. I lowered my eyelids, concealing my gaze. He would come to realize that if he looked into my eyes, I wouldn’t let his father get away with it. I mean, I don’t want to give him a chance to prepare in advance.

In the original work, Sasha had keenly caught the look in the eyes of a certain count and reported it to the archduke. So, despite his appearance, that child too must have been receiving top-notch education continuously…

…Hmm. Sasha was indeed amazing.

“W-waaah!”

The crying sound, acting as a catalyst, made two of the five burst into tears one after another.

Why in the world?! I didn’t do anything!

“You are the ones who bullied him, so why are you crying?”

“We weren’t bullying him.”

“Then what?”

“We were just telling him.”

“Telling him what?” I had no choice but to keep asking because he kept omitting parts of his previous sentences, and yet, the boy just clenched his fist.

“No one here welcomes that fake imperial prince! Even you, my lady, it’s only because of, because of the archduke…”

Ah, they really did something this time. Since it was obvious that listening to the end would only make him feel uncomfortable, I reached out my hand to Sasha.

“Let’s go back, imperial prince. To Lienta, Elluiden, or wherever you wish.”

I waited until the child held my hand.

Ah, that’s right. The sentence that had been glossed over came to mind, prompting me to shift my gaze. As our eyes met, the boy shuddered. Embarrassed by his reaction, he straightened his shoulders even more and returned my glare.

“And your words, they’re all wrong. I like the imperial prince a lot.”

Why hasn’t he grabbed it yet? Don’t tell me Sasha has become afraid of me too? Just as I was about to turn my head again, I started feeling a bit unsettled.

“E-eek!”

The boy suddenly pushed Sasha into the lake. I frantically stretched my arms further, but my hands, floating in the air, just failed to reach him, and the lake swallowed up his small body. That kid couldn’t possibly have done this alone.

That would be a problem to be addressed later. Soon, the surface of the lake would turn black, making it impossible for anyone else to enter.

Without hesitation, I jumped into the lake.
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In the original story, Sasha was trapped not in a lake but in a secret room.

What comforted Sasha in the complete darkness, where not a single ray of light leaked in, was the luminous gemstone that Irian had given him. However, for a seven-year-old child alone in a space of unknown size, a light no brighter than a lantern was hardly reassuring.

Until the sleeping Divine Beast of Light awoke, the memory of that time lingered deeply in his small body, and the need to keep the lights on at night persisted for a long time. Nevertheless, there was one reason I couldn’t simply dismiss it or decide to stop it altogether.

Later on, Sasha’s life would be saved thanks to the divine beast.

In that case, it should be all right if I stay with him. So as not to leave him alone in the darkness; to avoid being engulfed by the bad thoughts that nobody would be by his side. It’ll be fine if he’s not left alone.

In the dark surroundings of the deep lake, I finally caught a glimpse of the luminous gemstone pendant emitting a faint light.

“Sasha!” My voice, muffled by the water, couldn’t reach him.

The small chest of the child, who had tightly closed his eyes, fluttered faintly. This, this really isn’t a healing novel. I clenched my teeth. How can it be called a healing novel when the child ends up with two terrible memories?

A little more. Just a little more. A small finger brushed against the fingertips of my outstretched hand, and his pretty eyes suddenly opened wide. I’m here.

Sasha’s mouth contorted. The child, having bravely held back tears, finally broke down. His warm tears, welling up profusely, brushed against his cheeks.

I barely gathered the small warmth that had touched me, holding the child close in my embrace.
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This place was deemed by the temple to be the nest of the divine beast. Because of the lake’s not-so-large diameter, it even drew ridicule suggesting the temple was just trying to profit excessively, but in reality, it was indeed so.

The Divine Beast of Light lay deeply asleep in the darkness of the temple, not beneath the light. Since a direct descendant of the imperial family has come, the divine beast will soon awaken… Ah, finally.

The luminous gemstone pendant, which had been floating upward due to the current, now slowly descended toward the child’s chest. Our sinking bodies gradually slowed, and the light was completely obscured. The divine beast began to converse with him.

Now that it’s come to this, let’s just endure it, since Sasha will be fine.

The Pope did not acknowledge the current emperor’s accession. Therefore, for the divine beast, Sasha was the only direct descendant. Thus, the child should be able to breathe here without any trouble.

The strength slowly faded from the hand that was tightly gripping me, and golden sparks were engraved into Sasha’s blue eyes.

Come to think of it, in the original story, there’s a scene where Irian fell into this lake.
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The moment the sunlight that penetrated through the surface of the lake completely disappeared; the view was dyed in perfect darkness.

Irian slowly closed her eyes.

How strange.

As if isolated from the world, a bizarre sensation arose, and strangely, her heart felt at peace—
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That isn’t the case! This is supposed to bring peace?!

The difference between the heroine and the villainess was being thoroughly highlighted even in aspects like this. How can one live with the sorrow of being the villainess?

Still, knowing that I wouldn’t die, I wasn’t very afraid. Because this lake was a sacred lake, even if a person fell into it, they wouldn’t die. However, since it was a sacred lake, if one dared to enter it just to prove that the legend was true, they would likely be executed…

…I’ll be okay, right?

I firmly embraced the child in my arms. As soon as I regained my composure to think of something else, my nose, having inhaled a lot of water earlier, now began to sting. Still, I won’t die because of this.

The Divine Beast of Light—a being said to nest in areas shrouded in darkness—was relegated to mere legend over time. As people’s faith diminished, he was forgotten.

The faith the divine beast received directly translated into the power he wielded; therefore, he was currently in such a weak state that he could not even reveal his original form… Oh.

Sasha’s eyes returned to blue. Then, as if losing consciousness, the child’s eyes closed, and his body became quite heavy. All that was left was to head up now… Ah, this won’t do.

Since the conversation with the divine beast had ended, the surface should have already returned to its original state. The archduke would soon be coming.

It’s fortunate that we have a luminous gemstone pendant. Since it emitted light, we could quickly be found without them having to wander. My hair was silver, so it might be quite visible. If not, there was nothing to be done. Since bodies naturally float on water, if I just relaxed, we might rise to the surface.

I tried hard to think of something else, but my vision ultimately blurred, and at that moment, someone embraced me. A firm hand, as if determined not to lose anyone, securely supported my back. In the view illuminated by the flickering luminous gemstone pendant, I seemed to have found a pair of icy blue eyes.

Seeing his gaze, I felt a bit puzzled. You must know that no one would die here, so why do you have such eyes?

It only took a matter of seconds before we reached the surface of the water.

“My lady, keep breathing,” a calm voice brushed past my ears, and with a warm hand stroking my back, I exhaled a rough breath.

As I continued gasping for a while, someone carefully took the child from my arms. He was limp and still had his eyes closed. They might think he had actually lost consciousness.

“Sasha, he’s all ri—”

“I know, so there’s no need for a long explanation. Your throat would get sore.”

The person who took Sasha away was Livan Richt. He, muttering “Thank you, thank you” in a daze, embraced Sasha with a distraught expression.

“Pardon me.”

As I stared intently, finding it hard to look away, my view suddenly shifted upwards—the archduke had picked me up.

I thought he didn’t like being touched? I learned, unexpectedly, that when people were too startled, they ended up just staying still.

When the archduke signaled, the knight quickly covered me with the uniform coat that the archduke had taken off. Only then did I timidly touch the archduke, while stealthily gesturing with my eyes.

I’ll walk.

The archduke tilted his head, perhaps misunderstanding. I was about to speak but then hesitated. If I continued like this and injure my throat, the duke might shed tears every time I speak until it healed.

I’ll walk.

His expression was one of pure innocence. The face beneath the wet, black hair… suited him so damn well!

I. Will. Walk.

This time, the archduke tilted his head the other way. I was now certain he was pretending not to understand. It was strange that a man with such incredible intuition couldn’t grasp my meaning.

Whatever. See? Feeling spiteful, I let all my strength drain from my body and leaned heavily against him. You’re the one carrying me. Heavy, aren’t I?

Then, becoming a bit timid, I looked up at the archduke. Not only were his features striking, but the lines of his face were particularly elegant. As I gazed thoughtlessly, at some point, I found myself making eye contact with him.

His face was unusually expressionless, but it didn’t frighten me. I wasn’t sure if it was because his gaze, which was slowly examining my face, didn’t linger.

“Inform Duke Lienta that the lady will be resting at Elluiden manor,” the archduke instructed before getting into the carriage.

I was bewildered. What? Why?

Seemingly noticing, the archduke brushed away the hair sticking to my forehead and smiled. Suddenly, I thought that his smile seemed a bit fierce.

“Once we arrive, there will be many things to discuss, my lady.”

His words were ambiguous, but I wasn’t scared—because I was certain his smile wasn’t directed at me.
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After finishing a long bath in warm water mixed with fragrant bath bombs, I felt a bit melancholic. I wanted to watch the steam rising from my body, but it didn’t because the air was too warm in this bathroom.

I quite liked watching the steam rise from my body, and I felt a pang of regret thinking about my own bathroom, where I deliberately kept the air cooler just to see the steam more. Today, with my body being very cold, I could have seen even more steam.

Trudging toward the connecting bedroom, I was startled to find four maids waiting for me upon arrival.

“My lady, I greet you for the first time. I am Kallen, the head maid of Elluiden manor. This is the medicine that you need to take.”

I forcefully drank it, even though it tasted so bad that I found myself wiping away tears. This truly was a testament to my will to survive.

“Well done,” the head maid, who seemed to be just in her mid-thirties, commended me as she smiled warmly.

I felt embarrassed receiving such praise, especially since I wasn’t a child anymore. Then, she extended a plate toward me—on it was candy.

“It tasted very bitter, didn’t it?”

Are there only angels here? I politely received them with both hands.

“Would you like to rest a little more?”

While I ate the candy sparingly, I shook my head, prompting the head maid to signal to the nearby maids.

“Then, I will guide you to His Highness immediately, my lady.”
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Calix was already waiting for me in the reception room.

He was standing by the window, gazing beyond it. Before I could even call out, he turned around, his blue eyes then fixating on me.

“My lady, are you sure you don’t need more rest?”

“I’m all right.”

“Is that so…”

He pulled out a chair for me, and I sat down somewhat awkwardly. As the archduke sat across from me at the tea table, his long eyelashes were particularly vivid under the sunlight.

“My lady, thank you for saving Sasha. Every time, my gratitude towards you only deepens.”

“…It’s nothing.”

He’s being genuine. It seemed the archduke was just too fond of people; to think he had forgotten all the long years I had been a nuisance to him. Or maybe, Charlize just had that level of presence… That’s favorable for me!

“The family of the young boy who pushed Sasha into the lake was instigated by the empress.”

Seeing them go as far as to push the imperial prince, I thought it strange, and then, as expected, it turned out that the empress had a hand in it.

“A person who hates the lady has come into existence.”

I suppose so.

Irian, who took Sasha to the archduke’s manor, became a thorn in the empress’ side. Since I caused her to miss the opportunity to eliminate him, I might just be a needle in her eye.

“It’s all right. There are already many people who dislike me anyway.”

Calix, who was quietly staring at me, suddenly smiled strangely as he asked, “Always saying ‘all right,’ is it a habit? It seems my lady always says she’s all right.”

Do I do that?

While deep in thought, the archduke relaxed his mouth and laughed languidly.

“Even when you fell into the lake, you said you were all right.”

“That’s because… I wouldn’t die even if I fell into the lake. It’s all right as long as I survived…” Survival is my top priority!

Unfathomable eyes watched me. Wondering why he was looking at me like that, I tilted my head. Just then, the archduke tapped the teacup saucer. As I hastily gulped it down, he smiled, praising me for a job well done.

Somehow, the thought occurred to me that if Charlize had seen that smile before, she might not have felt the need to chase after the archduke—just to see it again.

“I’m sorry, my lady, for getting you involved in this troublesome matter. I’ve thought about widely publicizing that you are House Elluiden’s benefactor, what do you think? Then no one would dare to speak lightly of you.”

As it was, I thought I could already hear talk about how much I must love the archduke—having dived into the lake with nothing but my body, just to save his nephew…

“You don’t have to go that far.”

“Do you dislike it?” the archduke asked, gently tilting his head, his face expressionless.

If you ask like that… with that face and that tone of voice…!

“No.”

I won’t pathetically make an excuse for myself… I, indeed, fell for that face.

“And you didn’t have to go that far, my lady. What you did was more than you think.” Calix squinted his eyes and smiled faintly. “Even though it might not look like it, I am very grateful.”
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I, it turns out, am actually quite useful?

Why was he treating me so well? While scratching my cheek, the carriage passed through our manor’s main gate. The duke must have heard the news by now, right…? I was worried about what to do if he fainted again.

The carriage stopped, and I took a deep breath to compose myself in advance.

Just as I was about to step out, the door suddenly flung open. Instead of descending from the carriage on my own, I found myself being carried down.

“Charl!”

The duke’s voice was muffled as he called my name and embraced me. Initially bewildered and not tinged with crying, his voice gradually became tearful.

“My darling!”

It was an epiphany after being embraced in the duke’s arms. I had thought he had a weak constitution, but he was surprisingly strong. His arms, which desperately embraced me with all his strength, tightened around my body painfully, yet I did not show it and merely cleared my throat.

“I’m all right—”
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“It seems my lady always says she’s all right.”
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“…You know the legend of the lake, that people don’t die even if they fall into it. I’m not hurt, father.”

“But still, how could I not worry?” the duke’s voice trembled greatly. “How could there be a way not to worry? I don’t know how not to worry about you.”

Glancing over the duke’s shoulder, I saw the head maid looking at me with worried, swollen eyes, while the butler dabbed at his tears with a handkerchief. The more I blinked blankly, the more my gaze drifted downward.

Awkwardly, I patted the duke’s back. “I’m here, father.”
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I ended up causing them immense worry…

Even during dinner, while being cautious, I deliberately ate a lot, but the duke’s sunken eyes did not easily regain their vitality.
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It was early in the night, and just as I was laying down in bed sullenly, I heard a voice.

― Human.

…What?
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Sasha was in a deep sleep, under the influence of medicine.

Calix, after slowly examining the child’s round forehead, button nose, and chubby cheeks, finally spoke, “What about the empress?”

“She doesn’t even suspect that we’ve already uncovered the truth. The count’s gambling debt had grown so large that he even resorted to tax evasion. It seems they chose Nille, as revealing his debt after his death would not make his sudden death seem suspicious,” Livan clenched his teeth. “What should we do about Count Nille?”

“Expose his tax evasion case,” Calix replied, his gentle voice belying the coldness of his words.

“What should we do about House Blaire?”

Half a day earlier, Livan, having embraced Sasha and felt a moment of relief, handed the child over to another knight. He then pressured the boys just enough to uncover the whole story, painfully realizing that it was the head of the vassal family who could be trusted, not the child.

“Ask about who they plan to appoint as the next head of the family. If they mention the eldest son…” Calix smiled fiercely. “We must strike down House Blaire itself.”

The eldest son must now walk the path of a clergyman, and in this regard, such an act was considered merciful.

Livan knelt down and said, “I shall obey your commands.”

The icy blue eyes looked back on the events from a few hours ago.
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“W-what about Lady Charl?”
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As soon as the child woke up, he started sobbing and desperately clinging to Livan. Only after being reassured that the lady was safe did he exhale a frail breath, his face washing over with relief.
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His late half-brother’s child—the boy he had kept at a distance—was still very young, merely a child, cherishing the memory of those two precious days because he couldn’t bear to forget them.

[image: ]

“Prince Sasha only spent, at most, two days with the lady, didn’t he? But to this extent…”
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Calix was able to understand. The heart could not forget the warmth that came at its most needed moment. Even if not to the same extent, it was something he too had experienced.

“Hmm,” the child murmured as his eyelids slowly rose, revealing his clouded blue eyes.

“It seems the prescription was insufficient. I will call the doctor!” Livan hurriedly rushed out of the room.

Calix smiled, facing the eyes that had now become quite clear.

“What should I do for you, Sasha? If I destroy the families of those who caused you trouble, will that make you feel a bit better?” The gesture of brushing away the hair that fell around the eyes was something he had learned from the child’s father. “Your uncle is the kind of person who is capable of that.”

Thinking it was a joke, Sasha faintly smiled and shook his head.

“Get some more sleep.”

The eyelids, gently touched by his hand as he moved it, blinked several times before quietly closing.

Calix made a quick decision: he would make the child untouchable, to the point that the imperial family couldn’t even go near him.

Soon after, the doctor who had arrived was turned away.

“I want to make a gesture of goodwill to Lienta.”

Livan, having fully understood his lengthy instructions, deeply bowed, and hurriedly left the bedroom.

In the moment, under the bright white moonlight, when Calix saw the child’s cheek shining brightly, he suddenly thought of Charlize. No, it was not just at the moment. For some time now, Calix had often found himself thinking of her.

Charlize Lienta had declared her love for Calix Elluiden, repeating it to the point of being tiresome. The weight of words so easily spoken tended to be light. Yet, she always came crashing in with all her strength, behaving as if his mere presence was enough, even if she lost everything else in the world.
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I promise never to bother His Highness the Archduke again.
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Yes, it seemed he also found the lady to be troublesome. Charlize always dwelled in realms of incomprehensibility. That was the one constant in their ever-changing relationship.

What thoughts could she be having? It was a question that repeated itself for over one year.
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Hehe, I obtained a wish.

The voice that I suddenly heard turned out to be from the divine beast.
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― My master fears me.
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The divine beast came to seek consultation about a dilemma.

In the original story, the Divine Beast of Light appeared and brightly illuminated the secret room, leading Sasha, who was alone, to immediately open his heart, but it was the opposite this time for some reason. It seemed like it was because they just quietly had a conversation.
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“Suddenly hearing a voice without a form, could it be because of that? He is still a child, after all.”

― Then, if I take on a form, will my master like me?

“Well, I’m not Sasha, so I don’t know.”

― I’ll give you a reward.

“First of all, it seems like he might be afraid of something big, so let’s not do that.”

― Even now, manifesting into a small form is possible!
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The divine beast exclaimed in an imposing manner.
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― What would be the best to transform into?

“Hmm, a firefly?”

― …Even if I think about it, that’s not it.

“Then, how about an animal the child is familiar with?”

― That’s a good idea! Then…

“Not a mouse!”

― To guess the thoughts of a divine beast. You are more impressive than expected. Oh, great human, then what else should I transform into?

“…I’ll ask Sasha.”

― All right, I will trust you.
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As he was about to completely disappear, I urgently grabbed him, asking if it was just a bluff, and he said this.
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― When my power returns, I will bless you.
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That moment will come six months from now.
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“Instead of a blessing, can’t you just grant me a wish?”
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In the original story, the divine beast, having just regained his power, first headed to a hidden location in the northern part of the empire. That place was said to shine as brightly as a dragon’s nest, and even housed holy relics from the Holy Era—what more was there to say?

There was something there I wanted to have.
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― All right.
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“Hehehe.”

I grinned slyly, then flopped down on the bed.

I had planned to start running around the training grounds again today, but they were shocked that I was even considering exercising so soon. Despite being stuck at the window for a long time, the knights circling the training grounds continued happily. There was once a time when I was happy with them too…

“Starting tomorrow, I’ll also join in,” I declared firmly.

As such, a week passed during which I ate well and exercised daily to show the duke that I was truly fine. Oh, and during that time, I had become wealthy.

It still doesn’t feel real. I had rejected it once, out of courtesy, but after the duke had checked the details and looked somewhat surprised, I resigned myself to just avoiding looking at the carriage that came from the archduke’s manor. If I see it, I’ll become greedy—that’s why! On the day we part, the pillow would undoubtedly be thoroughly soaked.

However, the archduke refused my refusal. Well, a male lead who hastily takes back something he gave is a bit… In any case, my heart was still fluttering.

As soon as the period of formally waiting for such a petty person’s recovery ended, two letters arrived. “My lady, two letters have arrived for you.”

Finally! I was overjoyed and excited, but when I checked, it was not from Rosetta but from Irian.

“After making a promise to tell me…” Disheartened, I checked Irian’s letter and hurriedly sent a reply.

And the other one was an invitation to the empress’ tea party.

The duke, who had noisily rushed over, worriedly furrowed his brow. “Charl, you don’t have to go.”

“Since I have already received an invitation, I plan to attend,” I said, smiling slightly.

It turned out well, just in time. The empress was the main antagonist of this world. So, it could be said that she was a figure well beyond capable of “killing” the duke. The empress, despite sending the invitation somewhat hastily, had set a rather generous schedule.

So, I came to meet Irian first.

When I heard that she had arrived earlier than planned, I hurried towards the reception room.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“No, it’s me who came early,” Irian said with a worried look on her face as she quickly approached and supported me.

“Are you all right?”

“Really, I’m all right. Sit down.”

Irian, still with a worried expression, asked several more times. Only after I consistently responded with being okay, fine, and very sturdy, did she finally feel relieved.

“I heard the rumor.”

I, who was earnestly eating cake, raised my head in a fluster.

“Congratulations on your success in love.”

“…What?”

“Those who have actually met my lady will all know the fact that the archduke is quite fortunate.” Irian smiled brightly. “Will you also be getting married? Ah, is it still too early to ask?”

“T-that rumor… is greatly exaggerated. His Highness simply regards me as one of the many people he is thankful for, to some degree.”

“…Pardon?” Irian’s face became stern. “That’s too much. You found the imperial prince for him, and even jumped into the lake to save him, and yet he regards you as just that.”

“…Upon thinking about it, it seems that he’s been much more thankful than that.”

Irian, who had been silently listening to my continuing arguments, sighed deeply. She made a pitying face and looked at me while biting her lip tightly, seemingly lost in thought.

“My lady, because you are so kind… It’s truly fortunate that you are a daughter of a duke.”

Oh, my God. Her tears slightly welled up. Right now, it seemed like nothing I said would get through. Sullenly, I chewed on a scone, my shoulders drooping.

“Also, my lady,” Irian smiled shyly, “here is an invitation. I got invited to the ‘Night of Young Artists.’”

I know about this. In the middle of the original story, there was an exhibition that almost completely failed, but it was revived thanks to Irian, who was the fiancée of the archduke supporting it. So, she has already taken an interest in it even at this point in time. Indeed, for artists, it was certainly a place where everyone dreamed of exhibiting their works.

“You won’t be bored when you come. There will be many good pieces there.”

“For me, just Irian being there is enough.”

“Goodness, my lady, really.” Irian’s cheeks reddened. “This time, it is said that a bust Lord Vanachell worked on during his time as the marquess’ heir will also be exhibited.”

I tilted my head. Is there something there that the empress would covet? Hmm…

As I was briefly lost in thought, Irian began to speak again with an anxious voice, “You’ll come, won’t you?”

“Of course.” I want to see Irian’s work too.

As I nodded repeatedly, Irian smiled brightly.
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In the original story, the empress was commonly referred to as “The Apothecary.”

It was a title reflecting her unique abilities, which stemmed from her origins.

Duchess Linix was known to have ultimately died from complications during childbirth, leaving behind the child who became known as the sole survivor of such tragedy. However, in reality, the biological mother of the empress was someone else.

Simply put, she was an illegitimate child.

Unlike other nobles who either didn’t recognize illegitimate children or, even if they did take them in, would only use them as pawns for political marriages while still holding them in disdain, Duke Linix had a unique approach.

He believed anyone with the blood of House Linix was a Linix.

The duke, who could never tolerate House Linix being disregarded, killed everyone who knew that the child was an illegitimate child. It was a purge that included the duchess as well.

Despite such efforts, the empress herself knew she was an illegitimate child. It was likely because of the ability she inherited through blood—a secret unknown to anyone except for Duke Linix. However, due to her inherently high-handed nature, the empress was ashamed of her origins. So, despite having the ability to plan and handle all matters herself, the reason she used the head of an esteemed marquess family as her own limbs was because of this.

The one who served as her “hands and feet” was none other than Marquess Vanachell. And unexpectedly, I ended up meeting the number one henchman of the original story’s main antagonist.

“Aren’t you Lady Lienta?”

He looked very kind, almost like a clergyman, but in reality, he was the mastermind behind the scenes. He was also the secondary male lead in the novel.

However, I did not flinch because I knew the inside story. In fact, he was just pretending to be a villain. It was thanks to him dying in place of the female lead, that led to the revelation of the marquess’ tragic past.

Perhaps the author revealed his past in response to the rising popularity of the secondary male lead, but it only backfired. Because Calix was so popular, most of the readers who had favored the marquess were primarily fans of villains. So, when it was revealed that the marquess was not a villain but a man with a backstory, his supporters merely spat out resentment. That might be why Charlize ended up meeting a terrible end… to fulfill the readers’ expectations…

“Are you on your way to meet Her Majesty?”

“Yes.”

“I have heard a lot about the lady’s courageous actions.”

“You’re too kind.”

My face stiffened with embarrassment. On the surface, the marquess, who was closely attached to the empress and seemed like a bad guy, actually had a deep heart.

As if he noticed my embarrassment, he tactfully said, “Then, I’ll get going,” and disappeared.
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The empress did not use the petty tactic of breaking my spirit by making me wait for a long time. It must have been because of Charlize’s reputation. If it’s Charlize, there was a high possibility that she would abruptly say she would just go and leave the place…

Anyway, thanks to that, I was able to meet her immediately without wasting time.

“My lady, I’m grateful that you responded to my sudden invitation,” the empress said, her lips tinted with light pink lipstick. She was a woman who had just reached her mid-thirties.

“I heard you saved the child by throwing yourself into danger. Since he is the late emperor’s son and also my nephew, I wanted to express my thanks for saving him.”

“It was not a deed worthy of such praise.”

“If you say it like that, it makes me feel disappointed. It was a very great deed, Lady Lienta.”

She was smiling leisurely as if it was regrettable, but the empress’ red eyes coldly watched me.

“I’ve spoken too much. Now, let’s have some tea.”

After taking a sip of tea, the empress twitched her eyebrows. “Why aren’t you drinking? Is it not to your taste?”

“The teacup is unique and beautiful, so I ended up looking at it longer than I intended.”

“Hahaha, I don’t mean to burden you with my words, but it’s a cup I particularly cherish. However, I do not mind bringing it out for you, Lady Lienta.”

She still hasn’t completely turned me into an enemy yet. Her statement that the cup was cherished was indeed true. This was not a cup that was easily brought out. It was exactly this teacup that she offered to someone she wouldn’t mind dying, and she didn’t necessarily need to kill. The poison, thinly applied in one direction, was one that silently coiled within the body, causing the victim to vomit blood a month later—without any prior symptoms.

That means, if I’m not lucky, I’ll die…

“There’s no need to force yourself to drink.”

“Then, although it’s regrettable, I will do just that.”

“Hmm.” The empress smiled slightly with her eyes. “Come to think of it, it’s said that you’re very fond of the archduke. I heard that because of this incident, the archduchy regards you as their benefactor. The child also seems to follow you, Lady Lienta, well.”

Charlize was often called foolish in the original story. Among them, the strongest claim was that she couldn’t understand what was actually being said to her. In reality, words that were elegantly indirect tended to be lengthy and annoying, and because interpreting them was bothersome, she just pretended not to understand…

Thanks to that, the empress trimmed her typically elegant and roundabout way of speech—characteristic of high society—which was beneficial for me.

“Prince Sasha is indeed very kind.”

“Kindness is not necessarily a virtue for those in the imperial family, that’s a bit concerning.”

“He’s still young, so surely in the future, he will come to know the appropriate line.”

“The lady is paying so much attention to the child; as expected, are there marriage talks going on between you and the archduke?”

“That is a distant matter.”

As soon as I uttered such a strange remark, the empress, curling her lips, scanned me.

“Actually, calling you here was not for the purpose of having this kind of conversation.” The empress lightly stroked her chin with her index finger. “Lady Lienta is rightfully a benefactor of the archduchy, and as the empress, I do not wish to conclude your contribution at just this level for having saved a child of the imperial family.”

What in the world is she trying to say, hesitating like this?

“I am well aware of your feelings towards the archduke, Lady Lienta.”

Huh?

“I will exert my best efforts so that the marriage talks between you two can be arranged.”

What?

Being in a state of shock, the empress’ cold hand covered the back of mine.

She smiled in an alluring manner before continuing, “Having a child in the early days of marriage might not be pleasant, but if you endure just a little, wouldn’t it be all right?”

That was to say, the empress was enticing me to deal with Sasha. Planting a spy in the archduke’s manor was nearly impossible, so she must be planning to use the “foolish” Charlize Lienta while she was at it.

Wow, I’ve become a person capable of winning over even the empress. I felt like I was about to cry. From the beginning, I ran away to avoid getting involved with the original story, but it still turned out like this.

I mentally slapped my forehead for even thinking, “Is there no such thing as a coercive force here?”

The empress had come, found, and was waving the death flag that I had thrown far, far away.
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It’s strange.

Despite now facing the bona fide antagonist of the original story, who constantly engaged in schemes and deceit, I did not tremble.

Was the medicine I shared with the duke last time that effective?

“I have no thoughts of getting married yet.”

“Hmm?”

Sure enough, the empress’ eyes sharpened. Another death flag…

In the perception of the nobles, Charlize Lienta was a haughty and reckless lady who acted wildly, unaware of how scary the world was. To the empress, she must have seemed stupid. Therefore, although not clever enough to catch the nuances of a conversation, she could easily spill who talked about what when gently prodded.

However, even in the original story, Charlize wasn’t that foolish. I felt a bit bitter because that girl, too, was me.

Then, the empress covered her lips with her hand in a flowing, natural motion. It was a habit she displayed in moments where she was weighing whether to kill someone or not.

She swept her thin hair behind her ear and asked, “Why? Is it that the duke doesn’t approve of the marriage?”

I blinked my eyes slowly.
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It was a tiring day. Out of my mind and listless, as soon as I arrived at the manor, I lay down on the bed and rested.

For about an hour, I just blankly stared at the ceiling. Then, I suddenly stood up from my position and quickly pulled out some writing paper. “I must inform them right away.”

As for me, I had absolutely no intention of joining the empress’ side! I had completely given up on that idea! Although I had to take off the mask I wore to prevent arrows from reaching the duke… My will to live was strong.

Looking into the empty air and letting out a “Ha!” from time to time, I continuously wrote a somewhat pathetic letter that gradually came to an end.

“Anyway…” Last time, on the day of the Sacred Blessing Service, I clearly made eye contact with the archduke from a close distance. Because of Calix’ tall stature, the distance was a little more than a span, but I’m sure it was closer than we were ever before. And yet, no fragment of the future was seen. It was the same even when we were having a conversation in the reception room. “What was different?”

