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“My lady, could it be that you…”

The emperor’s face suddenly contorted. The magic artifact used to discern the imperial family was, after all, still just a magic artifact. The likelihood of its discernment being incorrect was slim, yet the possibility remained. However, this time, it was an item that was brought from House Phinut, claimed to be a holy relic specifically for identifying imperial lineage.

“It is only right to immediately imprison the lady who insulted the sanctity of the imperial family!” Lynott, having stumbled backwards in surprise and fallen after witnessing the pillar of light, quickly got up and continued to shout, “What are the knights doing—”

“She is my daughter!” Duke Lienta’s resonant voice echoed through the air. “Who dares try to take my daughter away?”

The true ruler of the South. The man who controlled the empire’s purse strings. The head of a prestigious family, steadfast and strong since the founding of the empire. The knight who turned the tide in the Hundred Year War and, having saved the late emperor’s life, was granted an imperial pardon.

Velliac Lienta exuded a menacing aura.

The timid Lynott momentarily diverted his gaze, then quickly looked away again, attempting to shrug his shoulders as if to ward off the duke’s overwhelming presence.

“Are you going to use your imperial pardon on this matter?”

“There is no need for that,” Charlize stated, her voice cold. Despite her father raising opposition by doubting the holy relic on her behalf, she still seemed devoid of emotion. “Lord Phinut probably thinks that I brought a fake to claim the position of the imperial prince.”

“It’s not just a thought. Didn’t the holy relic show a reaction that meant rejection?!”

Indeed, nothing happened when the emperor’s hand touched it.

“Then prove it. That child is…”

“‘His Highness.’”

Her indifferent eyes shone coldly through the shattered light. Charlize laughed, baring her teeth. “Is there really any need to put fuel on rumors that House Phinut is a family with no foundation, unable to even teach their children how to address others even as they’ve grown up?”

Upon hearing those words from the “nightmare” of Lienta, Lynott found them several times more infuriating. Gritting his teeth, he trembled with anger.

A sweet voice then cut through the tense atmosphere. “One week. It’s difficult to give more time than that.”

Empress Katarina sent Charlize a look that suggested it couldn’t be helped.

“I hope you recognize that even this much is conceding a lot.”

She anticipated that the lady would recklessly succumb to her arrogant nature, and it proved true. Instead of hiding the smile that was quietly spreading, Katarina furrowed her eyebrows, transforming it into a smile that carried a different meaning.

“Let’s end the hunting festival here. First off, the child hasn’t been harmed, has he?”

[image: ]

The imperial family left their seats, and the nobles, after gauging the situation, quietly stood up.

Calix stared steadfastly at the backs of the emperor and empress, his expression impenetrable.
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“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.”
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He had already suspected that there was an ulterior motive in them readily lending him the magic artifact.

So, this was why.
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“In case anything happens, please stay still.”

“Is this a proposal?”

“No. It’s a request.”
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Hiding his sharpening gaze behind his rounded, curving eyes, Calix met the gaze that reached him.
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The sunset light flowing through the carriage’s small window bathed the child’s face.

Charlize, gazing at the gentle sunlight and Sasha’s relaxed expression, as if in a pleasant dream, suddenly extended her hand to cover his face.

“Despicable,” she murmured in a monotonous voice.

She had long suspected that the empress would do whatever was necessary. Given her nature, she was likely to cause someone to fall and then offer a hand, pretending to be their savior. It seemed almost certain that the empress would bind herself to them, only to ultimately bring them down.

Charlize’s gaze, which had been resting on the child’s face, as if measuring, suddenly dropped.

“…Ha.”

A brief sneer flitted across her eyes as she noticed the bruise on the child’s elbow. In truth, this was nothing. Compared to the hardships Sasha had already endured and would face in the future, this was merely a scrape.

However, even a minor misfortune cannot be dismissed as nothing at all.

No matter how small the wound, it still causes pain.

“Don’t get hurt.”

You don’t have to go through any of that. She wished that the stages that a character in a novel must inevitably endure for growth were non-existent for him.

Just then, the carriage stopped.

Her gaze, which had been solely fixed on the child’s face, shifted slowly.

“My lady.”

The first thing she saw was a silhouette, bathed in the moonlight amid the dim surroundings.

“I will explain all the circumstances, including why we ended up at Elluiden manor instead of Lienta manor.”

As he reached out to escort her, his hand caught her eye—it was the hand of someone well-read. There were, at most, only two characters for whom the author personally described something like a hand.
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Despite being a skilled knight, his knuckles did not protrude. His fingers, long and slender, resembled finely crafted works of art.
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“Let’s go in.”

She held onto his hand. It was extremely hot, almost mocking the expectations of her previous life, where she had anticipated it to be cold.
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“Damn it!”
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“I didn’t know House Ronatus was supporting Lord Lynott of House Phinut.”

“W-what kind of nonsense are you saying?”

“I’m making great effort in using honorifics here, and you’re speaking informally? Where did you learn such etiquette? If someone heard you, they might think you’re the marquess himself or something.”

“…It was a slip of tongue.”

“Let’s do it this way. If I succeed in proving my innocence, every time you make a mistake in etiquette, you’ll need to say ‘Oops.’”

“I’ll return those words to you.”

“All right.”
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Erich grew angry, loudly kicking everything in his path.

The servants held their breaths, fearing they might even be blamed. Meanwhile, their thoughts were all the same: “My lady, please come home soon!”

Lavette was the person whom everyone tacitly agreed would have been the chosen successor over the eldest son, if not for her gender. Therefore, whenever Erich behaved disgracefully, their lament for her gender deepened, along with their longing for her return.

“Brother Erich.”

“…Lavette.”

Erich clicked his tongue, then turned to his sister and shrugged. “It couldn’t be helped. You also heard the arrogant things she said, didn’t you?”

“Brother, it’s true that you acted rashly.”

“Ha! My only sibling is really so straightforward.”

Lavette’s downcast gaze swept over the disarrayed surroundings.

“In any case, you really are a pseudo-intellectual.”

Marquess Ronatus, who fell into a critical condition due to an unexpected accident during the inspection of his marquisate, was still struggling for his life. This was also the reason why Lavette became even better at performing as a loyal dog of the empress—a role she adopted to uncover who was behind the assassination attempt on their father.

She believed that even her seemingly inadequate brother harbored the same intention. With this conviction, she chose to trust him once more.

Thus, she found herself believing again.
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I scanned sideways using just the whites of my eyes.

Is he angry? I wasn’t sure if he misunderstood and thought I had exposed the child to danger just to “seize an opportunity” because of what I previously said. I am not trash enough to just stand by and watch the child collapse just like that.

However, the archduke might still have perceived it that way, so I prepared to make excuses once we reached the reception room. If the misunderstanding didn’t clear up, it couldn’t be helped, but I still intended to try my best to resolve it.

I still haven’t figured out the identity of the person targeting the duke’s life…

As I sat down and listened with bated breath to what the archduke was about to say, I was also readying myself to make my excuses.

“I’m sorry, my lady,” was actually the first thing he said.

Could it be, he’s apologizing because he can no longer bear to see me alive…? I thought, silently screaming internally.

Calix, undisturbed, continued, “Without prior notice, I had the place you’d be staying at changed. The emperor stated that since my lady might have other thoughts, he was planning to impose house arrest on you at Lienta manor as a precaution.”

Huh. They said they would wait for a week! That was what they said! What could I possibly do, confined at home under surveillance, unable to do anything?

It must be meant to monitor whom I associated with as well, making it difficult to easily move people around.

Thus, I answered sincerely, “No. I’m grateful.”

“I also said I wanted to keep my lady, who might have deceived me, by my side for monitoring.”

“Is that so?”

“Of course, I know that Sasha is truly my nephew.”

I would have been disappointed if he said he was unsure.

“It’s impossible not to know.”

His eyes momentarily deepened, as if longing for someone no longer here, then he smiled casually, as if nothing had happened.

“Because he’s very much like my older brother.”

The man, smiling unconsciously by lifting the corners of his mouth, looked toward the window and said, “It’s gotten late. You must be tired. I apologize for keeping you so long.”

“Not at all,” I said, reacting quickly.

Without lingering for unnecessary pleasantries, I quickly made my exit.
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It was a silent night.

The emperor’s private quarters, situated deep within the imperial palace, was tumultuous despite the seclusion.

“How dare he, despite just being the lowly child of a dancer?!”

The servant, waiting for the emperor’s anger to subside, trembled as he paced in front of the door outside. The bowl in his hands, having lost its warmth, had grown cold.

Just as he turned around, inwardly relieved and intending to heat up the medicine, he was taken aback by Katarina’s sudden appearance, arriving unaccompanied by even a maid.

“E-Empress! Your Majesty!”

“Shh. Give me the medicine. I will give it to His Majesty myself.”

Having received the bowl, Katarina signaled for the servant to knock on the door.

“Her Majesty the Empress has arrived.”

Katarina furrowed her brows at the mess visible through the open door.

“Your Majesty, getting angry like this is not good for your health.”

“How can I not be?! I have been humiliated by someone whom I am ashamed to even call my brother!”

“No. It’s not a humiliation. It’s a self-inflicted trap.”

As naturally as water flowed, the emperor drank the medicine handed to him by Katarina.

Thud.

The moment he set down the bowl and opened his mouth to speak, he collapsed. She personally bent down to close his wide-open eyes, then took a seat opposite him.

“What does it matter if he is just a lowly child of a dancer? Now, his power has become formidable.”

That’s right, if only he had been cautious instead of dismissive, things would not have gone this far.

With a quick click of her tongue, Katarina narrowed her eyes as she reflected on what had happened.
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“Your Majesty, are you considering another place besides Elluiden for where my nephew should be?”
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Both the lack of any response at the outdoor venue and the provocation indicated that he viewed the child strictly as a tool.

This has become bothersome.

Her usually smooth forehead was now furrowed. If there had been even a hint of sincerity, this situation would indeed have been a true blow.

Nevertheless, it would not unfold as Calix desired.

Just by eliminating the real one, it’ll be a win for our side. It wouldn’t matter even if Charlize Lienta proved that he was legitimate, since her involvement effectively bought time for more than just proving his legitimacy.

Even if his legitimacy couldn’t be proven, it would be inconsequential. At that point, with no further need to have the lady infiltrate the archduchy to examine its interior, the operation could be repurposed to attack Lienta.

If it’s the duke, he will surely use his imperial pardon for his beloved daughter.

Her full lips stretched into a long, thin line.
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The world was entirely dark.

In the absence of even a faint light, the perfect darkness seemed to swallow up everything, including him.

Then, someone whispered…
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“Do you think it’s real?”
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“Isn’t it strange that the lady cherishes you?”

[image: ]

“It must be because you’re the imperial prince. You, who isn’t the son of the late emperor, are worthless.”
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Lady Charl held my hand even before finding out who my family was.

A cold, rustling laugh, like dry branches shaking in the wind, echoed in his ears.
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“Then, do you think you have value besides that?”
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“You also don’t think you’re the real imperial prince, right?”
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His eyes snapped open abruptly, as if being pulled upwards. Just before that, it seemed like he had heard the sound of someone clicking their tongue.

“…Ah.”

The dim, star-shaped light, a gift from his uncle, twinkled by his bedside.

It was only a dream.

With that thought, the child reached out his small hand and took out a small box that he cherished.

After opening the lid, his hand jerked back as though bitten.

He sat, staring blankly for what seemed like ages, vigorously wiping the sweat soaked into his palm with his clothes. Suddenly, tears began streaming down his face.

Could it be that I am not actually the imperial prince? After all, no unusual reaction occurred when the emperor’s hand touched the box.

“…”

His gaze, which had been fixed on the hand he raised to his eye level, gradually fell.

Upon reflection, he realized his luck couldn’t have been this good if he were not the real imperial prince. His affectionate Uncle Calix, Livan—who always looked at him with eyes full of affection—and that hand; all these would belong to the real imperial prince.

The child’s face turned red, unable to even blink. He knew he had behaved very badly just now. Since everything belonged to the imperial prince, it was only natural that it should remain with the prince.

Except for just one.

“Lady Charl…”

He had known her before he became the imperial prince. Holding onto her wasn’t a bad thing, even if it might be considered bad behavior…

“I’m sorry.”

If that were the case, then he was indeed a bad child.
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“Good a… My lady! You mustn’t hold Prince Sasha like that!”

I was currently holding Sasha, dangling at my side. Clearly, this little thinker would have all sorts of thoughts if left alone.

“Fix our positioning for us.”

“You should hold him in your arms.”

“Like this?”

As I held the child forward, his body slipped downward. Livan, pressing his hand to his forehead, adjusted my grip.

“You should position his hips like this!”

“L-Livan.”

“Sasha’s getting embarrassed.”

“Then I will bring a cloth. Would that be all right?”

“That is a very good idea.”

Sasha, furrowing his eyebrows, spoke plaintively, “I like the way Lady Charl does it.”

“Doesn’t the blood rush to your head?”

“It’s okay.”

“Prince Sasha saying ‘It’s okay’ is synonymous with saying ‘It’s not okay.’”

Again, he tried to adjust our positioning, but Livan had an urgent report to attend to and said it couldn’t be helped, so he left.

After intently putting our heads together, we finally found a position that was quite good.

“It’s good to be able to see ahead, right?”

“Yes.”

Sasha, who seemed to be feeling awkward at first, also eventually smiled broadly.

“However, would it be okay to go with the second one?”

“You’re going to slip down again though?”

“It’s okay. I will hold on tight.”

Well, if that’s the case… I briefly put the child down and then held him again. The warmth around my neck and the feel of the child’s soft, squishy cheeks pressed close were distinctly clear. Now I understand why he wanted to be in this position. It was quite a pleasant feeling to be face-to-face with his warmth.

“There are so many things I’m learning by doing it all with you for the first time.”

“Me too.”

“So, even if you’re not the imperial prince, it doesn’t matter.”

I was definitely planning to prove that he was indeed the imperial prince, but the child might have been feeling anxious, so I felt the need to say something. However, the words that followed were not insincere.

“If that’s the case, then you can live as a Lienta.”

If I had not been listening closely, I would certainly have missed the child’s response, given in such a quiet voice. It made me hug his small body tighter.

Let’s not lose anything more.

[image: ]

It was late in the afternoon.

While on my way to send a reply to the duke, who had sent a deeply moving letter and some medicine, I looked for Calix.

“That object was most likely a holy relic, my lady.”

As he poured tea into my cup, Calix spoke calmly, “They probably also intended to check if the child’s fever was a manifestation fever, which can occur before divine power sets in.”

“Then House Ronatus, too, must have been complicit in this matter,” I replied. Pretending not to know, I tried to create an avenue for thought, but it was futile…

“Unfortunately, they are already closely linked, as Lady Ronatus is closely connected with the empress. Whether she was directly involved needs further investigation, of course.”

…because he already knew.

How terrifying! I knew this because I had read the original novel. Although he hadn’t, his intel was remarkable. Still, he was a reliable person when on the same side.

The only problem was that I didn’t know how long he would stay on my side… Ack!

“However…” The hand that was fiddling with the teacup paused, and his handsome face tilted. “Lately, I can’t tell whether I’m speaking with my lady or with an adjutant.”

My efforts paid off. I had done so well that it was already noticeable. I suppressed a triumphant smile that was about to emerge.

“That’s because we’re similar. I want to become someone who is helpful to Your Highness.”

“Why?”

“Well…” What should I say to make sure his non-existent affection isn’t lost? Recalling the past felt like digging up things I had deliberately buried, and speaking ambiguously seemed as though I was someone who clung to power. Hng.

Having no other choice, I spoke in a somewhat resigned manner, “Because I want to be helpful…” I aspire to be someone who can help…

“My lady has already been very helpful.”

“…”

“I am always grateful.”

At that moment, our eyes met.
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“Her Majesty is also being too much. How can the truth about the imperial prince be proven within a week? Isn’t she just giving false hope?”

The man laughed so hard that the mole by his mouth was buried and hidden within his wrinkles.

“Yes, that’s right. Only that foolish Charlize Lienta would think it’s possible.”

“That’s correct. It will absolutely be impossible to determine.”

Having laughed loudly, the man subtly asked, “So, do you intend to just wait and see?”

“We need to retrieve the imperial pardon, don’t we?”

He smiled, stretching his lips even more.
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Finally, he appeared again.

I clenched my fists so fiercely that my fingernails dug into my palms. This time too, no name was mentioned. Therefore, it might have been another person who was referred to as “he.”

However, somehow, I knew. My intuition and certainty, backing each other, told me: it was the same person.

I had taken a step closer to the identity of that damned person. He must have a connection to this incident in some way or another. That was why he must be confident that I couldn’t prove it.

“Your Highness.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“I’ve thought about a way to solve this issue; what do you think of this?”

Calix, having silently listened to my words, smiled in a mysterious way.
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Damn it!

The following day, I had no choice but to visit the temple with Calix because I wasn’t allowed to go alone. While pretending to carefully observe the inside of the temple, we reached our destination.

“This is the lake Sasha fell into.”

“That’s right.”

Oops… I again forgot that there was now no need to speak in such a manner.

“This is also the lake from the legends. When it happened, many witnessed that the legend was real.”

“My lady’s words are correct.”

His eyes, looking at the lake, were dry.

“However, since the witnesses were only children and people from Elluiden, it would be difficult for their testimonies to be accepted.”

“It’s all right. The testimonies would likely be thought of as coerced by me anyway, so it would have been difficult from the beginning,” I remarked, now so accustomed to discussing my reputation in a roundabout way that I could even do it in my sleep. “I intend to approach it in a different way.”
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I smirked and then cried out desperately in my head, “I’m sorry! I made a mistake!”

― Hmph.

This approach was impractical.

“There are people accusing Sasha of being a fake prince.”

― What? Who dares to doubt the one that I have acknowledged!

His tone was such that he seemed ready to exclaim “What?!” at any moment while fiercely narrowing his eyes.

“Right? Can you believe that the existence of the imperial family member, acknowledged by the great divine beast, is being doubted?”

― Such vile creatures, they are!

“Please come to the archduchy. Then, that will be all.”
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I got up from my spot without hesitation. Still, just visiting the lake and returning immediately might raise suspicions about this lake, so I planned to stop by other places as well.

My next destination was the library.

I forcefully widened my eyes, which were involuntarily becoming blurry. Shall I just casually borrow a couple of books?

Upon my gesture, Calix replied with a tone of regret, “All documents in the temple library cannot be taken out because they all have value in some form.”

Oh, dear God.

Thus, about ten minutes later, I had stacked several books like a tower on the table and deeply bowed my head. I was prepared to pledge on my conscience to return them properly if taken into my personal care; however, there were holy relics in place that prevented any such removal.