The banquet hall, the garden, the temple, and the reception room… While tapping the quill on my chin, I suddenly had a realization. The days when the fragments of the future did not appear were the very days when I shattered scenes that were originally supposed to happen.

That was as far as it went. I concluded to not ponder further, leaving open the possibility that “on the days when the future is changed, even if I am looking into the archduke’s eyes, the future might not be visible.”

It wasn’t like studying, no matter how much I racked my brain, I wouldn’t be able to find any more answers than this.

“I’ll just check the letter.” My subconscious, which previously blurted out the absurd statement that the duke had misunderstood Sasha as my child, cannot be trusted. I looked over the letter I had finished writing several times more and nodded my head in satisfaction. Then, I picked up Irian’s invitation that was beside it.

“It’s in three days.” If only I hadn’t rested for a week, Irian would have been able to deliver the invitation with plenty of time ahead of schedule.

Perhaps because I recalled her face that shyly expressed happiness, even while feeling apologetic, at my words of saying I would go, I found myself staring intensely at the invitation for no reason.
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“Cunning girl.”

Katarina, who had been casting a cold gaze towards the sunset sky, turned around. Her lips curled up slightly upon seeing Theodore Vanachell with one knee on the ground and his head bowed.

“It’s fine to speak, Marquess.”

“Is it Charlize Lienta?”

“Yes,” Katarina answered, furrowing her brow. “I didn’t like her from the beginning, but she turned out to be even more arrogant than I thought.”

Her narrowed red eyes retraced a recent past.
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“Why? Is it that the duke doesn’t approve of the marriage?”
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Katarina realized, only at that moment, just how cold the color green could be.

The lady’s green eyes slid over her, as if Charlize found it displeasing to be asked every single thing about her personal affairs—even by the empress.
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“It’s not because of my father. It’s purely my own will. The archduke is quite a heartless person, isn’t he? Even if he thinks highly of me now, how long will that last?”
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Can it be that they’ve discovered the fact that I know how to make drugs?

Despite being certain that it couldn’t have leaked out, Katarina couldn’t help but have such thoughts due to such a strange statement.

While she clenched her fists, Charlize’s face, which was merely good for show, slightly tilted.
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“I do not want to rely on high odds. I will raise them as much as possible and then decide. It won’t be too late then.”
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Katarina twisted her lips into a smile and said, “She was very cunning. She demanded that I arrange a meeting with the archduke.”

With his head bowed, Theodore thought to himself that Charlize Lienta had pleased the empress. Is it because they have similarities? For instance, trying to guess their true intentions based on outward appearance was an act of folly. The empress had a twisted personality, expressing herself in such a way when she’s actually pleased by Charlize, while Charlize almost had no changes in her facial expression.

The day he recently met the lady suddenly came to mind. When he praised her for something related to the son of the late emperor, her arrogant gaze, as if almost questioning why he was bothering her by even speaking to her, was extremely vivid.

“The lady mentioned she will be attending the exhibition,” the empress said, her voice sweet.

“Yes, it is presumed that Irian Lafranche was the one who gave her an invitation.”

“Lafranche.”

“She is the daughter of a viscount. The lady, who happened to see Irian Lafranche’s drawings, highly praised her skills, and it’s said that this is what led to a connection being formed between them.”

“I see.”

Originally, the empress would have already withdrawn her interest in Irian, considering it as a passing remark. Such a pitiful clan had never been a matter of her interest. However, there was a necessity to be aware of what possible thoughts were lurking in Charlize’s head.

Even against the backdrop of a fiery sunset, her vivid red eyes were still distinct.

“Approach Irian Lafranche.”

“I will do so, my liege.”
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The Lienta manor was bustling from early morning.

Preparations to greet an imminent guest were in full swing.

“I could have just gone to the archduke’s manor.”

“That’s not possible. Hasn’t it just been a short time since you came back from an outing? And you have to go out again in three days, don’t you?” the duke asked firmly.

The effect of the medicine seemed to be significant. Now, with a much stronger constitution, his complexion also looked healthy. That’s a relief.

The letter sent by Sasha was only discovered the day after I returned from the imperial palace. Although the archduke’s family emblem was stamped on the outside, the servant, with tears in his eyes, initially thought it was a joke by someone due to the crooked handwriting.

Did it seem like I was going kill him…? A cry begging for death, something not even done to the emperor, came to mind… But still, it was fortunate that the letter was found before being burned, both for that servant and for me.

I heard that there was a case in the past where someone sent me a letter that imitated the archduke’s family emblem with the intention of mocking me.

What an impressive person. While clapping my hands at their boldness, that night, I reminisced about my past self who had earned such hatred to such an extent and patted my blanket.

In any case, breakfast was peaceful. The duke also seemed to feel that way, as he made such a remark, “I hope today goes by just like it is now.”

Seeing that he deliberately made such a comment, it seemed that he was concerned. In fact, I thought that he’d say that it can’t be done. The emperor was currently occupying the throne that should’ve belonged to Sasha. The fact that the empress, who was the actual person in power, would not look favorably upon the imperial prince was so obvious that it need not be reiterated. Because of this, I once again was made to realize the power of Lienta.

Even without having to choose between the empress and the archduke, House Lienta was a family that remained unscathed.

It turns out, he could be quite cold and level-headed when he’s outside? As I kept sneaking glances at the duke’s face, before I knew it, breakfast was over.

And not long after, on the face where I thought I might have discovered a dignified aspect, a pale complexion that had regrettably become familiar now, settled in.

“I have been informed that the archduke will be coming along.”

“O-oh.”

It began from the time we heard the words delivered by the butler, whose lips had turned pale.

I was surprisingly not surprised. Perhaps it was because I had seen, on several occasions, how the archduke actually cherished the child—which was far more than one might think. Hmm. The only real question was why the archduke had only informed us of his visit on the day itself.

Patting the duke’s shoulder, I gestured to a nearby maid, who quickly brought a glass of cold water. After he took a sip, she promptly fetched another glass for the butler, who also took a sip.

News soon arrived that a carriage from House Elluiden had just passed through the front gates.
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Inside the spacious carriage, Sasha sat with his shoulders hunched. The habit of sharing a small room with many others was still ingrained in him.

Rushing to cut out something always left traces. So, Calix decided to wait until the child gradually became used to his new surroundings, but whenever such behaviors surfaced, Calix would discreetly dismiss the knights around them.

“I’m sorry, uncle.”

The child always showed his face whenever he was apologizing, and even now, while bowing his head deeply, it was the same. Can this also be a habit he’s formed because of those thugs?

While stroking the child’s cheek, Calix concealed his feelings and smiled gently.

“I sent the letter as I pleased, even though you were busy…”

“Didn’t we finish with us agreeing that next time, rather than Livan, you promised to ask me?”

Sasha still didn’t know how to write. So, when Livan wrote the letter, the child placed it beside himself and copied it, the process resembling drawing more than writing.

He hurriedly sent the letter to Lienta as soon as he woke up, but for some reason, there was no reply from Charlize for over a week.

During that time, as if revealing a heart that had been scorched and withered, his cheeks, which had struggled to gain weight, became slightly thinner.

This was why Calix decided to accompany him—it was because the child, suffering silently from nightmares, had sobbed the previous night.
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“Lady Charl… Hic, I was wrong for going to the lake. It was my fault, so…”
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Calix gently dabbed the child’s eyelids with a soft handkerchief, careful not to rub them. Upon closer observation, he noticed that the child’s eyes were swollen enough to be discernible.
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The iron front gates of Lienta manor opened.

His icy blue eyes noticed the small child gripping his clothes tightly.

“At the lake, the lady was holding you tightly, as if she didn’t want to let go of you.”

Although Calix had already told this story several times, Sasha glimpsed a sliver of hope each time: Charlize might not be disappointed with him. Perhaps she just found the letter late. And even if she didn’t, she might have just thought that he was not someone who deserved an early response.

If memories were a book made of paper, the page where Charlize was recorded would be faded, worn, and torn.

“Sasha.”

As soon as he stepped off the carriage, there was the person he had been drawing every day. Seeing the slight curve of her eyes as she smiled, Sasha almost choked up with tears welling up but swallowed them back. He did not want to leave tear stains on Charlize’s pretty clothes.

If I cry, she might not hug me again.

“Lady Charl…”

If memories were a book, he would want to tear out just her part and keep it.

After all, Sasha’s world was small. Every time he groaned while holding his breath in that narrow and smelly room, the wish he daringly held seemed like it could become a reality whenever he was embraced in Charlize’s arms.

In truth, the child had always wished for his world to be as tender as her.
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Hmm?

I pondered seriously while holding Sasha. Somehow, it seems like his cheeks have lost a bit of their plumpness?

Though the child, with his gentle nature, would gladly extend his neck for anyone who wished to touch his cheeks, sadly, Sasha was of the imperial family, and I was just a noble. However, I could still tell, perhaps because even when he was just right beside me, I often looked at the child’s cheeks intently with sidelong glances and a sense of longing.

“Lady Charl…”

At Sasha’s words, the duke seemed to react in shock, his Adam’s apple moving noticeably. But still, seeing that he greeted the archduke with a calm voice, it seemed the medicine was still working effectively, which was somewhat of a relief.

“I apologize for suddenly saying that I would join in.”

However, the moment the duke heard the archduke’s use of formal language, his eyes shook slightly, yet unmistakably.

“Please temper your words, Your Highness.”

“Towards the father of my benefactor, I cannot do that. I also should have behaved more appropriately towards my lady last time, I apologize.”

…Huh? While staying in the capital, my goal was to live as if I were there but not really there. Still, I couldn’t just ignore the possibility of the child enduring more terrible memories, so I intervened, and as a result, it became a topic of conversation, even to the extent of being discussed by Marquess Vanachell.

I was only waiting for things to quiet down, but if it were revealed here that the archduke used formal language with us, it would definitely not be quiet for a much longer time.

Thank you. It’s thanks to you! With my head slightly lowered, I glared at the archduke.

“It seems you dislike it a lot. I understand, my lady,” Calix said, laughing softly.

Even if I didn’t know this man’s background, I would have known at least this much: that he was not a person to be underestimated, even if he acted kindly.

What an impressive person. Even though it must have seemed like I was just bowing my head, he still figured it out.

The duke and the archduke engaged in light, superficial conversations, while I walked down the corridor without much thought. Then, suddenly, I felt someone’s gaze on me.

Sasha, who had been sneakily glancing at my hand, blinked and lifted his head. As our eyes met, he covered his mouth with his small hand and jumped in surprise, as if the action was unintentional.

“Shall we hold hands?”

The duke said that I was clueless, but I knew for a fact that I was actually quite perceptive. However, for the first time, I began to doubt myself.

Because the child, who smiled like a delicate new sprout, held my hand very, very gently—indeed, so gently… Did he actually not want to hold hands?

Arriving in a somewhat gloomy mood, we entered the reception room where tea had already been prepared. The room resembled a scene from a famous painting, complete with a large window on one wall, designed for easy viewing of the garden. A gentle breeze flowed in through the open window, brushing against my cheek.

The duke firmly grasped my hand once and then let go. For a moment, I felt as though I were entering enemy territory for negotiations. Feeling a bit awkward, I sat down on a chair.

Bathed in the pouring sunlight, I finally grasped the nature of my unease, which had seemed within reach, but had eluded me.

Why are his eyes swollen?

Perhaps he wanted to see the friends with whom he spent difficult times with? The name of the girl who often took care of Sasha seemed like it would come to me, but it didn’t. In any case, the archduke must have already taken all the children to the orphanage.

I sneakily glanced at Calix.

Without warning, as our eyes met, the flow of time slowed down. Even the wind slowed down… Was it because of that? Somehow, it felt more ticklish.

Oh, this wasn’t my intention this time.

But I decided to accept it with gratitude.
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It was as if a bomb had gone off. His vision was blurred.

As the smoke started to clear, the ruined scenery of the exhibition came into view. Frames that had been meticulously scrutinized and positioned at perfect angles for days were now broken and scattered across the floor, and the statues were in a similar state.

Amid that chaos, that person was there. Beneath her sparkling long silver hair, her pale face remained expressionless, so much so that it was hard to believe she was in such a terrible situation.

But she was safe. That alone relieved him.

‘It’s strange.’ Calix blinked his eyes slowly.
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…Is it strange to feel relieved that I was safe? Even so, I had subtly hoped to be at least his number one acquaintance, but it seemed even that was quite far from reality.

Anyway, it seems like something is indeed going to happen. I had already suspected that Marquess Vanachell wouldn’t attend without a reason, but the exhibition turning into such a mess was unexpected.

Well, I survived even after such an incident, so that’s good enough!

“My lady, thank you for inviting me.”

“Not at all. I am happy to see you again.”

Even while earnestly chatting, I was still concerned about the child because of the mistake I had made. I know that he was a well-behaved child who wouldn’t easily speak up first, but still… Wouldn’t it be a bit… if I asked him why he cried?

“I’m happy too,” the child said, smiling softly.

“That’s a relief. I was worried you might be disappointed because I sent my reply so late. I’m sorry, the next time you send one, I’ll reply the soonest.”

“Can I write again next time?”

Hmm? At this time, the archduke would not have yet assigned a teacher to the child. He was prioritizing getting him used to everything, since time was needed to comfort a wounded heart.

“Did you write it yourself?”

“Yes… although I only copied what Livan wrote for me.”

Oh my God. The back of that letter was very bumpy. Obviously, I thought Livan, who hated me, had pressed hard while writing—suppressing his feelings as Sasha dictated. But that isn’t the case!

“I must keep it safe. I will buy a glass case and store it inside it,” I firmly resolved.

The child waved his hands slightly and said, “T-that, you don’t have to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Next time, I want to write more neatly and give it to you.”

“But it’s the first letter Sasha gave to me…”

However, since the child wants it that way, it can’t be helped. Then, I must store it in a drawer. I should make a new key, too.

While I was thinking various thoughts, a small voice floated in like a breeze, “Really, is it precious to you?”

“Of course,” I said, nodding repeatedly and prompting the child to smile faintly.

At that moment, I felt like I knew why his eyes were swollen, and at the same time, why the archduke had joined us too.

“There is a servant in charge of organizing letters,” I began to speak in a rambling manner. “That servant had left out some letters by mistake, and it turned out that Sasha’s was also there. When I asked to send a letter to the archduke’s manor, they seemed to have remembered then.”

Sasha blinked his eyes mildly.

“I was happy upon receiving the letter. Hearing that you wrote it yourself makes me even happier.”

“Did it really make you happy?”

“Yes.”

“Even though you couldn’t leave home for a week because of me?”

“I normally like staying at home more than going out anyway.”

“I… I…”

He couldn’t finish as the tears that inevitably burst forth flowed down his cheeks. As he frantically rubbed his face with his small hands, I softly patted the small body that was lightly shaking.

[image: ]

“Thank you, my lady.”

It was after Sasha had boarded the carriage that Calix expressed his gratitude. He then glanced slightly at the carriage window before saying, “It seems the child had been very worried.”

“It was an incident that happened because I checked late. I should be apologizing.”

The child was already burdened with much on his mind. To have put something more on that delicate body, even if it was just for a few days, weighed heavily on my heart.

Thinking it impossible for a letter to come to me from the archduke’s manor and considering there was a similar incident in the past, it was thought to be a fake—but it would have been better had I checked for it more closely.

The child boasted that he wrote each and every letter himself, and he even demonstrated how he pressed down the stamp firmly.

I needed to look properly to be sure, but there was no way that a child who worked so diligently would have stamped the emblem so lopsided and smeared.

“And from now on, my lady can speak however you wish.”

“…I will maintain the proper limits.”

“You’ve already been doing well,” Calix said, chuckling.

The archduke cherished his nephew and, while already being a good person, was also generous. I desperately prayed inwardly that his generosity would last as long as possible.

“Then, see you again next time, my lady.”

With his handsome features forming a smile, Calix boarded the carriage. Through the open window, I saw the child waving his hand, so I also waved back.

For a moment, I watched the carriage moving away, and then, turned around.

“So now…” What should I say to the divine beast…
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“A favorite animal?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.”
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The sight of him darting his eyes around and pondering was extremely cute.
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“It’s a dragon.”

“…What?”

“I like dragons.”

“Are you talking about the dragon from ‘The Little Hero and the Brave Princess?’”

“Yes, it’s the storybook my uncle reads to me every night.”
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Sasha looked at me, his cheeks tinted with a blush.
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“Its silver body is magnificent, and it brings the hero and the princess back home. And it also punishes the bad king.”
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“…I wonder if a lizard would do.”

As he is the Divine Beast of Light, his body should already be silver.

I moved forward with heavy steps.
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In that way, I found the butler.

“The servant who sorts out the letters, it would be Ron… Please wait a moment, my lady,” the butler said, his hand pausing as it flipped through the documents. “It appears that he is currently on leave, but may I ask if something is going on?”

Oh.
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The butler had a worried look on his face.

“Did Ron perhaps do something wrong, my lady?”

“Um, it’s not that. Then, when did he say he would return?”

“It will be in three days.”

“Tell him to come back tomorrow.”

I felt like a wicked employer, but my gut was telling me it might actually be true. I just needed to confirm it, and then I could give him another week off.

“And may I see his personal details?”

“Yes, I will prepare them right away.”

After I sincerely assured the butler, who was worriedly asking if there was really any issue, he finally relaxed, his face softening slightly in relief.
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As soon as I arrived in my bedroom, I flopped down on the bed.

The “Night of Young Artists” was an exhibition where, as one can guess from its name, the main focus was at night. It didn’t start at that time, but it was emphasized because that’s when the auction takes place.

So, something would happen there, and I would remain unharmed.

Then, even if I am a bit tired, I should be able to meet him.

The personal details I received about Ron had no strange aspects, and the recommendation letter was fine as well, but there was one concerning point.

Tapping the desk with a quill pen, I decided to prepare for tomorrow.
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The “Night of Young Artists” was an exhibition in the original story that nearly collapsed halfway through. The works displayed at the night auction were forgeries, and an investigation uncovered that this had been going on for over a year.

So, there are likely still many forgeries now. Is this also one? I wondered, looking at the exhibited works.

My gaze drifted casually, landing on a strange sight.

In the original story, they only met midway through, but why? The thought hadn’t occurred to me before. I couldn’t think that way because I hadn’t let anything proceed according to the original story… However, another thought then struck me.

Is there something that would make the empress take an interest in Irian?

[image: ]

Perhaps Theodore Vanachell was more twisted than the master he served.

A pitiable family. The lady of a viscounty. A woman who sold drawings.

The empress judged Irian based on these factors, but Theodore did not evaluate her for those reasons.

To him, the nature of a person’s character, the status of their family, or the appearance of their face were irrelevant—he hated everyone equally.
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At that point in the side story, Theodore Vanachell’s very honest impressions were revealed. In the original story, he had approached Irian under the empress’ orders, driven by ulterior motives—and it was likely to be the same even now.

As their conversation ended and Theodore turned away, Irian, left alone, turned her head, and saw me.

“Ah, my lady!”

Irian hurriedly approached me and said, “If you had told me in advance, I would have gone out.”

“It’s fine. We still met each other in this way, after all.”

Irian laughed, her dimples deeply indenting, before asking, “May I introduce the artworks to you?”

“Only if Irian isn’t busy.”

“I am not busy at all! Then, for the first one, although I would like to start with one of my drawings, but… this is the bust by Lord Vanachell.”

…Aha. The moment I saw it, I came to clearly understand the relevance of certain scenes in the original story that seemed to have just been thrown in haphazardly.

She was the eldest daughter of Duke Linix and the de facto power holder of the imperial family. Despite this, the empress was unexpectedly suffering from financial issues—a chronic issue stemming from her father, Duke Linix.

So, in fact, while reading the novel, I found myself wondering why, given her personality, the empress had not disposed of Duke Linix much earlier.

It was in the middle of the original story that it was revealed the archduke did not intend to use his nephew as a tool for usurping power, but genuinely cared for him. This revelation angered the empress, who had been eagerly waiting for an opportunity to remove him, because it potentially disrupted her plans.

The moment that revealed his true affections was, of course, orchestrated by the empress herself, and at that time, Sasha was in danger of losing his life.

Thinking about it, it’s only slightly different in terms of the event, but otherwise, it’s the same as now. The empress had ordered the child to be drowned in the lake, and the archduke would have jumped in without hesitation to save him, satisfying both the opportunity and the rumor.

Therefore, the empress’ decision, though hastened, was a natural progression of events when viewed in that context.

The empress ordered the sale of the marquess’ masterpiece to raise as much money as possible. Although it was publicly announced that the proceeds would be donated, given the prominence of the marquess’ work, in reality, the funds were actually intended to go into the empress’ back pockets.

“It is said to have been made around the time when he was sixteen. It’s really impressive, isn’t it?”

“Indeed.”

Irian was amazed, but I just took off my gaze from it.

Because of its exceptionally fluid lines, the bust, known to have been made in one sitting, was actually completed after a very long time of refining and re-refining.

When I was reading the novel, it was a page I just casually flipped through without much thought, but now it felt like I had intruded on someone’s secret, making me feel uncomfortable.

“Now, show me Irian’s drawing.”

“Yes, yes,” Irian, who replied cheerfully as if singing a song, led me with a face unable to hide her excitement.

Anyway… how in the world did that near-explosive situation occur? Hmm.

I tilted my head.
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In the reception room where the midday sunlight was brightly streaming.

Sasha furtively glanced at his uncle’s eyelashes, which looked jet-black even in the light.

I wonder if Lady Charl likes my uncle’s black hair color because it’s sparkly?

“What’s next, Sasha?”

“Ah, yes! Next is ‘The stuberries I ate yesterday were delicious. I want to eat them with Lady Charl too.’”

As soon as Calix heard it, the pen tip, which had been drawing elegant shapes even while writing, stopped. He slightly lifted his lips and asked, “You mean strawberries?”

“Huh?”

“Then, instead of starting from the beginning, it would be better to mark the ‘stuberries’ and write the correct spelling ‘strawberries’ on top. Though it seems like the lady would like Sasha’s ‘stuberries’ more.”

“Oh, no, uncle!” Sasha exclaimed, making a sad face.

The child, who always tried to act maturely in every matter, started to nervously tap his feet when faced with the risk of being caught making a childlike mistake by the person he most wanted to appear mature to.

“You’ll write it correctly for me, right? You will, won’t you?”

“Hmm, well.”

“Uncle…”

Sasha by now realized that Calix had a slightly mischievous side. However, compared to his aspects that seemed to have no flaws at all and were perfect, making it hard to approach him, the current situation seemed to be better.

It was just that he got anxious whenever he teased him like this.

“Try to find the picture of a strawberry, Sasha. It’s the red one you ate deliciously yesterday.”

These word cards, which had a picture with its name written underneath, were also personally made by Calix. Sasha diligently flipped through the cards with his small hands and found the strawberry. The child, who was diligently comparing with the eyes of a hawk, smiled broadly a short while after.

“What’s next?”

“It’s all done now. Thank you for your help, uncle.”

The small hand was suddenly holding the quill pen tightly.

Calix, who had been looking down at the tiny head that quickly concentrated on tracing the letters, suddenly turned his gaze toward the door.

“Sasha, would it be okay with you to be with Sir Jay, just the two of you?”

“Yes.”

“And what did I say about how to call a servant?”

“Shake this bell.”

“That’s correct.”

After stroking Sasha’s head one more time, Calix left the reception room. As he had expected, Livan was waiting outside.

“A letter has arrived from House Baier.”

Having read the not-so-long content, Calix was expressionless, making Livan anxious.

“What did they say? At that time, Lord Baier was also among the group. However, he came running to Your Highness and reported the situation, and because there was merit, a letter of protest was not sent.”

“It seems he wants to make a personal apology to Sasha.”

Calix, with narrowed eyes, began to walk. Following behind him, Livan softly spoke, as if whispering, “What? No… Then, could it be that Duchess Baier did not give separate orders to Lord Lucas?”

It certainly was an event that left questions. House Baier, known for protecting the North and venerating martial arts, by their nature, did not obsess over things such as power.

Despite being a ducal family, they usually stayed in the North, and it was common for them to go to the capital only during the social season or when a specific event occurred.

The current duchess, Elijah Baier, also had such a disposition. So, it was unlikely that they were aligned with the empress’ faction.

Unlike Livan, who looked troubled, Calix was indifferent. He easily grasped the cause and effect.

“Lucas Baier is predominantly known to be gentle, especially for a Baier.”

To put it nicely, he was said to be gentle, but many people interpreted it as being weak. Because House Baier was famously known for their temperament, even a slight lack of composure resulted in that aspect being perceived more intensely.

“However, if the imperial prince fears Lord Baier, the vassals of Baier would have to undergo a re-evaluation, wouldn’t they?”

“…Contrary to expectation, he’s not just gentle, but, when necessary, acts like a Baier, I guess I will have to see again. To think that they tried to change the perception about Lord Baier with this opportunity.”

“Whether Duchess Baier suggested it or not is still unknown, Livan.”

In the meantime, they arrived at the office. As Livan closed the door, Calix slowly blinked his eyes. Unlike what the child saw in the reception room, his face felt distant, like a sturdy fortress wall.

“How is the investigation regarding the imperial consort proceeding?”

Although it was publicly announced that she had passed away, there were details that made it difficult to believe that the imperial consort was truly dead.

Exactly one month ago, a letter from an unknown sender arrived, and as he read it for the umpteenth time, his blue eyes shifted.
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The thug who had harassed Sasha remembered first seeing the child about four years ago—a feat of memory that seemed to transcend his inherent abilities, spurred by sheer terror.

“Her whereabouts are still unclear.”

Typically, the position of imperial consort, influenced more by the emperor’s favor than by lineage, was filled by glamorous beauties. However, the previous consort gave off a soft, gentle impression, like a daffodil—not only in her facial features but also in her hair color, which was the most common in the empire: brown.

The imperial consort, with brown hair and slightly darker eyes, was difficult to identify, making the search all the more challenging.

“Just in case, I am also investigating the side of the House Linix, but…” Livan murmured, exhaling a sorrowful sigh. He earnestly hoped she had not become entangled with them. Everyone who remembered her as a simple, affectionate woman would inevitably wish the same.

For the first time in a while, Calix thought about the late emperor.
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“It’s only natural that the consequences of my choices are all my responsibility.”
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In the imperial family, a marriage of love was extremely rare. The late emperor endured mocking whispers questioning whether the result of such a marriage was him sleeping with his wife’s longtime lady-in-waiting.

There were naturally more numerous and firmly established taboos in the imperial family than in noble families. The stigma of being a child who “devoured” his mother at birth was more damning in the imperial family than among the nobility, a fact highlighted by the current empress’ unaffected status.

The emperor accepted the earnest plea of his wife on the brink of death, and her lady-in-waiting, who chose a life confined in the consort’s small palace.

Therefore, the fact that the child, thought to be dead, turned out to be alive suggested that the imperial consort might also be alive.

“Going to the exhibition a little early wouldn’t be bad.”

Concealing his hidden intentions skillfully, Calix withdrew his gaze. It had been quite some time since he realized that a place, once yearned for by some, had become a means for the empress to amass secret funds.

Today, he planned to cut off one of the empress’ sources of income.
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My discerning eyes… For real?

This was not just an aesthetic sense; it was a matter of discernment! I could easily distinguish between what was genuine and what was forgery. Huh…

Driven by curiosity, even as I followed where Irian led, I found myself occasionally stopping to look on my own. At first, I was worried about how Irian would feel, but she had such a big heart that I felt I could comfortably look around.

“I’m relieved that you are enjoying yourself. I was worried you might find it boring.”

“I’m not bored at all, Irian.” My eyes can easily tell them apart, you know?

Amidst that, whispers were coming from behind.

“The lady has stopped in one place.”

“She does seem to be fine.”

“Then that piece…”

The rest of the words were whispered so softly that I couldn’t hear them, so I just continued trudging after Irian.

Was I standing there for too long? If they had wanted to look together, they could have simply come up beside me. But considering their past experiences with me, that must have seemed like an impossible option, so they must have just resorted to whispering instead.

“And this piece…”

Even though it was called an exhibition, this place where only nobles gathered was also a party of a different nature. Therefore, while the pieces of art were displayed without protective equipment, there were areas set up with finger food and drinks, and several servers carrying trays were also in sight.

As I moved hurriedly and bumped into Irian, the tray carried by a boy tipped backwards, and two glasses were about to fall down. I swiftly caught the glasses mid-air.

Oh, I haven’t gotten rusty yet. I had thought I had completely lost it, already gasping for breath from just running around the training grounds.

Basking in pride, I suddenly realized I had never moved so swiftly before. Naturally, exhibiting such unusual behavior was bound to stir gossip. Ugh, are rumors going to spread again?

The boy’s face turned ashen as he let out an “E-eek!”

“The lady’s dress got stained.”

“That child, how pitiful…”

…Since no one was paying much attention, it seemed this incident wouldn’t spread.

“I’m sorry,” the boy said as he tried to quickly prostrate himself.

Having put down the glasses, I grabbed and lifted the child who was about to bend over.

“It’s not that I feel good about it, but it’s all right.”

“Once again, I apologize. I’m very sorry.”

Somehow, I felt that his apologies were overly excessive.

“I’m sorry, my lady.”

I realized it upon seeing the child who specifically addressed me as “my lady.” Being a person of caution, he had probably seen me beforehand through something like a portrait…

“It’s all right. You can go back to work.”

“Thank you for forgiving me.”

The way he raised his head and made eye contact while apologizing seemed like a deeply ingrained habit—as if it was a behavior he did without realizing. The child deeply bowed his head as soon as our eyes met. It’s just like the same habit Sasha has.

At that moment, I remembered her name. She was the girl who, while disguised as a boy, had endured hardships under the thugs and, knowingly or not, had taken care of Sasha.

But why is she working at the exhibition? Putting aside the prohibition on hiring young children, there was no particular reason for her to work. The archduke should have already sent all the children to an orphanage and made a substantial donation there.

As a result, among those children, there was one who, wishing to work for Sasha in the future, had studied diligently, entered the academy, and graduated with excellent grades. This detail had been mentioned at the end of a side story.

“Why were you carrying so many glasses?”

“While I was passing by, the lord over there made a request.”

“Hiccup!”

I looked at the man who was hiccupping, as if to say, “I am that lord,” while showing off.

What a bad man. Was he making this young child work because going back and forth was too bothersome?

Then suddenly, I noticed that the child’s hands were hurt.

“You, follow me.”

Hiccup, hiccup, hiccup!

The sound of the man’s hiccups echoed through the room—now quieted, as if everyone were holding their breath.
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Angel followed the woman walking ahead with wary eyes.

She thought she was skilled at reading people’s emotions from her days of begging on the streets, where she often had to run away before anyone could try to hit her.

However, the intentions of the noble, whom she addressed as “my lady,” were utterly incomprehensible. Though she acted as if she might forgive, she took Angel to such a secluded place. The other lady beside her insisted she was a good person and there was no need to worry, but the expressions on everyone else’s faces appeared more convincing.

As expected, I shouldn’t believe her like the other kids would have.

Now, Angel had been sent to an orphanage, but she didn’t know when she might be driven out again. She needed to save a lot of money. She had to survive because there was something else she wanted to do.

“Give me your hands.”

Even though her hand reached out almost instinctively, her voice remained cold, making Angel hesitant to extend her own hand in return. Hands were precious; an injury could mean being unable to work for a while.

“You must not want to. Then, here, take this. Didn’t you know your hands were hurt?”

The lady quickly handed her an ointment, then sat down and sighed in displeasure.

“It’s not anything strange; it’s medicine. I’m giving it to you because you remind me of someone about your age.”

“…Someone about my age?” Angel didn’t know the reason why she ended up asking such a question. Only after blurting it out did she belatedly bite her tongue.

“Yes, though it’s just your ages that are similar. That child has black hair and blue eyes.”

Not knowing when she might receive such medicine again, Angel, who was diligently applying it to her hands, suddenly twitched her small shoulders.

“On his right cheek, there’s a beauty mark that looked like it had been a tiny piece of the night sky that was cut out and pasted.”

Before she knew it, Angel was staring intently at the lady with a single thought in mind.

It was Bell. It must be Bell.

She could not stop feeling regretful. Black hair always reminded her of her only friend. She should not have avoided him but treated him well. Not just by a little, but she should have treated him much better. She should have hugged him when times were tough and held his hand. She should not have just handed him a few coins from her begging; she should have given him everything.
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“I threw him away because he was worthless.”
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On the day when the thug returned with his face badly swollen, seemingly from being hit, and made such remarks, Angel spent the night with her eyes wide open.
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He seems to be doing well. Being acquainted with the lady and having been referred to respectfully, it seemed he had gone to a good place. The nearly unconscious jealousy couldn’t even wedge itself into the deep gap of relief she felt.

Angel, feeling a strange stinging sensation in her eyes, opened them wide and thickly applied the medicine on her hand.
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Oh, no!

As I subtly kept updating Angel about Sasha’s situation, our conversation ended up taking a bit longer than expected.

Even so, since I hadn’t heard any loud noises, it seemed that nothing had happened yet.
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It was as if a bomb had gone off.
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That meant it wasn’t a bomb.

So, there was something I had thought of on my own. Perhaps they are planning to set off fake smoke and steal the exhibits to sell them as stolen goods? This made sense, since illegal routes that were carried out in the shadows tended to be more profitable.

In the empire where commerce had developed, quite a few commoners had become successful and wealthy. Among them, wouldn’t there be those who envied the life of nobles and were vain?

This exhibition could only be attended by the upper crust, and naturally, only they could purchase the exhibits, making it quite fitting. Does the empress already need a lot of money…?

Nevertheless, considering she had not yet engaged in dealing drugs, which was the most certain method to scrape together money, it seemed she was somehow getting by. With her immense pride, displaying her abilities to those she deemed unworthy was relegated to the lowest of her priorities.

Before that, she has to deal with Duke Linix… He literally turned into a money-guzzling hippo after becoming impotent—instead of indulging in sensual pleasures, he became obsessed with showing off his wealth.
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The exhibition I reached in a hurry was, as expected, still peaceful.

As I headed towards Irian, she greeted me, “My lady, did your conversation end well?”

“Yes, she understood my words well.” She was clever; she understood everything even though I didn’t mention his name.

“That’s a relief.”

Is that the sound of Irian’s hair rustling I hear? Now that I looked, our surroundings were quiet. Is it not allowed to have conversations inside the exhibition hall?

I thought it was okay to have conversations since everyone had been doing so earlier…
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“Let’s end that conversation here.”

“Yes, then, I will introduce something else as well.”

Seeing as it was too quiet, I thought there might be some unspoken rule, but when Irian started chattering, sounds of talking sporadically burst out from our surroundings.

It seems that isn’t the case.

And so, the day that was rushing towards the scheduled event finally reached that moment.

Boom! Ruuumble!

“Kyaaa!”

My field of vision was filled with smoke. Despite knowing that an incident was going to happen, the reason I did not avoid it was nothing special.

First of all, it was because I had promised Irian that I would attend.
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Beneath her sparkling long silver hair, her pale face remained expressionless…
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Second of all, in the fragment I saw, it seemed I was in a bad mood.

And so, I thought, if that were the case, it might involve Sasha, the archduke, or perhaps even Irian. Then, it would be better to see it with my own eyes rather than hearing about it later from others.

“…Ha!”

I widened my eyes fiercely.
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“Aaagh, agh.”
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“Isn’t it a very easy task?”
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Indeed. Despite his initial suspicion about being given such a large amount of money, it wasn’t even about being asked to act as a spy.

Damn it.

The casino was said to captivate even Duke Linix, who was quietly known for his indulgent lifestyle. Wondering just how fascinating a place it had to be, visiting it turned out to be the biggest mistake of his life.

Despite knowing that, he couldn’t stop his feet from heading there. He tossed the bust, said to have been made by Marquess Vanachell, into a magic pouch. Not only did he firmly stuff the now-shrunk pouch into his pocket, but he also kept his hand there. It would be a success if he could just quietly slip out through the corridor that the man had shown him.

However, his relief was quite premature.

“Ack!”

Suddenly, he was grabbed by the collar. The hand, twisted in its grip, used the recoil to pull him, and through the pale smoke, he could see cold green eyes staring at him.

“We have a lot to discuss,” she said, her low voice growling like something from the abyss, more unsettling than the sensation of his heart falling to his toes.

“M-my lady,” Ron stammered, horrified.

Only after confirming that the nobles, who in their haste had forsaken even the dignity they valued, had fled, did he enter the exhibition hall. So why was the lady still here?

“T-this is a misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding?”

“I, having heard a lot about how great the exhibition is, was curious. While in that state of curiosity and hearing a loud noise from inside, I found myself moving without even realizing it…” He didn’t know how he had blurted out such an absurd claim of a misunderstanding, but Ron continued, squeezing out words in a trembling voice, “That is really all there is, my lady.”

“How can I possibly believe what you say?”

Recently, even though she seemed to be getting informal with the knights, Charlize Lienta was still Charlize Lienta. Her arrogance was on full display, boldly stating that a commoner servant’s words didn’t even sound like words.

Feeling insulted, he tensed up, his fist clenched in his pocket.

“Was it intentional, leaving out the letter from Elluiden manor?”

“No, it was not.”

It was true. That was really a mistake. Recalling that there had been a similar incident before, he chuckled and spoke to the other servants he was close with. Had he known it was truly from House Elluiden, he surely wouldn’t have done so.

Because of the sense of humiliation, his feelings of being wronged increased.

“You keep denying everything.”

“I’m saying it was not because it truly wasn’t.”

And then, those feelings suddenly grew into anger. By now, had he escaped, he would already be on his way to the casino after receiving the money. However, the sudden appearance of the lady caused a disruption in the schedule.

Originally, the plan was to stay until the day after tomorrow, and it was already regrettable that it had turned into just half a day. But with the person responsible right in front of him, he couldn’t help but become irritated.

His anger was petty. If it had been a strong man instead of a frail woman, he would have hurriedly suppressed it, fearing he would be discovered.

“Even though I’ve denied it, my lady—Argh!”

Bang!

The pain in his back, where he had been slammed against the wall with all her strength, was not as intense as the lifelessness in the lady’s eyes.

“Ah, so it really was you.”

He had no time to be puzzled by her incomprehensible words.

“So, we meet like this, my lady.”

At the gentle voice, Ron momentarily felt relieved and looked towards its source. However, the blue eyes he saw were truly chilling. The man’s height forced Ron to look up, and the indifferent gaze that met his, as if measuring something, sparked an inexplicable fear within him. While he stood there rigid, the man’s blue eyes seemed to briefly twist, but Ron couldn’t dismiss it as just a fleeting illusion.

“Jin, conduct a search.”

“Yes!”

The man with the high-top haircut, whom the stiffened Ron hadn’t known was beside him, started rummaging through his clothes.

In response to that, Ron reflexively twisted his body and asked, “W-what are you doing?”

“Hmm, garbage should keep its mouth shut, right? It’s giving off a trashy smell.”

While being underestimated for his slender build, his pocket was picked, and the now palm-sized magic pouch was snatched away.

Even as he stretched out his hand to the point of distorting his face, he could not reach it.

“Arrange to have him taken to Lienta manor—in a way that doesn’t attract attention.”
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The author of the original story liked three-dimensional characters.

The villainous empress, funnily enough, was troubled by financial problems, the person behind-the-scenes turned out to be a misunderstood “antagonist,” and the object most valued by the villainess was a shabby imitation.
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“My necklace, where is it?”

Charlize did not become attached to objects, but there was one exception.

To be precise, it was the fake pearl necklace that she had bought on the streets when she went out with the duchess when she was young.

“Where did it go?!”

Her green eyes were like the fresh foliage of summer, but no one dared to look into them.

The decision to steal, made under the assumption that the lady would discover the shabbiest one last, could indeed be called a truly painful miscalculation.
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Charlize ultimately failed to reclaim the necklace. Her obsession, then without its original target, seemed to have redirected towards Calix, becoming even more intense. While stealing is obviously wrong, imposing such a harsh punishment for a mere imitation was indeed extreme—there were rumors that such was characteristic of the lady.

Following that incident, House Elluiden paid more attention to Sasha, and with Charlize offering no explanations, the rumored aspects of her behavior became accepted as fact.

I feel a renewed sense of strangeness, I mean, about this situation where I am walking side by side with the master of that very archduchy.

“Why didn’t you evacuate?”

“I saw someone with brown hair, and it seemed to be the servant I’ve been looking for.”

I already knew from the original story that there was a servant urgently in need of money in the manor—I just had no idea that it was Ron.

“Brown is a common color, but to have recognized someone just by that is impressive. You truly are amazing, my lady.”

The playful, light echo of his voice quickly disappeared, and it became silent in an instant.

Strangely, it seemed like I knew whom he was thinking of: the imperial consort with brown hair and brown eyes.

The age difference between the late emperor and the archduke was nearly that of a parent and child, so naturally, the same was true between the imperial consort and the archduke.
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“Why do you treat me so well?”
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When Sasha asked such a question, Calix responded accordingly.
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“How could I not cherish you, the child of someone who was like my mother?”
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Though he said it in a way the child could understand, it was undoubtedly the sincere and wholehearted truth, without any falsehood.

The imperial consort, who was said to have been the late empress’ lady-in-waiting, was no different from Calix’ wet nurse. Despite this, the story about the imperial consort in relation to the two main characters was not properly described in the original story.

Perhaps it seemed only natural, because Sasha’s blind affection for Irian might wane, and since the character wasn’t one that readers were very curious about, the author probably thought there was no need to dedicate pages to her. So, strangely enough, at this moment, I truly felt that this place was not just within a novel, but the world I actually lived in. It’s not a world that progresses by interest alone.

At that moment, a pleasant voice suddenly rang out, “My lady, I only attended to reveal that the purpose of this auction is so that the empress can create a slush fund and that most of them are counterfeits.”

His sudden words echoed through the space.

“You might have already guessed, my lady, but choosing a servant from Lienta is likely intentional. If the situation escalates to you getting kidnapped, use this knowledge to negotiate and buy time…”

Calix, bathed in the soft glow of pearlescent light in the corridor, turned his head slightly to look at me.

“…During that time, I promise I will definitely find you.”

Now, even as I looked into the archduke’s eyes, there was no discernible fragment of the future. Despite this, I found myself staring at length into his blue eyes.

Time seemed to flow unnaturally slowly, as if it had been broken up into tiny pieces.

It was impossible to gauge the exact moment, but one thing was clear: in a moment that felt both long and short, the undeniable truth was that we were looking at each other.
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At the end of the long corridor, there were nobles clamoring.

“Exactly how long do we have to wait?!”

“We must identify the culprit first, ah, the archduke and Lady Lienta are also here.”

The knight, who was soothing a fiercely protesting noble with a troubled face, seemed to become even paler upon seeing me.

I looked down, somewhat confused, and noticed that the back of my hand had a scrape. It’s my blood… Because it didn’t sting, I didn’t even notice.

While I was sneakily wiping it with the sleeve of my other hand, a familiar voice struck my ear.

“My lady!” Irian came running. “You said that if I went out first, you would come out soon, didn’t you?”

“I’m sorry.”

Becoming downcast, Irian, who was biting her lips tightly, made a sad face. Then, she belatedly bowed her head to him.

“I greet Your Highness the Archduke. I am Irian Lafranche.”

Come to think of it, this will be when the two main characters of the novel finally meet! It was their historic first meeting, and if things go well later, it might be something to reminisce about for a long time, so I tried to slip away quietly.

“I heard that Lady Charlize praised your drawings very highly. I look forward to seeing your future work.”

…Huh?

A subtle silence ensued—as soon as our eyes met, the tension was pulled taut, like a thread about to snap. The progression that should have been present between them was completely missing.


[image: ]

The archduke’s voice was unbelievably unremarkable.

And strangely enough, Irian was the same.

“You flatter me. I, for one, have heard quite a bit about Your Highness from Lady Charlize.”

…Huh? When have I?! When have I ever told you anything about him?! Caught off guard, I looked at her.

She smiled faintly, in a way only I could see, as if to say, “I did well, didn’t I?”

It made me instinctively want to reach for the back of my neck.
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To put it simply, it was like this: a ducal family, still actively operating a trading company, held such a solid position that nobody could criticize them, not even behind closed doors.

The true ruler of the South.

A tycoon who had seized the financial lifeline of the empire.

Unlike the numerous founding meritorious families that had fallen due to countless schemes and slanders exchanged in secret, they still maintained a solid reputation.

Who, then, would dare to underestimate House Lienta?

The Lienta manor, which had maintained its long-standing grandeur, was situated on a crucial route one must pass to reach the imperial palace. The estate, famous for its starlight beauty, even at night, often received regretful glances because no balls were held there due to the temperament of the duke’s only daughter.

In the basement of this manor, akin to a scene from a masterful painting, there existed a prison containing things that should and should not be there. Only a few knew about it.

And Ron had just come to learn this rare fact.

It was that precise moment, when he was anxiously waiting to see who would sit on the empty chair, that Charlize appeared.

Yes! She’s much better compared to the duke. Concerned that the joy reflected in his eyes might be noticed, Ron quickly lowered his head.

“M-my lady,” he said, not realizing that not even a small ripple stirred in her sleek green eyes as she looked down at him. “My lady, I will tell you everything. What happened was…”

“Why should I listen to what you want to say?”

The mouth, about to make all sorts of excuses, stuck shut as if coated with wax.

Charlize, who slightly bent her upper body forward, lifted her lips. It was more appropriate to refer to it as that level of expression than a smile.

“Answer me. Should I really have to listen to your petty excuses?”

It was only then that Ron remembered the unfamiliar appearance of Charlize he had witnessed at the exhibition.

“I-I’m sorry.”

“It’s simple. When I ask a question, you answer. Can you do that?”

“Yes, yes! Of course, my lady. I can certainly do that.”

“What did the person who told you to steal from the exhibition say they will give you as a reward?”

Ron desperately dredged up a not-so-old memory from beneath the surface. I definitely cannot say everything. Doing so would mean death.

Stealthily glancing around, Ron gave a half-answer by saying, “It was money.”

“There must be more than just that.”

It was strange. The rumors about the lady they served were well-known to them. He had even laughed heartily upon hearing her described as an arrogant and unabashed hellion, agreeing that it was indeed a fitting description. It would have made sense, then, if she had slapped him first, without considering the consequences.

He was bound to be expelled anyway. His plan had been to try to extort money or submit a story to a newspaper, using being slapped as a pretext. But now, things were going in a completely different direction.

“You’re not going to answer?”

Had there ever been a time when quietness evoked such a distinct feeling that it made him hold his breath?

“You apparently aren’t suffering enough yet if you still have the presence of mind to lie,” she chuckled, a low sound that snatched at his mind as it tried to escape reality.

“I remember now! In the casino, there’s a game with the lowest odds. It’s so crowded that even nobles find it difficult to participate. Just sitting for an hour already earns you glares, and only someone like Duke Linix could keep occupying that spot! They said they would reserve it for me for the whole day, so, I… I am sorry! For a moment, I—”

Charlize raised her hand, with no expression cast on her face, like the next page of an unwritten book from which nothing could be discerned.

However, in truth, Charlize was actually just lost in thought.

Can it be because I forgot about the person who is more significant than anyone else?

The life of Charlize Lienta from the original story felt so distant, almost like it was someone else’s past, while the memories from her previous life were clearer in contrast. Therefore, in a familiar environment, the emergence of familiar memories was perhaps just natural.

It was at this moment that her rhythmic thumping of the armrest with her long fingers came to an abrupt halt.

How strange. Upon hearing Ron’s words, such a thought occurred to her. I don’t know yet to what extent the empress intended, but it looks like Duke Linix is acting as if he’s a walking advertisement for the casino… Did the empress have a stake in the casino?

The reason for sparing her father was more plausibly the result of meticulous, goal-oriented thinking, rather than mere trivial sentiment. Was this damned novel carelessly written, neglecting all other characters except the main ones?

Having seen her face directly, Ron let out an “Eek!” and trembled at the shoulders.

At that, Evans, who had been quietly watching the situation the entire time, cast him a sharp gaze before turning to Charlize. “What should we do with this servant, my lady?”
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What an exhausting day…

At least it was fortunate that everything happened in one place. If I had to move back and forth, this paper-like body of mine would have already declared a strike and then some.

“Ugh, I’ll definitely have to take care of this later.”

It would be overly excessive to kill a servant who, driven mad by gambling, tried to steal from the exhibition. Fearing that it might damage the family’s reputation, quickly kicking him out was the appropriate decision.

“For the time being, I must pretend not to know that it was the empress’ doing.”

I refuse to become the target of the empress by acting in a way that needlessly stands out. I still hadn’t been able to grasp even the outline of who “he,” the person who caused the duke’s death, was.

While cracking my fingers, I laughed with a vividness that surpassed any memories my current body held, just as in my previous life. It’s just my body that is like this, but as a villainess full of tenacious spirit, mental hardships are not a problem at all. Hahaha.

In this second life of mine, where I grew up receiving only love, if you asked why I became a person filled with such a tenacious spirit, that’s… Hmm?

Before I fully realized it, my gaze had turned towards the door, and then the butler spoke up.

“My lady, I have brought the medicine for you to take this evening.”

Nice timing. My energy was just about to be depleted. While my eyes twinkled, I quickly opened the door.

“Yes, yes, my lady. You’ll suffer less if you drink it all at once. Just keep drinking it. You are almost finished. Keep going. Yes, well done. Excellent!”

“Just for this much?”

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I, as if it was nothing, shrugged my shoulders.

As the butler’s eyes trembled—a sign he was deeply moved—he extended his hand. “Here’s some candy, my lady.”

I was carefully nibbling and savoring a piece when I felt an intense gaze on me. As I hesitantly raised my head, I saw the butler staring blankly into space, tears welling up in his eyes.

Wiping them away, he murmured, “Our lady, when have you grown up this much…”

I grew up long ago. I shook my head internally. It can’t be stopped anyway.

How could I stop their continued foolishness, driven by an indomitable will, when they had always behaved the same way, even before I remembered my previous life, when I was considered below the level of a decent human?

As I continued to roll the candy around in my mouth, the butler tenderly clasped his hands together once more. The second round’s about to begin.

“It feels like it was just yesterday when you were being fussy about not wanting to take your medicine.”

Right. The reason behind Charlize’s character, who had grown up lacking nothing, was surprisingly logical: her body was in pain—every now and then. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that over the years, the duke had scoured the entire continent for a cure, yet still, he couldn’t find a cure.

This meant it was a companion that she must bear for life. Was there anything else that could render a person as helpless as an unsolvable problem?

However, it wasn’t just because of that. Spilling the medicine bowl, claiming not wanting to eat, and locking her bedroom door—it was not pointless fretting.

I, the person involved, know.
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“It’s because of me. It’s because of me!”
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Irrational guilt washed over me like a wave. The reason I inevitably felt upset was probably because, in the end… I am Charlize Lienta.
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“Ahaha.”

The light-colored lips parted, and a clear sound of laughter flowed out from between them. The clear tone made it impossible for anyone to anticipate that the report held in her hand was related to the demise of a person.

“I tried to be satisfied with just the gossip that her servant stole a favored piece of art, but it seems that won’t do,” Katarina said, smiling faintly.

Then, as if something suddenly came to mind, she asked, “What about Lafranche?”

“No unusual details were found.”

“Hmm. I suspected as much,” Katarina said, nodding her head slightly as if uninterested.

Marquess Vanachell silently bowed his head. The empress was always like this. Whenever she chose someone to be recruited as an ally, she ruined them first—to make sure that there could absolutely be no option other than her.

Katarina smiled radiantly and said, “Ah, it’s fortunate because it’s them.”

Reputation and wealth. The method to deliver a brisk impact to the very foundations of House Lienta was surprisingly simple.
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The instigator behind Ron’s involvement in this incident was, most probably, the empress.

Her nasty habit had reared its head. She intends to make sure there are no other options for me. Since the situation had gone awry, the empress must be contemplating alternative measures. Now, with House Lienta set to manage the servants more strictly than before, the methods available to her would become very limited.

“Then, isn’t it just the one?”

Even the empress couldn’t meddle with the granaries in the South. No, it was precisely because she’s the empress that she must refrain from interfering, as any action she takes could escalate matters due to the emperor’s lack of virtue.

“The trading company.”

In the original story, the counterfeits produced under the empress’ orders were of such quality that they astounded even expert appraisers.

“I’m not sure whether her plan involves replacing the products delivered to the imperial palace with counterfeits or just circulating them in the market.”

Hmm… In the original story, Charlize was initially the empress’ absolute ally. When immense insult was hurled at her love, in that critical moment, Charlize saw the hand that reached out to her as a lifeline. Therefore, attacking the trading company had not originally been part of the empress’ plan.

“Then, whether it’s the former or the latter, it will take more time.”

Since the festival was not long ago, at least three months remain until the next delivery, and for the latter, a large quantity of counterfeits must be made. By then, I must determine who will be acting as the “hands” of the empress. Considering her character, it’s unlikely that she’d keep them within the imperial palace…

As I blinked listlessly and looked outside, a voice interrupted my reverie.

“My lady, everything has been arranged for your outing.”

Annoying, so annoying… I walked with heavy steps.
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The place we arrived at was the office of the capital guards.

With an awkward smile spread across his face, the captain of the guards asked about the explosion that happened a few days ago, “So, what you mean is, you suddenly heard the sound of a bomb?”

“I don’t know if it was a bomb.”

“Uh… then, was it a ‘bang’ sound?”

“Boom.”

“B-boom…” the captain of the guards stuttered, repeatedly wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. He continued, “The other guests came out immediately, but why did you, my lady, come out late? Could you please explain the circumstances?”

“Because I was startled, my feet wouldn’t move.”

The knight, who had been sitting quietly, suddenly choked, quickly set aside the pen he was using, and then drank some tea.

“Then, what about the archduke…?”

“I don’t know. For matters concerning the archduke, ask His Highness himself.”

The captain of the guards was, of course, a person from the empress’ side. But regardless of that, even I didn’t know why the archduke appeared. It must have been to attend the night auction, although he was a bit early. Hmm. Well, there must have been another reason.

The duke vehemently protested, saying that delving into the memories of a not-so-distant shocking day could make me faint—an experience he himself had actually lived through. As a result, this session was scheduled to last for only about thirty minutes, a timeline I adhered to strictly.

“You’ve worked hard, my lady.”

“I did have a bit of a hard time.”

Whew. It was difficult because, apart from the people of the manor, I had never had such a peaceful conversation with someone who was at least twice my age.

With a bewildered face, Sir Evans held out a pouch.

“The butler said that my lady would like it.”

“Oh,” I remarked, feeling the unexpected lightness of the pouch I received.

It’s not money.

Having checked inside it with indifference, my eyes suddenly sparkled.
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…She doesn’t seem to like it much.

Charlize’s characteristically blank expression remained unchanged. Despite that, Evans decided he would answer that the lady seemed to like it, should the tender-hearted butler ask.

Following behind her, who was striding along, Evans suddenly looked around and asked, “My lady? Is there perhaps a place you wish to stop by before returning home?”

“There isn’t.”

She was so confident that he had no idea she had actually lost her way!

Recently, her personality had indeed softened, but as he hesitated, worried she might interpret his silence as disregard, Charlize simply scratched her cheek and turned around.

“It seems I’ve lost my way. I’m sorry for making you walk needlessly.”

“Ah, not at all, my lady! It’s good to exercise!”

“Exercise, right, it’s good,” Charlize said, narrowing her eyes and stroking her chin. She then continued, “It should be okay to start now.”

Evans desperately pretended not to hear her muttering.

“Here.”

However, he couldn’t ignore the things that were more than just mutterings and were visible to anyone. Evans, his face miserably pale, suddenly noticed the fist thrust in front of him.

Instantly flinching, he belatedly extended his hands beneath her small fist, catching the yellow grains that rolled around in his palm.

“Eat.”

And then, Charlize shoved a handful of candy into her own mouth.

…It was candy.

Shocked by the unexpected turn of events, Evans awkwardly popped the candy into his mouth, as if it were poison. To his diligently trained biceps, it might as well have been.

It seemed that today, after completing his duties, he would need to run two extra laps.

“T-thank you, my lady.”

“It’s good, isn’t it?”

Unable to simply tell a lie, Evans just stealthily changed the subject, “The candy must be to your liking, my lady.”

“Yes, it is,” as she said so, Charlize grabbed another handful.

Indeed. She, the lady of House Lienta, did not come from a family so lacking that she would need to eat sparingly, cherishing and saving something as trivial as candy.

“That’s why I keep eating a lot of it.”

It was natural for her to do so. Even if she quickly grew bored, hers was an environment rich with many things to appreciate anew.

“I want to quickly get used to it so that eating this would come naturally to me.”

The words he heard just as he was thinking that way, however, were similar yet different. The skilled knight made the rookie mistake of intently staring at the face of the lady he was serving.

As a stroke of luck amidst misfortune, Charlize was actually looking elsewhere, prompting him to reflexively follow its trajectory.

…House Eclisse?
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Is this that?

The incident that caused Rosetta to bite her pillowcase and hold back tears at night.

In a hurry to properly integrate into high society, she vowed to become the faithful hands and feet of “Lavette Ronatus,” publicly known as the archduke’s fiancée.

It was then, during the incident where she first decided to take charge in harassing Irian, who had secured the position of the archduke’s fiancée, that she became more aggressive than anyone else. Eventually, she found herself influenced by the kind and gentle Irian…!

Hmm. In any case, Rosetta shouldn’t make such a decision… Because she says really horrifying things!
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“Shall I say it was because Lady Lienta told me to do it? After all, the archduke dislikes Lady Lienta, doesn’t he? He won’t even bother to verify it.”

“Don’t do that, Rosetta.”
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Rosetta could sell me out again, and there would be no Irian to stop her…

Anyway! This time, I walked not with a trudge but with conviction.

“Sir Knight, do not follow me.”
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“How long do you intend to keep this up, even uncle—”

“You should address him as the head of the family, Rosetta,” Frey sneered with an air of superiority.

Her hand, clutching the hem of her dress, tensed up.

It was at that very moment, with her mind clouded with indignation, that Rosetta was late in recognizing the person who had come close.

Bam!

The sound, too dull to be that of a fist striking someone’s head, echoed and spread, and a desperate scream tore through the air.

“Ah! What, what the… You! Do you know who I am—”

Frey, who had turned around confidently, suddenly froze. His lacking mind, which acted like a small tyrant in the house his parents stole, was still the same.

Rosetta bit her lip at the sight of Frey just blankly staring at Charlize.

“How noisy. Don’t you know that you should speak quietly in public places?”

Frey’s face reddened with a different meaning than just moments ago. Surely, anyone would be upset upon hearing such words coming from that lady.

“It seems the rumors are true that the eldest son of Viscount Hawthorne is a good-for-nothing, given how he was arrested by the guards again.”

The face that had merely blushed red was now crimson.

“I-if you put it that way…!”

Frey, opening his mouth in a moment of spite, faltered in his words. The lady’s expressionless face was overwhelmingly intimidating.

“The lady seems to be having a hard time looking after her cousin.”

Frey, perplexed by the strange familiarity in Charlize’s words, glanced back at Rosetta.

“Don’t you get it? I’m saying you should leave because I have things to discuss with Lady Rosetta.”

You didn’t say such a thing!

Despite his thoughts, Frey just bowed his head, a gesture of patience that would have earned his father’s approval had he witnessed it. Yet, he couldn’t completely hide the irritation that simmered with each step he took.

In spite of that, Charlize, still with an expressionless face, simply shoveled a handful of candy into her mouth. This caused Rosetta to glance at the knight behind the lady, pressing on his forehead.

“Would the lady like some too?”

Under Charlize’s questioning gaze, which seemed to be asking why she wasn’t answering, Rosetta hesitantly moved her hand.

And then, she thought blankly.

It really is just candy.

Was that the reason? She felt ridiculous. Her shoulders, having stiffened with tension unknowingly, now relaxed. Rosetta strenuously reined in her heart, which threatened to waver.

It was like this last time too.

In fact, it wasn’t that Rosetta felt only dislike for Charlize—someone who was strong against both the strong and the weak. Other nobles who couldn’t attend the banquets of high society might not know, but Lady Lienta was like a mad dog that bit back at everyone equally. This was exemplified when the loss of Rosetta’s parents became a subject of mockery, striking her like a dagger. Hearing this, Charlize once slapped a nobleman, who was of mixed blood with the imperial family’s collateral line, for uttering those mocking words.
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“From the standpoint of someone who has lost one, hearing you feels really disgusting. Why, should I make you lose both?”