I thought I wouldn’t have to study anymore once I graduated. The professors’ words were complete lies! Still, I decided to at least pretend to be diligently studying. Struggling, I reached up and opened a book that caught my eye.

Holy relic illustrations. A picture book, huh? I had chosen well. I quickly flipped through it casually, when suddenly that feeling came upon me.

…Somehow, it feels like I shouldn’t look. Although my heart sounded an alarm, because of my weakness for pretty faces, I ended up lifting my gaze.

And then, I saw it.

With eyelids slightly lowered, his face, intently focused on a book, captured my gaze.

As I watched his flickering eyelids, I suddenly thought he might look up. In novels, don’t such scenes usually occur?

However, no such thing happened.

That’s right. This was within a book, but I was not the person this man would react to in such a way.

Surprisingly, I had come to reconsider this fact. Calix seemed like a person who was very far away, although in truth, we had never been close.

I deeply bowed my head and continued with what I was doing.

Huh? After absentmindedly flipping through several pages, a familiar object caught my eye. Feeling glad, I raised my head to tell Calix about it.

At that moment, I realized he couldn’t possibly be looking at me, yet somehow, our eyes met.

Inside his blue eyes, my reflection appeared, eyes wide open.

Thump, thump.

I must be out of my mind… Just crazy.

Thump, thump.

Snap out of it!

Thump, thump, thump.

“My lady?”

Calix’ eyes were slightly distorted.

Why is he making such a face…?

“Charlize!”

Ah, the reason my heart was pounding was not because I was smitten. What a relief. It would have been too miserable to be smitten already just from our eyes meeting.

And then, when I opened my eyes again…
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Oh, cursed God! Curse you!

…I was sitting with my head resting on Calix’ shoulder.

I quickly pulled away and rattled off, “I have committed a breach of etiquette. Next time, you can just lay me on the floor of the carriage.”

“I will take your advice to heart,” Calix responded in a light, casual tone. He then pointed at his shoulder with the tip of his finger. “Rest a little more.”

“I find hard surfaces more comfortable.”

I pressed my cheek against the carriage’s inner wall on the opposite side, as if to show him.

“If so, I must have committed an offense against my lady. Your room’s bedding…”

I then adjusted my position, neatly placing my hand between my cheek and the wall. “This is just right.”

Calix, whose eyes crinkled as he smiled, responded, “If my lady says so.”

His smile slowly faded from his face. “When we arrive, it would be wise to get examined by a doctor, since there might be some problem.”

“…”

“This time, you regained consciousness quickly, but next time it might be dangerous.”

“…”

“Of course, the doctor plans to contact the duke to bring in House Lienta’s family doctor.”

That was indeed a sound argument. In noble families, all second-generation members except for the heir were often used as tools for the benefit of the family. Many were involved in arranged marriages to form alliances with other noble houses, making one’s health a particularly sensitive and confidential issue.

However, the reason I chose to remain silent was not because of that.

“I am healthy.”

Last time, after oversleeping and arriving late at the training grounds, I imitated the posture of Sir Evans, which I had accidentally observed. Having seen it only once, it resulted in a rather clumsy posture, as if I were aiming a fist at my own head, but it was sufficient to convey the intention.

“There are no problems with my health.”

Just when it seemed like his eyes were deepening, they sharply narrowed.

“All right, if that’s the case, it’s a relief.”

“More importantly, Your Highness…”

As if prompting me to continue speaking, Calix quietly stared at me.

“Last time, when I received relics from Count Decande, I took three of them. I did so because I feared that choosing only one might later be considered strange.”

“Excellent thinking.”

Trying to make an embarrassed expression and failing, I just chuckled instead. “However, it turned out that among the other two, another one was also a holy relic.”

A strange expression flickered across his face as he listened intently.

I said bluntly, “It was just luck.”

There was no particular reason behind my choices. I felt no strange intuition or premonition; I merely chose them because they seemed like they would have many descriptors that could be attached if they were put up for auction when I needed money.

“So, Your Highness, how about going about it this way?”

I pulled up the corners of my mouth into a grin.
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Time quickly passed.

“I wonder what Lady Lienta is thinking…” Someone’s true thoughts leaked out through gaps that couldn’t be controlled.

Belatedly, he shut his mouth in a rush, but the nobles present had all already heard. However, no one coughed or gave any sign to acknowledge what he said.

It was because they had all been thinking the same thing from the start—and they still were.

“Indeed, why did the lady specifically request this?”

“What could she possibly have done within just a week?”

Differing thoughts led to one another and increasingly spiraled toward disastrous conclusions.

“With her terrible temper, is she planning to identify the faces of the witnesses, remember them… and then ruin them in high society?!”

A noble, whose shoulders trembled at the thought, frowned and then immediately smoothed his expression.

“Finally, they’ve arrived.”

“She arrived at the same time as His Highness, right?”

“It is said that the archduke did not send the imperial prince to Lienta manor with the lady, but had them stay at Elluiden manor instead.”

The nobles were astounded by her thoroughly persistent sense of purpose, focused solely on one thing. But that too was brief, interrupted by the trumpet sound announcing the arrival of the imperial family.

“Greetings to the glory of the empire.”

The nobles, who had all stood up at once, only sat down again after the imperial family had taken their seats.

“Thank you all for attending.”

The meaningless words passed by as mere formalities, and finally, the main topic began.

“Lady Lienta and Lord Phinut, you may come here.”

The expressions of the two who stood up were similar yet distinct.

Proving it will probably fail anyway, so why bother?

Looking at Charlize with a disapproving glance, Erich swallowed dryly. Today, Charlize wore a dress that completely covered her neck, with sleeves extending to the backs of her hands. Her naturally composed demeanor, which showed she did not cast careless glances, stirred up twisted feelings of inferiority within him.

She’s just the duke’s daughter; did she think she could succeed her father?

He was destined to become Marquess Ronatus, while she would end up merely as the wife of a brought-in son-in-law.

“Lord Phinut, bring the holy relic here.”

Lynott, like last time, picked up the box wrapped in thick cloth.

“Now, Lady Lienta, you may begin your defense.”

Charlize turned towards the assembly. Her gaze, as if intending to remember everyone’s faces, was intense and clear.

Then, suddenly, it seemed as though a slight smile formed on her lips.

“First, there are a few things I must make sure of before proving my innocence. If I succeed, it will confirm that the magic artifact used to determine imperial lineage is functioning correctly. As such, I will absolutely not overlook Lord Lynott Phinut, for daring to frame me with treason.”

“W-wait a moment,” Lynott, flustered, intervened. “I merely brought a holy relic that only members of the imperial family can touch; I never framed you for treason!”

“Then, Lord Phinut, what else would you call those who attempt to sow discord within the imperial family, if not traitors?”

Charlize said these words while looking directly at Erich, who swallowed hard.

It wasn’t supposed to go this far! It was merely intended to trample House Lienta’s honor and confine Charlize Lienta to a provincial monastery, yet the act he participated in grew too large.

Well, if the lady succeeds in proving her case, what then? Feeling mentally pressured, his eyes unconsciously glanced to one side before quickly returning. It’s okay. It was something done by Lord Lynott Phinut. And if by chance I’m implicated and the lady finds evidence, then I just have to mention who gave it to me.

Thinking this way, he felt much more at ease.

That wasn’t even a lie. Truly, all he did was receive and pass on the holy relic; he did nothing else.

“Lord Phinut, this holy relic is of the type that only allows contact by members of the imperial family, right?”

Lynott, striving to hide his anxious inner thoughts, answered, “That’s correct.”

“I see,” Charlize replied monotonously.

Her face remained indifferent, but for a moment, it seemed she looked forward intently. Because of that, no one could have predicted the eccentric behavior that followed.

Tap. Tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

Charlize not only abruptly placed her hand on the box but also tapped it multiple times, tilted her head, and remarked, “It seems fine?”

With a stunned expression, Lynott gathered his wits. “Since House Lienta has existed since the founding of the empire, it appears that imperial blood, albeit very faintly, flows in the lady’s veins. Quite an honor, indeed.”

“Hmm.”

Charlize touched it again. Although it was only for a very brief moment, it was enough to refocus the attention of those who were all in a daze.

Crackle—

“W-what…?!”

It was the same reaction as when Sasha had touched it; there was nothing unusual about it. That was, unless one did not know that previously, when Charlize had touched it, there had been no reaction.

“Lord Phinut, this is indeed a holy relic.”

Charlize lifted her other hand, the one not touching the box, to about chest level. She turned her fist from facing downward to upward, and when she opened her hand, there was a stone in it.

“Unlike what Lord Phinut knows, however, it’s merely a holy relic that reacts to divine power.”

At that moment, Empress Katarina briefly clenched her dress.

“T-that…”

Charlize lifted her lips in a slight smile.

“If you don’t believe me, then try it yourself, Lord Phinut,” she offered.

“G-give it to me.”

Snatching it, Lynott grasped the stone, concentrated with divine power, in his left hand and placed his right hand on the box.

“U-urgh!”

It was merely a moment as brief as a blink. Lynott screamed and then fainted.

“I-is he dead…?”

As the murmuring voices gradually grew louder, Lavette, who happened to be nearby, spoke up.

“He just fainted.”

“You have no patience.”

Though she muttered at a normal volume, her voice, to which everyone was intently listening, pierced through their ears. Following this, Charlize dragged Lynott along.

“You need to apologize to Their Majesties, to the nobles gathered here, and to me as well. Now get up.”

Her voice was languid, but there was a chilling aspect to it. Some nobles were even covering their eyes.

“By bashing your forehead on the floor as you apologize, will you come to your senses?”

Charlize, who had slightly tilted her head, had just grabbed his hair when the emperor intervened.

“Lady Lienta, perhaps this matter should be settled in court?”

As if there was no helping it, Charlize abruptly let go of Lynott’s hair, causing his head to fall with a thud.

“I understand, Your Majesty.”

Subsequently, the situation was quickly resolved.
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Finally, the carriage came into view.

Was it relief that weakened my knees? Barely able to hold me up, they finally gave way.

“M-my lady!”

The sound gradually diminished, and the words that followed were only felt as a humming vibration and were not comprehensible.

Except for that one voice alone.

“Charlize!”

Just when I thought I would disgracefully collapse on the floor, a completely unexpected hand reached out to me.

From the hand that grabbed my arm, strength drained hurriedly, and I ended up being embraced more deeply. Resting my forehead against the shoulder of someone familiar, the last thing I remembered was opening my mouth to mumble my thanks.
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A face more splendid than the lavish dress caught my eye.
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“I met you first.”

[image: ]

Of course, it’s only natural.

Because it was my own face.
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“I loved you before that woman did.”
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Had I seen this scene in the original novel? However, I instinctively knew which moment it was.

This was when Calix and Irian announced their marriage. It occurred towards the end of the novel, around the time when Charlize stopped using formal language with Calix.

To be more specific, it was the chapter just before the villainess attempted to poison the female lead.
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“…me…”
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Could it be because it was my first time hearing it from another person’s perspective? The slightly unfamiliar voice, like a sharp ripping sound, cleaved sharply through my thoughts.

Charlize, who had clenched Calix’ shirt with both hands, had a voice that was quite threatening, like a growling beast.

Therefore, I did not expect the begging that followed.
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“Please love me.”

[image: ]

Calix did not take any action. He neither answered nor sighed, nor did he push away Charlize’s arms. He merely remained still, like a person facing a moment that had to be endured.

What kind of face was he making? It was as if a child had recklessly colored over it with a black crayon; his expression was obscured and not visible.

In fact, it actually seemed like a relief.
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“This much is enough; I have been patient with you long enough.”

“Then you shouldn’t have been done that from the beginning!”
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Her voice, shouting, was distant, as if it came from the abyss, carrying the unique desperation of those yearning for something unattainable.
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“If you were going to be like this…”
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Long hair, like a curtain, covered her face as she clutched his collar and bowed her head. Her small shoulders trembled intermittently. Desperately holding back, no sound of crying leaked out, but it was clear that she was sobbing.

In what seemed like a living portrait, only Charlize was moving—and his hand.

His graceful, well-shaped hand reached out toward Charlize’s shoulder but halted, suspended in mid-air.

Charlize harshly spat out three words, as if she were chewing and spitting them out.
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“I hate you.”

“All right.”

“…”

“Do what you want.”
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Clenching his fist, his hand that had fallen downward trembled slightly.
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Beneath my slowly lifting eyelids, the world was blurry.

It’s very soft. This cushioning, this scent, this warmth… Where am I?

After a brief moment of confusion, thinking it must be a decent place, I closed my eyes again. Even with my eyes open, it was too blurry to see anyway.

Knock, knock.

I heard the small knocks on the door and the cautious footsteps entering. When the sounds came close enough, I suddenly lifted my eyelids.

“Still unconscious… Kyaaaaah!”

Habits were difficult to change. Because the head maid praised me for getting up well at once, I even did this deliberately… I realized I should be more subtle the next time I find myself in a similar situation.

I sheepishly looked at the maid, who had her hand on her chest and was breathing hurriedly, and then checked behind her.

Elluiden manor… After staying for a few days, the scenery had become quite familiar.

“I will call the doctor.”

The maid vanished quickly.

By the time I finished washing up alone with the water she had brought, and had thoroughly wiped my face with a towel… Huh?

The number of people who arrived was two.

Why is he making that face? Sasha was gasping for breath. As our gazes met and lingered, his small lips quivered.

“It’s been two days.”

Looking at the doctor as if asking for an explanation, he swallowed and then began to speak, “You’ve been unconscious for two days since you passed out in the temple.”

This can’t be happening. Two days had just evaporated from my precious life. Ah, my nape.

As the back of my neck stiffened and I tightly closed my eyes, Sasha tightly grasped my hand.

“Are you in pain again?”

“What? Where are you feeling unwell?”

“That’s not it.”

I just got a bit heated up.

“But Gale said that Lady Charl is healthy.”

“I am healthy.”

“Is that really true?”

“Of course.”

As if relieved, the child grinned broadly. I caressed his soft cheek with the back of my hand and asked the maid to take the child away.

“Come back after breakfast, Sasha.”

“But…”

“I’m curious about what the menu is.”

The child, with fists tightly clenched, nodded vigorously. “Please leave it to me.”

“…”

Somehow, I felt a strange sensation. Hmm. Rather than dwell on it, I vigorously shook my head.

“It was Gale, wasn’t it?” I cracked my knuckles. “Are you a swindler?”

He didn’t know how shabby this body was, nor how well I knew it.

Hiccup!

The doctor, who treated his hiccups by holding his breath until his face turned red, glanced at me cautiously.

“M-my apologies.”

Knowing his name was Gale, I felt no remorse for my actions.

“Explain it in more detail.”

“I have committed a sin worthy of death for having hiccups and soiling the lady’s ears!”

He seemed ready to smash even his forehead on the floor. I said too much. There was no need to frighten him in the first place.

“I’m talking about the condition of my body.”

“Ah, if it’s about that…”

What followed was a lengthy explanation. My attempts to show attentiveness by inserting interjections like “yes” and “right” turned out to be pointless.

“So, you don’t know the reason.”

“…That is correct.”

Is he really a doctor? When I looked at him suspiciously, Gale quickly defended himself.

“Both my father and my grandfather served as family doctors to noble families.”

“Hmm.”

“It’s true. If you wish, I can also show you my academy transcript!”

Why has his discipline become so strict? I was momentarily perplexed, but quickly accepted it. This wasn’t a boast, but if he had heard of my notorious reputation, not reacting in that manner would indeed be quite daring of him.

Anyhow, it was quite easy. I would have had to glower, act maliciously, or pretend to be kind and gentle, going through a process of persuasion to get them talking smoothly. Since there’s virtually no chance of Irian being connected with the archduke anymore, might it be better to just leave the rumors as they are?

In my plan to dispel the rumors, the empress suddenly interrupted. It was merely on hold but unexpectedly confirmed its usefulness.

“My lady?”

Upon seeing his anxiously trembling eyes, I suddenly realized and told him that it was okay for him to leave now.

“If you need anything, just pull on the rope,” Gale spoke rapidly, without pausing for breath, and then exited the room.

Only after being sure that everything had quieted down did I cautiously start a conversation.

“Are you there?”

Hmm?

“Hey, divine st—one.”

Given his temperament, bad enough to fly straight at me and hit my forehead, there was no way the divine beast was holding back his anger.

“It looks like he really isn’t here.”

It seemed as though he got heated after being passed to someone else’s hands.

“Ugh.”

I stood up abruptly and pulled out some stationery. Then, holding a quill, I furrowed my brow.

After a brief greeting and immediately going into the main topic, I had already surpassed the time it would normally take to finish the letter, with some to spare.

“Whew.”

Not that I doubted the security at Elluiden manor, but it was better to be safe than sorry. It seems it would be good to see the duke firsthand as well. I slammed my head down on the desk.

After doing that for a while longer, I turned my head. As the cold sensation reached my crumpled cheek, I became a bit more conscious.

Now that this matter has been resolved, I guess it would be okay to go.

Thinking about it, that was indeed the truth. Of course, if we had a close relationship, he might insist that I stay, out of concern that I might collapse again, but ours was hardly that close.

Despite having woken up after two days, he’s still silent. As expected, he must have just received reports and been done with it.

As I blinked vacantly, suddenly the dream I had after losing consciousness came to mind.

…Hmm, compared to then, the current Charlize was an angel. Was it even a dream, or was it a part of the novel that I don’t remember? And why was his face obscured such that it was impossible to distinguish his expression?

However, the most shocking part was something else.

It made me question her. You… Did you love him so much that you had to beg so miserably? The affection I had only read about in texts was deep. It sank in just like that, making me feel as though I was going to drown and suffocate.

I asked myself, but I couldn’t recall at all the exact, immense emotion that drove Charlize to her own ruin. I thought that emotions, even those experienced just once, completely permeate everything and inevitably resurface in similar situations, to such an extent that they never truly disappeared. However, her love was only etched in memory, and no matter how much I dug into it, nothing tangible could be found.

Therefore, it was rather fortunate. I had many realizations. An ending where one loses oneself and self-destructs is enough only in books.

It was at that moment when I was slowly getting up…

Calix Elluiden’s footsteps were always well-regulated; he walked leisurely. Nevertheless, being a person of such status where it wouldn’t matter, I once harbored the baseless thought that he had never been irregular.

Since when was it again? Calix Elluiden was different from the man whom I did not remember but was now remembering. He doesn’t reach out to Charlize. He avoids conversing with her, steering clear of her presence. He…

“I was worried.”

I have never heard such affectionate concern before. However, I am confident that I won’t be confused… It was precisely this aspect that made Charlize fall in love with Calix.
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Duchess Lienta was diagnosed with a terminal illness shortly after giving birth to her child.