[image: ]

Rumors circulated only about the latter part, but Rosetta clearly remembered the situation at the time. She had casually started a conversation, wondering if Charlize had done it out of concern for her.
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“Then blame your parents who gave birth to you. It’s better to just stay locked up in your room while harboring some unrealistic dreams.”
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But these were the only words she heard: “I simply acted according to my own whims. Since I had already experienced it before.”

Still…

“Thank you.”

“I didn’t hear you.”

Rosetta blushed at Charlize’s bad-tempered nagging to speak louder.

“I said thank you!”

“If you’re thankful, answer this one thing.”

Already, she regretted being grateful. Though reluctant, having no other choice, Rosetta nodded her head and said, “I will do so.”

“Why is the lady the one coming and going to the guard office, when it’s the others who should be careful?”

“…The guardianship period was extended,” Rosetta uttered, biting her lip.

Not only did they secretly use the Eclisse family’s seal, but they also bribed the officials in charge, so it was passed without any grace period.

“If you need someone to help with the court appeal, take me. I’ll become your witness.”

Rosetta didn’t respond, momentarily lost in thought.

Certainly, if it’s Lady Lienta, she will be a great force.

In the first place, there were already talks that it was unusual for the guardianship period to be extended, given that Rosetta, now an adult with no disqualifying reasons to become the head of the family, was involved.

Although objections were made to raise evidence, the matter proved challenging because the internal affairs of a mere count’s family weren’t interesting enough, and public opinion soon waned.

Such was the plight of a family of that stature, yet for those involved, it was the greatest tragedy.

Rosetta’s eyes hardened. “Why, why would you do that for me?”

“I don’t like it,” she said, her green eyes shining brilliantly. “You couldn’t keep your promise to see me because your uncle opposed it, right?”


[image: ]

The emotion that Rosetta had been trying hard to ignore until just now, quickly receded.

“…He did oppose it.”

Indeed, her uncle and his wife were different from parents who encouraged their children to form friendships for the sake of the family; they were wary of Rosetta forming any kind of proper connections.

“How foul.”

While looking absent-mindedly at Charlize’s slightly furrowed brows and perfectly shaped eyes, Rosetta couldn’t help but wonder why. Suddenly, she burst into laughter.

Something that had swollen like a balloon inside her had also burst and seemed to disappear, making her heart feel much more at ease.

“I know that the lady is just saying those words again this time,” Rosetta murmured. Because she had been holding it awkwardly for a long time, the candy she couldn’t eat sweetly rolled inside her clenched fist. She added softly, “Still… thank you.”

The emotion she felt at this moment was certainly true.
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“I meant it though, yet she just dismissed it as if it was a joke.”

Feeling somewhat downcast, I knocked on the door to the duke’s office. Earlier, he had thrown a tantrum about going to the guard office together, so as a compromise, I had promised to tell him everything that happened after I returned.

“—That’s about it.”

“Eclisse… So, an incident like that happened,” the duke remarked, furrowing his brow. He continued, “The worry left behind by the late count and countess must be great.”

The deep emotion of a father burdened by an irresponsible child was palpable. As the duke took a sip of his tea, his eyes revealed a profound depth.

“And I heard that the servant died. What a waste.”

Indeed, the empress was not the main antagonist without reason—her ability to act was extremely quick.

“To think he would go so easily.”

The duke simmered with quiet anger. I hesitated for a moment, then extended my hand to cover the back of his.

“Charl…”

Ron’s death was expected. Revealing everything about Ron to the duke was also intended as a warning to him to be vigilant about his own safety, considering someone was out there plotting to harm House Lienta. But when it actually happened…

“Ah, no! I-I’m sorry, Charl. It seems I was mistaken. The carriage. Yes! I heard it was a carriage accident. I heard it clearly with my own ears!”

I gazed intently at the duke as he rambled on. His was the face of someone I wanted to protect.

“…Cha-Charl?”

As I silently repeated the words I couldn’t say, I smiled. Only then did the duke’s face soften.

Father, you don’t have to worry about anything.

[image: ]

Once again, Sasha looked at me with eyes filled with worry.

At this age, I have become a terrible adult, only causing worries for this little child.

“The archduke was there at that time too. And nothing happened to me.”

For me, who was not articulate to begin with, the task of having to revise the ongoing story was extremely difficult.

“Okay,” Sasha replied, his smile faint.

As if to say, “I am here,” I firmly gripped his small hand and touched his cheek.

The child’s eyes, already wide with worry, grew even wider.

Eventually, I found myself gently rubbing it, pretending to wipe something off his cheek… By the way, why did the archduke come along this time too? Well, it worked out well for me! Perhaps this time I could see something again.

So, I tried to slyly move us away by saying that I would give Sasha a tour of the manor.

“Is it uncomfortable if I follow, my lady?”

The male lead is indeed the male lead. To see through people’s thoughts like that!

Admiring him inwardly, I vigorously shook my head in denial.

And thus began our unexpected stroll.

“This is a sunflower.”

“Yes.”

“That is a rose.”

“The scent is nice.”

“That is…” What is it again? It has been so long, I’ve already forgotten.

Then, the archduke, who had been quiet the entire time, opened his mouth.

“Lisianthus.”

Sasha’s eyes widened as he asked, “How did you know, uncle?”

“It’s my favorite flower,” the archduke, while caressing its petals with his long fingers, said in an unconcerned manner.

I, who was marveling together with Sasha, broke out in a cold sweat.

T-this can’t be… It was likely planted because the archduke likes it… Come to think of it, this is the area that was suddenly ordered to be overhauled because I actually liked red roses better.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen them. Thank you for showing me around the garden, my lady.”

“No, I too should be thankful for the gardener’s discernment about this…”

Let’s just stop here… It’s already impossible to salvage. As I dropped my shoulders, I heard a low sound of laughter. Wondering if I was being mocked, I glared, but Calix’ face was benign. Now I just seem like a bad person.

“May I request a conversation; would it be all right?”

Sasha, who was squatting down and taking in the fragrance of the flowers, quickly turned around. His large eyes darted between the archduke and me.

The child, with a broad smile, grabbed Livan’s hand. The aide, who appeared out of nowhere, then disappeared with Sasha to somewhere.

What just happened? I just watched blankly as the swift series of actions unfolded.

“Livan must have arranged it so that no one could eavesdrop on our conversation, so there’s no need to worry, my lady.”

Argh… that means there’s no one nearby.

Inwardly adopting a stance of vigilance, I repeatedly nodded my head.

“I heard your servant died. It must have been shocked you, my lady.”

“I’m all right, Your Highness.”

The archduke’s blue eyes, whom mine had already met once, turned towards me again. Because of the wind that blew just in time, I couldn’t see his expression clearly, but even I could tell that his appearance must have been as beautiful as a painting.

My hair was blowing and covering my view, so I couldn’t even see ahead. In hindsight, the complaint that I wasn’t the female lead and was being discriminated against even over such trivial matters did not come to mind—this place was thoroughly a world where only the main character was cherished.

If not that, it would be even stranger.

While roughly tidying up my hair, I went over the future I had just seen.
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“…Lienta must be in chaos,” Livan said, letting out a wry laugh.

Calix removed his gaze from the document he held in his hand.

Even putting it that way would be insufficient. There was no one who suspected the products because they were from the “Lienta” Trading Company.

All the noble families were in a frenzy examining their documents on the deals and products they traded from House Lienta.
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It was within the range I had already guessed, but there was a separate part that attracted my attention.

After seeing them off, I immediately holed up in my bedroom. Although I was worried about what kind of imaginations the duke might have upon hearing that I skipped dinner after meeting with the archduke, there was a necessity to sort things out before I forget this sense of discord.

Except for the first time, the archduke always appeared in the future I’ve seen through him. The reason might be simpler than I thought. Since it was all through the archduke’s eyes, his being there might just be a given.

Let’s move past why I can even sneak a peek at the future for now… Well, since I do remember even my previous life, it may be more than natural to have this kind of ability. Since it was not some elaborate fabrication but the act of seeing the real future, I decided to postpone questioning the “why” for now.

“If so… perhaps… was the archduke present in the first scene as well?”

I narrowed my eyes.

“No…” Even in the original story, where I acted so persistently annoying, the archduke did not directly threaten me. It wasn’t because I still believed in the events of the novel. There was no need to hold onto the original story, which had already been thoroughly disrupted.

There was something even more important than that: If everything was seen only from the archduke’s perspective, then one big blind spot arose… It can be distorted too.
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1. In the future seen through the archduke, the archduke always appears. This is a fact.

2. I can see the future through the original story’s main characters.
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However, to put it that way, I am unable to see the future from Irian. It was the same for other significant characters like the empress, Marquess Vanachell, and Sasha.

Just in case, I fiercely glared at myself in the mirror and then awkwardly turned my gaze away… So, thinking “Just in case,” I set something up.
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3. I can only see the future through characters that have conventionally appeared in the original story.

[image: ]

I will not lie to myself. That third hypothesis was very, very, very much influenced by my personal desires! I couldn’t just follow the archduke around… and just timidly walk into the original story with my own feet.

Having made a vow determinedly, I clenched my fist. There was a person who appeared in the original story whom I had not yet met. A character who, for that reason, would have entered the original story as described. There was just one.

“Lavette Ronatus.”

The Lady of the Golden Lily. The one whom knights wished to dedicate their honor to. Someone with a gentle personality and a soft smile… Right, there was no need for lengthy explanations. Because it could be explained in one sentence.

She is the figure who stands in polar opposition to Charlize Lienta.
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In the empire, there were three ducal families.

Among them, two were without an unmarried lady, and the last one was in such a state that it was practically the same as not having one. Therefore, in the social circle where no princess existed, everyone regarded one person as the de facto “highest” lady.

Lavette Ronatus—the Lady of the Golden Lily.

She was nicknamed “Golden Lily” because the emblem of the Ronatus marquessate was a lily. However, jokes still occasionally circulated about someone being the very antithesis of what one might associate with a lily.

The Lady of the Golden Lily, whose hair resembled beautiful golden threads as her moniker suggested, always smiled elegantly with her long hair hanging down—even in moments like this.

“What’s the matter, Sir Knight?”

“My lady, the thing is…” the knight began, but he trailed off, his face in a daze.

Just as Lavette, who had only opened the carriage window, was about to open the door, she heard a voice.
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“I didn’t know that a carriage would move so quickly even in a street crowded with people.”

It was true that carriages should not run recklessly in the street. However, it was customary for pedestrians to deftly avoid the carriages by themselves.

“…My lady, though it may be presumptuous, carriages are something that pedestrians avoid…”

“Are you saying that I should have tried to get out of the way?”

“Certainly not. My apologies,” the knight said, bowing his head.

“It’s because of me,” Lavette interjected, her expression darkening. This was unlike when she met with the empress, where she showed not even a hint of tiredness.

“My lady, please do not go out. Clearly, that lady…”

“Ella.”

“…My apologies.”

“It will be fine as long as you don’t do it from now on.”

Lavette stepped down from the carriage, smiling gently and without a hint of disarray, as if she were only walking on flat ground.

“I’m so sorry, my lady. Were you very surprised?”

Despite her heartfelt apology, Charlize merely stared back with a blank expression. At this, the knight restrained his frustration, although in truth, the lady was simply taken aback.

I did want to meet her… Somehow, I meet most of the characters from the original story on the streets. Hmm. Ah, by any chance…? Is it because I came from the streets?

[image: ]

Turning back the hands of the clock to early afternoon.

After doing morning exercises for the first time in a while, Charlize dragged her tired body and shuffled along.

If I don’t rely on chance, I’ll never be able to meet her.

It was obvious that Lavette’s followers, who were closely gathered around her, would glare. While there was the extreme method of simply forcing her way through and then cupping both her cheeks to meet her eyes directly, this approach was rejected. It was most certainly not just because of Charlize’s image.

My image went down the drain a long time ago.

“If that really happens, even if I can see the future, I’ll just realize it’s possible and that’ll be it.”

She would then merely end up longing sorrowfully for the Ronatus marquessate. Moreover, Marquess Ronatus was a figurehead of the imperial faction and harbored a dislike for the centrist Duke Lienta, whom he accused of being overly cautious.

In trying to save the duke, I might just end up increasing his enemies.

Therefore, Charlize made her decision.

“My lady, if you order the items you wish to sponsor, I will obtain them. You don’t have to look at each and every one.”

“I just want to take care of everything since I’m out and about anyway.”

The kind-hearted Lavette often volunteered at the orphanage. Thus, Charlize’s plan was to subtly inquire about her next visit while handing over the items.

It’s pretty good, isn’t it?

“My lady!”

Conscious of Charlize, those around her who had been sneaking sidelong glances gasped, releasing their suppressed breaths.

“T-that child! Oh, no…”

“Should we call the guards ahead of time?”

“To even think of begging from the lady…”

The low murmuring voices were all filled with horror.

Because he was an outstanding knight, Evans, having heard them, was—only inwardly—just as horrified. After pondering whether to pretend he hadn’t heard, he finally spoke with a heavy heart.

“Umm, my lady, it looks like that child over there is calling out to you…”

Charlize tilted her head and asked, “Me?”

The only people who would warmly call out to her were the duke, the butler, the head maid, Sasha, and Irian. Yet suddenly, a familiar face came into her view.

“Do you remember me, my lady?”

“Uh-huh.”

With a slight smile, Angel leaned closer.

“I didn’t call you by your name since it seems like you came here in secret.”

There’s probably no one here who doesn’t know who I am…

Because her reputation wasn’t built favorably, Charlize, with cloudy eyes, just went “uh-huh” and nodded her head. After a moment, she looked at the child and asked, “But why did you call me? Is there a reason?”

“Ah, that is…”

As expected, it’s probably because she needs money. But, unfortunately, I didn’t bring any cash.

Suddenly, a loud voice boomed from behind the child.

“Angel, you damn brat! If you’ve been given work even though you’re an orphan, you should be grateful…”

The voice that had been shouting vigorously faltered and quieted down. Upon seeing someone who clearly looked like a noble standing in front of Angel, the large-bodied middle-aged man became dumbfounded.

“What?”

Although I asked, it isn’t difficult to guess what the situation is.

However, Angel, who knew Charlize only as a genteelly raised lady, whispered in a clear and concise manner. The lady, having been listening quietly, suddenly had fire ignite in her eyes.

“My father put so much effort into establishing child labor laws during his time as a chancellor, yet you dare try to break them in front of me.”

At her growling voice, the middle-aged man looked as if he might melt into the floor.
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From what I had observed, this physical strength was the result of Charlize’s home environment.

Additionally, seeing how easily he collapsed, the duke must also have poor physical strength—just like me! He used his meager strength to work hard on those designated laws…!

To break them just like that… What a bad man.

While glaring with fiery eyes at the hastily disappearing backside, a body that I had caught in the corner of my vision disappeared.

As I wondered what it was, Angel straightened up after bending deeply and then spoke.

“Thank you for your help.”

“If you’re thankful, answer this one thing.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Why are you working so hard? Is the food at the orphanage that bad?”

If my precious money is being embezzled, I definitely won’t let it go.

“No, it’s just… because I need money.”

Angel replied with a tone of reluctance and then pressed her lips shut again. However, regrettably, I found myself remembering this child’s situation.

Her goal is to find her frail older brother.

“That works out well. I needed someone around your age to act as my guide. I’ll pay you well if you decide to accept my offer.”

Angel looked up at me with an expressionless face, then immediately managed a mechanical smile—as if nothing had happened.

“If I can be of help, it will be my pleasure.”

“Child, it seems like you’re having strange thoughts, but I’m only requesting this because I truly need someone.”

Angel remained silent. I chose to overlook the fleeting glimpse of vulnerability that briefly surfaced amidst her crumbling smile.

…And that was how I came to meet Lavette.
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Goddess…?

If she were to reach out her hand and ask, “Are you okay?” I felt I might unwittingly spout nonsense like, “The pain has disappeared thanks to your touch…” Such was Lavette’s compassionate beauty.

“Are you all right, my lady?”

As she tried to approach me, the maid who got off the carriage with her carefully pulled on Lavette’s sleeve.

And at that moment, I made my decision. Wiping away tears on the inside, I bitterly extended an apology in advance to my blanket.

There are no days for dust to settle.

Glaring with fierce eyes, I twisted my wrist to reveal the back of my hand.

“Here, it got scraped because I was startled.”

Even in the face of my blatant nonsense, Lavette’s response was noticeably different.

“Oh my…” Surprised, Lavette hurried over. Gently grasping my hand and anxiously examining the “wound,” she then raised her eyes to apologize.

“Fortunately, it doesn’t seem like it will scar. But just in case, would you like to go to our manor? It’s not that far from here.”

Here’s my chance! Like a dog with prey right before its eyes, I snatched up the opportunity I had been waiting for all along.

I paused, locking eyes with her, waiting for a fragment of the future to show itself.

The silence stretched between us, heavy with expectation.

Finally, breaking the silence, she asked, “My lady…?”

It was only after Lavette spoke and awkwardly blinked her soulful eyes that I acknowledged it with dismay. My third hypothesis… That I can only see the future through characters that have conventionally appeared in the original story. A futile dream… dismissed without any chance to cling to the hem.

Lavette was likely on her way back, having just stepped into the development of the original story. While I may not know the detailed dialogue, I do remember the overall context.

About the beginning for Lavette, that is.
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Once comparable in wealth to Lienta, the affluent Linix family was now desolate.

Deep within their manor, the master’s bedroom harbored a damp atmosphere, as if shrouded in a thick fog, mirroring the scandals that surrounded its owner. Despite his grand stature still being apparent, glimpsing his former glory from his gaunt body had become challenging.

The assertion that he was ruined by the thrill of pleasures discovered late in life wasn’t entirely wrong, yet it wasn’t the complete truth either.

Like most nobles, he had spent nearly his entire life playing card games at the club.

“Father, try this,” Katarina said, tilting her sleek eyebrows. “It’s the medicine prescribed by the imperial physician. It might be a bit bitter, but what’s bitter in one’s mouth is good for the body, isn’t it?”

Katarina lifted her father’s chin, her grip tightening forcefully in an instant.

“Someday I will pour poison into father’s mouth, but not just yet. It really is medicine. You need to be healthy for now. Even though you can’t do anything properly, surely, you can at least swallow this right, can’t you?”

Her bright red eyes curved, taking on the shape of a radiant smile that filled her entire face.

Moments later, Katarina, who looked at the sleeping Duke Linix as if he were a nuisance, quietly exited the bedroom.

“Please return safely, Your Majesty.”

“You as well.”

As soon as she boarded the carriage after receiving the butler’s polite greeting, the faint smile she had been holding vanished instantly. Her expression changed abruptly, taking on a creepy aspect, yet it was less unsettling than the slow shift of her red eyes.

Seeing the state of her father reminded her of someone.

“It’s regrettable that he couldn’t properly do even a simple task.”

Brushing back her hair, Katarina leaned deeply against the cushion. However, even as she spoke, she wasn’t truly regretful, for she hadn’t expected actual results from the start.

If it works out, great; if not, so be it.

She believed that Lienta wouldn’t even be able to guess that she was the one behind it.

“Mother, I wish you had lived just a little longer,” Katarina said, as if regretful. She let out a shallow sigh before continuing, “If so, you could have made people more useful.”

Then, she thought of one person.

Lavette Ronatus. She’s useful, but the problem is that she is too soft.

With an innocent face like that of a child, Katarina muttered, “Then, should I help her make such feelings disappear?”
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Having achieved my objective, I immediately collapsed onto my bed as soon as I got home.

“Ah, why?!”
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Why is it that I can only see the future through the archduke?!

Thumping my blanket repeatedly, I rolled over and then aimlessly looked at the detailed brushwork of the picture decorating the ceiling before lifting my upper body.

“Now, I really must find the person who is making those counterfeits.”

A counterfeit has appeared among the products commonly found in the market, and I must locate that craftsman before the situation worsens. But that’s easier said than done… where do I even begin searching…

― Human.

…That startled me!

Turning around swiftly, I became confused as the position I had presumed to be his shoulder was unexpectedly drooping.

Hmm. “Can a divine beast’s bones even break?”

― …Why is it that the more I see you, the more the feeling of trust disappears?

“Ouch, that hurts.”

― More importantly, human. The child disliked lizards.

Hmm. “Are you saying that, despite being a large lizard?”

― He had become stiff, the poor thing.

“Indeed, it seems that lizards and dragons are different, after all.”

― …I told you it would be like that.

Ppiyuu… Along with a cute sound, his head drooped down once more.

― So, I have thought about it.

The divine beast sighed again, having spoken in a reluctant tone.

― From what I see, the child likes you a lot. He smiled while looking at the tea, snacks, and other things you said were delicious.

“Huh?”

― I saw it happening in the garden.

“Ah.”

― Therefore…

His eyes, as small as beans, turned towards me.

― Serve me, human.

…What?
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“…What is with that lizard?”

“I found him cute.”

The duke’s eyes, which flitted between me and the divine beast clinging to my shoulder, trembled as he asked, “What part of him?”

“When he cries, making a ‘ppiyuu-ppiyuu’ sound.”

“A-all right.”

After clearing his throat, the duke cut the eclair into bite-sized pieces, speared one with a fork and turned it toward me.

It’s strange. I did not want to become accustomed to the affection revealed even in the most trivial details, aware that possessing such weaknesses could easily be exploited—and yet…

As I silently finished off my meal in one bite, the duke, who had been watching me with satisfaction, began to speak in a furtive manner.

“By the way, what was it that you wanted to say, Charl?”

― Is this person really trustworthy? It seems like he’s watching you, as if he has something to hide.

The divine beast whispered secretly.

“Since the duke is naturally a sensitive person, it is merely him being his usual self, so do not ruin his first impression of you; stop wagging your tail and stay quiet,” I whispered back secretly.

― Ppiyuu-ppi… fine.

“I have not been doing the work I should have been doing all this time.”

Clink! Clang!

The fork that the duke ultimately ended up dropping rolled pitifully on the table.

“Cha-Charl…”

F-for what it’s worth, I am not that stupid. Surprisingly, I repeatedly advanced through grades with excellent marks in the academy and even graduated early!

This was because Charlize was not one to miss the opportunity to stand formally beside the archduke; meanwhile, for reasons unknown, Calix did not skip grades. Thanks to that, despite their age difference, Charlize was able to stand proudly beside Calix, the valedictorian, as the salutatorian, at their graduation ceremony.

It’s not for no reason that rumors had spread throughout the academy…

“I also want to help with the work of the trading company.”

“All right, Charl, I understand your feelings, but… Huh?”

“Of course, I am aware of my shortcomings. So, for now, I want to do it as if it were a field trip…”

“No, that’s not it!”

Why?! I want to do it just at a field trip level! I don’t want to work seriously!

“I, again, thought you… No, never mind,” the duke mumbled hesitantly before quickly returning to the original conversation. “If so, then when…?”

“The sooner, the better.”

If I can’t find the craftsman, I’ll have to run around personally… I discreetly wiped away a tear.

Where would I find the craftsman who made the counterfeits? Tracking someone down under the guise of sheer coincidence, without any outside help, was not an easy task—especially from the lofty position of a noble lady. So, I pondered whether it might have been mentioned in the novel, racking my brain intensely, but as expected, I couldn’t remember…

Huh?
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In a secluded area at a corner on the third street of the capital, the owner of a store laughed gleefully under the shade of a Platanus tree.
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It’s a fact that I remember the original story well… because it was expensive, I read just that novel incessantly.

In my previous life, I was often praised for being useful, which seemed to include my brain as well. But how come I remember such details about it, when it’s not even about the main characters but just the background?

Hmm… I wasn’t that clever. How strange.

I thought about holding onto my bewilderment, so as not to forget it. Nonetheless, for now, it was fortunate. If things go well, it seems like I might not actually have to suffer greatly!
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A pair of blue eyes gleamed sharply.

The small hand that reached out moved decisively, followed by a noise that rang in the silence.

“I should lay an additional layer of handkerchief.”

“…I lost again.”

An indifferent voice overlapped with a troubled one.

Livan, standing behind Sasha, couldn’t help but glare at his superior, muttering under his breath, “You should have let him win!”

Calix shrugged his shoulders and whispered back, “Because Sasha went first, my turn hasn’t even come around yet.”

“Even so!” Livan hissed quietly before continuing, “Since he’s lost three rounds in a row, how disappointed must he feel!”

He looked away from Livan’s fiery gaze to set up the Jenga again. As he was arranging the wooden blocks, Sasha called out to him with a determined tone.

“U-uncle.”

After noticing the child’s tightly clenched hands, Calix averted his gaze and reflected. Perhaps I should have gone first in the last round. It was a mistake to have dragged out the game, finding Sasha’s earnest efforts cute.

“Thank you for playing with me… even though it must have been boring since I kept losing. I’m glad… that you are my uncle.”

His words were very soft.

At that moment, Calix forgot what kind of expression he should make.
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“My… my child… please take care of his funeral.”
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That statement kept him alive at that moment. Sasha was the part he had to shoulder responsibility for—Sasha was his responsibility. So, he willingly embraced the duty to provide a home for the child who returned alive.

A nephew he hadn’t seen in seven years, now at an age where he needed protection—a boy who knew nothing and needed to learn everything. A child whose emotional range was narrow, as if he had never truly experienced anything.

Therefore, it would have been easier to leave Sasha as he was—because silence was preferable to noise. These were the typical thoughts that surfaced when dealing with a “burden.” However, Calix found himself wondering why…

He hoped the child would experience various emotions. He didn’t want to feel that it was easier just because the boy lacked food preferences. Instead, he wished Sasha would be picky, with foods he hated. He longed for the child to hate bathing so much that he would even feign sleep to avoid it, just like other children his age.

Calix yearned to give the child such ordinary experiences even now, but for the most part, it was already too late.

If only I had met you just a bit sooner… He found himself making a supposition, something he hadn’t done since his childhood, fully aware that it was unlikely to be realized.
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“M-my lord! My lord—!” Livan whispered frantically. During that time, he made frantic gestures and shifted his gaze urgently back and forth between the child’s small back and Calix.

Fortunately, his fervent gestures caught his lord’s attention.

Barely parting his lips, Calix spoke smoothly, “I’m also happy that Sasha is my nephew. I guess I’ll have to work hard to maintain my place as second from now on.”

With his eyelashes lowered, a mournful tone emerged from his well-shaped lips, “I’m sure the first place will still be the lady’s.”

The child, timidly smiling, had eyes that shook back and forth. As Calix finished speaking, Sasha responded resolutely, “I-in that case, together…”

“Do you mean sharing it together?”

“Yes!”

Calix simply ended up laughing.

Just then, the child, realizing his uncle was just teasing him again, puffed up his cheeks. Initially, he could only manage an awkward smile, but now, he knew how to express even such emotions.

“Uncle, you’re so mean.”

“Do you hate me for it?”

“…No.”

“It’s all right to hate me, Sasha.”

The child, his mouth sharply pouting like a baby chick, suddenly widened his eyes as he was effortlessly lifted into his uncle’s broad embrace. It had become a comfortably familiar feeling.

“Still, I will always love you even if you do.”

Rubbing his cheek very gently against Calix’ chest, Sasha smiled softly.

“I, too, will never hate uncle.”

“Even if I continue to tease you?”

“Yes, even so.”

From the start, Sasha was a child incapable of hating anyone.

Satisfaction flickered on Livan’s face as he followed behind them, but it quickly faded.
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“There are no words that inevitably must be spoken due to an adult’s circumstances; such a notion does not exist. It is merely selfishness, a desire to choose the easy and convenient path. It’s a story the child doesn’t yet need to know, and I would prefer that we no longer discuss that matter.”
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Calix’ face, making such a remark to a knight of the Black Night, was no different than usual.
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Imperial Consort, where in the world are you…?

It happened just as Livan had barely swallowed his saliva.

“The first place will never change… because the two of you were the first people to treat me kindly.”

All thought processes halted at the sound of the carefully uttered words in the child’s small and fragile voice.
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That same evening, in the archduke’s office located in the main building of Elluiden manor, Livan presented the documents as soon as Calix sat down.

“The task of finding the imperial consort… is progressing slower than expected.”

The taste was bitter. The possibility that the imperial consort, initially reported dead, might still be alive, having successfully hidden all traces of her existence, was unsettling. Above all, Sasha does not remember the very existence of his guardian. Everything was strange.

However, it was merely a question that remained at the stage of doubt.

Then, Calix spoke in a monotonous tone, “Next time, it would be good to also have findings on the investigation of the imperial consort.”

From his lord’s face, which smiled as if nothing were amiss, Livan discerned the remnants of an old emotion. Even if the feelings of that moment were genuine, it was natural for people to eventually cherish something even more precious.

With his head bowed to not reveal his expression, Livan answered faithfully, “Yes, my lord.”
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I should check if what came to mind last time actually matches reality.

At times like this, it indeed proved inconvenient not to have someone who could handle things for me without the duke knowing. But what can I do about it? Having lived like that, would I even really have any decent subordinates?

Even if I did, they would have quickly run away. If I were to claim a small mental victory, it would be better if they had never existed at all. That way, there would be no need to strike from the “decent subordinates” list those who have forsaken and abandoned me.

I gazed bitterly through the small window of the carriage.

― When do we get off? It’s uncomfortable because it’s shaky.

This damned fate didn’t even allow me time to fall into sorrow.

“Hold on. There’s a knight right outside the carriage.”

― Only you can hear me anyway.
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“How do you know that only I can hear you?”
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Last time, I belatedly wondered what would happen if the duke had heard us, so I asked, and the divine beast replied nonchalantly.

[image: ]

― My words are not something anyone can hear.

“Oh, can you do it by specifying the target?”

― It isn’t like that, but anyhow, it is so.

“…”
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I convinced myself that the duke didn’t overhear purely by chance. After all, isn’t it a voice that even I, who have consistently forgotten and missed the Day of Sacred Blessing, lacking any faith or sincerity, have heard? Really, why is it that I can hear it? Is it because of the divine beast’s desperate longing to grow close with Sasha?

I, too, had found myself hoping that the divine beast would become his friend. Having a chatterbox by one’s side might also bring a change of mood, and even someone who tended to be too kind and worrisome might begin to express his own opinions.

― …Somehow, your expression seems strange.

Noticing even such things was very beneficial—if there was someone around harboring nonsensical thoughts, the divine beast would be able to discern them well.

“I think it would really be good for Sasha to become close with you.”

― That’s the first right thing you’ve said in a long time.

“I often say the right things.”

― By the way, what exactly were you thinking about earlier?

While pretending not to hear his nagging, I welcomed some other words.

“We’ve arrived.”

As soon as I got off the carriage, the coachman grumbled, “Look, the person in nice clothes doesn’t even give a tip.”

― How shameless!

The divine beast, who had been continually grumbling from the shaky carriage, was outraged.

― Absolutely do not hand him any!

From the beginning, I had no intention of giving any.

I calmly and quickly distanced myself.

Money comes and goes. That’s just how the world works. When we didn’t have it, we just accepted it as a fact. But when it was gone, we had to work extremely hard!
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Platanus, Platanus. Thanks to the kind gardeners who eagerly explained, I arrived knowing exactly which tree it was.

As soon as I entered the nearby store, the owner quickly greeted me.

“Welcome…”

Why did he suddenly stop talking?

As I looked at him, the man flinched and his shoulder shook.

“It’s an honor to meet an esteemed guest.”

As if nothing had happened, he greeted me politely. Hmm, it seems I’ve come to the right place. Being surprised and being on guard were clearly different. And just now, that guy was definitely on guard.

“However, may I know what brings you here?”

“Of course, I came to request a commission for a product.”

“Pardon?”

“Why, will it be difficult?”

“Not at all.”

“However, it turned out to be a bit regrettable. I came all the way here because I was hoping nobody would recognize me.”

Upon hearing my words, his initially curious gaze—wondering why that lady had come to such a secluded place—relaxed. Instead, a new tension soon emerged. This was understandable: if someone you were preparing to betray suddenly appeared and you didn’t tense up, perhaps it would be better to utilize that aptitude to another profession.

He cautiously asked, “What product do you wish to commission?”

Holding out the paper I had prepared, I answered, “It’s this.”

“Can you make it work?”

“…Compared to me, a jeweler would be more suitable…” the man, who was mumbling like that, suddenly stopped and then spoke again, “I think I can do it.”

“Here’s the down payment.”

As I held out the check, the man’s eyes widened.

Shortly afterward, the divine beast muttered in bewilderment.

― You, aren’t you a miser?

This little…

Glancing at the pocket into which the divine beast had swiftly entered, the man rubbed his palms together and declared, “I will definitely accomplish it.”

“That’s a good attitude.”

Well, if you’ve come to think that way, it’s fortunate. Tell the empress about this immediately. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

For reference, I was famous for never letting what was mine be taken away.
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Naturally, people tended to become more generous when they were full.

So, I patiently waited for the right moment, until the duke had finished even his dessert.

“Father, there is something I need to tell you.”

The duke’s eyes widened in surprise.

Ah, was I too serious?

Just as I was concerned about how the duke might react if he thought it involved the archduke and was about to quickly clarify, he spoke up readily.

“All right. Go ahead, Charl.”

Was it because the reaction I had become too familiar with was absent? Somehow, his demeanor left me feeling awkward, but regardless, it was fortunate that the duke was not surprised. So, I recited the words I had prepared.

“Although I only helped a little with the trading company’s work, even just that was enough to come to understand your hard work well, father.”

I had come to know it very well. Secretly, I had thought that dealing solely with nobles would mean fewer types to handle, but I was mistaken. It was a profound time when I intensely realized just how many products the trading company managed, and therefore, the immense struggle I would face in distinguishing between genuine items and counterfeits.

The duke, with eyes welling up with tears, spoke warmly, “Charl, Chezare also says that you are very diligent.”

“…So, it got me thinking. Just standing by and doing nothing is regrettable.”

“It’s not necessary for you to do anything.”

From beside him, the butler handed a handkerchief to the sniffling duke. The butler’s own eyes were also misty with tears.

“I, too, have become interested in helping with the trading company’s work. Of course, taking on detailed management will be difficult at first.”

“Please, do continue.”

“So, I thought about a one-of-a-kind product. It’s targeted at young nobles, something that lovers can share with each other…”

Plop.

A tear-soaked handkerchief fluttered downward. Instinctively, my gaze followed it, and I noticed a nearby hand trembling.

Why, again?! As this thought crossed my mind, I felt a warmth akin to finally returning home after a long absence… Sigh.
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“For some reason, it seems he’s having strange thoughts again.”
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“Charl, a-all right. If that’s what you want. All right, go ahead…”

“Father, I’m telling you in advance that I have nobody to give one to.”

“All right…”
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You never know how things will turn out for someone. After being struck by both possession and reincarnation, I became a believer in this saying. But that didn’t mean I intended to get into such a relationship with the archduke!

If things didn’t go well, my intention was to approach him, pretending to follow the empress’ will, and then say, “Her Majesty wishes for me to get engaged to Your Highness to keep an eye on Sasha. Would you consider joining hands with me in deceiving her?”

Because I couldn’t definitively say that such a situation with the archduke would never occur and merely evaded the question, the duke’s shoulders drooped like branches heavily laden with snow.

Anyway, I’ll just place importance on the fact that permission has been granted.

In the meantime, that man had already made and sent a prototype.

“This is genuine.”

The moment I saw it, I just knew. Hmm.

“It’s not like having perfect pitch, but a perfect aesthetic sense? If I had been someone who knows how to discern people’s true intentions, it would have been more convenient, but what can I do?” Murmuring to myself, I exposed the dull heart-shaped gemstone to the sunlight, and it reflected transparent red rays from various angles.
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By when should I start producing the actual products, my lady?

[image: ]

“I’m not sure.”
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Three days after that, the call I had been waiting for arrived.
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“Welcome, Lady Lienta.”

“Thank you for inviting me.”

“Not at all. Rather, I’m the one who should apologize for sending the invitation so late. I had many tasks that needed to be handled.”

“It’s only natural for you to be preoccupied with many things. I understand.”

Though she appeared to adhere to etiquette, Charlize’s peculiarly arrogant tone remained. Her merely fiddling with the teacup without initiating any conversation wasn’t surprising at all.

“Isn’t the lady busy with many things as well? I heard you are assisting the duke with his work.”

Even while having a private audience with the empress, Charlize’s eyes, which had been indifferently fixed on the teacup, lifted only then.

“Don’t misunderstand, it’s not that I investigated the lady. It’s just a widespread story in the capital these days.”

“It seems people really must have nothing else to do.”

Charlize’s well-formed smile slightly stiffened, but it was only for a short moment.

An unsociable personality and a manner of speaking to go along with it.

That’s not bad for me at all.

The more isolated she became, the easier it would be for Katarina.

“Indeed, and I do have a current concern,” Charlize remarked, her brow slightly furrowed.

Her words made Katarina become attentive—because that lady was not normally the type to initiate a conversation.

“Finding the manpower to manufacture the products is proving difficult.”

“Manpower?”

Katarina’s expression turned into one of slight puzzlement.

He said that he had made and sent a prototype.

Concerned that the lady, who had never properly executed a task before, might be contemplating an unreasonable deadline, she decisively issued an order for him to hurry up.

“So, it is not yet at the prototype stage.”

When she lightly broached the subject, Charlize quickly opened up.

“I did receive a prototype, but since it’s from someone running a small store on the outskirts of the capital, I began to doubt their capabilities to handle the workload. If they were truly skilled, shouldn’t their shop be thriving?”

“It seems like you’re investing quite a bit of effort into this.”

“Yes, because it’s the first product I am launching with my name and reputation on the line, you see. My father has also been worried, so I want to do well.”

“Hmm,” Katarina murmured in a low tone, smiled strangely. “May I offer my assistance in the task of finding a decent person?”

“Are you speaking as the empress?”

“Yes. It’s a personal matter, so it’s not something I should directly intervene in, but seeing the lady work so passionately, I would like to give you a helping hand.”

Charlize’s face was devoid of any expression, but her characteristic sullen look had vanished—a clear sign that she was intrigued. Having come this far, what followed should be easy.

She whispered coaxingly, “If it really bothers you, how about giving the first product to me? The first product of the lady’s first launch, isn’t that monumental?”

Katarina smiled, and this time, her smile genuinely reflected her true feelings—it was truly enjoyable for her.

From the moment she heard the news, she had resolved to get involved with the product the lady was producing, especially because targeting the lady directly, rather than her family, would strike a deeper blow.

Moreover, she had come to realize just how cautious the lady was being.

You might think you have hit rock bottom, but there is always a deeper low. As the sole successor of House Lienta, everything in the world must have seemed effortlessly easy to her, marked by an air of arrogance. So, despite it being her first time, she is likely acting as if she doesn’t want to rely on the duke’s help.

However, the world was not so simple. The lady would soon find herself at the center of rumors about things she had never imagined herself being the subject of.

At that time, Katarina would feel like Charlize’s only salvation, not realizing that it was that very hand that had pushed her into the mire.

“I’m glad I can be of help to the lady.”

With her dark intentions skillfully hidden, Katarina was just about to bid farewell to her guest when Charlize suddenly spoke up.
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“Then, I’m sorry, but could you please help me with one more thing?”

It was a shameless remark, but in the elevated mood, Katarina just glossed over it and feigned a magnanimous smile.

“Certainly.”

“I would like someone to escort me to the carriage. I was in such a hurry today that I forgot to bring my knight.”

“Oh dear,” Katarina said, furrowing her brows as if in regret. “Just give me a moment to call for a knight,” she added, accepting the request.

“I saw there was a servant next to the door. Since we’re inside the imperial palace, even a servant, and not a knight, would be fine.”

For a brief moment, Katarina’s red eyes bore a cold look as she closely observed Charlize. However, she soon shifted her gaze. After all, there was no need to be wary of a mere flower in a greenhouse.

“If the lady is fine with it, then let’s do that.”

Upon ringing the bell, Katarina looked at the servant who entered and gave an order, “Escort the lady to her carriage and come back.”

The servant, momentarily pausing, bowed deeply as if nothing had happened. Then, turning to Charlize, he said, “I will guide you.”
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The road to where the carriage had stopped was enveloped in silence. For this reason, Charlize’s words could very well be said to have emerged abruptly, devoid of context.

“The truth is, I requested your escort because I knew you were a knight. Since that is the case, I found no reason to unnecessarily wait for the empress to call for another.”

The man’s eyes showed a peculiar wariness for just a moment. Charlize caught that fleeting moment; one she would have missed had she not been paying attention.

“It’s because I have seen you before at a jousting tournament.”

“I often hear that I have a common appearance.”

“You don’t need to pretend otherwise. I remember you because you were skilled, that’s all.”

He remained silent.

“If you get tired of living as a servant, you’re welcome to come to Lienta. It’s quite a nice place, if I do say so myself.”

“I apologize, but that will be difficult. I am one of Her Majesty’s people.”

“Is that so? That’s too bad.”

Her calm statement could at first be thought of as mere probing, but to him, it sounded like she was being sincere.

“Then, can you at least remember this? That Charlize Lienta recognized your true worth and made you an offer.”

“If remember it, then I will probably report it to Her Majesty.”

“If you want to do so, then by all means.”

Charlize waved her hand, with the ends of her lips curled up, and said, “Here’s my carriage. Thank you for escorting me. Goodbye.”

Clearly, he was the one who rejected her, and Charlize was the one who was rejected. Yet, the heaviness of their departing steps told a different story.
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A flat-out rejection…

I had already anticipated it, but his iron wall was indeed formidable.

The gloominess lasted only for a moment, and I clenched my fist tightly. I’ve survived for now! I’ve avoided extreme hardship. Anyway, there was a certain comfort in being able to speak so bluntly—the empress likely thought I had always been like that.

And tomorrow, I finally get to see Sasha again!

I was joyfully happy, but then suddenly, without warning, became gloomy.

“This can’t go on any longer…” Even the people of the archduchy likely wouldn’t welcome my continued visits. And I, too, was aware that I had to stop meeting him.

Sasha’s fond of me. I was quite quick-witted, but even if I hadn’t been, it would have been impossible not to notice. His eyes brimmed with such tender affection that they even gave me the illusion of having become someone extraordinary.

And there might be people who view Sasha with prejudice for being close to someone like me. Above all, it wasn’t good for the child’s emotional development. Just think, if he alone finds the person everyone else is wary of as okay, imagine the confusion he’ll face later on.

“Now that I think about it, it’s been quite a while since I’ve seen Irian.”

After the commotion at the “Night of Young Artists,” there was a period of listlessness, but then everyone’s determination blazed up again.
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“My work is going to be exhibited! The title has already been decided.”

[image: ]

It seemed that since all the famous works had been burned, the situation gave an opportunity to new artists.
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“Oh, congratulations.”

“Aren’t you going to ask about the title?”

“What is it?”
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Irian smiled shyly.
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“It’s ‘Lily.’”
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“She really must like lilies…”

Even to me, Irian’s muttering voice sounded gloomy at that time.

[image: ]

It’s a sunny day.

Gazing absentmindedly at the clear sky, I muttered softly, “It’s not raining.”

This morning, I woke up very early. If the divine beast had been with me, it seemed like he would have kept hitting my cheek from before I woke up, but unfortunately, he was gone.

Today’s the last day.

Even before Mrs. Melissa could wake me, I had already opened my eyes wide on my own. Instead of burying my face in a pillow, I leapt up immediately and grabbed the closed curtains, drawing them back.

In that moment, a sudden realization washed over me. Despite knowing that hoping had never changed anything, I found myself hoping once more. I hoped for the weather to be good.

I’m such a fool…

That was what I thought as the tips of my fingers, turned upwards, twitched as though greeting the falling raindrops.
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“I’ve told you so many times to kill such feelings, yet you can’t even do this one thing properly. What exactly are you good at?!”
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It was when I was silently looking at my clenched fist that a voice filled with excitement brushed past my ear.

“Lady Charl!”

It’s like my ears are being cleansed. A pure being that seemed as if he could purify me, even just by looking at him, looked up at me.

“Have you been well? I’ve been well.”

As I caressed his cheek with the back of my hand, the child softly closed his eyes. Such gestures would soon be forbidden towards someone who, at the least, was the archduke’s nephew and at the most, the next emperor. So, with faint feelings of regret, I slowly withdrew my hand.

“I’ve been well too.”

“Ah… I prayed every day for you to be well, and it seems the stars have heard my prayer,” Sasha said, smiling shyly.

Oh, God. With a feeling akin to vomiting blood, I forcefully endured, but it was still insufficient to prevent the disgraceful act of rubbing my cheek against the child’s cheek.

No…! Such disgraceful behavior on our last day together… I inevitably just blurted out anything that came to mind.

“The stars are truly good. Thank you for introducing me to them, Sasha.”

Focused only on Sasha, I didn’t notice the presence of that person.

“I heard you arrived early. Have you been waiting long?”

…Now, I plan to draw water and pray to the stars for Calix to forget the nonsense I spouted just a little while ago.

Amid my groaning, time passed quickly, and before I knew it, we had already eaten a meal, enjoyed some snacks, and had drinks. Even so, I didn’t miss observing Sasha’s plump cheeks as he chewed thoroughly, or the sound of his cheerful chatter while he smiled—a skill I commend myself for. I fully came to my senses when Sasha spoke.

“Lady Charl, Lady Charl! I know many words now. If you call them out, I can write them down.”

As I watched his hand gripping the colored pencil so firmly, I found myself muttering without realizing it, “White bread.”

Sasha, who busily and diligently moved his hands, wore a proud expression.

“Angel.”

“Next one too.”

“Baby.”

“Again!”

The child’s cheeks turned pink, perhaps from excitement.

Hmm, “peaches” would be difficult, right?

“Strawberry.”

At that moment, Sasha, who had his head bowed down, looked at Calix with surprised eyes.

Huh.

Calix, narrowing his eyes and smiling, explained in his characteristically gentle tone, “Last time, I also posed a question about strawberries. And when I did, Sasha…”

“You can’t!”

The child’s eyes wavered, which made Calix’ smile deepen.

He continued speaking, “Even then, I was concerned about how great a teacher we needed to assign to him, since Sasha had gotten it right.”

“Uncle!”

Realizing that he was teased, the child’s cheeks puffed up greatly.

They’ve become quite close. This wasn’t in line with the timeline of the original story. Yet, without clinging to the gravity of things, the playful and affectionate uncle, alongside the kind and gentle nephew, made everything seem entirely natural.

“Lady Charl, again!”

Since no more words came to mind, I barely managed to utter one more before frantically searching the surroundings.

Huh, there are a lot of clovers here.

“Sasha, shall I make you a ring?”

“A ring?”

“Yes, a clover ring,” I answered, sneakily glancing at the archduke to gauge if it would be okay. Calix gave a slight smile in response.

“I’ll make it.”

So, I took Sasha with me, and we picked some suitable clovers together. After choosing one, I made the ring by splitting its stem in the middle.

The child couldn’t easily tear his gaze away from the ring. He carefully caressed the hand that was wearing it, bringing it close to his chest.

“Thank you so much, Lady Charl. I like it so very much. I will cherish it dearly.”

Looking at Sasha’s bashfully smiling face, I found myself blinking slowly. I hoped this moment would become a cherished memory for him, someone who would retain his sweetness even at the pinnacle of power.

“…Lady Charl?”

For no particular reason, I stroked the head of the child who was tilting his head.

“Thank you, Sasha.”

Even though I, a complete stranger, was touching his head, Sasha just smiled shyly.

On the way back, we chatted warmly together. When Sasha spotted a certain someone at the end of the path, he suddenly jumped.

“Oh! I must make one for uncle too!”

“You forgot about me…”

Oh my God. I understood why the child was always fooled. Even though Sasha knew it was a joke, Calix’ face, for a moment, looked so sorrowful that it would make anyone’s heart sink. It feels as if I must rush over and make it right away to give to him. Will he smile if I fit them on all ten fingers? If so, it doesn’t matter if the green dye stains my hands and won’t fade.

Such thoughts crossed my mind, but once again, my heart held up well. Nevertheless, as I intended to linger around him with the purpose of making eye contact in the future as well, I should at least offer something. Hmm…

“In that case, I will make a pocket square for you.”

If it’s tucked into his upper pocket, it would be considered a pocket square. So, I widened my eyes, looking for a large clover.

“A pocket square?”

As Sasha muttered in wonder, Calix explained.

“The handkerchief that is inserted into the upper pocket of an outerwear…” After a moment of silence, a mysterious hint of a smile seeped into Calix’ blue eyes. “That’s what a pocket square is, Sasha. My lady, will it be just a clover?”

The eyes of the innocent child were filled with shock. In front of those eyes, I felt as though I had committed a terrible deed, and my conscience pricked me.

While interlocking his fingers nervously, Sasha asked cautiously, “Will it be possible to make a ring for uncle as well?”

An angel is leading me to the netherworld…

It seemed like the knights in the distance were glaring at me with eyes as sharp as axes. Truthfully, whether others did so or not was none of my business, but the real concern was that even the archduke might secretly share that sentiment!

I really just made the ring… Without any bad intentions, I simply wanted to give it as a gift to the little one. Internally wiping away a single tear, I came up with an alternative.

“H-how about a flower crown?”

“A flower crown?”

“Yes, it will be more splendid. Let’s make one for Sasha too.”

“Yes!”

However, we weren’t able to make it.
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It was because the rain suddenly poured down.

The knights hurried over and handed me an umbrella, which I tilted to shield the child from the downpour. Rainwater filled the wooden picnic basket, and the cloth spread out on the grass became soaked with muddy water.

In the end, the rain came.

I would be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed. Actually, I wanted to be greedier—because it seemed that my relationship with the archduke would be somewhat okay if things continued this way. Then, I thought the people of the archduchy might become less wary of me… However, as expected, that shouldn’t be the case.

This is reality.

I crouched down and matched eye levels with Sasha.

“Your Highness,” I began, looking into his widely opened eyes. I smiled broadly and continued, “I’ve had a good time.”

“…Lady Charl.”

“I thought the day we parted would be the last, but I was happy to see you again, thanks to the archduke’s consideration.”

Blinking his eyes, Sasha soon smiled slowly and replied, “I felt the same.”

“Stay healthy and be well.”

“I will,” the child spoke in a calm voice, despite his lips trembling from the cold. Then, he added, “I hope you stay healthy and well too, Lady Charl.”

Now, this really is a goodbye.
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It’s strange.

The butler and the duke continued to pay close attention to me, making me wonder if something had happened. However, since I was usually the one causing trouble and they were the ones dealing with it, I couldn’t guess what it was.

So, I just straight up asked, “Why are you all acting so cautious around me?”

The duke inhaled sharply, his shoulders giving a slight tremble. Nearby, the butler also swallowed hard.

…What? Is there really something going on?!

My ability to handle the aftermath myself was limited to certain areas. From the beginning, due to my poor interpersonal relationships, there was never anyone to assist me.

“It’s not that…” the duke hesitated, his hand continuing to cut my steak into bite-sized pieces to make it easy for me to eat. He then added, “It’s because you look very depressed, Charl.”

“Yes, that’s right. So, we were worried, my lady.”

“I’m completely in great spirits.”

“If that’s the case, that’s good but… Now, eat lots of food.”

Are you indirectly pointing out that I’ve been depleting our food supplies all this time? No, the duke isn’t that kind of person.

I answered “Yes!” with resounding certainty.

While devouring the steak in a combative manner, a sudden question crossed my mind.

Do I look depressed? I’m not feeling down in the slightest. And now that I think about it, he had asked before if I was angry when I was actually sad.

Then, it seemed like the duke’s eyes were just disjointed.

After eating all the side dishes, even the duke’s share of dessert, sipping some tea, and thoroughly brushing my teeth, I lay in bed and pulled the blanket up to my chin…

I spent the night with my eyes wide open.

Father, I’m sorry. Your eyes aren’t disjointed.

It felt as though only a moment had passed since I sat on the windowsill, yet the sky was already beginning to brighten with a faint blue.

Chatterbox, did you arrive safely?
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“Now, it seems like there will be no occasion for me to see His Highness the Imperial Prince… So, even if you are with me, there won’t be any benefit for you.”
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After sending the divine beast away, my heart felt empty.

I guess I liked you a lot.

With weary eyes, I barely moved my lips and whispered softly, “I should have made you a flower crown.”

Even if I fell ill from the rain, I was confident I could endure the discomfort. My gloomy muttering lasted only for a moment before I shifted my thoughts.

It was actually for the best. The ring would quickly wilt, and it would be appropriately discarded when it no longer held the child’s interest, especially by the servants of the archduchy.

“…Right.”

If that’s the extent of our relationship, then it’s enough.
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The empress acted quickly.

She probably chose to convey this through a letter because she thought I would find it strange to meet again just for this, or because she found it bothersome to meet me again.

“Even if she had pursued a career as a public official instead of becoming the empress, she would have been greatly successful.”

Her efficiency in handling people and tasks is such that even if she were serving as chancellor, she would still have time to spare. Consider, for example, the owner of the small store on the outskirts of the capital. While I couldn’t get involved in significant matters, it was solely due to my lack of connections. Moreover, it wasn’t just that one guy.

“I’ve somehow ended up obtaining a list of the empress’ craftsmen…”

Really, to what extent does she want to deceive me? Sigh.

It was only common sense that a quick reply should be met with another quick reply. Accordingly, I responded swiftly. To briefly summarize, it went like this.
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Thank you.
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After telling the servant to send it off quickly, I called for Sir Evans.

“Sir Knight, can you go here and tell them I’ll entrust them with the production of the prototype we made before?”

“Yes, my lady.”

Holding the paper with the address written on it, and seeing the puzzled Sir Evans, I added, “Ah, let’s have them make thirty pieces of the product for now.”

If Chezare, who was somewhat familiar with this matter, had been present, she would have exclaimed, “T-t-t-thirty pieces?!” and then tried to stop me.

However, Sir Evans just answered cheerfully, “Yes, my lady.”

It’s nice because it’s refreshing.

I silently said goodbye to my money. Just hold on a little. Because the time we are apart will just be for a very short moment…
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“T-t-t-thirty pieces?!”

“Right, the deadline is one month, but if you finish within fifteen days, we will pay double the amount.”

The man’s mouth fell open, but he immediately pressed his lips together as a snickering smile almost escaped. Clearly, producing thirty pieces by himself at once was heavy labor. However, considering that he would receive double the payment and the item commissioned by the lady did not actually require sophisticated craftsmanship, it was practically like hitting the jackpot.

“I will meet the fifteen-day deadline,” the man answered with renewed conviction.

After confirming that the knight from House Lienta had vanished into the distance, the man quickly locked the door and snickered to himself while counting the money. Indeed, her ignorance was beyond doubt. It was true, he had been genuinely shocked upon receiving the order to make counterfeits to be used against the ducal family. However, seeing the lady, who clearly seemed to know nothing, he felt confident that everything would turn out all right.

Even after I finish manufacturing and pass it on, it will take time until the actual sale. So, if I cross the border in the meantime, that’ll be the end of it.

He was well aware that antagonizing a family as high-ranking as a duke’s would make survival difficult. Thus, fleeing to a border country was a prudent choice for his personal safety.

I was told to make the counterfeits, not to handle the aftermath. However, he was still uneasy—once the thought took hold, it quickly magnified in his mind.

“Damn, as expected, this… No, think about how much money is involved.”

Before he could fully process his unease, someone interrupted.

“How is the work progressing?”

The man in black appeared. His master, the one who paid him and instructed him to produce counterfeits, remained a mystery. He didn’t know their exact identity, but he guessed that they were likely a noble.

“I was told to produce thirty pieces within a month. Sure enough, she’s acting without any proper understanding…” The man, who had been preparing a way out, mumbled his words unclearly.

The gaze looking at him was fierce, as if questioning why he would say such pointless things.
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“My liege, it’s Noah.”

“You’re here.”

Whenever this happened, his longstanding sense of powerlessness dissipated, replaced by an overwhelming emotion that engulfed his heart. There was a person who recognized him solely by his name, someone who valued him purely for his abilities.

That very person was his master.

“—It seems best to deal with the craftsman soon. Although he had told the knight from Lienta that he would meet the deadline within fifteen days, he told me the deadline was within a month. He must be having second thoughts.”

The empress smiled, as if to say he had done well. “As expected, you’re remarkable.”

The joy that spread across Noah’s face faded away with her following words.

“That’s why it’s even more regrettable. If only your status were a bit better…”

“It doesn’t make sense for a commoner to become your knight, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, that is so. Thank you for your understanding. I’m sorry that I keep asking you to do such things. I didn’t want to use you this way.”

“It is my happiness to live while carrying out your commands, my liege.”

“Ahaha,” the empress burst into melodious laughter. Her pupils, cold within her curved eyes, observed the useful fool who had bowed deeply. “Then, Noah, can I leave the aftermath to you this time as well?”

“Yes, my liege.”

“The fact that there’s someone I can trust makes me feel so much more at ease.”

The hand that stroked the head of the fool, who kept babbling “my liege, my liege” at every turn even though he was not a knight, was perfectly gentle.
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“My lady!”

That’s right. I’m being scolded right now.

“I have my reasons…”

Chezare pressed her forehead and exclaimed, “Of course, you should!”

Even though Chezare held only the title of assistant chief of the trading company, from every angle, the duke appeared to be just a nominal leader. In contrast, Chezare seemed like the true chief; her personality was truly remarkable. Indeed, to jointly lead with the duke and develop the trading company, such a formidable character must be necessary.

“I did it with my allowance.”

Chezare, who was about to say something, paused and just sighed. Then, she said, “My lady, do you see this? I have completely gone gray.”

“Oh.”

“Please don’t pluck it! If you pluck it, it will get worse!”

“…Didn’t you show me so I can pull it out?”

“No, that’s not it.”

After being scolded for the first time in a long while, the feeling felt new. Yet, it was different from before. Chezare was merely making a face, as if she was on the verge of bursting with frustration.

“I understand… I will trust you, my lady.”

All of a sudden?

“The item you drew and showed me last time, the one you called an ‘abacus,’ was very useful.”

“Have you already made the prototype?”

“It’s thanks to the instructions being so detailed. So, how did you come up with such a tool?”

“…I used one to calculate math problems at the academy.”

“Right, the lady had excellent grades… I find myself realizing it anew.”

I wasn’t sure whether it was praise or an insult, but either way, it hardly mattered.

“It seems like a good plan to teach the children at the orphanage who want to learn how to use it. Then, we can hire those who show exceptional talent.”

“However, I wonder how many will actually want to do it. Aren’t they still at an age where playing would be more appealing?”

“Well, it might be more than you think,” I muttered nonchalantly.

For children without a hill to lean on, the only reliable thing they had was themselves. Since it was about teaching them how to make a living, there would likely be a good number of children eager to follow along.

“That would be good.”

While reviewing the ledger again, Chezare’s expression turned gloomy. I felt somewhat sorry for not realizing sooner how serious she was about work. As I awkwardly patted her shoulder, Chezare abruptly lifted her head.

After making a “Hng” sound, she miserably dropped her head again. So, I tried to reassure her once more by saying, “Really, there’s no need to worry…”

After all, it’s not like I’m going to sell them anyway.

In Chezare’s prematurely grayed hair… was a sea conveying deep regret.
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That’s right. I never intended to sell them. Even so, I certainly hadn’t planned on forgetting the money I invested in them either!

“M-my lady! What in the world, why are you doing this to me?”

To begin with, just as I was about to demand that he get on his knees, I found that Sir Evans had already positioned him exactly as I had intended. So, instead, I lowered my posture. I had changed into riding clothes, as squatting in a dress would likely have prompted Sir Evans to shout, “My lady!” once again. Though it’s more uncomfortable than a dress… Ugh.

Nevertheless, since I was already dressed for the occasion, I might as well just get it over with. As another thought crossed my mind, I noticed the man’s eyes flicker with anxiety. To think that I’m dealing with a novice who didn’t even know that if he’s going to lie, it must be done perfectly to the end. This isn’t even fun.

I needed to finish quickly and return. I also had to deliver a letter to Chezare, telling her to sleep comfortably tonight. Therefore, I chose to be direct rather than to apply pressure.

“Do you really not know?”

“E-excuse me?”

“The products you made were fake.”

Seeing his stiff eyes, I suddenly burst into laughter. To her, I was such an insignificant existence that the empress didn’t even bother to invest effort in this scheme; perhaps she might not even perceive me as an enemy.
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This time, the counterfeit that the man was asked for was a little different from usual.

He was instructed to make it so it wouldn’t appear perfectly real, but rather subtly hinted at being a counterfeit—a difference so minute that only an appraiser in the know could discern. However, the moment his gaze met the lady’s green eyes, shimmering with a hint of mirth, the man, despite his confidence in his craftsmanship, was overwhelmed by helpless anxiety.

“The products you made were fake.”