It became publicly known that the childbirth, undertaken with a weakened body due to a chronic illness, ultimately became the origin of the tragedy.

It was a justification that seemed similar yet was different.

“Therefore, you, as a Lienta, must handle all matters well. You are the lady whom Her Grace gave birth to, considering that her life would be worn away, are you not?”

“His Grace was participating in the war at that time, so he was unable to dissuade the duchess from her decision. You may not know how close they were, but they shared a deep bond. Thus, had His Grace been there, he certainly would have opted for an abortion.”

“Therefore, you must thoroughly accomplish everything. Do you understand?”
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The person whispering vain words into Charlize’s ear was a woman who started as a maid brought by the duchess and later became the nanny.

“I only wished for her to grow up to be a fine lady!” the nanny argued, as if unjustly accused. She finally blurted out the truth, “Then are you saying that child should be happy? Her Grace, who was healthy then, was only able to live six more years after giving birth to her! Is it right to live happily having been born under those circumstances? Even Your Grace, you actually despise and detest that child too, don’t you? That’s why you allowed me to act like this the whole time!”

“I never did that!”

Charlize, who had been overhearing the entire exchange from behind a thin wall, reflected silently.

Well… there’s no way you couldn’t hate me, right?

So, she acted spitefully on purpose, to see how long people could hide their true feelings.

How long can they keep it up? Hypocrites.

The moment their lie was exposed, she would laugh mockingly, raising her voice.

There were many things she hated in the world. Among them, the first was herself, and the second was lies.

She also disliked eyes that seemed to size her up, and those who awkwardly tried to create a sense of camaraderie made her want to smack their cheeks so hard they would completely burst.

The first time she met Calix Elluiden was during the summer when she was twelve years old. However, it wasn’t until the winter when she was thirteen that she truly recognized him.

The imperial banquet hall was bustling as the New Year was welcomed. Among the people who seemed entirely happy and smiling, she alone was expressionless.

“My lady, it’s been a while. I am Kira…”

She passed by without responding, just like that. Without acknowledging the boys and girls pretending to know her, she exited the hall and, without much thought, sat down on a nearby bench.

How much time had passed while she stubbornly sat there, feeling her body gradually become cold and stiff?

Suddenly, a voice drifted over, slicing through the silence.

“Isn’t she truly obnoxious?”

The sound of spit hitting the ground struck a vulgar note. Thus, the soft voice that followed caught her slightly off guard. It came from someone she had never even imagined sharing a table with.

“What?”

“I’m talking about Charlize Lienta! Acting like some princess, she’s so haughty,” the boy gritted his teeth as he spoke. “At best, having driven her mother to death and being neglected by her father, considering her position, once she grows up a bit more and understands her situation, she will come to realize her place—”

“You’re the one who doesn’t seem to know your place,” he said, his tone calm. “It’s unfortunate that you’re too foolish to tell whether the duke is truly neglecting his own daughter or not, but you should watch your tongue, which speaks both what should and shouldn’t be said.”

“Y-Your Highness.”

“You might suffer harshly once you grow up a bit more, right?”

A chilly silence passed.

After the boy disappeared, fleeing as if something urgent had come up, she rose from where she had been sitting silently, revealed herself, and struck Calix’ cheek, just like that.

“I don’t understand how you can go around saying that as if you know anything about me,” she growled.

Calix straightened his head, which had been turned by the force.

“Do you feel better now?”

“No, not at all.”

“Then you can slap me some more,” he said, turning his reddened, painful-looking cheek to offer the other side. “And you should forget about today’s incident.”

“It seems you’re really worried that I might rush up and say something to that boy who was with you.”

“Didn’t you hear how my conversation with him ended? From today on, that relationship is an ill-fated one.”

“Just tell me what you’re scheming.”

“I’m not sure,” he answered, a faint trace of laughter lingering in his voice, which was only ever monotonous. “I don’t know either.”

At that moment, it truly was impossible to know everything. How could she see his eyelashes, resembling the abyss, fluttering in the dim light where the magic lamp barely reached? How did she know that his slightly furrowed brows were not because he was in a bad mood?

“I’m simply… worried about you.”

Then, Charlize raised her hand and struck his cheek with all her might.

There were no coincidences in the world. The girl, who had experienced aspects of the world she didn’t yet need to know, believed in this sole truth. The very young archduke of humble birth just happened to come with his friend to the garden where she was, and she just happened to overhear him scolding his friend who was disparaging her…

“Let’s make it as if this never happened.”

She left as if fleeing from her own reflection, which was clearly visible in his slightly widened blue eyes, filled with shock.

As she mulled over his comforting words, she remembered the person who had spoken them. Each time she did, their gazes would meet, and with each meeting, such moments began to accumulate, one by one.

She couldn’t determine whether those feelings were obsession or love, but it didn’t matter which it was. She just wanted him. That alone remained the same.

…That was all there was to it.

When the shadow of death finally enveloped her, she realized the truth.

“I will use the imperial pardon for you. You won’t have to experience anything scary. You don’t have to worry, Charl…”

The duke carefully touched Charlize’s cheek as if he were handling something very precious. He gazed at her, the so-called malicious trash with an emaciated body and empty eyes, as if she were a precious treasure.

And that night, Charlize drank the deadly poison that she had attempted but failed to use on Irian, without even diluting it.
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That was how she died.

Repeating the same mistakes again means having no learning ability. At times like this, it was regrettable that this place was in a novel. There’s no way anyone could be more handsome than the male lead.

While groaning and pressing hard on my forehead, I suddenly realized something. Even in my previous life, I had never seen a more handsome face… Sigh.

After internally sighing deeply, I found one advantage. Thanks to Calix arriving just in time, I saved the energy I would have spent walking around this large mansion looking for him.

“I think I should head back to the manor; may I request a carriage?”

Hmm. Was that statement too shameless? Calix remained silent. Just as I was about to add something sneakily and in a servile manner, he suddenly laughed.

“I heard you just woke up. Wouldn’t it be better to rest a bit longer?”

“I’m all right. I actually feel like I just woke up from a very deep sleep.”

“Is that so…?”

For some reason, I had a strange thought that he might refuse. However, I was completely off the mark.

“I will tell them to prepare it.”

That’s right. That makes sense. Who wouldn’t be happy that a detestable person would leave of their own accord?

“Yes, I’m thankful for the past week and two days.”

“A very thorough farewell, I will gratefully receive it,” Calix said, chuckling as he stood up.

Huh?

It was only then that I realized the archduke had one knee on the ground as he was conversing with me. No wonder our eye levels matched!

However, I couldn’t see into the future.

At that moment, shocked that it might have disappeared, I suddenly raised my head.

“What you need is over here. Then, once you’re ready, I’ll come back again.”

The strange ability had not disappeared; it was just that Calix wasn’t looking at me, so our eyes hadn’t met.
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Going back in time to two days ago.

Her face was pale, devoid of any color.

Thanks to the knight from the temple who had relayed the message, the doctor, who had been prepared, examined Charlize’s condition.

“My lord, let us head to your office. There’s something I must tell you,” Livan whispered.

He only needed to receive a report from the doctor on her condition. Being together wouldn’t solve anything; it would just waste time. However…

“Go ahead first.”

There is something troubling me… Have I ever seen her like this before? Silver hair and pale green eyes. Her appearance may be pale, but she wasn’t remembered as indistinct, likely because of her intense gaze that left a strong impression at every moment.

It was perhaps because of that.

Her pale complexion, even if seen just once, was so surreal that it couldn’t be easily forgotten. It was like mist that seemed it could immediately be grasped yet remained uncatchable.

Therefore, I wanted to know more. The feeling that I was missing something. I wanted to dig deeper beyond just that level of discomfort. But…

“I think I should head back to the manor; may I request a carriage?”

The gaze that met mine, as if it too had been caught off guard, seemed almost tangible.
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“Ughhh.”

“…”

“Ugh.”

It was my first time seeing someone truly groan in pain. The problem was… that someone was my father.

“It may be that he has caught a cold now that his tension has been released.”

“Oh.”

It seemed the frail one was the duke, not me. Anyway, seeing how sick he is, we may have to postpone dealing with that man involved with House Ronatus for a bit.

“Let’s prepare another dose of medicine.”

“I had already placed the order in advance.”

As expected of the butler.

“You must have had a tough time.”

“No, not at all.”

Despite his answer, it was obvious he must have had a hard time. The butler was also frail, and he must have suffered a lot emotionally while taking care of the even frailer duke.

I patted him on the shoulder as a gesture of gratitude for his hard work.

“My lady…” The butler trailed off, followed by a sniffle.

Acting maturely, I pretended not to notice and just headed to the reception room where the archduke was waiting.

As soon as I opened the door, I saw someone looking out at the garden beyond the window.

“I’m sorry, but my father is currently unable to leave his bed due to health issues, so it will be difficult for him to greet you.”

Huhu. I had already witnessed fragments of the future more times than could be counted on one hand. Thus, I avoided the mistake of speaking like a novice and then abruptly stopping, which would have puzzled him. Let’s see, let’s see.
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A string of explosions struck like rain.

It was an attack with a clearly defined target.

“Let go of me!”

“Your Grace, please remain calm!”

Velliac thrashed about, trying to escape from the hands that were desperately holding him.

“Charl! Charl!”

‘This can’t be happening. I can’t lose her like this.’

Velliac was filled with intense regret. He wished he had asked the archduke to take care of his child for at least fifteen more days.

If only this had occurred at Elluiden manor, where magic circles that nullify offensive spells were everywhere, such an incident would not have happened.
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…What?

“It is regrettable to hear that Duke Lienta is unwell.”

“Yes… it is very regrettable.”

It is truly, utterly, seriously, greatly, highly, regrettable…

I was just in a daze.

What? What was that?!

I…

Am I going to die…?
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Damn.

The difficulty level of my life was so harsh that I ended up in tears. Dabbing at my eyes, I trudged over and threw myself onto my bed.

I don’t even know what state of mind I was in when I bid the archduke farewell.

With my fist, I pounded the bed, then turned over, and this time, glared at the ceiling.

Let’s think about this. Someone who hates me enough to target my life.

“…There are too many people.”

And wanting to kill someone isn’t necessarily just because they hate that person. It could be someone who despised me or stood to gain from my suffering, and who also possessed the means to launch an attack on House Lienta. The emperor, the empress, Erich Ronatus, the man with a mole near his mouth, and “him.”

…This thought process, too, hadn’t really narrowed down the range.

Hitting the bed again, I let out a deep sigh.

“Surviving is tough.”

However, I will somehow survive no matter what. I clenched my fist tightly and strengthened my resolve. Then…

First, I needed to get some sleep. As always, having a clear mind was essential to be able to do anything.
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The next day.

“My lady, may I come in?”

“Uh-huh.”

Since the moment they began aimlessly circling near my door like puppies, I struggled to open my eyes and only barely managed to sit up.

“My lady, the reason we’re here is—Agh!”

“Why are you being like this?”

“Hng, my lady…” the butler bleated, his voice suddenly reminiscent of a goat’s cry.

“Charl, yesterday, I… Chaaarl.”

As if to dispel any rumors that they weren’t on good terms, the duke joined in, his voice taking on a similar goat-like tone.

“Charl, this father of yours is not that ill.”

“That’s right. His Grace ate three plates for breakfast today as well!”

“Yes, that’s right. I ate three plates, my dear.”

“How much it must have stung to wipe away tears all night…” The butler, his voice thick with emotion, ordered the maid who was bringing water for washing to also bring cold ice wrapped in a cloth.

“Go and come back,” he repeatedly told the maid, who was there to assist with the washing. I then roughly washed my face by myself again.

While listening to the nonsense spouted by the two men, as if attending a professor’s lecture, I didn’t use the excuse that I had simply been sleeping too much. It was because speaking with these two macaron-like men made it obvious that I would appear to be trying not to cause worry by insisting it wasn’t a concern.

Well, what’s good is good. From now on, if the duke made an effort in managing his health, that would be the best thing.

“Anyway, what was it you were going to say next?”

“Ah! A guest has arrived.”

When I pointed at myself with my index finger, asking if it was for me, the butler nodded.

“Yes, but it’s a very unexpected guest…”

It’s not like the butler to beat around the bush like this. Befitting someone who had worked for a long time in a high-ranking noble family, he was usually skilled at speaking directly and pinpointing the main points.

Hmm? I lowered the towel I was using to wipe my face.

With a deeply worried expression, the butler revealed the name of the guest.

“It is Lady Lavette of House Ronatus.”
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Lavette, with her face calm, stared straight ahead.

In the large reception room, fittingly described as vast, she sat alone, yet her poised and straight posture affirmed that the affectionate nickname “The Pride of Ronatus” was not an exaggeration.

When the door opened, Lavette got up.

“Thank you for making the time to meet despite the short notice, my lady.”

The gaze watching Lavette, who greeted with perfect manners, was cold.

“Never mind that. It’s not our first meeting, so there’s no need to be so formal,” Charlize stated as she tilted her head slightly. She was neatly dressed in an apricot-colored indoor dress with a shawl draped elegantly, but the distinctive feeling that a wine glass suited her better than a teacup lingered.

She continued, “You can get straight to the point without a long preamble, right?”

Lavette rose from the chair and approached Charlize.

“I apologize for the short-sighted behavior my brother committed towards my lady.”

Her golden hair cascaded down as she remained motionless, as if unwilling to raise her head unless Charlize instructed her to do so.

“You were aware too. Lift your head. It’s not something you need to apologize for.”

“That’s not it. Since it was an act committed by a member of my family, it rightfully becomes my fault as well,” Lavette continued, her voice slightly trembling. “My older brother is not a wise man. However, he didn’t intend to corner my lady with malicious intentions. His thoughts simply didn’t reach that far.”

“Lady Lavette,” Charlize said, her delicate brows furrowing. “I can’t understand. Why are you apologizing for your brother’s mistakes?”

“Well…”

It was not just because of their blood relations. He was destined to become Marquess Ronatus, the future head of the family. She wanted to prevent any blemish from attaching to the family, which their father cherished and loved so much.

“My lady, we will pay any compensation exactly as you wish, so please…”

“I prefer something other than money.”

This tentative acceptance of her proposal filled Lavette’s golden eyes with relief.

“What do you desire?”

“You,” Charlize replied with an expressionless face.

“…Me?”

At the answer she could not have imagined, Lavette’s confusion was plain to see, reminiscent of a time when she was a child unfamiliar with etiquette. Her round, gentle-looking eyes appeared even deeper as her full eyelashes fluttered wildly.

“The marquess’ heir is not worth mortgaging one’s whole life for.”

After a moment of contemplation, Charlize chuckled.

“Let’s make it one month. During that month, don’t meet anyone else but me. Stay only at Ronatus manor. You must meet me whenever I visit.”

Those are very… “useless” conditions.

“Does that include answering all the questions you ask?”

Charlize closed her eyes indifferently. When she opened them again, Lavette immediately met her light green eyes. Charlize might have been revisiting a part she hadn’t fully considered before. However, Lavette had to make sure of this one thing.

“Well…”

Surprisingly, Charlize was the first to look away. But Lavette intuitively knew it was not because she was overpowered, but rather because Charlize’s interest had waned.

“…you’re not inclined to do that.”

Indeed, as if her prediction was right, Charlize muttered indifferently and made a half-hearted dismissal, telling her, “You can go now.”
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After Lavette left, I downed a glass of cold water.

Thunk—

The glass clinked crisply by itself against the table.

“This foolishly kind idiot!”

In the original novel, Empress Katarina had only one subordinate.

Theodore Vanachell.

Although it seemed impossible that the main antagonist had only one person on their side, the reason was simple: Katarina viewed everyone else not as individuals but merely as tools. At least, that was the case for Noah.

And in the original novel, the next person after Noah was none other than Lavette.

Thinking she had completely won Charlize over to her side, Empress Katarina no longer saw a need for Lavette.

The only advantage Charlize had over Irian, who had become the archduke’s fiancée, was her status. This could be leveraged primarily in social circles. Therefore, Charlize, already notorious for her bad reputation, faced the challenging task of gaining control over these circles. Praised for standing in direct opposition to Charlize, Lavette was inevitably seen as an obstacle.

How did the empress deal with her again…?

“Ah, I remember now.”

Despite all the worrying, it came to mind immediately because the empress’ method was so wicked.

She had aided the marquess, only to ultimately kill him and pin it on Lavette. All the evidence was perfectly arranged, making the execution happen in an instant. Thus, Empress Katarina removed Lavette, who was often compared to Charlize, making sure she could not even be mentioned, let alone discussed.

“…I’d rather just keep pretending I didn’t know.” If that were the case, I could have shaken off this unsettling feeling. Being reborn in a novel was really quite unpleasant whenever this happened. It meant knowing someone’s past that they wanted to hide and the predetermined tragedy of another.

Sighing heavily, I finished drinking the remaining water.

“For now, I’ll frequently visit House Ronatus.”

[image: ]

The man laughed so hard that the mole by his mouth was buried and hidden within his wrinkles.
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That night, through Calix, I glimpsed fragments of the future.

I memorized the entirety of the “Register of Nobles” that I had received from Livan. The portraits in the registry were only somewhat similar to the actual people and did not capture detailed aspects, hence “he” could not be recognized from this alone.

As if issuing a warning, and scrutinizing each person in the assembly, I discovered a man with a mole near his mouth.

Lucky me.

Sheim Fernand—this was the name of the head of a count’s family who had a close relationship with the predecessors of Marquess Ronatus.

I narrowed my eyes. I need to verify whether Marquess Ronatus is truly in a coma.
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The next day, I wanted to visit Ronatus manor right away, but things turned out differently.

“My lady…”

Irian and Rosetta came to visit. Looking straight into their tearful eyes, I kept saying, “It doesn’t hurt at all,” “I’m fine,” and “I was so relaxed that I fell asleep,” but they clearly didn’t believe any of it. In the end, I had no choice but to once again aim at my own head.

“Look at this, isn’t it sturdy?”

“That pose, who wouldn’t be able to do it?” Rosetta wrinkled her nose and grumbled. “Rather, since it only makes us think you are too thin, it would be better if you didn’t do this again in the future.”

I-is that so? I’m confused. I asked Noah to try it, but he said he couldn’t, so I thought it was something not just anyone could do. With trembling eyes, I lowered my arm.

I was feeling downcast when Irian, who had been silent until then, began to speak.
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“I will take Lord Lynott of House Phinut as my muse for the rest of my life.”

Since our first meeting, Irian’s hazel eyes, which always held an affectionate light, now sparkled.

“I will diligently make sure he remains in his most agonized form, preserved and handed down in pristine condition for eternity.”

Erm, it was actually Erich…

Hesitantly, I reached out my hand, then changed my mind.

It’s true that Sasha fell and got hurt because of that bastard Phinut. Moreover, a life with goals was not bad. If the goal were something that dragged them into the mire like revenge, I would have hastily dissuaded it, but this seemed like it could be a motivating force.

“I will look forward to seeing Irian’s success.”

“Yes!” Irian answered, her eyes shining brightly as she nodded vigorously.

I wonder if Rosetta also had a sharp, cold look in her eyes. Regardless of the look in her eyes, those were Rosetta’s own feelings, but I hoped Irian hadn’t noticed.

With that thought, my gaze stealthily shifted, and I caught Rosetta at the end of it. Then, she said…

“They said that the brushes from the store that recently opened are quite good!”

“Thanks for the information!”

Watching the two who had similarly sparked flames in their eyes, I, who had been standing there absent-mindedly, belatedly clenched my fist and joined in.

“I’ll provide the money, so don’t worry about anything!”

…Swept up in the moment, we shared stories about various things for quite some time.

The duke, who had just come by, wore a pleased expression as he became engrossed. It was only by the time the three of us sat down to dinner together that he came to his senses.

“…”

With my face flushed red, I silently pushed white bread into my mouth.

“My lady, it seems you haven’t eaten any meat yet?”

“I don’t like it much.”

“…What?”

Rosetta’s mouth hung open.

Is it something to be surprised about? I silently stuffed my mouth with white bread. In my previous life, I had eaten meat until I was sick of it. Although meat was as expensive as vegetables and white bread, my reluctance was mostly because I didn’t want to look awkward slicing steak.

Irian, having quickly looked around, lowered her voice and asked, “Are you being forced to control your weight? Even though you’re already so slim?”

“No.”

“Indeed, my lady must be tired of meat.”

Unlike Irian, who still had a somber look in her eyes, Rosetta, who quickly understood, pressed down on a piece of steak cut as small as a thumbnail with her fork.

Come to think of it, does Rosetta have no intention of decisively dealing with her uncle? I mused, having heard that they were delaying compensation for the forgery of the signature and seal.

After finishing the meal and indulging in three servings of dessert, I noticed it had already become dark outside.

“If it’s all right with you two, you can stay the night.”

“Oh my goodness, really?”

Rosetta, of course, was not left out.

“I… This was a dream of mine.”

Irian also smiled shyly and said, “Me too. I’ve always wanted to play all night with friends.”

After blinking briefly, she smiled so wide that her dimples were deeply indented.

“I will also give you some of my favorite bath bomb, Irian. Try it.”

When I glanced at the maid, she quickly showcased her fluent speaking skills. Irian followed along, seemingly enchanted.

“You will give some to me as well, right?”

“If you want, I can give something separately for you to take home. But first, let’s have a chat,” I said, opening the door of a nearby room.

And then, I flinched.

…Isn’t she going to come in? Lienta manor kept the lights on in all the rooms being used, but this room was dark, as if it had no particular purpose.

As I was about to sneakily close the door after turning on the light, intending to open it again, Rosetta pushed the door and willingly entered the room.

“After sending Irian away, if there is something you wish to discuss, it must be about my uncle, right?”

“…Uhh.”

Rosetta raised her eyebrows, wondering why I wasn’t coming in quickly, as if to ask, “What are you doing?”

In a bewildered state, I nodded and entered.

“Rosetta, I thought you didn’t like dark, secluded places?”

“I do dislike them.”

“And this place isn’t like that?”

“If Lienta manor is considered dark and secluded, then what does that make our manor? A back alley?”

“Is that so?”

“You saying that somehow feels strange. By the way, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

“Ah, that…” I trailed off, leaning forward away from the plush sofa and interlocking my fingers. “Do you plan to leave the viscount alone? We need to get your compensation.”

“Oh my.”

Rosetta tucked her hair behind her ear and puckered her lips like a duck.

What’s this? I thought she might be upset, but then I caught the corners of her mouth twitching into a sly smile.

As I was baffled by her incomprehensible reaction, Rosetta spoke cheekily, “I plan to wait a bit longer. I don’t want it to end too soon and miss out on seeing how much he trembles over the cost.”

“Aha,” I grinned broadly, resting my chin on my interlocked fingers. “Still, don’t put it off too much. If you do, that day might turn out to be less significant than you thought it would be, and you could end up disappointed.”

“You speak as if you’ve definitely experienced it before,” Rosetta suddenly scrunched up her face. “Ah, that isn’t what I intended to say.”

Her words were so soft that I could barely hear them.

“I didn’t hear you.”

“…Thank you,” she said, her ears turning red.

It seemed like she had more to say, but I didn’t press further.
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Irian and Rosetta’s stamina was remarkable.

On a bed spacious enough for five strong men to roll around in, as we chatted cozily, I was the first to fall asleep.

Even as I slept, the sounds of their murmuring voices reached me, and the admiration I felt was a clear memory among the faint ones.

Such impressive stamina! Some people were born with the stamina that others barely manage to gain by running on the training grounds every morning and evening. Life is so unfair.

“My lady, you’ve slept in today,” Mrs. Melissa said with a warm smile, helping me wash my face with meticulous care. “The two young ladies are having breakfast. Oh, perhaps they might have finished by now.”

When you see someone who has reached a level of mastery beyond reproach, nothing remains but the impression that they are incredible. I just learned that.

After feeding them breakfast and lunch, I got into the carriage.
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“My apologies, but are you on your way to a scheduled appointment?”

After hesitating for a moment, I opened the carriage window.

“There’s no need for me to make an appointment.”

The knight, who was checking the seal on the carriage and wearing a perplexed expression, suddenly became resolute as soon as he saw my face.

“Please wait just a moment.”

“Uh-huh.”

It felt like he would just let me in, but that seemed to be just my wishful thinking.

For a moment, I sat awkwardly. The silver iron gates, adorned with an embossed leopard holding a lily in its mouth, opened; no matter how much one looked, it still just appeared to be a cat.
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“My lady, have you been doing well?”

“…”

“These are the tea leaves I’ve been favoring recently. I wanted to introduce them to you as well.”

“…”

“The fragrance is quite nice.”

“I want it cold, with ice added.”

After blinking for a moment, Lavette gave a slight smile. “Is that so? Then I should try it that way too.”

As the clear sound of a bell rang, the door swung open. It seemed as though someone had been waiting just outside.

Lavette truly is a cherished lady. I tilted my head. So why are her lips split? Although well concealed by makeup, it was still obvious to me, having once been part of that circle.
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“During that month, don’t meet anyone else but me. Stay only at Ronatus manor.”
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I even said such words.

Then, the number of people capable of laying hands on Lavette in the manor could be narrowed down to, at most, three: the marquess, her brother Erich, or the person who currently held power over House Ronatus.

Strictly speaking, it was a matter unrelated to me. I just needed to check if the marquess was merely closing his eyes or had really lost consciousness, and that would be it. Moreover, interference that the other party did not want was just being meddlesome.

Thus, I was about to speak but chose to divert the topic.

“Is Lord Erich not present?”

“Yes, he went to the club as he had an appointment with friends…”

They must have made plans to hang out. For me, it turned out to be a fortunate thing.

“Should I contact him?”

While saying to go ahead, I nodded.

With this, there’s now a reason to stay until Erich arrives. Of course, staying without a reason would have been just fine, but it might have seemed strange upon reflection later. Why did I insist on just sitting here—that would have been the question.

“Recently, it rained, and restoring the garden has been quite chaotic.”

Everything Lavette said in a soft, gentle voice was interesting, but I deliberately pretended to be uninterested.

“It’s boring just sitting quietly.”

“Would you like to take a walk in the garden?” Lavette asked.

However, as she looked out the window, her eyes sank, and her expression faltered. “It’s turned cloudy, and now it’s raining.”

There was a reward in going out despite my demanding schedule.

“So…” Lavette, having pondered for a moment, cautiously began, “Compared to Lienta manor, it’s modest in size, but Ronatus manor also has quite a deep history, and there will be plenty to see. If it’s all right with you, may I show you around?”

The person who had done nothing wrong continued to be submissive, which kept stabbing at my heart. Knowing the kind of end she would face, perhaps that was why I felt this way.

With complex feelings, I trailed closely behind Lavette.

…Huh. I did not expect much from this visit. I thought that making a remark like “I’ve seen this place before” would be sufficient to gain entry to the floor where the master’s bedroom was located. However, the diligent Lavette seemed intent on showing me even her own bedroom.

“That dark brown door over there is the door to my bedroom.”

“Then, what about that purple one?”

“That is…” She steadied her voice and continued, “It is the bedroom of my father, Marquess Ronatus.”

“It seems you are on good terms, given that you are using the same floor as the head of the family.”

“Yes.”

The following question was not out of genuine curiosity but merely to change the subject.

“Is it the same for you too, my lady?”

“No.”

When the duchess died and the duke was absent due to his participation in the war, the nanny, who might as well have been the person in authority over the manor’s internal affairs at the time, moved my bedroom down one floor, and it remained that way.

As soon as I remembered my previous life, I immediately fled to the duchy, so there was no time to move rooms. Hmm.

It would be better to leave things as they were. Based on the fragment of the future I saw previously, I surmised that since my life or death was uncertain, it seemed better to maintain a suitable distance.
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Even Charlize, who always pushed everyone away, was profoundly sad in the original novel.

“…I see.”

Have I been responding too tersely all this time?

Lavette, being kind, simply did not engage in scheming; objectively, she was a lady who dominated the social circles. If the conversation dragged on, it felt like only I would get thoroughly shaken down, so trying to spare my words just ended up seeming rude.

“If you need something like medicine, let me know. House Lienta often deals with such things.”

Lavette blinked several times before slowly parting her lips. However, it was unclear what she was about to say because…

“There you are. Lord Erich has arrived.”

…Erich had finally come.
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It was a game I had already won!

After suffering a major embarrassment from the last incident, he planned this trip to change his mood. So, why did the lady have to visit today, of all days?

“What are you thinking about?”

Erich, shaking his leg nervously, gnawed at his thumbnail.
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“Brother, you were indeed wrong. From now on, please think of House Ronatus and pay careful attention to your actions.”
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Even the memory of his sister admonishing him made his mood sink further. Erich clicked his tongue, thinking he should have stayed at the club, pretending not to know until the end…
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“Turn your cheek so I can slap you.”

Startled by a voice that came out of nowhere, he jerked his head up.

“It’s not like I wasn’t going to greet you!”

“You still haven’t done it, you know?”

“…Erich Ronatus greets Lady Lienta.”

Charlize, who had previously acted like someone obsessed with greetings, now nodded her head nonchalantly, as if questioning when that had even happened, and then sat down across from him.

“By the way, where are you returning from?”

“Lady Lavette showed me around the manor.”

“Lavette! Why are you doing unnecessary things that you weren’t even asked to do?!”

“That’s right. She even apologized to me for that day’s events on your behalf as well.”

“Really? Ah, yes. I’ve heard. Lavette usually takes care of family matters.”

It was a cunning attempt to avoid bringing up an uncomfortable topic by labeling it as a matter between families. If the issue with the lady escalated to a family affair, it would be uncomfortable for both sides.

“Is that so…”

Erich slyly concealed his painted-on smile with a feigned cough.

“My lady,” Lavette said urgently, “no, this matter is definitely not between families. It’s regrettable to call it a mistake, but it was merely a misunderstanding by my brother regarding the characteristics of the holy relic.”

Erich glanced at his sister, who had thrown a wrench in things just as they were nearly resolved.

“Sometimes Lavette intervenes without fully understanding the situation. Therefore, please consider the words just spoken as if they were never said.”

“So, it seems House Ronatus was planning to attack House Lienta, even going so far as to use an uncertain holy relic at the hunting festival.”

“…Pardon?”

At this point, Charlize lost the motivation to continue talking with Erich.

“N-no! Absolutely not. Lavette’s words are correct.”

“You’re annoyingly making me repeat myself,” Charlize muttered, as if chewing on her words, and raised her eyebrows.

“Roll up the hem of your pants.”

“Pardon?”

“Then, do you want to be slapped instead?”

Hastily covering his cheek, Erich suddenly scrunched up his face.

“Is the lady also looking down on us just because my father has collapsed? You wouldn’t do this to other families!”

…Why is he being like this? No, to this extent, his rudeness has already been tremendously tolerated. I hadn’t even actually hit him!

Though she was just dazed and vacant because of his reaction, Charlize outwardly appeared cold and hardened. Upset by this further, Erich kicked off from his seat, stood up, and left the reception room.

“I apologize, my lady,” Lavette said, having witnessed her brother’s shameful behavior, as she closed her eyes tightly. “Were you very flustered? Regarding my brother…”

“Lady Lavette.”

“Yes?”

“Even after thinking about it, I just can’t seem to figure it out. It will be troublesome if Lord Erich storms out again in the future, so I also want to know,” Charlize said in a chilly manner. “Could the reason Lord Erich overreacted be because I asked him to show his calf?”

A few seconds of silence passed before Lavette slowly painted an expression on her face.

“That… I’m sorry, but it would be difficult for me to speak about it. Even though we are siblings, I do not know all of my brother’s thoughts.”

“You’re right, Lady Lavette,” Charlize readily agreed, then glanced at the time. “I have been here too long. I need to go back now.”

“Yes, please go back safely, my lady,” Lavette said, giving her a very natural smile.

Charlize, who seemed to be intently looking at her face, turned her gaze away without hesitation.
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As soon as I returned home, I summoned Noah.

“Did you call for me?”

“You must be tired from training; I’m sorry for suddenly summoning you.”

“Not at all, master.”

Noah, smiling happily, asked what the matter was.

“I would like to request an investigation into the person who has control over House Ronatus at the moment. It seems like it might be the butler, but I’m unsure.”

Actually, seeing Lavette’s split lip, the first person who came to mind was Erich. Given his tendency to flare up easily, I wondered if perhaps he hadn’t been able to hold back his anger and had laid hands on her.
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“By the way, where are you returning from?”
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“Lavette! Why are you doing unnecessary things that you weren’t even asked to do?!”
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I narrowed my eyes.

It doesn’t seem like something Erich would do. The guy with a ruined character worried about my younger sister in such a way, true to his personality. It must have been hard to walk after being hit in the calf. Even though I didn’t know, I still felt sorry.

After Lavette was executed in the original novel, House Ronatus quickly fell into decline. It was only natural. Given that someone from their family had committed parricide, they could not be expected to uphold any loyalty, and with the empress moving behind the scenes, there was no way to stop their ruin.

Even amidst all this, Erich worked tirelessly to save his family.

Looking back, it’s unexpected. If he had sold his title, he could have made a lot of money, yet he did not give up until the end.

When reading the original novel, I didn’t think much of it. He was just a minor character, not even a main supporting role, and since he caused a lot of trouble, I guess I did worry a bit about his future after he became a commoner. No, actually, I don’t think I even thought about him that much. However, ultimately, Erich’s choice was futile.

Not long after, he eventually met his end in a back alley.

“Can you conduct an investigation into Count Fernand simultaneously?”

While I was lost in thought, Noah, who had a serious expression, grinned, making me wonder if he had been lost in thought too.

“Please leave it to me.”
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A small hand delicately touched the petals.

Livan automatically broke into a goofy smile.

Although it was an extremely fierce battle, there was a sense of fulfillment from having done one’s best and achieving victory!

“Do you like that flower?”

“Yes, it’s so pretty.”

“I will pick it for you.”

“No, no. The flower probably prefers to stay here, since its family is nearby.”

Sasha made a smallish smile, not having fully seen Livan’s speechless expression.

“Lady Charl will be coming soon, so you can come and see it together.”

“Ah, that’s right.”

Three days had already passed.

It was the lady who set the three-day interval. Sasha had suggested a week. Charlize refuted the cycle that Sasha had stretched and extended as much as possible for fear that it would be a nuisance to her.
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“Three days would be good. The day we meet, we’ll feel good because we just met; the next day, we’ll feel good thinking about our meeting; and the day after, we’ll feel good thinking about meeting the next day.”
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…It seemed like a very poor basis, but it was an argument grounded in facts. Sasha really felt exactly that.

“The lady will be arriving soon. Would you like to wait inside?”

“Yes.”

The child, who replied politely, naturally took the hand Livan offered. Sasha was diligently learning about a world he had not known before: a warm home, a kind family, gentle words, and people who would never suddenly change—these were trivial yet precious parts of life.
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I was not sure if the timing was just right, or if Calix simply didn’t go out much.

However, for me, it was fortunate.

“A while ago, I visited House Ronatus.”

The executor of the planned plot against Sasha was Erich Ronatus, but Calix had no objections to the fact that he had merely acted on orders.

“I had wondered if Marquess Ronatus had been involved too, but it was disappointing that I couldn’t actually confirm whether he had regained consciousness.”

I continued speaking while struggling to settle down Sasha’s hair, tousled like a large cloud. It’s not that I am weak to temptation. His face, smiling happily as I stroked his hair, was simply too addictive.

“A priest has been frequenting Ronatus manor quite often.”

Whether he was there to tend to the marquess or to treat wounds that Lavette may have sustained was unclear.

As the conversation was winding down, I inconspicuously raised my gaze, which I had been avoiding.

I’ve developed the know-how now. If we made eye contact right at the beginning, it’d be easy to lose track of the conversation, so it was better to do it around this time.

As if fragments of scattered sunlight were embedded in them, his blue eyes sparkled. He was already looking at me. Without any time to think, the fragment of the future immediately began.
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Livan, with his face contorted, somberly chewed over something.

“It seems Prince Sasha finally found out.”
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As Calix lightly touched the child’s red, swollen eyelids to cool them, he answered, “She has been in a coma for a whole month, so it would have been difficult to keep it hidden from him any longer.”

Duke Lienta offered an astronomical amount of money. It wasn’t even about a complete recovery; just her opening her eyes would be enough.

Many people from various backgrounds knocked on Duke Lienta’s door for the huge reward: doctors, alchemists, mages, and even gypsies.

However, among those many, no one succeeded in awakening the lady from her deep sleep.

“Will the lady die like this?”

“Well…” At that moment, the reason he hesitated was probably because of the child’s trembling eyelids.
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This is crazy. If things continued like this, I would end up comatose without a hitch. My father thought that he should have asked the archduke to take care of me for at least fifteen more days, which probably means I have about ten days from now.

…No. My life was at stake, so I couldn’t afford to be generous! One week. It wouldn’t be without reason that the duke, who really disliked my involvement with the archduke, thought about him at that moment.

He must have thought that there’s no other way out except for Elluiden manor. I tried to think calmly.

T-t-this is really crazy.

In an absurd situation, my mind, now calm, recalled a certain moment.
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“About us getting engaged.”
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“…”

Though I wasn’t in a position to choose between hot and cold water, I felt a sense of crisis thinking about just accepting it quickly. I’m not confident that I can see his face more often than now without feeling tempted, even for a moment…

“Lady Charl?”