His breath caught, and a beat too late, he made the mistake of exploding in anger.

“That’s ridiculous! Are you looking down on me because I am only a craftsman from the outskirts of the capital? Nevertheless, I am someone who upholds the pinnacle of a craftsman’s pride.”

After a moment of silence, the lady quietly laughed and said, “All right, save the rest of your words for when you’re in front of the judge.”

“I-I’m—!”

“Before that, let’s first head to the manor and stay there for a while.”

Having stood up, Charlize signaled Evans with her eyes. Fearing that the man, teetering on the brink of losing everything, might do something reckless, Evans, on high alert, quickly subdued him.

“Well, it won’t be comfortable, but this is hardly a situation where you could protest, is it?”

“You cannot do this! Even if you’re a noble, you should not treat an innocent person this way! The duke would not approve of the lady treating people this way…”

“Ah.”

The sound, though not loud, pierced his ear like a sharp arrowhead. The lady laughed fiercely. He sensed he had crossed a line he should not have breached—a realization that came far too late.
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“…The lady suddenly dragged that man away?”

“Yes, my liege. It seems she realized that they were imitations.”

The lady was exactly as the rumors described. Had it not been for their previous conversation, Noah would have been quite surprised by now.

“Can you infiltrate Lienta manor?”

“That’s…” Noah trailed off, searching for the right words.

The Lienta manor, a stronghold with a long history, had remarkably kept its detailed internal blueprints confidential. Comprising a massive main building and three annexes, the estate exuded a grandeur more akin to a palace than merely a manor. Surely, there was a prison somewhere within, but its location remained entirely elusive.

The man most recently imprisoned in that jail uttered such words just before his death.
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“I-I have no idea. I was blindfolded with a black cloth, and when I came to my senses, I was there. Please, save me.”
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“Yes, it must be difficult for you… I must have expected too much.”

The words were not meant to shake him. Yet, before any reckless claims about being able to do it without a plan could be made, Katarina narrowed her eyes and reached a conclusion.

“If I fail, the cost is too great. I must meet the lady myself.”

The next day is the schedule for dealing with “that” man. I did not think she would need to come for a visit on that day as well. Actually, Katarina had not anticipated there even being a need to meet Charlize.

Beneath the hand pressed to her forehead, her red eyes shone fiercely.
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From this point on, I could only proceed once the empress called for me. Resolved to use this brief period of leisure constructively, I made a firm decision.

I have decided on my route: I’m going to become one of the archduke acquaintances!

It was the type of relationship where occasional meetings were pleasant, but frequent ones were bothersome… Currently, we aren’t even at that level.
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I was diligently underlining sentences and studying the books I bought at the bookstore. I had left them on the desk the last time I went to deal with that man. Time must have gotten away from me because suddenly, the duke came looking for me, his expression filled with worry.

“Charl,” he said, “why aren’t you waiting before mealtime as usual? Are you unwell somewhere?”

The parasite, who just kept eating all the food without doing any work, recited the truth, “I didn’t realize it was already this late because I was studying.”

“Studying? Even though you haven’t looked at a book even once since graduating from the academy?”

The duke, unknowingly hitting a sore spot, slyly peeked over my shoulder. Noticing his curiosity, I promptly closed the book and presented the cover to him.

“‘If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend…?’”

With a wish to really be that way, I nodded my head.

“One and only…? It sounds like…” The duke, muttering something to himself, cocked his head. “In any case, a friend, who… Ah, are you talking about the lady of House Eclisse?”

“No.”

Rosetta actually doesn’t like me… Even though I offered to be a witness, she didn’t believe me at all… Perhaps it was the bitterness, or maybe just hunger, that compelled me to rise from my seat.

“Then who is it? This relationship of yours that I’m unaware of.”

The book’s author mentioned that parents might usually feel lonely at such a time, but the duke’s eyes sparkled brightly with anticipation.

Wanting to respond, I quickly answered, “It’s not a relationship you’re unaware of.”

“…Huh?”

In my haste to eat, I didn’t even realize the duke wasn’t following. When I turned around, I found him frozen, still tilting his head and clenching both fists tightly.

Why isn’t he coming?

“…Father?”

“Y-yes, Charl.”

“Let’s go have dinner.”

“Y-yes, Charl.”

Huh, did he just say the exact same thing? Well, it wasn’t wrong. Assuming that was all there was to it and not dwelling further, I grabbed the duke’s elbow and decisively led him toward the dining room.

During mealtime, the duke did not eat as he was supposed to; instead, he spoke without taking a breath.

“Charl, studying too much is bad for your health. Has it not only been five years since you graduated from the academy?”

“Even then, you studied so diligently, and to hear that you’re studying again, this father worries you might overexert yourself.”

“Rather than a daughter who excels in studies, I would much rather prefer a healthy daughter. Ah, no! Of course, I was very pleased when you, Charl, became a top student and skipped a grade!”

“That being said, I don’t wish for it to happen again.”

Hmm. As I sipped my tea, I watched the duke, who had become hungry belatedly and was now hurriedly getting bread to eat even as he spoke with fervor.

Considering how things were in my previous life, could it be that even my share of parental love from that time is being given to me now? It was amazing how he could say, all at once, the very lines that most children long to hear from their parents.

As expected, in this life, I seem to have been born with at least the fortune of having a good parent. I will do my best so that the duke can die a natural death. I will surely become one of the many acquaintances the archduke has.

Once again, it proved to be a very beneficial time. I strengthened my resolve and sharpened my fighting spirit.

[image: ]

Despite my dislike for studying and my habit of just rolling around in bed, I quickly mastered the material, thanks to never letting go of the book in my hand.

Now the moment to learn by experience has arrived!
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First Rule: Aim for a coincidence.

[image: ]

Of course, of course. For now, the important thing was to meet. Only then can anything be achieved.

Thankfully, the empress called me to the imperial palace just in time, making it possible.
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“Coincidentally, Archduke Elluiden will also be here, so it would have been nice to have tea together. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out, as he has to meet His Majesty.”
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My eyes lit up at the empress’ words; it was an excellent opportunity. Whenever the archduke had an audience with the emperor, he always visited one particular place: The Garden of Blue Roses.

I felt a pang of guilt for tainting the place filled with memories by my presence. So, I lingered on the pathway that one must necessarily pass through to reach the garden.

“It’s well maintained.”

As though unveiling the name of the garden accessible only by this path, blue roses were in full bloom everywhere. Is it because Sasha, who even squats down to smell the fragrance of the roses, suddenly came to mind? Despite my usual preference for fruits over flowers, I buried my nose in a rose that hovered at the height of my collarbone.

This too is quite good, more than I thought. The scent was intense, yet surprisingly not overpowering. To my astonishment, there were many things that exceeded my expectations. Feeling a peculiar sense of strangeness, I blinked my eyes.

At that very moment, the voice I had been waiting for unexpectedly rang out at the most inopportune time.

“My lady?”

The first surprise I witnessed in this world was there. It was a fact everyone probably guessed, but it had never been kindly stated: “Calix Elluiden surely hated Charlize Lienta.”

Any reader of that novel would think the same—and so did I.

The person who, at every crossroad where he could have pretended not to notice me, chose not to ignore me. I felt fortunate that the person with whom I must continue to make eye contact to see the future was… Calix.

“What a fateful coincidence,” I said, offering a gentle smile. “Since we’re here, would you like to take a walk together?”

Calix gave no answer. The appearance of this man, more perfect than any intricately calculated drawing, standing there without an expression on his face, evoked a sensation I had never experienced before. I quickly felt myself shrink.

Did I rush things too much? If Calix were to respond here with “I’m sorry, but I have no intention of going for a walk because the sun is too hot. I hope you have a pleasant time, my lady,” then I would now consider learning how to sew. Because I will have to sew a quilt!

…It seems as though I have jumped too far ahead. So, in a belated attempt to mend the situation, I hesitantly opened my mouth and added, “As expected, I’ll do it by my…”

“Shall we?”
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“Yes!”

The moment a smile gently spread across his cold-looking face, I tightly shut my eyes, blocking out the sight. His appearance went beyond a matter of taste. If I dared to look, I knew I would be in deep trouble—my intuition sounded a warning alarm.

“The sun is hot,” he remarked, his languid voice drawing closer without me noticing. “Did the servants forget to bring a parasol for you?”

“That’s not it. It is because I find it uncomfortable.”

It wasn’t like I could hang it anywhere on my body, and I was still not used to having to rely on just one hand.

“That’s quite fortunate.”

He probably doesn’t consider meeting me fortunate, does he…?

In the moment I looked up, bewildered, a shadow fell over my head. Calix, chuckling softly, opened a parasol and tilted it toward me.

“My subordinate tends to worry about the small things. If I was going alone, he said to at least take this.”

Realizing what was happening, I quickly adjusted and offered, “I’ll hold it.”

“The lady said a parasol was uncomfortable, right? Since I am the one being insistent, it’s right that I should carry it.”

Really… To show such consideration even to a former leech… If the archduke were my son, I would boast to the entire neighborhood about having such a kind child as my own.

We both remained silent, and the atmosphere suddenly turned solemn. The difficulties I had momentarily forgotten tugged at my heartstrings. It’s a relief that I remembered my previous life, even if it was a year ago… It really is a relief.

While wiping away tears on the inside and walking almost reflexively, the question I had been holding onto resurfaced, demanding an answer.

Why did he agree? Observing his side profile stealthily, I couldn’t discern any clues whatsoever. Well, there must be a reason.

If it was necessary, he would speak, so I decided to just say what I have to say.

“Your Highness, would you like to go to my carriage?”

His long, horizontal eyes shifted toward me. With the tip of my index finger, I pointed in the direction of where the carriage was, indicating that it was nearby.

“It’s not very far.”

“Is there something you wanted to talk about?”

“Yes.”

That’s precisely the reason I suggested going for a walk, all right? As I stared blankly without responding further, the archduke let out a faint smile.

“Would you rather not?”

“No, it’s good.”

If he had spoken with a soft, gentle smile, I might have groaned in response. His words, spoken with such a handsome face, triggered a sense of crisis; however, my well-trained heart managed to deflect it.

“I will guide you to my carriage.”

The moment our gazes met was brief, followed quickly by a familiar sound.

“Thank you, my lady.”
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I wonder when the lady is going to come.

Leaning against the carriage, Evans let out a deep sigh.

With his fair-faced appearance, it was unsurprising that he came from noble origins. Becoming tired of his father, who vehemently criticized the nobility, he chose to align himself with Lienta, known for its neutrality. Consequently, his close friends had recently grown quite curious about the lady.

The reason was that she had not only discovered and rescued the imperial prince but also had several recent meetings with the empress. Publicly, it was still rumored that the lady adored the archduke, but Evans knew the truth.

The lady truly has no interest in the archduke, not even as much as a speck of dust!

As her knight, having followed her everywhere, Evans perhaps knew better than anyone how Charlize looked at the archduke—maybe even better than the duke himself.

“Ack!” Evans exclaimed as he trembled, recalling those eyes for just a moment before quickly shaking off the afterimage.

As he did so, two figures caught his eye in the distance.

…My lady?

Evans found himself horrified.

My lady…!
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It was surprisingly far.

Because of my rash declaration that it was close, I, drenched in cold sweat, only felt relief when we finally arrived near the carriage. As I caught my breath, I felt a gaze upon me.

What…? Oh, it’s just Sir Evans. He looked at me with moist eyes and tactfully opened the carriage door.

“Thank you, Sir Knight.”

“No, ahem, it’s nothing.”

He must have inhaled a lot of dust.

Fortunately, we had taken the largest carriage, just in case. This allowed us to avoid the dreadful situation of our knees brushing against each other. Ah, but that didn’t mean it was ideal. Being alone together in such an enclosed space was extremely awkward!

I wonder if it would be okay to ask if Sir Evans can come in too? It wouldn’t be possible, right? Yes, it wouldn’t…
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Second Rule: Say “the words” the other wants to hear before they ask for them.
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How important must it be for the book’s author to go to such lengths to emphasize it?

“Today, I had an audience with the empress.”

That seemed to be the correct answer, as suggested by the mysterious look in Calix’ eyes.

“I suppose you could say that there was an attempt to tarnish our trading company’s reputation under the pretext of selling fake goods,” I reflected on the recent events. “So, we captured the one who made the counterfeits alive and confined him in the manor. Then, Her Majesty…”
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“You don’t need to bother yourself with this mess, Lady Lienta. I’ll take care of it.”

“Then, I would like to ask for the trial to be held quickly.”

“…A trial?”

“He dared to mess with me, so I cannot let it slide. I plan to set an example out of him to prevent anyone from living off such misdeeds ever again.”

“However, Lady Lienta, there will be considerable talk given that a noble has been deceived by a commoner. It may even lead some to doubt your discernment.”

“Aside from my status of being the duke’s daughter, is there anything else for me to lose?”
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Even though I said those words, I knew things would not proceed that way, and the same was true for the empress.

They might criticize me for that incident, but it’s more likely that praise for Charlize Lienta’s exceptional aesthetic sense will just circulate even further.
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“I don’t need to pay any heed to the words of those who can only whisper about me behind my back instead of saying it to my face.”
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“—That’s what happened.”

“Her Majesty won’t use the same method again.”

That’s how it will be, as those words were spoken with that exact purpose in mind.

His drooping eyelids lifted, revealing strikingly blue eyes as he turned toward me and said, “However, the lady too should know that if it stays this way, it will only amount to managing the situation.”

“That’s why I have thought of something.”

The empress was most comfortable when her target had no one but her on their side. So, if the only hand I could hold was that of the empress, this problem would be solved—there was no need to worry for long.
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Third Rule: Be honest in everything with the other person.
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“Please coldly reject me. The spreading rumors about you being fed up with me aren’t enough.”

As I smoothly recited how to do it, Calix covered his mouth with his right hand and uttered, “Ha… What to do? I don’t have the heart to do that to someone I’m thankful for.”

“It’s all right with me.”

“My lady doesn’t need to go out of her way to endure such disdainful gazes.”

“That is what’s more comfortable for me.”

We were talking, but the conversation did not flow at all.

“Regarding the suggestion made by Her Majesty, does my lady have no thoughts on it whatsoever?” Calix asked, his now exposed mouth curving into a smile.

“Pardon?”

“About us getting engaged.”

I clenched my lips tightly and stopped the words “Have you gone mad?” that were about to reflexively jump out.

“That would only be good for me, and there wouldn’t be any benefit for Your Highness…”

As expected, that wouldn’t be good, right? I shot him a look that conveyed just that.

Seemingly in agreement, the archduke covered his mouth with his hand once more and assumed a pose of concentration.

“If you get engaged with someone you hate, it will probably be very hard for you.”

“Why do you think I hate you, my lady?”

“T-that’s because…” It wasn’t that I had nothing to say; rather, there was so much I wanted to express that I found myself in the rare experience of being at a loss for words.

“I don’t hate you.”

“Y-yes, thank you?”

As I answered hesitantly, Calix rested his chin on his knuckles.

“I mean it.”

The intense gaze that gently reached out was fascinating—it felt different from mere observation. As the time our gazes met grew longer, somehow looking into his eyes became more difficult. However, paradoxically, avoiding his gaze was even harder.

Uh, this…?

Before I realized it, he was smiling with only his lips. It was then, through a strange sense of deflation, that I grasped what I had felt—a tension that was mine alone. It seemed impossible to feel even more miserable than this!

As I mentally smacked my forehead in frustration, Calix tapped the back of my left hand with his right index finger. Instinctively, my gaze followed his touch and then drifted upward. The face I unintentionally met was breathtaking.

“And of course, I stand to benefit from this as well.”

I was absently admiring when suddenly, a realization dawned on me from the words that had just left his lips.

Then it’ll only be me who doesn’t really benefit from…!

…But since I had also been the only one to benefit from following the archduke all this time, I quickly dismissed such a conscience-stirring thought.

“Give it some thought and let me know.”

The archduke’s immediate withdrawal seemed to indicate that the matter held little significance to him, as if no further persuasion were necessary. Thus, I felt awkward for no apparent reason.

Did I needlessly overinterpret it? It was really nothing, just an acceptable alternative.
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…But someone right in front of me might overinterpret it even more than I did.

Watching the duke contentedly munching away complicated my feelings. It’s all to save him, but making him faint three times within a month is…

“Is the meal not to your taste?”

“No, it’s not that, father. Just watching you eat makes me feel full already.”

It’s out of concern.

“Haha, oh, sweetheart.”

The duke placed the white bread I liked on my plate. After a brief glance, I quietly began to eat it.

“Please, help yourself to plenty.”

“Make sure you eat plenty as well, Charl.”

Without thinking and just eating whatever came to my mouth, I ended up overeating.

It’s all right. I plan to exercise tonight anyway.
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The trees stood tall and thick.

In his moment of death, finding himself in a situation where not even a view of the sky was permitted felt like an implication that he was consigned to the very depths of hell.

Through blurred vision, he laughed. Being abandoned was not enough; crying from a fatal wound inflicted by the master he served—what a miserable end it was.
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“You’ve worked hard all this time.”
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Her gentle voice always reassured him that he was needed by someone, and so, he clung on with desperation.

However, at a certain point, he began to feel a sense of doubt.
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“But, as it turns out, your usefulness isn’t all that great.”
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He had reached a point where he could no longer pretend not to see that her affection was only in words. Despite his long period of devotion, to his master, granting him a clean death and dealing with the aftermath were mere nuisances.

At that moment, the sound of footsteps crushing the snow-covered grass reached his keen ears. Yet, Noah simply closed his eyes.

Death, which came earlier than expected, is rather welcome.

“Open your eyes.”
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It was not a beast but a person.

His senses, once thought to be sharp, had dulled. Although he could have ignored it, there was only one reason he chose not to…

“Lady… Charlize?”

…because it was a voice that he had heard before.

“If you have the strength to speak, then you should have the strength to listen too.”

Charlize gestured with her eyes, and the man beside her stepped forward to apply hemostatic powder. As the white substance made contact with Noah’s wounds, a surge of agonizing pain followed. However, a more pressing question forced him to speak out.

“Why are you…?”

Even as she looked at someone who was barely speaking and sweating coldly in his dying moments, her distinctive, unfeeling eyes remained unchanged. Seeing her expression, it seemed more plausible that they had administered a drug designed solely to inflict pain, rather than a hemostatic agent.

“Don’t forget. If things had stayed this way, you would have died, and it was I who saved you.”

“Why…”

“Why else?”

He found himself unable to tear his gaze away from the greenery he had found in the winter forest, manifest in the form of her eyes.

“I told you that I recognized your worth, didn’t I? It would be a waste to let you die like this.”

The notion that she might have orchestrated the circumstances leading to his abandonment didn’t even cross his mind. His master was the empress. So, even if the situation had been deliberately set up, his disposal would have still been by the empress’ will.

Can the medicine used by nobles differ, even if it bore the same name? Struggling to raise his upper body, Noah managed to continue speaking at length by biting down hard on the inside of his cheek.

“…I was one of Her Majesty’s dogs. It was I who, from behind the scenes, executed the orders that put you in danger…”

“Since I already know, there’s no need to speak further.”

He raised himself to a sitting position, and as the lady lowered her posture, their gazes locked with piercing clarity. Even if it was obscured by her beautiful appearance, how could it have remained hidden for so long?

“If you act differently than before, that will become just a part of the past. I can overlook that.”

Noah remained silent.

“You, become one of mine.”

Strangely, the words of the woman with the worst reputation were filled with unmatched conviction. Even stranger, he found himself wanting to believe her.

At some point, he realized he had already nodded in agreement.

“…He’s lost consciousness,” Evans, after checking his condition, said gravely.

“Could you move him to the carriage?”

“Yes, my lady.”

Walking behind Evans, Charlize was deep in thought.

It’s cold.

Even in the original story, once the empress made her decision, she had him disposed of immediately. Anticipating that today would be the day, Charlize was proven right.

Without even killing him, it’s terrible.

Thanks to that, although she hadn’t planned on picking him up, she still benefited from the situation. Despite her position of having found him, she hadn’t intended to act, but…

As Charlize walked silently, she reflected on the information about Noah—the knight who could not become a knight.

In the original story, he was merely a pawn, thoroughly manipulated and eventually discarded by the empress. Known as “The Master of Disguises” and “The Reaper of Buried Information,” his fate was sealed when he was abandoned in the forest, perpetually engulfed in winter, where he ultimately met his end. Consequently, it remained unclear whether he had fully renounced his loyalty to the empress.

Life is inherently like that. High risk, high reward. If everything continued on this path, she would find herself in a situation where she could only rely solely on the original story—a source of information that was inevitably becoming less reliable. If not, she would at most only be able to gather information from the archduke.

Therefore, Charlize decided to trust the eyes of the person she had seen herself.
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“You, become one of mine.”
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Even without a mirror, she was well aware.

My face feels as hot as a freshly baked sweet potato…

Driven by her admiration for knights, she propositioned him in such a manner. However, it wasn’t solely for that reason; after all, he was still a commoner.

…Knights are such incredible beings!

Evans, too, repeatedly glanced at Charlize, his eyes moist. Since there were people moved by her words, struggling now seemed a bit awkward. Therefore, she simply endured, her face burning and her fists tightly clenched.

Since I plan to utilize his aptitude to set up an information guild, my requests will probably be favorably received, right?
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So, Charlize found herself unable to guess what Noah, who had visited as soon as he woke up, was going to say.
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It was already late at night, the hour when work typically ended, but recently, a new schedule had emerged for Calix during this time slot.

Moisture glistened in the corners of the child’s tightly shut eyes.

“It would be better to call for her.”

It had only been two days—a brief connection that, even when combined with all the other times, would not amount to more than four days.
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“…Isn’t it strange? Is it really true that the lady did nothing underhanded to His Highness at all?”
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Over time, the accumulated experiences ultimately led Livan to have doubts. The child behaved no differently during the day than at any other time. Despite worries from those who feared he might lose motivation now that he could no longer send letters to the lady, he continued to study diligently. He wasn’t smiling brightly, but he also didn’t have a gloomy expression.

Therefore, at first, it was suspected that a spell might be lurking in the shadows of the night. So, after donating a large sum to the temple and receiving a holy relic that failed to preserve the child’s peaceful slumber, he came to the stark realization that the problem was not as he had first imagined.
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“Prince Sasha only spent, at most, two days with the lady, didn’t he? But to this extent…”
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While passing his hand over Sasha’ black hair, Calix whispered, “Say you want to see her—just one word—and I will ask the lady on your behalf.”

This little child was indeed his half-brother’s son. The late emperor, who sometimes made him wish he shared their father’s nature, often willingly made choices that had absolutely no benefits for him. Therefore, Calix knew that requesting a meeting with the lady without the child’s consent was more likely to cause harm than good.
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“A step back in order to take two steps forward. Surely, it’s not like that, right?”
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The moment he spotted that person in the garden—a place he often visited during his time as a prince—Livan’s words echoed in his ears. But for him, the details were irrelevant. Whether the lady’s intentions aligned with Livan’s speculations, or she harbored a different purpose, it didn’t matter. What was important was the acknowledgment that she had come to see Sasha first, seeking him intentionally. Therefore, Calix found himself quite pleased with this encounter, which couldn’t possibly be a coincidence.

If Charlize wanted something, whatever it was, he could grant it.
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“Your Highness, would you like to go to my carriage?”
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Agreeing so readily to her request was also in the same vein. That was indeed the case, but…
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“Please coldly reject me. The spreading rumors about you being fed up with me aren’t enough.”
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The laughter, sparked by her unexpected statement, marked both the beginning and the end.
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“Give it some thought and let me know.”
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Instead of that statement, what he really wanted to ask was this question: “How are you always so unaffected?”

He understood the duke’s overprotectiveness. Reputation. Directed gazes. Rumors. To others, these were elements more precious than life itself. It was unlikely that she was just an arrogant, immature child who grew up sheltered, unaware of the world’s harsh realities. Instead, it seemed she considered wounds of that degree to be less significant than a thorn on a rose.

His proposal of a contractual engagement was not solely driven by concern for the potential hurt the child might feel. She had saved Sasha, comforted him, and bestowed upon him the kind of pure affection he had deeply longed for. She opened up a broader world to the young child who had never before experienced such unconditional favor in his life.

…Maybe that was why he no longer wanted her to hear the rumors that Charlize herself had nonchalantly dismissed.
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The next day.

After trying to sleep in for the first time in a long while, I was suddenly alarmed by a rustling noise outside the door.

This damn occupational habit remains the same, even if my body has changed.

“If you have something to say, just come in and say it.”

I thought it would be a good idea to call out before washing my face, since I was hoping to get a bit more sleep after, but to my surprise, it turned out to be Noah.

D-damn it.

The empress was flawless in every aspect, from her glossy hair and delicately tinted lips to her minimal eye makeup. She even seemed like the type to wear a silk robe while sleeping! In stark contrast, here I was, greeting him just after waking up, clad in white cotton pajamas with my eyes still swollen from sleep.

As expected, is he going to say that he can’t accept such a request from someone like me…? Well, if that’s the case, there’s nothing that can be done about it.

“My lady,” after taking a moment to breathe, Noah continued speaking, “I lived as Her Majesty’s dog for seven years. The empress, who had put up with my lack of skill, threw me away.”

A self-introduction suddenly started… Huh? Should I do it too?

“I am Charlize Lienta. I have just turned twenty-one, and as for any other rumors, you must have already heard them, so let’s skip those.”

Noah remained silent, with a dumbfounded look on his face.

Did I leave out too much? It would be quite absurd if, after my earnest introduction, the other person reacted like this. Left with no other choice, I was about to introduce myself again when Noah stammered.

“That… is all I am. I was just under the empress for a long time… I am telling you this only because it seems like you might have the wrong impression of me.”

“Being there for a long time is also a skill.”

Is the empress even the type to keep a person without skill for a long time?

“I am saying this because you will surely regret it someday.”

…A declaration of betrayal?

As I was caught in a mild shock, Noah added, “I am not as great a person as you think, my lady.”

It turned out that this was just his unique way of speaking.

“Even so, are you still willing to take me in?”

I had already stated yesterday that I would do so. I was puzzled, but it seemed he wanted a definite answer, so I gave him one.

“Yes. I chose you.”

“Thank you,” he said, followed by a gasp. “Thank you, master.”

Had I been drinking tea, I would have spat it out. I did indeed want to enter into a one-on-one employment relationship, primarily to make sure that no one would be able to buy my information. However, I had come to terms with the fact that it would be difficult. After all, it hadn’t been long since he was betrayed by the master he had served for seven years—he shouldn’t have the desire to serve anyone else again.

Oh my… To think that he would consider serving someone like me.

It seemed there was a problem with what I had said. Just as I was about to assure him that it was already fine, Noah knelt on one knee and swore a knight’s oath.

“I will call you ‘my liege’ when I gain the right to call you that, master.”

It would be better to avoid saying things like “It’s okay to do it now,” or “I was considering employment on a per case basis.” Although his face was hidden by his deeply bowed head, I could tell he was crying.

It wasn’t only Noah’s way of speaking that was unique.

Restlessly moving my hands, unable to stay still, I let out a shallow, inaudible breath. The fate assigned to him was one of abandonment by the empress and dying alone. Silently, I made a resolute promise.

I will treat you well. So that you would never be abandoned again, so that your end would not be lonely and cold, as fate would have it… And I will bear witness to your death.
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Just like that, the youngest member was inducted into the order of knights.
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I wondered how to proceed if there was an atmosphere of him being rejected, but according to Evans, that wasn’t the case at all.
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“Everyone’s very welcoming!”
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Actually, Noah also mentioned that everyone was kind. I found out about this as we subtly grew closer during our physical training sessions together every morning.
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Late at night, Noah, who had come to visit, started speaking cautiously.

“There’s intelligence that I recently received…”

Noah hesitated for a moment. Meanwhile, as I admired his diligence, a peculiar feeling overwhelmed me—an intuition as if I already knew what he was about to say, without even hearing it.

“The imperial prince has lost consciousness.”

[image: ]

The next day, news of Sasha’s illness began to slowly spread among the people.
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The nobles in the capital deliberately avoided discussing that piece of gossip.

It was because it was not a matter they could dare to bring up lightly. Despite not having shared opinions, there was a common denominator in everyone’s thoughts.

“If I help cure the imperial prince’s illness, what great reward would await me?”

After all, there was already a precedent: Charlize Lienta.

If one were to guess the lady’s wish, it would be simple: to interact with the archduke. Indeed, she had been having several close meetings with him. By now, rumors of an affair had even begun to circulate.

If House Elluiden themselves couldn’t cure him, the gates would be opened, just as they were during the search. Most of the nobles were waiting with bated breath for that moment.

“Noah.”

As he organized the information in his head to be summarized and reported to Charlize, Evans, who was beside him, let out a deep sigh.

“How has the lady been? Since she hasn’t been going out recently, I haven’t really had the chance to see her. No, obviously, she must be very heartbroken.”

Upon hearing that, Noah reflexively recalled Charlize’s expression when she learned of the imperial prince’s condition. To put it kindly, she was being coy; to speak truthfully, her expressionless face, which felt sullen, showed no agitation.

She doesn’t seem to have been heartbroken.

However, he wisely kept his mouth shut, wanting to continue being the youngest member without being ostracized.
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I felt sorry for Sir Evans, but I was in the midst of sneaking out without his knowledge.

Since I wasn’t heading to a dangerous place, I believed it would be all right. My reason for deliberately avoiding Sir Evans was nothing special: I had missed several days of evening exercises and felt the need to at least take a walk, although I suspected he might oppose it.

The reason was the recent return of the divine beast.
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“For now, I will stay with you.”
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After spending that last day with Sasha, I sent him back to the archduke’s manor, and he unexpectedly returned today.

I urged the divine beast to speak, signaling frantically with my eyes.

― …In the child’s room, there was a holy relic that blocks malicious spells.

“Spells.”

― Many evil spells have befallen the child. If even that holy relic was insufficient, I fear I will be of no help.

That explained his somber mood. I stroked the disheartened divine beast, now reduced to a stone form, with my gloved hand. His power had been drained by the holy relic, making it difficult for him to even maintain the form of a living creature.

“This won’t do.”

― Didn’t I already say it won’t work?

The most certain way to increase divine power was through faith. So, our visit to the temple was to discreetly place the divine beast, still in stone form, behind the statue of the Goddess.

However, we have only been failing miserably so far.

The issue was that the ambiance was by no means one where a stone should be found there… Nevertheless, even when I tried to approach closely and place it without being seen, there were still too many watching eyes.