While lost in thought and rummaging around randomly, Sasha, who had turned into a little cotton ball, tilted his head.

Instinctively, I gently kneaded his soft cheeks as I made up my mind.

Let’s retreat for now. It wasn’t a cowardly escape, but a strategic step back to eventually move two steps forward. Coincidentally, it seems I can also find the answer I was curious about.
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They said mental suffering was the real deal compared to physical suffering, and they were right.

With trembling legs, I arrived and even had dinner in my room.

Thus, being able to stay awake until the night Noah came was a victory of my will to survive.

“After the marquess was attacked and fell into a critical condition while inspecting his territory, there was severe internal conflict. It was expected, but the extent was quite extreme, and most of the collateral relatives who were fighting for power are said to have died.”

“As they fought amongst themselves, House Ronatus ultimately fell apart.”

“Yes, at that time, since Erich Ronatus was already of age, he did not need a guardian, making it difficult for outsiders to intervene. Moreover, the ambitious members of the collateral line either died or suffered severe injuries, likely diminishing their influence in the marquisate.”

Noah held out a sheet of paper. As I began reading through it, he started to speak again.

“Therefore, the butler, Ron Geswell, has considerable influence. As is known, Erich Ronatus is short-sighted, and Lavette Ronatus was not yet of age, which was unfortunate timing. And…”

Noah kindly pointed with his hand, indicating that I should read this side.

“If we look up to this point, one might think that Ron, having timed things well, had risen to be the real power, but upon further investigation, it turns out Count Fernand was involved.”

So, that was how he was able to deliver the holy relic to Erich. Since the butler, who had long been loyal to the family, was also involved, there would have been very little or no suspicion.

“Lavette Ronatus had also once attempted to fire the butler, but after failing, she never tried again.”

“It seems that the marquess’ condition worsened at that time.”

As I muttered, Noah replied in a tone of surprise.

“That’s correct.”

“Thank you, I’ll go rest now.”

Wishing me a good night, Noah left.

Tap, tap.

I lightly drummed my fingers on the table before pulling away my hand.

It’s obvious. Since Lavette was smart, she couldn’t have been deceived by the entity behind the butler until the end.

When I was reading the novel, Lavette did not show that she knew anything, except in the scene just before her execution, and it wasn’t known thereafter.

Lavette already knew. Therefore, since she was not a pushover, this seemed to be the device to provide justification, along with the excuse that she had to be executed.

Lavette would have surely discovered the truth at some point, since she already knew that her most vulnerable point was her family. Thus, it was revealed to secure a definite advantage: “Since I was holding your father’s life in my hands, you had better behave accordingly.”

We still haven’t narrowed down who that bastard is, but it’s already dangerous to make contact with his associates. If I wasn’t careful, the duke’s death might be hastened.

Look at me. I’d barely done anything, yet I was already confirmed to be unconscious for at least a month, or at worst, I might die.

“…”

Stealthily wiping away tears, I made a decision. I will make sure to save Marquess Ronatus. If that happened, Lavette would take care of Count Fernand on her own.

Then, at that time, I should monitor the count’s whereabouts. Somehow, something would surely come to light.
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However, there was one problem.

In the original novel, because the marquess died just like that, there were no clues at all about how to heal him.

It has been three years since he lost consciousness after being hit by a poisoned arrow while inspecting his territory. I had never heard of a poison, in a single dose, that was not enough to kill but could incapacitate to the point of unconsciousness. Clearly, they must be periodically feeding something to him, making him inhale something, or causing him to come into contact with something.

Even with that knowledge, Lavette still lost her father. The method must have been very secretive.

“Today, I have prepared floral tea.”

So, I was in the process of visiting Ronatus manor. Although doing this wouldn’t allow me to meet the marquess, brooding in my room was equally unproductive.

“How is it?”

“It feels just like I’ve become a bottle of perfume.”

“Oh my,” Lavette said, chuckling softly.

Having taken something warm, I naturally became lethargic. If it went on like this, I think I would fall asleep.

“The garden walk we couldn’t do last time, how about doing it today?”

My legs will probably hurt… Ah! A priest came and went from Ronatus manor yesterday.

“That would be good.”

The garden was small, but it showed abundant signs of careful attention everywhere.

“This place is left to the gardeners. So, every time I take a walk here each season, it makes me happy to see new flowers.”

…Indeed, compared to Charlize who constantly changed her mind, like “plant this or that” and “uproot this to plant that” time and again, it was natural for the gardeners to be more motivated in an environment where they could fully exercise their skills.

It was then that a silver-gray petal caught my eye.

“…What is that flower?”

“Ah.”

Lavette seemed as though she was about to bend down to touch the petal, so I grabbed her elbow.

She turned to me with a puzzled look, then smiled softly.

“It’s Tuverrot flowers.”

In fact, it was a name I already knew.

“In the temple, there are Tuverrot colonies. So, occasionally, some call them the ‘Wings of God.’”

If these were the Wings of God, then that God must be waiting for his followers at the very depths of hell. Yes, it was a name I knew well—it was the most important ingredient that Charlize procured for the poison she intended to use on Irian.

“My lady?”

“I know it’s a rude question to ask. Someday, you may do something impolite to me as well.”

“What do you mean by that…?”

“How far can you go to save your father?”

A look of caution was instantly etched in Lavette’s eyes. Silently, I watched that change.

“Enough to consider whether to respond honestly to your question.”

“That’s not it,” I paused to confirm there was no one around, then continued speaking, “You should have said that it was to the extent that you would let go of the empress’ hand.”

Lavette moved her lips slightly, her eyes unsteady. However, no sound came out. It was fortunate for me. It was proof that she was contemplating whether to lie.

“I can only give you one day.”

The empress had given a week, and although mentioning just a day was awkward, it couldn’t be helped.

“Just a moment, please.”

Lavette’s voice stopped me in my tracks.

“One thing. Please let me ask just one thing. Are you involved in this situation as well?”

The butler, who was the child of the marquess’ nanny, was naturally said to have had a close relationship with the marquess. Having been betrayed by the butler, who grew up as a close friend of their father and whom she thought could be trusted almost as much as her parents, I could understand the desire to clarify things thoroughly, but…

“At that time, I was out of my mind chasing around Archduke Elluiden.”

Then, I gave her a look that said, “Are you really asking because you don’t know?”

Lavette seemed to agree and said nothing.

Well, at least now I didn’t suddenly feel bitter or feel like kicking my blankets. Really, it’s true.
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The next day, in the morning, as soon as it was time to start work, a letter arrived from Lavette.

Sending it on time, that’s very Lavette-like.

I had already somewhat expected a positive response.

Lavette decided to become a subordinate to a more powerful figure than Count Fernand to keep him in check, and she suffered greatly while serving as the empress’ subordinate. Given her sincere and kind-hearted nature, as well as her intelligence, it would have been impossible for her not to be that way.

—I was having these thoughts inside the carriage.

The carriage quickly arrived at Ronatus manor. Even though an early private visit before lunch was considered impolite, the butler who came out to meet me subtly showed no signs of disapproval.

It would be a waste of my reputation to be scolded for a rudeness that was only to this extent.
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However, with a stern face, I did glance back at Noah, who was standing behind me.

“Is that servant also going into the reception room?”

“No.”

“Then, may I ask why you brought him along?”

“I can’t lift my luggage by myself, can I?”

It turned out to be a pity for the butler. He probably intended to use this opportunity to enter the reception room and find out what conversation was being had.

After positioning Noah by the door, I entered the reception room where Lavette, who had been standing near a chair, quickly approached.

“I’m sorry for the early hour, my lady.”

“There’s no need to be sorry. Instead, let’s go ahead.”

“Yes, I have informed them in advance that servants are not to enter the third floor.”

Given that the master’s bedroom was there, it must have been difficult, but she managed it well.

“Since my lady said she wanted to rest comfortably, everyone seemed to agree.”

This shattered reputation of mine is indeed too good to let go, if I can live like this. Still, just in case, Noah agreed to keep an eye on whether people were passing through the hallway on the third floor.

As the key turned, the latch clanked, and Lavette opened the door.

“Father,” Lavette said, clasping his bony hand dearly. “It’s been a long time since you met a member of another family, hasn’t it? This is Lady Charlize from House Lienta.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Marquess Ronatus.”

Lavette turned to look at me with surprise when I greeted him according to etiquette.

“I am Charlize Lienta.”

Lavette, with hands as thin as branches, held his tightly and softly talked about this and that, starting with how warm the sunlight was today. She also shared some quite significant news.

There really is nothing here at all. Since it was the master’s bedroom, there must have been all sorts of furniture and decorations. However, now there was only a bed, a bedside table next to it, and a small chair that could seat one person; no other furniture remained. Not even curtains to block the sunlight.

Lavette must have suffered a lot. Lavette herself seemed to have sensed that there could have been harmful items in this room for such a frail patient. Each time one was taken out, she must have oscillated between hope and disappointment.

I stopped looking at the empty room and examined the marquess’ face and his exposed arms. He appeared to be merely in a deep sleep.
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The poison made from Tuverrot is undetectable until just before death. There aren’t any outward symptoms either.

Just one thing to keep in mind: do not place a withered Tuverrot with its petal tips browning near the target.
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That was the only method to neutralize this poison.

…Really, not even a single mark shows. What should I do? With no visible changes in this situation, if I were to bring it up specifically, Lavette would surely become suspicious of me. I wonder if there are even any excuses left.

While agonizing internally, my gaze suddenly fell upon the marquess’ hair.

“Lavette, did the marquess always have a bluish tint to his hair?”

“Oh? Not at all. Originally, it was the same reddish-brown color as my brother’s.”

Come to think of it, Erich’s hair color was quite dark.

“The doctor said that the medicine for neutralizing the poison is so strong that it has caused his hair color to lighten.”

I was not sure if it was because he had been taking the poison little by little for a long time, or because he had lost vitality and turned pale. However, from that statement, something could be inferred.

It turns out that the poison had been mixed into something that was supposed to neutralize it.

Tuverrot was extremely toxic and so potent that anyone receiving a large dose all at once would not survive for more than three years.

“Lavette, this isn’t because of the antidote.”

In case of an unforeseen situation, the magic artifact interference device that Noah was holding would also conceal the statement I was about to make.

“Wasn’t there a time when the marquess’ condition suddenly worsened?”

“How could you, my lady, know that…”

This seemed to be the reason they had allowed Lavette to empty the master’s bedroom interior in this way. If she had even just tried pouring it into something like a flower vase, she would have immediately known. Therefore, they had intentionally loosened their grip on this matter to some extent.

Those bastards.

I took out a small flower from my pocket. It was wise to stealthily bring it along in case I encountered something that seemed harmful and wanted to test it.

“I know there are many flowers in the garden, but it would look strange if you suddenly picked one, so I’ll give you this one. When you get the antidote, try putting this flower in it.”

Lavette, with trembling eyes, received the flower.
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“My lady, are you not going to have dinner?”

“Yes, after seeing the lady at lunch, it seems I am still tense.”

“My lady…” The maid trailed off, looking on with pity, and withdrew without asking further.

Thud.

After closing the bedroom door, Lavette, now finally alone, covered her mouth with both hands. Her body, sliding down the door, began to tremble gradually.

…The flower melted away.

She could no longer give her father the liquid mixed with deadly poison. However, throwing it out the window was risky because the master’s bedroom was on the third floor. If it were to fall on a passing servant, or if she was caught by those plotting their father’s death, there would be no turning back.

Was the burning in her throat because she swallowed poison, or because she was struggling to hold back tears?

However, the only certain thing was that the family doctor was also involved in this matter.

Without realizing it, so much had already been taken from her. Gasping for breath, Lavette remained curled up until dawn began to break.

As the time for the maid to come wake her approached, she sat up in bed.

“Oh, my lady. You are up already?”

“Yes, because the sunlight is so dazzling.”

Her eyes, which closed gently, no longer trembled.
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Lavette was quick to act.

Anticipating that, as soon as I returned home yesterday, I did nothing but conserve my physical strength in my room.

“My lady always visits me, so I feel apologetic for only conveying messages through letters each time.”

“I don’t mind. Rather, let’s go in my carriage.”

With House Ronatus’ carriage following behind, they were seated opposite each other.

The plush-textured sofa in House Lienta’s carriage would offer comfort even on a hard journey, though the atmosphere inside was far from comfortable. Lavette, who had been leading the conversation in her characteristic soft-spoken manner, was now silent, merely keeping her gaze lowered without speaking.

Oh my. I would prefer not to disturb the time for comfortably sinking into thoughts, but we were soon to arrive at Ronatus manor.

Bringing Noah along again would certainly look strange to anyone, so since I was going alone this time, a deep conversation was only possible here.

Lavette, obviously wondering if I knew, was the first to speak.

“It was indeed poison… How did you know what it was, my lady?”

“The marquess exhibited symptoms of the poison I had been searching for previously.”

Since I couldn’t say that I knew it from reading the original novel, last night I appropriately mixed in some lies and crafted a story.

“I actually wanted to kill you, Lady Lavette.”

The first step was essentially to shock her thoroughly.

“You, Lavette Ronatus, were the person most frequently mentioned as the potential fiancée of the archduke.”

Even if Charlize had remained quiet, there would have been no mention of her as the archduke’s potential fiancée. Of course, that was only natural. A union between an archduke with imperial blood and a lady endowed with immense wealth would be a big deal.

The imperial family was not foolish enough to simply stand by.

“They stressed it was confidential to the point that I actually became uncomfortable and backed off, which turned out to be fortunate. They said they would only share the information with me, which made it even more suspicious.”

Until I discovered the Tuverrot flowers in their garden, I really believed it was true. I shot Lavette a look that meant I had absolutely no intention of killing her at the moment.

“If so…” Lavette parted her dry lips, a hint of desperation seeping into her words despite her efforts to appear unaffected. “You know the method to neutralize it as well, don’t you?”

“Yes, it’s the Tuverrot we saw last time.”

I felt a bit uneasy since the flower planted in their garden was surely meant as a mockery.

“But it has to be a flower that’s slightly wilted with the tips of the petals turned brown.”

“I understand.”

“Good. You can pick the flowers in advance. But it would be best to keep them in a vase, so they don’t die completely. Make sure the marquess inhales their fragrance deeply.”

If the flowers were picked, a gardener who might have been particularly caring for those flowers would immediately realize it. However, it did not matter. By the time they noticed, it should all be over.

“Once. Just once is enough. He will regain consciousness before half a day passes.”

Lavette gave a small nod.

“So, you should also take one, Lady Lavette. There’s no need to give up every single flower to your father.”

“…How did you know?”

“Just because.”

I was concerned about Lavette. It might have been because I saw something of Charlize, who loved her family, in her.

“It seemed like that would have been the case.”

Lavette’s eyes contorted.

At that moment, the carriage stopped.

“Manage your expression, Lady Lavette.”

…Now that I had said it, it sounded like something a morally corrupt parent obsessed with success would say.

Lavette quickly composed her face like a good, obedient child.

“My lady, thank you.”

Lavette, who got off the carriage first, helped me get off. Perhaps because of nervousness, her cold fingers tightly gripped my hand.

“This favor… I, Lavette Ronatus, will never forget it.”

“It would be better to make that statement after the marquess recovers.”

It was burdensome for me that nothing had yet been properly resolved, but Lavette just smiled gently.
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“M-my lady?”

Mrs. Melissa quickly ran over, her voice filled with concern, as she asked, “What is the matter?”

“It’s nothing…”

I was kneeling beside the bed with both palms on it when Mrs. Melissa, looking at me with a worried expression, helped me to my feet.

“But why were you in that position?”
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“You’re up early again today. My lady, you are truly remarkable.”

“Mrs. Melissa, your praises are too generous.”

“It’s not excessive at all. I’m merely saying you’re remarkable because you truly are.”

Mrs. Melissa, who had placed her hands on her waist and was pretending to have a stern face, chuckled softly. Her touch, carefully drying my hair wet from splashing water while washing my face, was like that of a servant meticulously cleaning the most cherished glasswork of a very fearsome master.

“My lady, you are House Lienta’s happiness. You bring joy simply by existing. Therefore, it is impossible for you not to be remarkable.”

Her round eyes were full of affection.

“Oh goodness, I’ve spoken too long. You must have a joyful day today as well.”

Mrs. Melissa hurried out.

I wonder if she might be wiping away tears outside the door. It’s really not Mrs. Melissa’s fault at all. It was natural for someone who was both a close lady-in-waiting to the duchess and a direct nanny to be regarded as great.

Moreover, at that time, the nanny really tormented Charlize in secret, so it was natural that she didn’t know. Even I didn’t know! The words the nanny whispered were all lies, and Charlize, despite loving her family so much, only opened her heart just before her death.

Sighing heavily, I picked up the envelope that had just driven me to despair upon checking it.

“Going out again…”

Thinking that I might soon die, it’s hard to refuse a request. I felt a sense of crisis, fearing that if I had any regrets, I might end up wandering the afterlife.

“I don’t have any schedule today anyway.”

Less than an hour later, I was trudging along a corridor.
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“The teachers have sent invitations; will the lady really come?”

“No way. Would the lady really come to a meal hosted at the orphanage?”

“I suppose so…”

“Exactly! Ah, Rodante! Do you think the lady will come?”

The boy with soft brown hair smiled faintly. “Well, perhaps she won’t come?”

“Right? I knew Rodante would think so too.”

It was when the boy, having spoken boastfully, was about to scold another boy.

“C-children! Hurry and get ready. The lady has just left the manor,” the teacher said urgently.

We really didn’t think she would come!

Previously, after taking away the child with the rabbit doll, the lady unexpectedly sent a letter.
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It turns out he was the grandson of Count Decande. I’ve taken good care of the child’s condition.
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On the paper, which was more like a note than a letter, there was also a postscript.
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P.S. According to the doctor, there are some children whose growth is a bit underdeveloped. I’ve sent meat. Make sure it’s all eaten before it spoils.
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The meat they received filled an entire wagon. Intending to hold a happy meat festival with a grateful heart, it was an invitation sent with courage.

We really didn’t expect that she would actually respond!

The lady even sent chefs from Lienta, so the happy meat festival was expected to become an even happier event.

The neatly dressed children rushed toward the dining hall with excited steps.

“It smells so good!”

One child happily covered both cheeks with their small hands, while another sniffed the air.

Everyone quietly sat down in their seats—then stood up again.

Normally, one could sit wherever they liked as there were no assigned seats, but this time was an exception.

In a sullen voice, someone muttered, “Ms. Philia, you are favoring Rodante, aren’t you?”

“Ms. Philia does not favor anyone. It’s just to avoid the case of food getting on the lady’s clothes.”