If I had known beforehand, I wouldn’t have made the trip in vain. Since my comings and goings to the temple were so infrequent, I didn’t realize this would be the case.

Like that, as I was trudging back with the dejected stone in hand, I unexpectedly encountered someone I hadn’t anticipated meeting.

“My lady?”

Within the blue irises, his pupils dilated slightly.

Is it really because I was from the streets that this keeps happening? No, I’m grateful but… then I wonder if I must wander around in the future too. Not only in the morning but also in the evening, thinking about doing physical training made my tears well up slightly.

“So, we meet again. Good… afternoon, Your Highness.”

“Good afternoon,” Calix said with a chuckle, then suddenly tilted his head. “By the way, did you come here alone without an escort?”

“Yes.”

― You fool, what do you get by admitting that?! What do you plan to do if he harbors bad intentions?!

The stone was startled, but as I was always the one with “bad intentions,” I felt no sense of crisis whatsoever.

Calix narrowed his eyes slightly and asked, “My lady, did you come out without notifying anyone?”

“No,” I promptly denied.

I had left a note on my bed saying that I would return. This decision came after consulting with the stone about whether placing it on the desk would be more noticeable, or if the bed was a better option.

“Really…” Calix, who had smiled in a mysteriously amused way, suddenly chuckled. He then continued, “Because of the upcoming hunting festival, there are many people visiting the temple. If my lady is okay with it, may I escort you to your carriage?”

Whoops. So that’s why there are so many people. I picked the wrong day.

…Anyway, not only was I unaware of the Sacred Blessing but also the hunting festival. What should I do with this head of mine? I was inwardly shocked, but for some reason, the one who should have been grumbling alongside me was quiet. Has the divine beast stiffened from disappointment?

Leaving the feeling of spite aside, I quickly responded, “It’s all right. I didn’t come by carriage.”

“…You came without taking a carriage?”

“Yes, I walked.”

“From Lienta manor to the temple, the distance seems quite far, though.”

“It took about an hour.”

My consistent physical training had paid off. Feeling proud, I suddenly noticed that it had become very quiet… Uh-oh. His gaze was quiet yet watchful, and for some reason, it made me feel like I needed to make excuses.

“I only walked through streets that were well-lit and where there were many people.”

“That’s fortunate.”

While we talked, he started to walk, and I hesitantly followed.

“Did you come across anything enjoyable?”

“Yes, I ate skewers. They were delicious.”

“It’s hard to eat those without dropping them, but your clothes are clean. That’s quite something, my lady.”

“It’s nothing much to make a fuss about.”

Feeling embarrassed, I straightened out my chest.

“Was there nothing else more enjoyable?”

“And then, there was also…”

Calix was a good listener. I found myself rambling on about various things. As I articulated them clearly, the emotions that had only been vaguely felt in that moment began to solidify, arranging themselves neatly within my heart.

“The acrobat was fascinating. He juggled ten balls in the air without missing even one.”

“When I first saw it, I too remember being unable to take my gaze away.”

“Your Highness as well?”

“Yes.”

Smiling, Calix sat down, prompting me to follow and sit… as well? Huh. When I came to my senses, I was already inside a carriage. Without even a moment to say anything, the carriage immediately started moving smoothly.

Actually, while the one-way trip hadn’t seemed daunting, the prospect of making the journey back home was overwhelming. With a heart full of gratitude, I stealthily lowered and then raised my head.

Oh, since the divine beast is now in a stone form, there should be no more reason for Sasha to be surprised. Then…

While I was lost in such thoughts, a voice suddenly interrupted.

“My lady, I’m sorry.”

What terrifying words!

The moment I suddenly raised my head and our eyes met, that sensation came again.
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The blue eyes reflecting the unrealistically white moon were merely emotionless on the outside.

“Have you acquired the holy relic?”

“Yes, my lord. I found and exchanged it for the grandson of Count Decande yesterday.”

The count also ended up in a regrettable state. The orphanage where the child resided was a mere hour’s carriage ride away, if departing from the count’s residence.

Their reunion ended up being delayed because he was extremely cautious; he feared that the imperial family might discover his grandson’s survival and find the child first. It surely wasn’t just because he was reluctant to return to the position of Lord Chamberlain.

Rather, he didn’t want to burden the still too-young child with the heavy debt of “the imperial family saved you,” which would hang around his neck like a collar.
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This time, a somewhat unexpected scene appeared.

Even “Count Decande,” who didn’t appear in the original story, made an appearance. Despite that, I could discern what event had led to the situation because I had read about it. However, it should not be happening at this point. If it was on the night the white moon rose, then it coincided with the same day as the upcoming hunting festival.

However, my doubts were short-lived. By this point, I had already caused too much disorder to search for the original plot. Yet, the fact that this event was unfolding just as in the original was not surprising in itself.

Naturally, it was to be expected. Because it is the chapter where Sasha is recognized as a member of the imperial family. It was an event that absolutely could not be omitted.

“Is it just me?” Calix asked, his lips curving into a slight smile as he steadfastly gazed at me. “Whenever I make eye contact with you, my lady, it often feels like you know everything.”

This person… he’s incredible!

I should have responded, but instead, I only broke out in a cold sweat.

“So, this time, I also stared intently at my lady.”

His gaze, which had been slightly cast downward, suddenly lifted to meet mine again. Without a moment to prepare, I was held in a long, direct stare.

“But even though our eyes clearly met, I had the feeling that my lady was not looking at me.”

In the face of his incredible intuition, I had no words to justify myself. I’m in trouble.

At that moment, I too had a hunch wash over me. The words I was about to speak filled me with such sorrow and heartache that I knew I would be kicking my blankets all night… Just as I was about to speak solemnly, the elegant look in his eyes suddenly softened.

“I’m sorry, my lady. I have been rambling. The words I wanted to tell you are actually different.”

“Please speak.”

“Why have you suddenly become so formal? Is it my misunderstanding?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Hmm,” Calix said, having laughed briefly. He then spoke again, “Can you tell me the reason for keeping your distance from Sasha?”

“Ah,” I blinked my eyes, then continued, “Because we promised to meet twice, and we have met twice. And…”

…he is already a child with many wounds. As the period we meet gets longer, such talks are inevitably bound to circulate.

“Rumors that I’m getting close to the imperial prince simply to meet Your Highness, and in that regard, he serves as a good means to achieve that, will surely spread.”

Therefore, when Sasha acknowledged that he liked me, I had no choice but to make that decision. And above all, I was not, nor could I ever be, a person of the archduchy. Consequently, my presence would only serve as a hindrance to the formation of bonds between House Elluiden and the child.

“What made my lady scared?”

It was unexpected when Calix, who had been silently listening to my words, suddenly asked that… Scared? I was a bit taken aback.

“I am not capable of doing that.”

“Doing what?”

As I fell silent, the corner of Calix’ lips lifted slightly.

“It doesn’t matter even if my lady says she won’t see Sasha again. Therefore, this is not a proposal made just for Sasha.”

I quietly observed the man who was propping his chin on his hand and relaxing his posture, deliberately attempting to lighten the mood.

“Bring me the person who made my lady think like that,” Calix said, his smile relaxing further. “I can explain in detail that it’s not at all like that. Then, that person won’t be able to refute anything.”

That’s impossible because that person doesn’t exist in this world… Still, I ended up having such thoughts for no apparent reason.
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“Do you really think you can save people?”
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Slipping through the gap of a predetermined ending, there was Noah, the person I had saved.
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“A person who would cherish you, considering who you are? Is there someone who, even after knowing you, would act that way?”
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There were many. I have the duke, the butler, Mrs. Melissa, Irian… and Sasha.
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“On your side? That’s not even funny.”
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I lifted my head, which had been bowed, and at the end of my gaze, I finally met his eyes.

I’m such an idiot. Having such thoughts based on the words of someone who would have already passed away… Much less here, in a world where that person did not exist.

I miss Sasha. I couldn’t be certain why the manifestation fever had already appeared, but it was known to be excruciatingly painful. Despite initially gaining weight, it was said that he had been suffering so much that he had become thin again.

At that moment, when I was lost in my thoughts, Calix spoke as if he had sensed my feelings, offering a suggestion.

“May I change our destination, my lady?”
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The more he blinked, the clearer his vision became.

Through his feverish gaze, he finally saw the person he had most wanted to see.

“Lady Charl…?”
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“Yes, I’m here.”

This time too, it must be a dream. However, it didn’t matter. He was happy just to be able to meet like this.

“I missed you… a lot… really a lot.”

“I felt the same.”

“Then why…”

He always wanted to show only a mature and dignified demeanor, but his voice betrayed him, tinged with a hint of tears.

“Have you now come to dislike me? I’m sorry. I’ll be a good child. R-really good…”

“I’m sorry.”

At her words, his heart seemed to sink. However, a moment later, he felt a hand reaching out to him as she continued to speak.

“I was mistaken.”

The child quietly received the touch that stroked his cold-soaked hair.

“You can hate me for hurting you, Sasha. I will keep apologizing, again and again.”

“N-no.”

Sasha could never hate her; it was simply unthinkable. A warmth that appeared at an unexpected moment. The person who opened his eyes to the horizons of a broader world. She was so precious that he feared even thinking of her might wear her out. Hating her was impossible.

“Lady Charl, you’ve done nothing wrong to me.”

“The same applies to you.”

Delicate hands, which seemed as if they had never touched anything dirty, reached out and passed over his hair again.

“That’s how you are to me, Sasha.”

It was warm enough to bring tears to his eyes. Eventually, Sasha stopped feeling confused, because this couldn’t be real—such a moment couldn’t possibly become reality for him.

With a sob, the child took a sorrowful breath, stumbled to his feet, and hugged her. Nuzzling his cheek vigorously against her neck, his arms tightened around her in a desperate embrace.

“Don’t go. Please stay with me,” he finally managed, expressing the words he had long held back, his voice accompanied by tears. “Or let’s meet a lot. Let’s meet often.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

Charlize silently held the child in her arms, and wrapped tightly in her embrace, he gently fell asleep.
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When Sasha woke up a few hours later, he hesitantly called out for her.

“…Lady Charl?”

Even though he knew it was a dream, he abruptly got up. His eyes swept over the empty room in desperation. He felt relieved that Charlize had not heard his tiresome words.

It was the moment when tears suddenly fell onto the back of his hand, tightly clutching the bedding, that he heard a voice.

“Did you wake up?”

Sasha’s small shoulders trembled noticeably.

It wasn’t a dream.

His eyes, wide open, shook with panic. Memories flooded in—how annoyingly he clung to her, persisted, and acted unreasonably. What would he do if she grew tired of him? Just when they could finally meet again… He stopped fussing altogether, his face turning pale.

“Then, let’s go.”

Charlize effortlessly carried Sasha down the corridor. Embraced in a daze, with his arm wrapped around her neck, Sasha suddenly opened his eyes wide.

“L-Lady Charl, please put me down.”

“Are you uncomfortable?”

He did not want to lie. Sasha hesitated and then blurted out softly, “No, it’s because I thought you might find me heavy.”

“You’re very light. You should become twice as plump as you are now.”

The sight of her clicking her tongue seemed like she was truly unburdened. The warmth supporting his body affirmed the reality of this moment. Perhaps that was why the child only now realized—it truly felt as though they were meeting after a very, very long time. And so, he hadn’t even noticed that he had actually gained courage.

After moving his small lips for a long time, Sasha finally found his voice. In a barely normal volume, he said, “I-I’m sorry. I thought yesterday was just a dream and caused you trouble.”

“No, I liked it.”

“Huh?”

“It was the first time I’ve had an open-hearted conversation with anyone.”

Seeing the slightly blushing face of the person who had just spoken, Sasha also blushed, his mouth slightly open.

“M-me too.”

“I read in a book that friends are naturally supposed to have deep, important conversations and such.”

“Friends?”

“…There wasn’t anything in it about age differences between friends… Does that mean I’m no good…”

While Sasha listened vacantly to Charlize muttering words seriously, he suddenly interjected, “N-not at all! Let’s be friends, Lady Charl!”

The blue eyes, which had been dazed and confused by an unexpected answer and additionally had been listless from the prolonged illness, suddenly twinkled.

“If you don’t want to be friends, that’s okay. Then, at that time… well, there’s probably no need for precise words, since it’s a relationship that can exist without them.”

“Yes.”

“From now on, let’s speak openly and share our thoughts without hiding anything.”

“Yes.”

Sasha, with a barely audible voice, very slightly rested his cheek on Charlize’s shoulder. It would be okay even if the lady’s feelings were to suddenly change one day. The words she had spoken, and the emotions of this moment were true.

That was enough.
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It was said that Sasha had been lying down for a long time, and sure enough, he kept dropping his spoon.

I had thought he was eating so little because he was conscious of my presence, but the revelation that this was his usual portion left me utterly shocked. And yet, there was something even more surprising!

“Uncle helped me.”

The object Sasha showed me with a proud face was that very thing. On his finger was the clover ring I made, preserved with magic. It looks fresher than when I last saw it…

It was to such an extent that I momentarily flinched at its extended life force; it hadn’t wilted at all. As someone with a wealthy father but whose previous life was more vivid than my current one, the sight made my hands tremble. I’m truly amazed.

“Thank you for treasuring it so much, Sasha.”

How much money exactly went into this?

“Not at all,” he said, giving a shy smile, then hesitated, as if there was something more he wanted to say.

It’s difficult every time… If it had been anyone else, I might have said “Just say it,” or “What is it?” But facing this little one, I was at a loss for words.

As I inwardly sighed, the most tender tone of voice I knew came to mind.

“Child, is there something you want to say…?”

I quickly cut off the “What is it?” part. Fortunately, Sasha seemed to understand on his own and spoke, his expression tense.

“May I also show you other things? Of course, you are free to refuse! They might seem unimpressive to you, Lady Charl.”

“I’m sure that would not be the case at all.”

Though I was merely speaking the truth, his noticeably happy face warmed my heart. I didn’t let the thought that suddenly occurred to me slip away, instead allowing it to flow through.

“Sasha, it’s really fortunate… because you’ve met people who adore you.” Meeting them just in time, before a point of no return. “Of course, you are cute, lovely, and attract attention—making one smile just by thinking about you, so it’s inevitable to like you.”

“L-Lady Charl.”

I didn’t say much, but Sasha’s face turned red again. He must have a high body temperature. For some reason, he would blush whenever we held hands or hugged. The kind child must have just endured it, without even mentioning that he was hot.

Feeling a touch of sorrow, I made the decision to hold back from now on.
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While feeding Sasha, I also ate because the scent was simply irresistible.

Though I felt apologetic toward the chef at Lienta, the meal here was just too delicious.

“My lady, I believe this will also suit your taste.”

“How about this?”

“Sasha eats broccoli well too.”

All the dishes recommended by Calix were fantastic.

I wonder if the duke has had dinner too? If the duke had also eaten this, he would have done so with his cheeks puffed out like a hamster’s. Come to think of it, there was a similar rule near the end of the book I read last time.

[image: ]

Ninety-Eighth Rule: Have time to dine together with both sets of parents.
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But this… didn’t seem like the right time for it, at least not until the archduke and I have grown closer. I wasn’t sure about other families, but in our case, it seemed like a scenario only possible if the archduke and the duke became friends.

It was only later that I realized Calix wasn’t eating at all; he was merely resting his chin.

Can it be that he lost his appetite because I ate in such an unsightly manner?! If that were true, there could be nothing worse than this. To think that our relationship had reached a point where even sharing a meal was unpleasant.

But then, Calix said something unexpected.

“If the meal doesn’t suit your tastes, you may stop.”

What kind of cruel words…? There was nothing quite as petty as giving and then taking away, yet that was exactly what the archduke was doing now.

“You hesitated every time you took a bite.”

…It’s so delicious that I kept spacing out with every bite. If I tell the truth, will rumors spread that Duke Lienta doesn’t feed his daughter well? No, before that, it would be even more problematic if rumors spread about the duke’s chef lacking skills. I appreciated the simple chef who always had a happy face whenever the duke and I finished our meals completely.

“I was wondering why Your Highness wasn’t eating.”

“You were thinking about me too?”

“Yes.”

I pondered intensely whether our chef could obtain the secret recipe from the archduke’s chef. As I sneakily moved my fork and knife toward the dish I had been enjoying earlier, I flinched, realizing it had become very quiet across from me.

Does this mean I should stop eating? I started to miss Lienta manor, where the food might not have been as delicious, but no one minded how much I ate. As a refined person with virtue, I set down my utensils and lifted my head, intending to say I had eaten well. Hmm?

A face, lost in deep thought, drifted into my view. It was fine for me not to take offense at his absorption in other thoughts before others, as thoughts of Calix rarely crossed my mind. More pressing was the question of whether his reverie could be disturbed. As I sat there, lost in my own reflections, Calix suddenly let out a short, telling sigh.

“I’m sorry, my lady.”

“Not at all, it’s an honor just by being able to enjoy dinner with someone as busy as you.”

I made sure to include some flattery, which drew a soft smile from Calix.

“It was also an honor to enjoy dinner with my lady. I hope we have another chance to dine together again.”

“Yes,” I answered, recognizing it as likely just a courtesy. Reflecting that I, too, should adhere to etiquette, I added warmly, “For that day, with a happy heart, I will…”

I trailed off, shocked by the sudden realization that, given the many things I had originally done to the archduke, even ordinary words had a high chance of being interpreted differently. I’m in trouble.

Internally hitting my forehead repeatedly, I quickly turned in another direction.

“…not wait. Is it really okay to wait with such a light heart? I will be waiting with a very humble heart.”

Somehow, our dialogue resembled more of a conversation between a loyal servant and master than one between friends, but that was fine with me. It seemed Calix felt the same way…

“Yes.”

…because I heard a brief burst of laughter, rippling softly like waves.
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From that day on, I threw away “If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend,” as it was no longer useful.
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“You’re finally throwing it away?!”
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Even if it seemed he had aged in vain, seeing the unexpectedly experienced duke agree, it appeared to matter little in his eyes too.

I should have thrown it away sooner.

It was around this time that Rosetta came to visit.
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“With the hunting festival approaching, the paperwork will be significantly delayed, won’t it?”

Apparently, Rosetta also didn’t know that the hunting festival was coming up.

I’m not the only one who didn’t know.

As I was feeling a bit relieved, Rosetta’s eyebrows twitched.

“Of course, I am aware.”

Echoing the saying, "A frog dies by a stone thrown unintentionally," a frog was indeed struck by a casually thrown remark from Rosetta.

While I metaphorically stroked the frog’s belly, which had suffered internal injuries, Rosetta added, “I just came across some news that would be good for my lady to know as well.”

Oh, my goodness! I quickly realized that Rosetta had finally come to inform me about the rumors circulating about me. Although Noah was present, it was probably better to understand the perspective from a noble lady’s viewpoint.

As I waited calmly, Rosetta hesitated, prompting me to initiate the conversation by asking, “Is there a lot of criticism about me?”

“It’s not because of that. When has there ever been a time without it?”

“True enough.”

Rosetta gave me a mysterious look as I halved a piece of cake and picked up one half to eat. She then said, “You’ve really changed a lot over the past year…”

“The rumors remain the same though.”

“Right, that would be hard to change,” Rosetta immediately acknowledged and quickly brought up the main point. “More than that, my lady, the noble ladies are buzzing about your aesthetic sense. They’re saying it’s remarkable that you can tell genuine items from fake ones.”

Thinking that would be the case, I ended up nodding my head repeatedly.

“The brooch you were planning to make, it’s been leaked… You didn’t know?” Rosetta asked, furrowing her brows. “In any case, there’s news secretly spreading that the leaked brooch will be put up for auction. They say everyone is setting their sights on it.”

“Why? It’s just an imitation, anyway.”

“Whether it’s fake or real, what difference does it make? It’s the only piece that my lady has been directly involved in, from the initial design to the production, that has been released to the market.”

“Hmm.”

“Are you going to retrieve it?”

“No, they can have it. They will probably hide it so well out of fear of being discovered that it’s unlikely to catch my eye anyway.”

“R-right,” Rosetta said, her expression dazed as if she had bitten her tongue, and vigorously nodded her head.
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Naturally, I had no intention of retrieving it.

Of course, the reason was obvious.

Because I was the one who released it.

Regardless, money was crucial. In that regard, Rosetta was right. There was nothing more suitable for raising slush funds than this. I hope it brings in a lot.

Thinking of the money that would soon come in, I smiled.
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…And then, one evening, the duke, with his shoulders slightly raised, extended a rectangular box and said, “Charl, I have a gift for you.”

It feels ominous for some reason… Come on, there’s no way…

I was rendered speechless as soon as I opened it.

“How is it? Huh? Do you like it?! I found those who dared to steal my daughter’s first work and bought it back as soon as it came out in the auction.”

It was on a fine afternoon, just a week before the hunting festival, that I inadvertently became an unfilial child who had just picked her father’s pocket.
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Surrounded by a splendid interior, Katarina was biting her nails hard.

“It’s not… a manifestation fever, is it?”

Those unfamiliar with the imperial family might simply think it was a common fever that children frequently experienced. If not for this particular period, she would have dismissed it as such too. Initially, this was her assumption.

Having a fever right before the hunting festival might actually be a blessing in disguise—since it might prevent the archduke from attending.

At that moment, the two words she had casually dismissed began to weigh heavily on her mind. As doubt took root, Katarina ordered an investigation that led her to uncover the name of a disease, long lost to history and so forgotten that hardly anyone could even remember it.

Manifestation.

To be more specific, it was a phenomenon linked to the divine beast and the imperial family.

“Him falling into the lake happened quite a while ago already…”

Katarina, wearing a thoughtful expression, narrowed her eyes and then frowned. In fact, that mattered little. What impact could a divine beast, forgotten by everyone, possibly have? There was only one thing of importance.

If it truly were a manifestation fever, then hiding the fact that the child was indeed of the imperial family would become impossible. Moreover, the child would then possess not only the highest legitimacy but also solid support.

“…Ha.”

There was a need to expedite the work already underway.
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…That’s right, what fault can there be with this money?

It was too dazzling and the amount too large to continue regarding with unease.

I should grow this and then give some to the duke.

Having thus steadied my heart, I arrived at the meeting place.

“My lady!” Irian greeted me, as if her squirrel ears, which weren’t even there, were perking up. “You really didn’t have to come, but I’m truly happy that you did.”
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“Give it to me.”

“Pardon?”

“The ‘Night of Young Artists,’ it’s happening again, right? I heard that Irian’s drawings will be exhibited there. Give me an invitation too.”
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Hmm. Even though it was acquired through something akin to blackmail, it seemed Irian was still happy. As I listened to her ceaseless chattering from beside me, I surreptitiously glanced around the interior that hardly had any exhibits.

It was understandable. Given that the explosion last time nearly destroyed all the exhibits, how can they be trusted with other valuable pieces? Furthermore, the fact that such an incident had occurred probably also contributed to the low number of attendees.

Owning such a work—the act of showing it off was only justified when many people see it. Because of that, the majority of the paintings on exhibit belonged to the same person. Sure enough, he provided the originals, not imitations. Although this person’s intent wasn’t to show off, there was a reason it had to be this way.

Simply put, it was like this: he was just that desperate. Therefore, he hoped fervently that there would be no imperfections, not even minor ones, in the joyful news that might finally arrive.

The feeling of wanting to give anything.

The willingness to give whatever it may be.
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Owner: Graham Decande
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Graham Decande. The Lord Chamberlain to the late emperor—an old man crazy about money; a manic collector.

That’s right. I planned to find the whereabouts of the painting the count was so desperately seeking, armed with information not yet revealed to the public.

He was the Possessor of the Lost Holy Relics.
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“If we had just had that holy relic, Prince Sasha wouldn’t have fallen ill so frequently.”

“As his body weakened, so did his mind. His Highness truly endured a lot of hardship.”
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It was not my intention to take over because I had disrupted the original story and removed the helping hand meant to care for him. Rather, it was an action born from a heart that wished the little boy I knew, experienced, and remembered would not have to suffer any harm.
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Fitting a dress could be done at home, but I decided to go out.

It’s because I plan to solve everything in one day.

As I let out a deep sigh, Rosetta’s eyes sparkled while she sharply snapped the booklet shut.

“From this point on, there’s no need to look at the catalog anymore.”

Irian sensed an ominous aura and her eyes trembled. I felt the same unease.

Given Rosetta’s many close lady friends, I naturally assumed she would refuse had I asked her a few days ago. So, there I was, strolling down the dressmaker’s street with Irian when we unexpectedly encountered Rosetta, who was alone… I couldn’t understand why, but Rosetta, with a hollow expression, alternately looked at Irian and me, then gently bit her lower lip.

As she folded her fan with a snap, Rosetta smiled charmingly.

“It’s something you have to try on yourself to know.”

The hellish time had finally come.
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Exactly two hours later, I barely managed to move forward, my legs having turned to mush.

It would’ve been better to run ten laps around the training grounds.
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“Why is your stamina so weak? It’s not like we’ve been going around everywhere; we’re just in one place.”
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Irian was being assisted by Rosetta, who said they were going in the same direction.

Eventually, in the end, they became friends. Speaking of which, they were close friends in the original story…

Feeling a strange mood come over me, I suddenly shook it. No! That’s because I am the common link between them, having met by chance. If they are close friends, it’s likely because their personalities match… While vigorously quashing the sneaky thought with a club of rebuttal, I finally arrived at my destination.

In fact, I believed that if that Charlize Lienta suddenly appeared and expressed a desire to volunteer at an orphanage, she would likely be turned away or not allowed to approach the children. But fortunately, it’s the place where I entrusted my donations. To think the situation would be resolved in such a way.

“I came for a surprise inspection to see if my donations were being managed properly.”

That’s right. It was an unpleasant statement indeed. However, perhaps because my donations were so substantial, there was not a single sign of displeasure from the director!

“Of course, I will guide you right away.”

Thanks to that, I was able to go here and there under the guise of inspecting.

“Uweeeh!”

Suddenly, a child appeared from somewhere, making a sound as if he were crying. Clutching the ears of a raggedy rabbit doll, he looked up at me, tears brimming in his eyes. He stretched his short, chubby hands upward, as if asking for a hug.

“Y-you can’t do that!”

The daycare teacher, who had been far away, suddenly materialized right in front of me in the blink of an eye. It seems like this talented individual has found the wrong nest.

“No one bullied him into crying. This child is just prone to tears. The children of this orphanage are known for their good nature.”

“I’m sorry, my lady. This child really likes sparkly things. Surely, he will become a great tailor someday.”

Both the teacher and the director, while gauging my reaction, quickly defended the children. As I looked at them in a daze, a thought occurred to me.

It’s fortunate that my money didn’t end up somewhere strange.

While I was at it, I checked with intense focus and felt a sense of relief.

“Give me the child.”

“Yes? Y-yes.”

As soon as the child wriggled free from the daycare teacher’s arms and toddled over, he clung to my leg. He rubbed his tear-streaked and snotty face against my dress, causing a silent shock to ripple through our surroundings. I lifted his light, warm body into my arms.

With a sigh, I gently patted the child’s back. The small hand clinging tightly to my clothes felt very warm.

“How long has this boy been in the orphanage?”

“I-it’s been a month, my lady.”

The count’s daughter and her husband had passed away six months ago, and it had been three months since the count started posing as an art fanatic.

Dark brown hair and black eyes. Since those were the most common features in the empire, identifying the child based solely on external descriptions proved difficult. Therefore, he sought to pioneer an alternative path for the search.

That path referred to the locket the child was wearing at the time. It was a means to track the child by retracing those who had possessed the painting enclosed within it.

“Thanks to the donations generously provided by the lady, we were able to take care of many more children. Thank you,” the director said, bowing deeply.

It will be better for him to stay here than to take him home. I quickly decided that an environment skilled in caring for children and grounded in affection would be better than the manor.

“Huh?!”

The foolish exclamation that unintentionally came out of my mouth was drowned out by the ensuing loud voice.
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“You shouldn’t do that!”

Ack!!! I attempted to set the child down, but he clung tightly to my collar and wouldn’t let go, nearly suffocating me. As soon as I quickly lifted him back up, he snuggled quietly in my arms as if he had never tried to assassinate me.

“Ah, the child seems to really l-like the lady,” the director muttered vacantly.

Did you not see my face? My appearance was so fierce that even adults were said to gradually avoid seeing it. I almost said it wasn’t like that, but I stopped myself. It must be because of my clothes. I wondered if it reminded him of a dress his mother used to wear.

“I’ll take him off your hands, my lady.”

“Ooh, uwoooh!”

The child kept flailing around… Hmm?

“Wait, is this child unable to talk?”

“T-that is…”

I began to understand why the teacher kept trying to take the child away. It was due to the widespread belief that any imperfection in a place directly sponsored by a noble could tarnish their reputation.

“His age is estimated to be about four years; he’s still quiet young, and it’s not that he can’t pronounce words at all. He just seems to be slow in speaking.”

Unfortunately, that speculation is incorrect. It’s likely that he forgot because of the shock from the accident…

“Waaah!”

As if surprised, the child’s already tear-streaked face shed even more tears.

…Yes, you must’ve been very sad.

“This child, I’ll take him with me.”

“Pardon?!”

“Please, have mercy—!”

Oh, it looks like I just blurted out my true feelings.

“I can’t have the orphanage I’m supporting lack anything. I need to properly check what the child’s condition is.”

I looked at the two angels, bewilderment evident on their faces.

“I plan to send a doctor tomorrow to check for any children who are hurt but haven’t spoken up, and I intend to support them in whichever fields they wish to pursue.”

“…Because there shouldn’t be anything lacking, right?”

Nodding in agreement, I said, “Then, until next time,” and turned to leave, realizing I had inadvertently become a fussy superior prone to long conversations.

My late efforts proved futile. From behind, a voice called out, “Thank you, my lady!” as if urging me to hurry up and get lost.

I’m leaving…

The innocent eyes of the child, who was sucking on the raggedy rabbit’s ears and looking up at me, seemed to offer comfort, as if soothing me after my behavior resembled that of a fussy superior.
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I went straight back to the manor.

The clover crown that the duke was holding dear fell to the ground with a thud.

“Cha-Charl—!”

The duke covered his mouth with a trembling hand, so I quickly refuted, “He is not my child, not of the imperial family, and this is not a case of kidnapping!”

“Hng!” Gasping for breath, the duke looked down frantically this time, his expression as if the sky had fallen.

“The flower crown I made in my spare time…” the duke trailed off as he fell to his knees, his head deeply bowed in misery.

Whew.

I crouched down and patted the duke’s shoulder lightly.

“It seems like it would be fine if we just fix this part.”

While holding the child in my arms, I fiddled with the crown. Even though I managed to snap the protruding part back into place, because it was originally tangled up, it became exceedingly difficult.

Even so, with a face like this, the flower crown will still shine.

As I tried to sneakily place it on my head, the duke kept his grip firm on the hand holding the flower crown. Huh?

Just as a subtle battle of nerves was about to unfold, the duke smiled proudly and asked, “Nobody has ever made a flower crown for you yet, right?”

It had already been more than a week since I talked to him about what I did with clovers with Sasha and the others… Has he been working on it all this time?

“Next time, I will gift you with a real tiara.”

“It’s all right.”

I immediately refused, and the duke’s face, taking on a wounded expression, froze just like that.

As it is, I can’t pick his already picked pocket again. And…

“After all, it’s impossible to be happier than this.”

That statement caused the duke to slowly begin smiling.
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“Rosetta, have I ever upset you?”

Madam Hawthorne pressed her handkerchief against her eyes.

“I’m sorry. But how could you, regarding what you agreed to, do this to us… Hic.”

“Dearest!” Viscount Hawthorne steadied his staggering wife and bit his lip hard. After a brief pause, he turned to Rosetta, and said, “Rosetta, you really are too much. Do you not know how much we’ve been trying to protect you from getting hurt by the harsh world?”

“Aren’t you afraid to report such a lie to the imperial palace, claiming that we deceived you?”

Rosetta, wearing a simple dress, did not twitch even an eyebrow.

The official then declared, “Lady Eclisse, you may speak.”

“That is not my signature.”

“Rosetta!”

“Madam, it’s time for the lady to speak.”

The official, dreaming humbly of accruing enough years of service to escape the drudgery of administrative work, interrupted Madam Hawthorne with a distinctly bureaucratic tone.

“Do you have evidence that indicates you did not personally sign the form?”

“Unfortunately, I do not. At that time, I was reading in my bedroom, but my handmaid, who was bribed by Viscount Hawthorne, testified that I had signed it myself.”

“Bribed?!”

“However, I have a witness who can prove that the signature is fake.”

The work was repetitive; only the faces changed. The official, who had grown negligent and hadn’t reviewed the supporting documents in advance for quite some time, now turned to the next page of the document.

“The witness, please… come… in.”

The officer’s eyes, having gradually widened, turned towards the door in astonishment.

“L-Lady Lienta…”

“The lady…?”

Among those who were shocked, Rosetta smiled sharply.

“I am Charlize Lienta, Lady Rosetta’s witness.”
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I massaged my stiff jaw.

I did my part… In the tense atmosphere, I was concerned about biting my tongue as I began to speak, but somehow, I managed to articulate my words clearly.

“I wonder if Rosetta is doing well.”

Reluctant to head straight home, I walked awkwardly, as if taking a leisurely stroll.

“Lady Lienta?” Marquess Vanachell called out, his eyes widening in surprise, as though our encounter amazed him.

“I see we meet here as well.”

What? The original story never mentioned any problems in Theodore Vanachell’s family around this time.

“It’s nice to see you again, Lord Vanachell. What brings the Marquess here?”

“I, too, came because of business.”

If he had no intention of speaking, there was no reason to annoyingly prolong the conversation. Just as I was politely trying to end it, Theodore spoke up again.

“Given that the hunting festival is approaching, and everyone is busy, I have come instead.”

With that, he slightly shook the thick document in his hand. It seemed that being an official of the imperial palace indeed meant one couldn’t afford to work half-heartedly.

“It has worked out well. Although a letter will be sent soon, I can tell you in advance,” he said, smiling gently. He then continued, “His Majesty has granted a special item to the lady who significantly contributed to the safe return of the imperial prince. You will be able to use it effectively at the upcoming New Year’s ball.”

Although there was still quite a bit of time left, I already didn’t want to go…

“I see. Thank you for telling me.”

“It’s nothing. Then, until next time,” Theodore said, slightly bowing his head before moving away.

I just remembered. It wasn’t just Sasha that something had happened to. Also, to Baier…

At that moment, a puzzled voice reached my ears.

“My lady?”

It was Rosetta, looking at me in bewilderment.

“Why are you here?”

“I was waiting for you.”

“…For me?”

As I nodded in affirmation, Rosetta made a strange face—her eyes twitched, the ends of her lips tightly clenched, and her throat quivered… Did I wait in vain? It seemed like she was firmly suppressing her anger!

I quickly shrank back, awkwardly avoiding her gaze, when Rosetta spoke up.

“The guardianship was terminated right away. Thank you. It’s all thanks to you, my lady.”

“It’s thanks to you being well-prepared for the trial.”

“That’s correct as well. I will make sure to come visit you next time.”

I know that too. Her words meant she wouldn’t be coming by. If I were a skilled socialite, I would have nodded in a sophisticated manner. However, lacking that finesse, I ended up behaving rather pathetically.

“Do come…”

…and tell me how rumors about me are circulating.

Rosetta, wrinkling her nose, answered, “I already told you that I would do so.”
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Since this morning, I have been frowning.

“Already?”

The letter’s content, which I checked reluctantly after seeing who the sender was, turned out to be even stranger.

“In the original story, this happened much later.”

The person who sent the letter was none other than Duchess Baier.

“But why to me? Isn’t this a forgery?”

I turned it over and over, even holding it up to the light, but no peculiarities were visible. It’s strange that she’s doing this… Duchess Baier was a tactician who could skillfully manipulate situations by merely pretending to bump into someone by chance. However, such maneuvers inevitably took time. If that was indeed the case, it meant there was no time to spare. Dragging it out any further will only be frustrating.

After sending a reply that I would go today without delay, I hurriedly prepared myself. Of course, I made sure the maid dressed and took care of the child I brought back from the orphanage.
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That was how things came to this.

“After not seeing each other for a long time, it’s regrettable to go straight to the main point without first catching up,” she said, her short hair fluttering slightly, barely reaching the tip of her chin.

Duchess Baier didn’t become the head of the family simply because she was the only child of the previous generation. She earned her position by facing off against her older brother. Thus, she was renowned for her cold and icy demeanor, a personality trait many believed enabled her success.

Such a person can’t even fully hide her impatience right now…

The butler, who had halted, stepped aside as the duchess opened the door to a room filled with children’s toys.

“Please examine these items. Even if the curse has a double structure, it can only be cast by one person. I would like you to find what remains solely as its medium. I assure you, there will be no harm to you, in the name of Baier.”

I remained silent.

“I know there are many items to take a look at. I will, without fail, give you a substantial reward,” the duchess said, noticing my lack of response.

However, my reaction wasn’t because I found it absurd. I knew immediately upon seeing it, and so, it was the ensuing doubt that influenced my reaction. It isn’t even about distinguishing real from fake, so how did I know? While puzzling, this was not the question to ponder at the moment.

The duchess’ aide, who introduced himself as Dylan, stepped forward.

“Here are the suspicious items that we would like you to examine first: a storybook, a fountain pen, a glass cup, a music box, and a flute.”

“Were each of these five items received as gifts from different families?”

When Dylan hesitated at my question, the duchess answered instead, “The lady’s words are correct.”

The likely reason Duchess Baier chose not to destroy the items suspected of being a medium, leaving them untouched, was her concern that the curse might be doubly structured. If damaged recklessly, the curse can compound, making it impossible to lift it with the already compromised medium.

However, this was a single curse.

So, this is why Calix had gotten his hands on the holy relic so late.

I started walking and then utterly destroyed all five items underfoot.

“L-Lady Lienta!”

Turning around, I smiled and asked, “Is there a need to find out whether it’s a single curse or multiple ones? If breaking them like this worsens the young lord’s condition, then it will be the latter.”

Duchess Baier clenched her fists tightly, while Dylan, with his teeth gritted, hurriedly ran out, presumably heading for Lucas’ bedroom.

A chilling silence filled the dense air, as if it allowed no sound to penetrate—until it was shattered by the sound of the duchess grinding her teeth.

“For having crossed House Baier, you will come to regret it every minute and every second from now on.”

“There is nothing to regret,” I countered as I approached the duchess.

Seemingly curious about my intentions, she merely observed me.

“I’m sorry I surprised you. I only used this method because I couldn’t trust anyone.”

The duchess remained silent.

“It was the only way for the two of us to talk alone.”

It wasn’t had merely because it was given, but at that moment, the eyes of the one who seized it changed.
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At the moment the lady lightly walked through and destroyed everything suspected to be a medium, Elijah sincerely resolved to make Charlize Lienta’s life more miserable than death itself.

She was foolish—the infamy she had garnered over the years wasn’t unfounded. The realization that Elijah’s rash decisions, driven by fear of not knowing what would happen to Lucas, had only made things worse was devastating.

“For having crossed House Baier, you will come to regret it every minute and every second from now on.”

Her statement, tantamount to a declaration of war, was inevitable. However, the lady who approached as soon as Dylan rushed off did not appear foolish in the slightest.

“There’s no need for a reward since I’ve also become involved in this matter. Who did you receive the music box from?”

As she listened to Charlize’s growling voice, she might have laughed out loud if the situation had been different. Truly, and adorably, you have fooled everyone.

“…It was House Polden.”

A collateral family of House Elluiden.

“They likely intended to blame it on the archduchy. Since Lord Lucas happened to have some friction with Prince Sasha, it must have been convenient.”

Elijah brushed back her hair, her red lips twisting as she asked, “Then, how were you able to discern that it was a single curse?”

“I knew as soon as I saw it.”

“You possess a good ability.”

“It must be a good ability to have, only when receiving a curse, wouldn’t you say?” Charlize responded indifferently and briefly looked down at the shattered debris.

Elijah also lowered her gaze.

Daring to touch my son just to worsen the relationship between Elluiden and Baier…

“Then, it narrows down to two possibilities. First, they deliberately used a single curse intending to implicate House Elluiden as the mastermind,” she said, echoing the lady’s words.

Had Elijah not heard this from Charlize, she would have taken it as a cautionary measure, a warning to properly lower her head in the future.

“The only other possibility is that Count Polden alone is behind this. He faced severe reprimand from His Highness for what happened at the last festival, didn’t he? It could be an act of malice.”

“I find that unlikely,” Charlize answered calmly. “This curse, its speed is extremely fast. It would have been noticeable if his condition had worsened gradually, but it’s the kind that changes suddenly in an instant.”

Even as Charlize recklessly destroyed the items suspected of being a medium, Elijah’s face, which had merely frowned before, now hardened.

“If things had continued as they were, the young lord would have likely died from this curse. Therefore, they might have believed that any bold action against your family, regardless of its nature, would incapacitate the duchess’ reasoning.”

The moment Elijah met her green eyes, Charlize spoke.

“Honestly speaking, you cherish the young lord a lot, don’t you?”

As if questioning when she had ever hesitated, even for a moment, Duchess Elijah Baier laughed out loud.

Following her laughter, her tone became convincing as she answered, “That’s right, without fear, they daringly messed with the person who is my everything.”
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It was my first time seeing such a scary person in this world.

My being scared isn’t noticeable, right? I couldn’t believe how frightening it was, especially when she was muttering ominously. How my frail father, who always cried and fainted at the slightest thing, managed to rise to a high-ranking official among such intimidating people… The ways of the world are truly strange.

Anyway, who is behind the Baier incident? Originally, the poisoning of Lucas Baier was supposed to occur much later. However, the reason an attempt was already made, I suspect, was because of Sasha’s manifestation fever. This was likely done to disrupt House Elluiden with all their might, making it difficult to concentrate solely on Sasha.

I need to quickly reduce Sasha’s fever. Since a manifestation fever usually lasts more than a month, if it’s successfully lowered beforehand, it would likely be mistaken for a severe but ordinary fever. Revealing it as a manifestation fever this early would be problematic. The timing for Sasha seemed to have been accelerated due to being in contact with the divine beast and the holy relic, but there was no reason to believe the divine beast caused it! Rather, his divine power was sucked away by the holy relic…!

The divine beast, still in that form, sulked and vanished after I suggested last time that he could pretend to be a decorative stone in a flowerpot. He was likely recuperating his strength in the lake now.

“I wonder if you know that I pray to you every night.”

In the middle of my sighing, the carriage finally stopped.

Even after going out for consecutive two days, and yesterday focusing intently on sending a letter to the archduke, the fact that I was able to handle it all was surprising. Physical training was, as expected, proved beneficial. I do want to try learning swordsmanship, but… Giving a sword to a troublemaker might lead to talk that the duke was excessively indulgent with his beloved daughter, so for now, it was best to hold back.

“My lady, let us go.”

Today, it was Noah, not Sir Evans, who accompanied me. Properly disguised, Noah, was completely unrecognizable compared to his usual appearance.

It’s quiet here. Although it’s reputed to be the most famous art museum in the capital, there was no reason for it to be crowded, as there were no new exhibits. Nonetheless, there was someone who visited every fortnight at the same time.

I stealthily approached that person.

Count Decande, who believed that exhibitions should inherently be quiet, disliked those who were noisy. However, since there were already many people who disliked me anyway, it didn’t matter to me.

“The quality of the paintings here are all the same. Don’t you think so, Noah?”

“I agree with you, my lady. Then again, isn’t it just because of the level of that painting you’ve recently acquired?”

“Yes, it’s remarkable that such a high level of painting could be achieved on such a small piece of paper. I would love to know who the painter is, but there isn’t even a signature.”

I did have some trouble finding this. After all, what was truly important to the count wasn’t that painting, so I even considered forging it. But then I realized I hadn’t seen the original painting. At times like this, a novel written in text is inconvenient.

I clicked my tongue quietly.

As the conversation came to a natural halt and information flow ceased, it seemed as if our target was becoming apprehensive.

“Isn’t that why you are looking all over the place like this?”

“You’re particularly talkative today.”

“Ack! I’m sorry, my lady.”

“You’re doing well,” I whispered to Noah.

“Even master is surprisingly quite adept at acting too,” he whispered back.

We continued encouraging each other. Actors might laugh at us for praising such modest acting skills, but we took pride in being better than that person—Sir Evans.

The last time I casually had him try, he was so stiff, like he was reading directly from a script in his hand, to an unmatched degree. Well, not everyone could excel at everything… Still, his level was really bad.

“A person of that skill level is rare, so it will be easy to find them. To think that someone could paint on a canvas as small as a thumb…”

If he was listening, he would have no choice but to react at this point.

“I am Graham Decande. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but it seems the lady has acquired a very precious painting. Can you perhaps show this old man exactly how precious the painting you have obtained is?” the count asked, smiling amiably.

Having looked him over, I spoke abruptly, “Because it is such a small painting, it’s difficult to carry it around.”

“I have a great interest in art pieces, you see. Will it be too difficult to tell me about it?”

I feigned hesitation—not to gain an advantage in negotiations with the count, but because it would seem suspicious if I handed it over too readily. At the moment, although he was preoccupied with the thought of finding his grandson, it was crucial that the count harbor no suspicions upon later reflection.

“Or how about this? The lady has always been deeply versed in art. Let me show you some of the cherished masterpieces I have collected.”

I tilted my head as if somewhat tempted.
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Then, at the end of such a difficult process…

“The item I have is just one, and since the count has several, I will go to the count’s residence instead.”

Phew… that took forever. In the carriage, I absently wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, even though it wasn’t sweaty. I have a sea of respect for all figures in high society.

[image: ]

Count Decande covered his anxious face with his hand.

He had waited three months, yet these last few days seemed the hardest. On the day he spoke with the lady, he wanted to go directly to Lienta manor, but he restrained himself due to potential unforeseen complications.

[image: ]

“I will visit you in a week.”
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The count absolutely couldn’t wait that long. After declaring himself “an old man about to die soon,” the lady frowned as if she had no other choice and agreed to reduce the wait to three days.

“My lord! Lady Lienta’s carriage has just passed through the main gate!”

He suddenly stood up. Going all the way to the main gate was excessive. However, given the image he had cultivated through his art collection, waiting by the entrance would not be out of character.

The count, who hurriedly ran, saw two figures alighting from the carriage.

“I’m sorry for bringing this little one along. He cries when he’s not with me.”

To be honest, Charlize’s words merely brushed past his ears. His strength drained away, and he could barely manage to stand. The child in the lady’s arms reacted to the sound of the cane, which he gripped like a lifeline, rolling across the floor.

“That child…”

The moment their eyes met, he couldn’t prevent his face from contorting. Belatedly, the child’s eyes widened as he clutched his worn-out doll tightly with his other arm.

“H-how?!”

Then, the count collapsed, frantically embracing the child in his arms, as if determined never to let go.

“My dear boy, I-I’ve…”

At this moment, he did not resemble the person who had served as Lord Chamberlain to the late emperor and the head of a county. Instead, he simply looked like a grandfather seeing his long-lost grandchild for the first time in a very long time.
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I sipped my tea awkwardly.

After witnessing their dramatic reunion, I said I would leave for the day, but the count held me back.

“I do not know how to express my gratitude. Is there anything you want?” the count asked, his smile coming belatedly. He continued, “There might be nothing Lady Lienta needs, but should there be, just say the word.”

Of course, there is.

“I…” I trailed off, briefly glancing at the child.

Why are you still cradled in my arms…?

“Thanks to the lady’s support of the orphanage, he was able to remain safe and well there. I will never forget this kindness.”

As I watched the child, the count subtly indicated that he would repay the child’s “ransom” himself. Because of my well-established reputation, it was impossible to sway him emotionally by claiming, “It is simply a joyous occasion that the child has found his family.” The scenario of the little one wanting to see me, frequently visiting, and incidentally glimpsing the holy relic and expressing a desire to have it… such a story was implausible.

So, according to the plan I had devised while riding in the carriage, I decided to take only the holy relic.

“It may be presumptuous of me, but I heard that the Count collects relics. May I see them?”

“Will that be enough? You may take a few if you want.”

It was fortunate that the count was a person aware of his obligations. Had he stated that only viewing them was possible, his collections might have been plundered in the middle of the night. While pretending to browse through this and that, I selected three relics.

“You can come here as often as you like, so please visit again. I am truly very grateful to the lady.”

“Ooh, woooh.”

Sensing our imminent parting, I approached the child who was reaching out his hand.
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Later, during the carriage ride, I found myself muttering the words I had previously spoken out loud.

“Thank you.”

Perhaps it would become a wound from childhood, one that might not even be remembered. But memories have a way of lingering. I prayed that his painful past would be forever eclipsed by a far more comforting present. Shared my spirit with him, I tightly grasped and then gently released his small hand.
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The first light of dawn had long since crept into the archduke’s office, indicating that they had been there throughout the day and then some.

Livan, sporting dark circles down to his cheekbones and a haggard complexion, reported, “We’ve received intelligence that the relic has found its way into Count Decande’s possession.”

With the area around his aide’s eyes slightly reddened, Calix gave a languid smile and commented, “Finally, Livan’s complexion, which looks as haggard as a raccoon’s, will improve.”

“You, y-you, a racoon…” Livan stuttered in shock, attempting a counterattack, but his lord’s immaculate appearance made it difficult to seriously find fault.

Suddenly, he recalled Calix’ response to his grumbling about how they could look so different despite both staying up all night in the same way.
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“Well, can it be that I’ve developed a tolerance?”
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Knock, knock.

The butler, standing behind the door, spoke in a slightly troubled voice, “Lady Lienta has come to visit.”

It was five o’clock in the afternoon. Previously, he might have clicked his tongue at her precise timing and remarked, “She must have timed it just for dinner.” However, he now understood that she was someone who would deliberately avoid this time to come around.

That realization came because Charlize, whenever they met, would look him straight in the eyes and assert, “I don’t like His Highness in that way.”

“Why are you saying that to me?!”

—That phase had already passed. He had entered the state where “I already know” had seeped in.

“Will you be going?”


[image: ]

“Yes, I should.”

It was as Livan naturally began to follow that Calix told him, “Rest your eyes for a while.”

Livan, whose eyes had been dulled and lifeless, suddenly sparkled. He laughed with a grin, choosing not to engage in idle chatter about insisting on coming, which he didn’t truly feel.

Thank you, my lady!

As soon as Calix left the office, Livan, quickly falling into a deep sleep, wore a peaceful look on his face for the first time in a long while.
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The worry I had while coming by carriage was useless—because Calix already knew about the holy relic.

“Count Decande isn’t someone who would’ve easily given this away, so it must have been difficult for you. Thank you so much, my lady.”

Even the source, at that!

Regardless, the question of “Then why couldn’t it have been secured at an earlier time?” did not arise. Of course, it’s obvious. If the scheme had gone as planned a few days ago—with Lord Baier dead and House Elluiden being pointed out as the culprits—dispatching the knights would have been difficult.

“Regarding the matters related to Duchess Baier as well, I am sorry for only receiving help every time.”

That’s all because I’ve seen almost all of this through Your Highness.

“I feel apologetic for always just receiving like this…”

My goodness. Once again, it seemed the time had come to recount my sordid past. Just as I was about to speak with a repentant heart, Calix suddenly smiled.

“The past is just that—past, so we agreed not to dwell on it, right?”

Ah, but my conscience… This time, by doing him a favor, one past incident would be written off. Had it been just that, my mind would have been at ease. However, with him being so angelic, I couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

“If there is anything you need next time, my lady, please be sure to tell me. No matter what it is, I’ll take care of it for you.”

The air, previously tinged with listlessness, suddenly grew tense. As the habitual light smile faded from his face, making his facial features appear clearer, the clueless fool in me nodded once again, filled with a sense of repentance.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Since it felt awkward to continue refusing, I just made a promise to myself.

This, I will use not for myself but for the male lead.
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Time flowed on steadily.

In the meantime, I received the good news that Sasha’s fever had subsided. Although expected, the confirmation still brought relief. Additionally, Duchess Baier sent word, asking what I would like as a reward.

“Hmm.”

I’ll hold onto this one. Even though I said it was all right, there was no need to refuse again since it had already been given.

“Why are you smiling like that?”

“What did I do?”

“You smiled with a smirk, making you look like you have a bad personality.”

“Rosetta, my lady has a good personality!”

“I said ‘making you look like,’ you know?”

Oh darn, my ears are going to burst. Now that the two soulmates had met, I thought I would be completely forgotten, but somehow, they kept pulling me into the middle of their interactions. Is it because they still feel awkward?

After being led here and there, we arrived at the hunting grounds where the annual hunting festival, held in honor of the first emperor’s bravery, took place.

As I read this part of the novel, I expected some event to unfold. However, it merely ended with Irian and Sasha walking and laughing heartily. So, I wanted to skip it, but that isn’t allowed… I sighed, letting my shoulders fall heavily.

“I’d rather prefer a duel than hunting.”

In fact, I have always been disgusted by the sight of unnecessary blood.

“Oh, just as I thought!”

What is it? At the loud noise, I reflexively turned to look, and a man, whose name I didn’t know, shuddered his shoulders and then averted his gaze.

“What?”

“My lady, please bear it.”

“Shh, it’s all right. Let’s just go.”

Is there something for me to be angry about…?

After being dragged away in confusion, we finally managed to sit down.

While picking up and eating various things and listening to Irian and Rosetta’s conversation, I discreetly snacked during the emperor’s speech.

Prrrt!

The sound of horns echoed and spread, heralding the start of the hunting festival.
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Sasha must be here too, right?

Given the unspoken rule that all members over five years old in at least a count’s family must attend, he surely would have been here, yet he was nowhere to be seen. It seemed Livan was protecting him well.

Meanwhile, the scarlet sunset spreading across the sky was etched into my eyes.

Still, I wonder if something might happen, but it’s a relief that nothing did.

In retrospect, it was a thought too early to have.
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It’s strange.

While maintaining a gentle smile on the outside, Katarina reflected on her recent meeting with Charlize.
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“I heard you visited Duchess Baier recently. Is there perhaps an issue? If I can be of any help, I will gladly do so.”

“Thank you, but that’s not necessary.”

“Because Duchess Baier has limited social activities, it’s out of concern that I ask. I wonder if you’re stewing over something alone. You can tell me.”

“Hmm…”
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After a moment of contemplation, Charlize blinked and spoke in a nonchalant manner.
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“At the time of the Sacred Blessing, when the imperial prince fell into the lake, it’s known that Lord Baier was present. She asked whether the archduke is still angry about that incident and, if so, requested my help.”

“I see. So that’s how it is.”

“It appears that I have become close enough with His Highness for her to make such a request.”

“To my eyes as well, it appears so. Congratulations.”
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Regarding Count Decande, her response…
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“After donating a large sum to a struggling orphanage, I went to check if it was being properly managed. During that visit, I brought back a particularly pitiable child, who turned out to be Count Decande’s long-lost grandson.”

“You… took a child in?”

“If they look pitiful, it has become hard to ignore. That is also how I came to meet the imperial prince.”
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Strangely, the words sounded right, but an uncomfortable feeling lingered. Katarina’s dogs were in Baier but not in Lienta or Decande. The former was originally a difficult place to plant spies, and in the latter, it was deemed wasteful to expend resources on a reclusive old man who had lost his standing.

Count Decande remains in seclusion, even now when rumors that he has found his grandson are widespread.

She received some information from the dog in Baier, but it was virtually useless. It’s said that only the butler and the duchess’ aide met with the lady. Their meeting place was the young lord’s playroom, which, being more secure than the reception room, wasn’t an unusual choice.

Is there a connection with the young lord being ill? However, how could Charlize possibly resolve it?

Katarina snapped her fingers irritably, frustrated that nothing had been resolved. But after a moment, her expression softened into a gentle smile.

It’s time for the emperor’s commendations to begin.
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“Thank you all for attending.”

The emperor spoke with feigned solemnity, but everyone present knew his true intent belied his words. A throne ascended by unjust means. The emergence of a legitimate heir. And behind it all stood the archduke. Already, there were those who had lost their senses, speculating when the archduke would make his move—such was the state of affairs. The imperial faction felt as if they were standing on a fragile glass panel, ready to shatter at any moment.

In this strange atmosphere, the other nobles carefully focused all their efforts on avoiding even an inadvertent glance at the archduke, choosing instead to stare straight ahead.

“The winner of this year’s hunting festival, come forward.”

Lynott Phinut stood up. While Archduke Elluiden was undoubtedly the most skilled, it was well-known that he did not kill without necessity.

“Lynott Phinut greets Your Majesty, the everlasting glory of the empire.”

“I’m pleased to witness the birth of another skilled knight. Thus, this time, I would like to ask my nephew to do the awarding.”

At the unexpected declaration, the nobles quickly exchanged glances.

“It doesn’t seem to be a matter agreed upon in advance, does it?”

“Even though he is of the imperial family, he’s just a seven-year-old child, to suddenly…”

Ignoring the whispers that erupted around him, the emperor continued, “I have been uneasy about entrusting my nephew to my younger half-brother. As a child of the imperial family, he has not yet had any imperial experiences, has he? Ah, of course, I’m not blaming the archduke. There are things he simply cannot do.”

What a lunatic. If you want to fight, why not step forward yourself instead of dragging a child into it? That, that, that utterly useless man must surely be scheming something…! The archduke must have predicted this as well.

The moment Charlize covertly glanced his way, their eyes met. Until then, his gaze had been completely indifferent, but suddenly, a faint hint of a smile touched Calix’ eyes—a gesture meant to offer relief, not to express genuine joy. Their brief eye contact was too fleeting for any fragments of the future to unfold.

When Calix did not respond, the emperor provoked him further.

“Why, would it be difficult?”

“Yes, it will be difficult.”

“…What?”

“Sasha is still very young.”

“Calix, were you not already hunting game at that age?”

“And Your Majesty did it at the age of ten.”

Even in such a tense situation, Calix maintained a relaxed expression. If it could not be protected, then one should not create something precious. However, if it could be protected, declaring that something was precious made it easier to safeguard, deterring others from daring to lay a hand on it.

How dare you mock me?

He angrily gripped the armrest, and then felt the soft touch of Katarina’s hand on the back of his as she smiled faintly.

“Then it would be best to ask him directly. Sasha, what do you think?”

At that time, had the child hesitated and looked around, she might have increased the pressure a bit more, using the child’s miserable state as a final measure before possibly retreating. However, Sasha, lifting his trembling eyes, met Katarina’s gaze. Her red eyes, retaining only a nominal twinkle, deepened.

“Child, His Majesty is personally willing to help you have experiences as a part of the imperial family, do you truly dislike it?”

“I’ll do it…”

“Then come here,” Katarina said, her smile deepening.

Immediately after, the emperor’s voice cut through, “What are you doing? Why aren’t you hurrying to escort the imperial prince?”

You cowards! Livan clenched his fist, looking first at them and then at Sasha.

He was still a child who felt shy from the kindness of the servants and was just beginning to grow accustomed to it.

“Livan, go escort Sasha to the stage.”

At first listen, Calix’ voice seemed no different than usual, and his expression remained unchanged. However, Livan, who had long served by his side, instinctively straightened his back at that moment, despite having done nothing wrong.

“The emperor and empress insist that they want him to do it.”

At first glance, his curved eyes seemed to show interest. Of course, the emotion underlying that gaze couldn’t actually be just that.

The crowd, holding their breath, remained silent. Sasha ascended the stairs and finally stood on the podium. Like a fairly good-natured uncle, the emperor gently stroked the child’s round head.

“I finally get to see you up close.”

The emperor’s gaze was the kind the child was more familiar with.

“Open this box and give what’s inside to Sir Lynott—that’s all you need to do.”

When gestured to with a glance, a servant approached, carrying a box with a thick cloth placed in between.

“Sir Lynott, coincidentally, personally gifted me this very interesting item. Trouble will arise if those not of imperial blood lay a hand on it. However, there’s no need to worry about that, since you are my late older half-brother’s son.”

As the emperor stopped tapping the box, the servant bent lower and brought the box down to the child’s chest level. Then, the child reached out and touched it.

Craaack!

The emperor rose from his throne, and the empress raised her eyebrows.

“What…”

Suddenly, a bright white pillar of light soared into the sky.

Is it because he is truly of imperial blood?

Immediately afterward, gazes filled with similar sentiments shifted quickly. The small body, as if pushed, flew backward and tumbled down.

Boom!

The white light that engulfed the sky emitted cries, as though expressing anger.

“O-oh my goodness.”

This event pointed to only one thing.

The gazes, moving frantically at first, gradually converged on one final destination: Charlize, who cradled the unconscious child in her arms.
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To be continued…
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