“If that’s the case, then it can’t be helped,” the girl with her hair tightly tied by her cherished ribbon replied cheekily.

“Thank you for saving me…”

Although the lady had not yet arrived, the teacher, Philia, heavily sat down as if she had already been aged ten years.

“So, when is the lady coming?”

“Is she really coming?”

“The food smells really good!”

Taking care of the children was something Philia could do even while sleeping. So, when she answered them, it was with effortless ease.

“She really is coming, and yes, the food does smell really good. Now, everyone must sit down quietly, all right?”

“Yes,” the children said in chorus, whispering softly among themselves.

The lady appeared amidst this.

“Surely, you weren’t skipping your meal because you were waiting for me, were you?”

It was confusing whether to deny or confirm. It was at this moment, as Philia was making a strange face, that Rosa responded.

“We weren’t!”

“I see. Thank you for answering my question.”

“It was nothing!” she exclaimed, her cheeks flushed as a long ribbon fluttered lightly next to her.

Rosa, thank you!

Philia made sure to express her gratitude inwardly to the child before ushering the lady to her seat.

“Please sit here, my lady. Thank you for coming. Moreover, the fact that you have even sent chefs… the children will be delighted during the meal. Thank you.”

“It’s really nothing much,” the lady chuckled and took her seat.

After blinking her eyes for a moment, Philia was shocked to see Rosa staring intently at the lady, so she hastily waved her hand.

“Tsk.”

Rosa, with a pouty face, sharply turned her head.

As soon as the lady arrived, the chefs increased their speed, and not long after, the meal was ready.

“Wow.”

Philia also looked at the steak placed in front of her with sparkling eyes. “Hold on, children. We all need to thank the lady first.”

“Thank you!”

The lady shifted her gaze briefly and casually nodded.

Philia sent a signal that it was okay to eat to the eyes that looked at her earnestly.

The voices that followed all contained the same message.

“Delicious.”

“It’s delicious!”

The children wrapped both their cheeks with their small hands and giggled happily.

For dessert, the lemon sorbet—said to be the lady’s favorite—was served.

“Is there a reason you like lemon sorbet the most?”

Thinking that it would not be polite to continue without saying anything, Philia courageously asked a question, and the lady answered like this.

“Lemon sorbet has a very thrilling taste.”

“I see…”

Indeed, just as she said, it was very thrilling!

Is this the taste of money?

Unaware that she had made a very close guess, Philia sparingly ate the lemon sorbet little by little.

“I want to eat more!”

“No, if you get an upset stomach, your stomach will hurt.”

“Hng.”

“Should we thank the lady and tell her everyone enjoyed the meal?”

“Thank you, my lady!” the children shouted with even more resounding voices.

“Sure,” the lady nodded her head once again this time.

Is it not to her satisfaction?

Philia stealthily glanced at the lady repeatedly with worried eyes. As she turned, she made eye contact with Rodante, who was nearby. He smiled broadly in response, prompting Philia to hurriedly wave her hand.

“It’s okay, Rodante. I didn’t mean for you to greet the lady separately.”

“No, I wanted to greet her too.”

Their conversation continued in very quiet whispers. Eventually, the discussion ceased, and the winner was Rodante.

“My lady, thank you very much for the meal today. Thank you for creating unforgettable memories for everyone.”

“Then, next time again…” The lady’s voice, continuing in an indifferent tone, suddenly stopped.

Philia, who had been pretending not to listen while anxiously eavesdropping, looked their way to cautiously assess the situation.

What’s the matter?

And then, Philia ended up gasping in shock.

W-why?

The lady, with a cold, icy expression, was glaring at Rodante.
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Cute. So cute.

It seems it was good that I came here.

When I heard the chorus of thanks, I was so overwhelmed that I could hardly speak, but I did not regret this outing.

“My lady, thank you very much for the meal today. Thank you for creating unforgettable memories for everyone.”

Could he have just turned fourteen? As our eyes met, the boy smiled broadly.

“Then, next time again…”

Ah, this feeling… He was close to my seat. Because of this proximity, I could see it clearly. And as it became visible, it unfolded before me—a fragment of the future from a different perspective.
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“It must all be the will of God.”

“Yes, the High Priest’s words are correct. This is all the will of the Almighty God.”

Rodante held a scornful smile at those words. In this world, there was no such thing as a true God. Even if one existed, Rodante was determined never to serve such a god—the one who had mercilessly taken his sister away.

“Isn’t it said that God only gives us trials that we can endure?” he mused aloud, then snickered. “I wonder if I can endure this.”

Though he spoke in formal language, it didn’t really feel formal. It was only natural, because he was a person worthy of such distinction.

‘A trial that can be endured.’ If that were true, he didn’t know whether losing his sister was a trial he could endure. ‘Since I am alive like this now.’

However… could one really be called a god who would allow someone’s life to end in such tragedy just to be a trial in someone else’s life?

As he gently closed his eyes, that season approached—the one that always reminded him of the unforgettable winter of his fourteenth year.
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“You, what’s your name?”

“It’s Rodante.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m not sure, but about fourteen years old, my lady.”

Thrown a question out of the blue, his face—while answering diligently—seemed merely gentle at first glance. However, I discerned the high alertness hidden within him.

His gaze, which had met mine without faltering, suddenly dropped downwards. He must have known that continuing to look straight into my eyes beyond this point would seem strange.

Rodante. I was hearing the name of this clever boy for the first time, and suddenly, all the hypotheses I had previously established lost their meaning.

This was because the child was a character who did not even appear in the original novel.
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“You speak well, and your age is suitable. The Lienta Trading Company is currently looking for a child to work in accounting right now. Would you like to work there?”

“I am…” After a moment of hesitation, Rodante answered, “Thank you for the opportunity. I will do my best.”

“You can start at the trading company the day after tomorrow. I will let them know, so make sure to mention that I was the one who referred you.”

“Yes, my lady.”

I suddenly gazed into Rodante’s calm, crimson eyes. As expected, there was nothing more to be seen.
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Half out of my senses upon arriving at the manor, I was quickly met by the butler.

“My lady, Lady Lavette of House Ronatus has been waiting for you.”

As I narrowed my eyes at the unexpected news, the butler added, “She arrived two hours ago.”

Lavette was the epitome of etiquette. It was strange that she had come without any prior contact and was just waiting.

Has something gone awry?

“Why didn’t you contact the orphanage?”

“I did not contact you because she said she would wait until my lady’s schedule was over.”

It seems the marquess has not died, at least.

Still confused, I knocked on the door of the reception room and entered.

“Lavette, what happened…”

Fluttering golden hair filled my vision as a rather forceful arm wrapped tightly around my neck. My body, nearly pushed backwards and about to fall, barely managed to hold its ground.

“Lavette?”

As I moved my eyes around, trapped in her embrace, Lavette drew in a trembling breath.

“He’s awake.”

“Ah.”

“He was in a coma for a very long time, but he’s so healthy now that it’s unbelievable. That’s why…”

While listening to her choked-up voice, I thought that Lavette might be crying. However, the face that soon appeared was dry, without a single drop of moisture.

“Thank you, my lady. I will never forget this debt.”

There was no need to be so resolute, but if doing so made Lavette herself feel at ease, there was no need to vehemently oppose it.

…So, not knowing the future, I, at that time, just nodded repeatedly.
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The next day, news quickly spread throughout the capital that Marquess Ronatus had regained consciousness.

Those who had dismissed House Ronatus, expecting the foolish Erich to smoothly run the marquisate into decline, turned pale and were in a commotion, rushing to frequent Ronatus manor.
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“A purge has begun within House Ronatus.”
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Around the time I finished recalling the report I had heard from Noah, the door to the drawing room where I was opened.

Lifting and patting the child who ran up and embraced me, I looked directly into Calix’ eyes this time.
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‘Tink.’

A drop of blood fell onto the shards of broken glass in his hand.

“That woman found the imperial prince, then proved it. Now suddenly, she started going in and out of Ronatus manor, a place she had never been before, and then the marquess regained consciousness. Do you think all this is just a coincidence?”

“Isn’t she the fool who, in her desperation to chase after the archduke, did not even hesitate to point fingers at others?”

“Yes, she was obsessed with chasing after the archduke, claiming it was out of love.”

He laughed mockingly out loud. Noticing this, the man standing in front also followed suit and laughed out loud.

“As expected, the one behind this is Calix Elluiden, isn’t it?”

“If it’s Charlize Lienta, she’s the type of woman who would actually die if he told her to.”

Faced with no response, the man slyly threw in a new topic and asked, “How about killing her as an example?”

“Am I a coward for having to kill someone else, not directly involved, as an example?”

“No, not at all!”

He, having expressed his twisted feelings, sank into thought again.

‘What exactly is that lowly son of a dancer planning?’

His fingers, moving as if pondering, touched his curling lips.

‘Well, whatever it is, it doesn’t matter.’

“I let him off too easily. When the late emperor died, he should have gone to the afterlife with him.”

“If so…”

“How dare he covet so much?”

The broken glass shards shone in iridescent colors under the light of the chandelier. Looking down at it, he suddenly laughed.

“Soon it will be the imperial prince’s birthday, won’t it?”

“Yes.”

‘Meeting death unexpectedly at the most splendid moment would indeed be quite a sight to see, but… it is not time yet.’

“Let’s give him a fright.”

The plan was to strike during an ordinary moment in everyday life, when they would least expect it.
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Calix didn’t show up this time either. However, this wasn’t a problem that could be solved by pondering it immediately. So, for now, I simply decided to keep that fact in mind. Anyway…

Those bastards hurt people. The bad guys did what bad guys did. In any case, it seemed as though I had survived. Yet somehow, not a single one of my worries had been resolved!

Now that I knew I wasn’t going to die, I figured I would be on my way. Since Elluiden manor was heavily guarded, they surely wouldn’t succeed, right? I should cheer up!

However, running straight home just wasn’t in my nature—I wasn’t that selfish.

I acted on my own, but they suspected the archduke orchestrated it and now intend to harm Sasha. It was even said that they would strike during an ordinary moment in everyday life. Without a specific date, if we’re not careful…

“…Lady Charl?”

As I remained silent, the child, perhaps puzzled, slightly tilted his head and looked up at me, his gentle eyes filling with worry.

…Sasha will die.

Living was always adjacent to death. While walking on the road, one might die from stepping wrong on a stone and slipping, or even suddenly while sleeping.

From the beginning, death was closely related to me, even having experienced it myself. Still, it might sound foolish, but I made a promise that he wouldn’t die.

I narrowed my eyes in sharp focus.
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“Don’t get dragged around!”
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There was a person who taught me to avoid that.

I raised my head and looked at Calix. Lost in thought until then, I noticed the archduke, who had been quietly waiting, slightly lift the corners of his lips as our eyes met.

This is a good opportunity. Whether by assassination or persuasion, capturing and interrogating someone associated with that man would be perfect once they begin to act.

As this thought crossed my mind, I grinned.

“Your Highness.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“May I use my right to make a wish now?”

The archduke tilted his head slightly, then suddenly smiled and said, “By all means.”

I made my decision. It’s good to know that man’s scheme in advance, but if it continues like this, I’ll just end up being dragged around.

This world was inside a novel, filled with significant predetermined events that I planned to disrupt moving forward. Each time, he would respond in some way, allowing me to deduce his identity from his reactions.

The biggest disruption, of course, is “that.”
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“Noah, you’ve worked hard.”

“Our youngest needs to eat a lot. Hey, everyone, gather a grape each!”

“It’s fine.”

“You rascal, you are too kind, and that’s a problem. We’re grateful, so…”

The knight, with tearful eyes, received the grapes that were collected onto a plate one by one and handed them to Noah.

“This is a snack that’s given only to the knights in House Lienta. It’s hard to find elsewhere, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I know.”

“So, eat more. Eat a lot!”

“Hear, hear!”

Under the barrage of warm, scattered glances, Noah had no choice but to eat three times as many grapes as the other knights.

“Noah, come back after resting some more.”

“You’ve worked hard today, and it will be tough tomorrow, the day after, and in the days following…”
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“One day, our savior appeared: our youngest.”
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“You mustn’t compromise your health. That’s why you shouldn’t just rest. Always take good care of yourself!”

Viewed in this light, they would seem like nothing but fools; no one would guess they were the elite knights of House Lienta.

At their earnest pleas, Noah could only smile.

“Yes, I will.”

“Always remember, your body isn’t just your own!”

“Goodness, you talk too much. What if Noah gets stressed out with all this nagging?”

Gasp!

The knight, awkwardly raising his hand in greeting as he backed away, must have had his mouth agape. This was because he had slapped his own mouth, which had nearly dared to stress Noah.

The one who dispersed the noisy knights was none other than Evans.

“Annoying, aren’t they? But they’re just strange, not bad guys. Anyway, take more time to rest. Digesting all those grapes will be difficult.”

Evans, with the demeanor of an experienced person, tapped his shoulder and then ran off. Noah, meanwhile, glanced at the single grape left on his plate and thought to himself.

It’s not annoying. Rather…

That night, what had become just another part of his daily routine, the small commotion during snack time passed.

Shortly thereafter, following her brief outing, his master summoned him.
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“Sorry for calling you when you must be tired.”

“Not at all.”

He waited for a command from his master, who, though justified in making him work, always addressed him with a kindness that belied her apparent indifference.

She must have called me to give a progress report on House Ronatus.

“Actually, it’s nothing big… No, actually, it is something very important.”

“Please, go ahead.”

“Where is the most famous restaurant in the capital?”

“…Pardon?”
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If Rosetta started seeing a man, I would have to intervene.
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“Arphels? Sure, it’s a famous restaurant. But you go there just for the atmosphere; the food is much tastier at Lienta manor…”
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“Huh? Did things go well with the person I went with then? Hmph, they weren’t very good. I was too good for them. Maybe I’m destined to meet someone better. Or perhaps enjoy living alone as a countess? Plus, I have friends to meet when I’m bored.”
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“What? I’m the one who agrees to meet. I’m very popular, you know. You must think I have lots of time, always agreeing whenever you ask to meet.”
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“N-no. It’s not exactly because I desperately wanted to meet you, my lady. Well, it’s okay to feel a little touched.”
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As for a good relationship, she won’t find one until next year at least.
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In any case, the day of the decisive battle had finally arrived.

I will do it.

I clenched my fists tightly.
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In the imperial capital, on the second street, and in a prime location, stood the restaurant Arphels.

This high-class establishment, which did not allow commoners to enter, was notorious for meticulously categorizing its guests. Some called it a gamble with high odds; others called it a good strategy to stimulate vanity.

Ultimately, it was an overwhelming victory for the latter opinion.

The fee for one night’s rental, set by Arphels’ owner who had indulged in the nobles’ vanity, was enormous. Yet, there were guests who occasionally paid it, and today was no exception.

The clients who rented the venue were always wealthy, but this time, it was certainly different.

“Especially since the lady herself is visiting, there must be no negligence!”

As the restaurant entered a stable period, the owner, who had been enjoying life after delegating day-to-day operations to a manager, rushed out and merely kept a watchful eye, his eyes blazing.

And then, they soon felt as if they were going to faint.

If His Highness the Archduke Elluiden is coming, shouldn’t I have been told…?!

Especially the owner, whose face had turned deathly pale—anyone seeing him might think the restaurant was about to go out of business.

Amid such a shocking atmosphere, the archduke and the lady took their seats. Melodies flowed from just a magic artifact because the lady declined the usual live performance.

Instead of a server, the manager personally took their order, and the head chef brought out their food.

Just when it seemed the meal would end without any issues, the lady suddenly fell to her knees.

“?????”

“!!!!!”

A silent shock rippled through the room.

“Oops,” the lady muttered indifferently and shifted her position to kneel only on one knee.

“…I don’t know what’s going on, but all right, you may rise, my lady.”

The archduke extended his hand. However, the lady firmly shook her head and then pulled something out from her inner chest pocket.

“?????”

“!!!!!”

The manager and the owner, clutching their pounding hearts, surveyed the situation and exchanged shaky glances.

“Could that be…?”

“Let’s not look anymore.”

“That would be a good idea, wouldn’t it?”

“If it’s the lady, she might even strike us on the head, saying she would erase our memories of having witnessed that scene!”

The owner’s face turned even paler, as if testing the limits of human endurance.

“I don’t want to lose my eyes!”

“I still have so much I want to see!”

They hurriedly ran to the kitchen.

Meanwhile, Charlize opened the ring case so that Calix could see.

“I propose an engagement on the condition that we get married fifty years later.”

“…”

Since this was a world within a novel, she decided to use a novel as a reference. However, reading it all in a short period proved too much.

For that reason, Charlize sought out an expert. She turned to Rosetta, who had the hobby of secretly reading romance novels and making all sorts of expressions alone—a hobby she never wished anyone to know about. However, Charlize had come to learn of it because it was mentioned in the original novel.
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“Engagement? Ah, a contractual engagement?”
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Rosetta was a very good teacher.
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“It’s only called a contract, but it always ends in marriage. When you hear ‘contractual engagement,’ you can just assume it will definitely lead to marriage.”
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Charlize, who had almost suggested a contractual engagement without knowing this, shivered. Calix undoubtedly did not know either; he too had unwittingly attached the word “contractual” in front of it!

This place had now become reality for her as well, but since it was still clearly a world within a novel, it seemed better for her mental and physical health to avoid adhering to the laws of novels.

“…I was curious why you wished for us to have dinner together. Was it because of this?”

“Yes.”

“You could have easily done it with a wish.”

“Still, with it being an engagement, it wouldn’t be proper to ask without something like this.”

“I really… don’t understand my lady’s standards,” Calix said as he smoothly took the ring case and removed the smaller ring. “But it’s not bad.”

Calix, who smiled slightly, lightly held Charlize’s left hand and slid the ring up to the knuckle of her ring finger. She distinctly felt the metallic sensation as it touched her skin.

“Thank you for preparing even the ring.”

“Not at all. It’s certainly something I should do.”

“By the way, does Duke Lienta know about this engagement?”

“I have informed him.”

Charlize’s expression darkened as much as the difference between the sunlight at 2:00 PM and 3:00 PM. She couldn’t bear to be the disobedient child who brought home a fiancé without informing her only parent. So, as soon as she made her decision and told her father, she ended up being the disobedient child who made her father faint.
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“Y-you’re definitely not going to go as far as marrying him, right, Charl?”
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She had died but came back to life. Moreover, she found herself in the body of the villainess from a novel she had read. When her eyes met those of the male lead from that novel, she could even see the future.

Given this situation, Charlize’s response to questions pressing for a definitive answer about the future was virtually predetermined.
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“Life is truly unpredictable, so…”

“Y-Your Grace! Your Grace—!”
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Should I have told a white lie? Was it better to deceive her father, or was it better to tell the truth and make him faint…?

At that moment, a straightened hand suddenly appeared in her field of view. Tracing back from the fingertips, she identified his face, which was smiling playfully.

“How disappointing.”

Yes, one must do as ordered.

Bewitched by that face, Charlize promptly held the ring with her right hand and reverently supported Calix’ left hand with her left.

I am not letting myself get ruined just by being bewitched by that face. This is a contractual engagement made under mutual agreement…

“…”

Charlize decided to stop making cowardly excuses to herself. His face was so remarkable that it could even reshape one’s tastes, making it hard to refuse outright.
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The manager, after disappearing for a while, reappeared stealthily only after a long time had passed since the bell was rung.

“Good… Ahem, did you enjoy your meal?”

Just as Rosetta had predicted, the food here couldn’t compare to House Lienta’s. However, my social skills weren’t so lacking that I would mention it.

“It was quite all right. I’ll come again next time.”

Upon saying this, I truly felt that my large sum of money had indeed flown away.

With slightly moistened eyes, I aimlessly scanned the interior and saw a man leaning against a pillar.

What? Why does he have such a pale face?

As I was thinking this, I suddenly realized how late it had become.

As their closing time approaches, he appears to be running out of energy.

As soon as he noticed my gaze, his body tensed, and I discreetly turned my eyes away.

“Huh?”

I was going to pay the bill, but Calix had already done it.

“This is my repayment for the unforgettable evening you gifted me.”

Well, I saved money, which was nice.

I followed Calix closely as he left the building, then stealthily glanced around. Are we riding together in the carriage? That must be the case.

Click.

The carriage door closed, and I lifted my gaze.

“You are finally looking at me,” Calix said, giving a profound smile.
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“Try saying that again.”

“I thought it proper to greet you in person, so I have come to see you. I am Lavette Ronatus, and from now on, I intend to live as an ordinary lady. Thank you for taking care of me, who has been lacking.”

“Ha.”

It was strange that House Ronatus requested an audience as soon as the marquess woke up.

Katarina managed to feign a kind voice, “Did your feelings get hurt because I was busy and rejected your audience requests?”

“No, Your Majesty. How could I possibly dare to do that?”

“Then why do you say such things?”

“Your Majesty…”

“It’s truly laughable. To think that you believe you can now become just an ordinary lady.”

‘Charlize Lienta has frequently visited Elluiden manor and is even dining with him now, so the situation is going as desired.’

However, a peculiar sense of unease arose, and her mood automatically sharpened.

Therefore, this situation, which could possibly have been gently coaxed and overlooked, became extremely annoying.
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That firm and diligent Lavette ended up throwing a fastball at the empress… Wait a moment.
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‘Charlize Lienta has frequently visited Elluiden manor and is even dining with him now, so the situation is going as desired.’
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Could this be happening at the same time as right now? Oh darn. Even smacking my forehead internally was only momentary.

If this was in real time, it was a situation where I could do nothing. So, I sighed deeply and shifted my thoughts elsewhere.

This time too, Calix did not appear.

At the same time, a strange thought occurred to one side of my mind. Maybe I should have made eye contact initially, even if it seemed a bit odd. What kind of eyes did he have earlier?

I am actually very curious.
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It was a quick trip home.

“Thank you for bringing me back, Your Highness.”

“Hmm,” Calix mused, tapping his chin. “Wouldn’t it look a bit odd for us to call each other by title even after getting engaged?”

It was a valid point, and my eyes lit up brightly in response.

“Then, thank you for taking me, Calix.”

His eyes, filled with a mysterious light, slightly widened, then soon sparkled.

“Yes. It was enjoyable, Charlize,” Calix responded, his voice tinged with laughter, before he suddenly looked at the still-closed door.

“Will it be difficult to greet Duke Lienta today?”

“Yes, since it has gotten late… He has been going to bed quite early these days.”

Hastily making an excuse, I parted ways with Calix.

After watching the carriage depart for a while out of politeness, I turned around to find the duke standing by the entrance.
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If I resembled the duke any more closely, I would have fainted from shock and fallen backwards.

“I have returned.”

“Charl, would you like to take a walk for a moment?”

It’s cold, but…

Despite this, I nodded. The duke remained silent, as if he truly just wanted to go for a walk.

After walking for a long time, he finally stopped.

“Charl,” his voice was heavy. With such eyes, the duke looked intently at me. “You clearly had no desire to get involved with Archduke Elluiden ever again. There was no reason for you to lie to me, so it must have been the truth back then.”

Hearing that I had never been mindful of my father’s feelings made my conscience hurt.

“But this time, you were the one who first said you wanted to get engaged to the archduke. Perhaps, is there something going on?”

His concern, built upon affection, was high, perhaps because of that… I absolutely did not want to make up a plausible lie.

“There is something I want to find out. And there is something I must do. For that, I need this engagement.”

The duke’s gaze deepened, to the extent that I wondered if it would have been better to just say that I was clinging to the archduke out of love.

After a moment of silence, the duke spoke in a restrained voice.

“Promise me, no matter what happens, you will never throw yourself into danger.”

Was it because of our father-daughter relationship, or was it because of his affectionate concern for me? Sometimes, the duke seemed like a father who had never been apart from his daughter, not even for a moment, as if we shared a deep connection.

He must have known Charlize very well. But don’t worry… I will not do something like drinking poison to protect you, father.

“I promise.”

Only then did the duke’s tense shoulders visibly relax, as if a weight had been lifted.
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As expected, the fragment of the future I saw today was in real-time.

I must ask Lavette what happened…

The empress kept no one by her side when conversing with someone. Her “tools” mistakenly thought this was because she deeply trusted them, but in reality, she trusted no one.

In line with that habit, the conversation this time surely took place privately too, so even for Noah, figuring it out would be too much.

“Marquess Ronatus has confirmed the entangled relationship between the butler and Count Fernand.”

It was said that upon discovering the butler had whipped his precious daughter as if administering corporal punishment, his anger had pierced the heavens.

“Thank you. If there is anything urgent, don’t worry about the time and just let me know right away.”

“Yes, master.”

“Ah, and I think I will be staying at Elluiden manor for a while. So, I will soon buy a communication device and send it to you. Have you ever used one?”

Noah blinked and responded affirmatively, albeit somewhat slowly.

He must be sleepy. Because I was also sleepy, and a bit spaced out.

“But first, master, wouldn’t it be more convenient if I disguised myself as a servant or escort knight and accompanied you to Elluiden?”

“You like training with the knights, don’t you? If something urgent comes up, you can just use the magic artifact.”

“…”

“And since the large expense I was expecting fell through, I have plenty of money left over.”

Of course, the communication device was more expensive than renting Arphels for dinner, but the rental fee was certainly not cheap.

Should I have paid it after all?

It was when I was belatedly taking a deep breath that Noah made a remark.

“Master, you’re truly a good person.”

The person who, without asking the other party’s opinion and just did as she pleased and didn’t even pay for the expensive rental fee and only satisfied her needs, was momentarily at a loss for words.

“You’re wrong. That’s not it at all.”

“No, you are a good person.”

Noah smiled happily—a smile that made even my will to argue disappear.

Having such a lack of discernment in judging people… After all, I had suspected as much when he chose me as his next master after the empress.

With the intention of encouraging him, I patted Noah’s shoulder.

Still, it was fortunate that there would be no one daring enough to deceive a knight of House Lienta.
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For a while, even physical training will be too much.

Hanging around the training grounds every morning and evening was a sensitive matter for the order of knights. They might suspect that it was to gauge their scale and secretly steal a glance at their sword techniques.

I’ve just been cleared of the charges; I cannot do that!

I aggressively devoured my breakfast and went up to my room to develop my thoughts further.

I had casually asked yesterday, and the duke said that Sasha’s birthday was still a month away—yet that was news to me. I also need to meet Rodante. It was very beneficial to see the future from someone’s perspective other than the archduke’s.

Having thought up to that point, I smacked my forehead hard.

“Just now, that was bad of me.”

Although Rodante may not know, I felt uneasy about only receiving help. I wonder if there’s anything I can help with. Hmm. Money was already being paid as compensation by the trading company, so I passed on that; giving him a house would be problematic if the child lived alone, so I passed on that too.

As I was deep in thought, it occurred to me.

His sister was said to be dying.

Then, I somehow felt that I should have been asking, “What if the original plot changes?” However, since the original had long been ruined, I had no further thoughts about it.

But Noah is already doing so much that adding more would make me a very cruel superior. Perhaps I was already a cruel superior.

“Indeed, I really ought to meet him.”
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A little later, after receiving greetings from the duke, Mrs. Melissa, and the butler, I headed toward Elluiden manor.

I waved my hand vigorously until they appeared as small as a fingernail, then closed the window and leaned back against the cushion.

“I was worried about what I would do if he asked why I was leaving already even though I just got engaged, but he was incredibly cool with it.”
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“Since you said there is something you must do, of course, you should go. Just make sure to write often. I’ll be waiting.”
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The thought that he was a cheerful man… was one you could only have if you did not know the duke, who now could collapse despondently, like the protagonist of a tragedy.

Thus, upon arriving at Elluiden manor, I, wearing a pleased expression, picked up Sasha—who was twitching his shoulders—and got back into the carriage.

Of course, I made sure to check what needed checking before anything else.

“Sasha, you’ve had breakfast, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s go.”

“Yes.”

Sasha, his face a mix of puzzlement and excitement, looked outside. Beside him, I began a general explanation as we both looked on.

“We’re going to the Lienta Trading Company.”

That’s right. That was the end. It was too meager, but for a child living in such a brilliantly grand manor, to say, “It will be fun! There are many amazing things,” and just raise expectations would be needless. How sad would it be if his excitement quickly faded?

Fortunately, Sasha quietly nodded and smiled broadly.

In the meantime, the carriage arrived at the headquarters of the trading company. Since the carriage bore the Lienta crest and was allowed to pass through, it felt like we arrived in no time.

“Let’s get off.”

“Yes, Lady Charl.”

I patted Sasha’s head, who was already in a posture ready to be hugged by me, and then held his small hand.

“It’ll be inappropriate to go around outside holding you so casually.”

The imperial prince has a reputation to uphold, you know.

Sasha, who was looking up at me, blinked. Then, the hand that was merely resting against mine grasped it tightly.

“Oh my, Lady Charlize!”

Chezare came running hurriedly.

“What kind of trouble are you planning to cause today again… Greetings, Your Highness. I am Chezare Willett, the assistant chief of the Lienta Trading Company,” Chezare said, greeting with perfect etiquette and displaying an unparalleled shift in demeanor.

“Hello, Chezare. I am Sasha Russell Alophe.”

I thought he would call her “Lady” Chezare, but he just said “Chezare.”

It seems that Calix has taught him well.

I, who had been pleased, flinched.

Then, am I the only one who gets called “Lady”? The emperor and empress also had their own honorific title of “Your Majesty” though. And it probably won’t last for long.

I should cherish listening to it while I could.

Last time, when I asked to be called just by name without the “Lady,” Sasha had already refused. Asking again despite that felt somewhat wrong.

“Lady Charl, is this the correct way to greet someone?”

The resonance, having suddenly become a prominent rare address, tickled my ears. I raised my thumb.

“You did very well.”

Chezare looked at me, her eyes wide open, almost creaking with astonishment.

“M-m-my lady.”

I explained roughly, “Sasha says he’s more comfortable this way.”

“Really…” Chezare began, opening her mouth as if to refute, but soon her shoulders slumped. “Anyway, why have you come?”

“I came to meet the child I sent here last time.”

“Go call Rodante.”

“Yes, Assistant Chief.”

A person from the trading company, who was just passing nearby, received Chezare’s order and ran off. He had merely happened to pass by this place, only to find himself unexpectedly burdened with a task.

“Actually, since he was placed in that position by my lady, I thought he would just play around and take the money, but he works very hard. He is also very clever.”

“Is that so? That’s good.”

It seemed likely.

I knelt down and explained to Sasha, “Rodante is the boy I met in the orphanage last time. He’s fourteen years old and…”

There was more I knew, but all of it was something I couldn’t speak of right now. Just as the conversation started to trail off ambiguously, Rodante appeared in the distance.

The person from the trading company, who had been gripping the child’s arm tightly, stopped at a certain point, released the arm, and slapped the child on the back. Rodante, having been hit quite hard, staggered for a moment before running over.

“My lady, you called for me?”

“Yes, I did. I was just wondering if you have been well. Has everyone been treating you well?”

“Yes, they are all good people.”

“There’s no need to speak well of everyone. What does it mean to have a strong backer? If there are people who treat you carelessly, tell me,” I said, watching the retreating figure intently.

Rodante, after a brief hesitation, eventually made a formal reply, saying he was grateful.

I’m the one who should be grateful.

And then, our eyes met.
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“…”

“…”

“…Do you have something to say?”

Was it just that? There should have been so much more!

What is with this situation?

At the end of my gaze, there were only eyes tinged with slight caution, nothing more than that. The reason I could barely move my legs, which seemed as though they might collapse at any moment, was due to the rigorous physical training I had endured, through past tears.

“No, I don’t.”

Though I felt gloomy, I quickly shook off the feeling. Even having seen it once is already something. It wasn’t particularly helpful, though. Now that I think about it, it’s quite fascinating.

A priest, sought by someone influential enough to wish for the duke’s death. Isn’t it strange that such a significant character did not appear in the original novel?

“He’s doing very well, cleverly so. It’s fortunate, isn’t it?”

Who even is this?

A nameless man who had suddenly appeared spoke while gazing into the air.

“Child, what do you want to do most with the money you earn?”

“I…”

Rodante hesitated. It seemed he really didn’t want to talk about it, especially since he, who was usually adept at getting out of tricky situations, was suddenly at a loss for words. He began scanning his surroundings intensely, searching for a way to change the topic.

“…There is someone I want to find.”

“Is it perhaps your parents?”

“No.”

“Then, I can help you. If you do your job diligently and well, that is.”

What flowed were the clouds, and what continued was the conversation. As Rodante joined in and gazed at the sky with little interest, I nearly hit the back of a man’s head.

This man is playing on someone else’s weakness.

It was disappointing.

“Why, why do you look like that?”

“Go.”

“What? Yes, I understand.”

While rubbing the back of his head, he moved away. He had shown up for no good reason, just to stir up trouble and then leave.

I nervously spoke up, “You’re doing well enough; is there really a need to wait for more proof? I can help.”

“You’ve already helped me get a job at the trading company. I do not want to cause you further trouble.”

Indeed, he was befitting someone with divine power! Whether he intuitively knew that I was the villainess of this world or not, he did not want to become more involved with me. I could already see the makings of a very capable priest.

“All right. If you need anything later, contact me at Elluiden manor.”

“Thank you.”

It seemed as though he had no intention of asking me for help at all. The reason was evident in the obstinacy that could be seen even in the overly polite gestures of his greeting.
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“My lady, I have placed the letter that arrived on the table as you instructed.”

The person who had sent the letter, distinct in its thickness that could be felt through the single layer of the envelope, was Rosetta.

After reading all six sheets of the letter paper, which were firmly pressed to give a tactile feel, I muttered to myself, “That’s fortunate.”

It said that the news of my proposal to the archduke had spread widely. That was why I rented the restaurant, so it was a good thing. I feel sorry for obstructing the archduke’s path to marriage.

Such was the nature of human hearts. If rumors that Calix had proposed to me first were to unnecessarily spread, imagine how much it would bother the lady who would become newly engaged to him after our engagement was broken off.

The archduke must marry due to his position, so it was better that I, whose path to marriage was already blocked from the start, remained completely blocked.

I flopped down onto the bed and rolled around.

For now, I really must meet Lavette.

Taking Sasha to Ronatus manor wasn’t an option, and inviting her here, to a place that wasn’t even my own, felt awkward.

“If that’s the case, there’s only one place.”

The next morning, I sent a letter to Lavette requesting a meeting.

After our appointment, I returned to Elluiden manor, where a message from Noah awaited me.
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As the red-tinged sunlight gradually swallowed the space, his blue eyes, beyond the holy relic shaped like a monocle, suddenly shifted direction.

After taking it off, he stood up and headed towards the door, his movements smooth and devoid of any unnecessary motions.

The moment his hand touched the cold iron doorknob, he heard her voice.

“It’s Charlize. I won’t take up much of your time. Can we talk for a moment?”

He waited until she had finished speaking before finally turning it—a simple action that even a young child could do. The reason he waited, however, remained unknown.

Calix wore a smile as if it were drawn. He then finally opened the door and said, “This seems like it will be more than a brief chat, so let’s go to the reception room.”
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When the first steam just rose from the tea, Charlize began to speak, “I will answer all questions at once, so please listen until the end.”

“I will keep that in mind.”

“I can see the future from time to time.”

Indeed, it’s a plausible story.

Without even taking a sip of tea, Charlize continued her fairly long speech in a calm tone.

“You must have many questions you wish to ask. Please go ahead.”

His slightly lowered eyelids suddenly rose. Beneath them, his blue eyes seemed to quietly gaze at the person facing him. It was too impersonal to be considered searching, and too purposeful to be just looking, yet there was no apparent reason for it.

“Yes, I have something I want to say,” Calix broke the silence with a slight smile. “Thank you, my lady.”

His always expressionless face seemed to tilt slightly.
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Perhaps it was only natural that I concealed my newfound precognitive abilities from Calix.

It would be a relief if it ended with just being treated as a nuisance, under the pretense of attracting attention by pretending to see the future. Could I possibly avoid becoming the target of misunderstandings about being too close to the empress?

Moreover, above all, it’s quite unpleasant, isn’t it?!

If our eyes met, I could get a glimpse of the future, but there really was no reason to speak of it. It wasn’t necessary to lay all my cards on the table to forge a contract with the archduke; indeed, it was… unnecessary.

This ability was exclusive to the archduke, not to everyone whose gaze met mine. I couldn’t just see the future of whoever and whenever I wanted. There likely wouldn’t be any utilitarian value to it, and I would merely be an unpleasant presence, especially given the archduke’s extensive intelligence network. Then, inwardly my heart trembled for fear that I might be swiftly dealt with.

But now, I can no longer hide it. Yes, that’s right.

Things had already turned out that way… Even though Sasha faced numerous threats to his life in the original novel, dismissing this incident as just one of them felt like too much to hide.

Now that it has come to this, let’s meet often.

Thus, having waited for a suitable opportunity, I had just knocked on his office door.
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…That had been the case in my head.

“Thank you, my lady.”

Huh? I felt as if I were drenched in sweat. What in the world was the point of trying to bring it up after laying down such thick groundwork?!

“Even though you must have thought that I would find it suspicious, you told me anyway out of concern for Sasha.”

Excuse me, have you forgotten that all this time I had kept my mouth firmly shut?

Driven by human decency and unable to overcome the guilt of my conscience, I confessed, “I have kept my mouth firmly shut until now.”

“Good job.”

Under a light bright enough to make one forget the time, his blue eyes displayed neither particular affection nor coldness.

“You shouldn’t go around telling anybody about these sorts of things.”

“…”

I darted my eyes around and barely grasped one thought.

Indeed, that is true.

As I was internally nodding in agreement, Calix suddenly looked at my hand.

“It’s quite intriguing that it’s been so long without me realizing my lady had made any contact with me.”

“I tend to be quick with my hands.”

Somehow, it felt like I could hear a resounding shout saying, “Is that a brag?!” in the archduke’s voice.

Anyway… That’s right. I mixed in a little lie.
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“When I come into contact with someone, I can see the future. I cannot specify the desired time, and it is not always visible.”
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If it only activated through physical contact, I could at least say that wearing gloves made seeing the future impossible. However, there was simply no answer for eye contact.

If they just use me and then, after securing their safety, target my eyes…
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“If I see a future that is harmful to the archduke, I will diligently try to prevent it.”
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Words once spoken could never be kept secret, and trust between people was only temporary. Therefore, although I had no intention of telling the truth going forward, I at least made that promise.

Still, to try to see the future on the day I deceived him, just the thought pricks my conscience. Even though it was regrettable, I decided to let it go today.

“Is it possible to use it right now?”

What kind of blessing is this?!

“Of course, only if it’s all right with you, my lady.”

“I am fine with it.”

At that moment, having quickly taken off my gloves, I was about to carefully position my index finger on the tip of his. However, he anticipated my movement and delicately placed his hand first, his actions deliberate and unhurried. He must have been trained as part of his etiquette not to startle others.

Was that why the sensation of my palm, inevitably rubbed, felt so ticklish?

I couldn’t tell exactly when our eyes met. All I knew was that a fragment of the future had suddenly overtaken my vision.
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Silver hair. Green eyes. And a face that almost never shows any expressions.

“It suits you well, Charl,” he said, his eyes long and horizontal, curving tenderly. “Anyone can see that you’re the star of today.”
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What was that? Was it my birthday?

I sneaked a glance at Calix.

Anyway, I guess it’s okay to say I didn’t see it this time. Having set the groundwork that I couldn’t always see the future, just then, I happened to glimpse a particularly useless one.

“Unfortunately, nothing appeared this time.”

I stealthily withdrew my hand, thereby sparing my overworked heart the strain of holding hands with such a handsome man.

“There is one thing I’m curious about,” Calix said, having looked at my hand for a moment, before suddenly asking, “Is there no harm to my lady even if you use your ability?”

“Yes, it seems that way because it is not perfect.”

Actually, I hadn’t even tried to find out. It was not a situation where I could simply refuse to see it, just because it caused strain on my body.

Even so, it seems okay, doesn’t it? Rather, I became stronger than I was before I remembered my previous life.

“That’s a relief,” he murmured, his voice, though not loud, was particularly clear.

Without good reason, I touched my ear and then stealthily checked the situation. Once my thoughts were gathered, I said, “And I have something to say.”
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“Please speak comfortably.”

Hearing that, I decided to get straight to the point and asked, “Can the engagement ceremony be postponed?”

Calix glanced at me briefly before asking, “Is it to prevent the future you saw, my lady?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Is that so…” Calix, who had been dragging out his words, suddenly tilted his head slightly and said, “That’s a bit strange.”

I tensed up.

What is it…?! If I, who had intended to keep the imperial prince safe, was seen as strange—then I would leave immediately.

“It feels just like I’m being pushed away.”

What?

“Who could possibly push Your Highness away?” I furrowed my brows, becoming quite serious. “If there is such a person, bring them to me.”

“Are you going to scold them for me?”

“No.”

I just wanted to see who it was. I was very curious about who would be the next person the archduke would meet. How good-looking might that person be?

Entertaining mischievous thoughts, I opened my eyes wide, feigning innocence, as if I never harbored such thoughts.

“Hmm,” Calix murmured, giving a slight smile. “Still, scold them a little.”

Well, if that’s what you want.

“I will do that.”

As I nodded firmly, Calix gave a slight smile.

Just when it seemed like today’s conversation was drawing to a close, he suddenly asked, “Should we set the time for then, or would you, my lady, prefer to suggest a time?”

I looked at Calix with an expression that seemed to ask, “What?”

“The time when we’ll meet next.”

As Calix finished speaking, he slightly raised his well-sculpted right hand.

Uh… Now that it had come to this, I had considered seeing him often, though I hadn’t really expected it to happen. The plan was to bring along one servant from Lienta manor, since it would likely be uncomfortable for the archduke to hold hands with me around his people at Elluiden manor, just so I could get a glimpse of the future.

We really ended up seeing each other often, didn’t we?

I personally thought it was a good proposal, so worried he might change his mind, I quickly nodded in agreement.

A gentle smile spread across his beautiful face as he spoke with a mix of playfulness and warmth, “It seems we’ll be seeing each other often. Please take care of me, my lady.”

The aspect of Calix Elluiden that was not to my liking, the first one, was his well-calculated, inorganic kindness.

T-t-t-this…!

I soon came to my senses and realized that it was all right. There were still eight more left!
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Even if the titles were the same, their statuses were not.

In that sense, House Ronatus was different from other marquisate families. Therefore, he felt exhilaration at having acquired and manipulated “that” marquisate.

“Hooo,” he exhaled deeply as he reviewed his conversation with the Ronatus siblings.
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“I do not know. And before that, I find it unpleasant that you would ask such a question.”
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His face became flushed with anger as he remembered Lavette, who had looked down on him as soon as her father regained consciousness.
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“Do I know if anything changed? Well… Ah.”
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“Lady Lienta often visited Ronatus.”

Even today, she had a secret meeting with Lavette Ronatus.

However, we only knew about this because of our own sources.

[image: ]

“I am not sure if there’s any point in providing you with this information, though.”
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It seemed like a passing remark, but their liege was not one to make meaningless comments.

Count Fernand, his face so pale it had turned ashen, clenched his fist tightly. He knew he must make up for this failure, but how?

A strange realization dawned on his greatly distorted face.

Lavette Ronatus, who hadn’t detected a single clue for years, couldn’t possibly have solved it suddenly. If that was true, then the only variable was the answer.

Had Count Fernand not been driven by emotion, he might have made a different judgment. To that extent, even now, the count was hesitating weakly. After all, she wasn’t just from any family, but from a ducal family.

Before the sun rose, the count made up his mind. Merely keeping a low profile and waiting for the right moment was not sufficient, as the circumstantial evidence pointed toward Charlize. Nonetheless, that alone was insufficient to accuse the lady.

Reason dictated a rational decision, but from the beginning, Count Fernand found himself in a situation where being entirely rational was not possible. Especially since those who envied him for undertaking such a significant task and receiving favor were gleefully ignorant of their place!

It was precisely because of Charlize Lienta.

“Hold on, they say the lady is keeping the imperial prince company,” he mused with a sinister smile. “Then, the lady will be quite a hindrance when attacking the imperial prince.”

If the lady were to die, Duke Lienta, who so dearly loved his daughter and possessed an imperial pardon, would inevitably act recklessly.

Therefore, the plan was to make the lady lose consciousness for a short while, so she could be separated from the side of the imperial prince.

This was a decision derived from an extremely rational judgment.
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Late at night, when even the moon was asleep, the sky was especially dark, as cozy as closing one’s eyes while anticipating a good dream.

Perhaps it was due to the warmth he felt by his side, though he wasn’t sure.

“In the journey to find the little hero, the brave princess never faltered.”

“My lady…”

“When the little hero, covered in dirt, carefully lifted the princess’ scar-covered hands and sobbed as he embraced her tightly, the princess, with eyes shining like the brilliant morning sunlight, laughed cheerfully.”

Sasha, with fists clenched tightly, was engrossed the entire time Charlize was reading the storybook. Finally, he let out a deep exhale.

“What a relief.”

“Indeed,” Charlize responded calmly and closed the book.

“I wish the third volume would come out soon.”

“Me too.”

It would be great if the author, having tasted money, would release the series up to one hundred chapters.

While they were equally moved by reading it, the adult in her second life, too stained by the world, tranquilly entertained worldly thoughts.

“Let’s go to sleep now.”

“Yes.”

At first, he lay stiffly facing forward, only moving his eyes. Now, he would snuggle up quite familiarly. And as she stroked his small back, nestled close to her, she hardly felt his bones anymore.

There’s merit in having gone around to good restaurants.

Charlize, having thought this proudly, finally closed her eyes.

Then, a moment later, Sasha carefully opened his eyelids and fully lifted his head to look at Charlize, reminiscing about their first day staying in the same room.
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“T-t-together?”

“You don’t want to?”

“No…! I would love to.”
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Just as he had slightly struggled to move his body to the side to make space for her, Sasha blushed.
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“I will sleep here.”

“…You will sleep on the sofa?”
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Charlize, who seemingly nodded carelessly, placed the pillow she was carrying down on the sofa… and embraced it.
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“It’s small.”
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We could sleep together. That would be nice.

While he was deliberating several times whether to say those words, Charlize sat on the sofa and closed her eyes. She undoubtedly planned to sleep uncomfortably just like that.

An anxious Sasha clenched his fists and exclaimed.
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“Me! I can lie down on the sofa.”

[image: ]

This isn’t it.

The words came out as if he were boasting.

Fumbling with his words and then bowing his head deeply, the child spoke urgently.
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“So, I will sleep on the sofa.”

“The bed would be more comfortable, though.”

“It’s okay. The sofa is not uncomfortable for me at all, and I generally sleep well anywhere.”
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Feeling a bit proud, the child puffed up his chest slightly—it was the only praise he had heard. Charlize would surely think of it happily.
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“Thank you for being considerate. Still, I would like Sasha to finish the day lying on a soft bed.”
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Upon the stroking touch to his head, Sasha reflexively narrowed his eyes and unconsciously stretched out his upper body.
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“Hmm, that’s right. Storybooks…”

[image: ]

That night, Charlize, having devoured five volumes of storybooks, quietly fell asleep beside him, exhausted.

From then on, the boy established a delightful routine every evening: he would fill the kettle with water and place two cups next to it.

Lady Charl…

He buried his head a bit more into her warmth, which still seemed unbelievable. His hand, which had hesitated for quite some time, finally rested quietly on her stomach.

How could the princess, having searched for the little hero for so long, manage to smile upon finding him? This was a part he did not understand when he read the storybook alone.

However, now, the child seemed to understand the princess’ heart. It was a moment of joy, and she didn’t want it to be remembered with tears when she looked back.

She wanted it to remain only as a happy memory.

Therefore, when the affectionate touch pulled the child a bit closer, Sasha closed his eyes and grinned broadly.

Ah… it would be good if Lady Charl too could feel this feeling.
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“A good dream will surely come.”
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The holy relic, a music box given as a gift by his affectionate uncle, spun along with an elegant melody. As it played, the cozy night went on.
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Even these gloves, of such high-quality texture that they almost felt like they weren’t there, were still so uncomfortable.

I paused for a moment to admire Lavette, who usually wore lace gloves.

I mean, it’s so itchy.

As I walked, staring at my palm, I quickly arrived.

I’ll look at his eyes first.

By chance, Livan had also been present. When I mentioned it casually in passing, he opened his raccoon-like eyes wide in surprise.
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“What? My lady, were you really thinking that at the time?!”

“If someone heard that, they might think I had very dark thoughts. I was just thinking how incredibly handsome the archduke is, although His Highness might not like such thoughts.”

“It seems like he wouldn’t be too displeased…”
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It must be because he had been so handsome all his life.
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“Anyway, I was not looking at the lady at the time, so I wouldn’t know.”
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Darn it.

Even so, given that Livan completely failed to notice any discomfort when I glimpsed fragments of the future, it seemed there were no noticeable oddities for either Calix or me.

It’s worth a try to that extent. It would be better to get it over with initially, as continuing to hold hands would be too cruel to my heart.

I nodded resolutely and opened the door.

Glasses…!

And then, I fainted.
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As if holding an invisible object, her hand weakly clenched into a fist and was neatly arranged.

Her eyes, which seemed never to have known sorrow, now devoid of their usual composure, were simply indifferent.

It was then that the door opened.
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“Your face, seeing it is cheaper than I thought.”
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Charlize smiled bitterly.
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“If I had known it would be like this, I would have given you an offering every time I wanted to see you.”

“Is it true you bought a fatal poison?”
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The thought of tearing apart the mouth of the merchant who sold her the poison did not particularly occur to her. It had been discovered not long ago, and only very few knew about it.

There was no way this man wasn’t among those few.
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“So, you came running here out of fear that I might use this poison on your lover.”
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Could it be that he had calmed his anger?

Calix, who had been silent for a moment, suddenly spoke.
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“Yes, I ran here because I was so worried I felt like I was going crazy.”

[image: ]

Charlize clenched her fist tightly to keep it hidden and glared at Calix, who quietly stared back.

Surprisingly, it was always the person who had the upper hand in this relationship who kept breaking the tense atmosphere, where neither side would give in even an inch.
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“Let me give you a piece of advice. Do not use that poison.”

“Because you keep being like this, it makes me want to use it even more.”

“My lady.”

“If she is so precious that just imagining her death makes your face wrinkle, then take good care of her yourself and don’t bother others needlessly.”

“It’s not just for Irian. My lady—”

“You really are the worst.”
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The grip loosened from the fist that had been tightly clenched the entire time.
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“I clearly see how insignificant I am to you. You must have thought of me as a fool who would break the bottle of poison just from your feigned words of worry.”
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“Still, you shouldn’t have made it so obvious.”
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Her last words were so faint that they could not have been heard unless one was listening carefully.
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Somehow, it seemed as though I should be immersed in a strange sentiment.

However, I didn’t easily become sentimental.

This time, without forgetting and making it obvious, I stealthily opened my eyes, but there was no one. It was a bit embarrassing to realize I had naturally assumed someone would be waiting.

Staring blankly, I looked at the ceiling for a moment. Then, I started by kicking off the blanket.

Oh, God, why was I born this way?

I was unsure whether I fainted after seeing the handsome man with glasses or if there was genuinely something wrong with me. Pressing my palms against the bed in frustration, I felt my dignity cry out sharply.

Like now, last time I fainted, I also saw a scene that didn’t appear in the original novel! It’s not that I fainted because I saw him with glasses! Would it have appeared if that were the case?

It seemed highly plausible. Reassured by this thought, I quickly calmed down and leaned back against the headboard of the bed, making it rustle.

How did I see it? What are the commonalities between the two unusual incidents?

However, there was a separate part that was most troubling.

Why do I keep having these dreams? It seemed like there was some kind of meaning.

As I frowned deeply in reflection, a particular point caught my attention.
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“Let me give you a piece of advice. Do not use that poison.”
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Perhaps he merely said it to scare her, out of worry that she might use the poison on Irian. Indeed, it was exactly as Charlize had thought in the scene I saw.

However, what bothers me is that he called it “advice.” It sounded like Calix knew more about the poison than she did.

“Hmm.”

As a final act to not forget the unease, I decided to set aside my thoughts and preserve them. Because unless I kept Calix seated and demanded, “Do you know that poison can be made from Tuverrot?! Then, how much do you know?!” I wouldn’t be able to get an immediate answer.

Noah already had a lot to do right now. Adding more without finishing anything would change nothing. It will probably only trouble my mind further, anyway. Noah would probably be disturbed because his second master was an immoral superior, and I would be troubled wondering when the investigation results would come out.

For now, the right thing to do was to start by resolving the matter of Count Fernand. While doing so, I’ll say I learned about the poison made from Tuverrot then and try bringing it up with the archduke… Then, shall I now try to conserve my energy?

I hurriedly covered myself with the blanket and closed my eyes.

And then, when I opened my eyes again, what appeared was…

“…L-Lady Charl.”

The child’s blue eyes were soaked with moisture.
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Sasha glanced down at the flower cradled preciously in his arms.

It was a decision made after a long deliberation with the old gardener.

Will Lady Charl like it too?

The child, having smiled clumsily, pressed his lips together. Then, as his cheeks flushed bright red from the cold wind, an excited expression spread across his face.

I sure hope so.

The strength drained from his arm, and the flower, which had slipped slightly downward, was neatly adjusted and firmly held again.

The thought that something was strange occurred to him as he passed by the lobby, noticing that the manor was unusually in disorder. Moments later, Sasha blinked in surprise upon seeing someone who was usually hard to meet by chance in the hallway at this time.

“Livan?”

“Ah, Prince Sasha,” Livan said, as the look of embarrassment on his face quickly disappeared. Having skillfully composed his expression, he hurried down the stairs and arrived in front of Sasha. “Did you pick that flower? It’s cold out; you should have asked a servant to do it instead.”

“Umm, no…”

“Aide Richt! There you are!”

If there was a problem, it was that the servant, who had only roughly identified Livan’s hair color from over the banister, had not yet noticed Sasha.

“Before using any medicine, it is necessary to check if the lady is already taking any medication. There was an order from His Highness that you should head directly to Lienta manor.”

The flower he had been clutching tightly was lost on his way to Charlize’s bedroom. Sasha, who was blankly staring down at his empty hand, quickly moved.
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“W-what should I do?!”

Charlize’s forehead was extremely hot. Startled by this, Sasha jumped from his seat, his eyes shaking as he scanned the surroundings.

Towel. Why is there no towel?

Around the time his lips, protruding like a beak, began to tremble and were about to be pressed down by his teeth, he realized.

A handkerchief!

He hurriedly took a handkerchief from his pocket, ran to the bathroom, soaked it thoroughly, wrung it out until it was only slightly damp, ran back, and carefully placed it on Charlize’s forehead.

His hands, frozen stiff, turned continually bright red as they were repeatedly used in that way without any chance to warm up.

Unaware of that, Sasha, who had run over clutching the handkerchief he had tightly wrung out, suddenly understood. His figure, gazing vacantly at the vast bedroom anew, appeared especially small from behind.

There couldn’t have been towels just lying around anywhere.

Thinking about it now, what he originally saw at the orphanage might not have been a towel, but more likely a rag.

Plip.

A tear fell before he even knew it.

There were people in the world who were kind without expecting anything in return. The feeling of being loved was like swallowing a very, very soft feather; the embrace was warm as well.

She was the one who taught him that, the one who made it possible for him to experience such warmth.

“Don’t be in pain.”

Don’t go.

Before he knew it, he was gasping.

It was at the time when he was tightly grabbing the fabric enough to stretch it and was also firmly biting his lower lip that Sasha’s eyes widened.

Just as her eyelashes at the ends of her eyelids seemed to tremble, the unfading greenery, even in midwinter, finally came into view.

“…L-Lady Charl.”

Sasha hurriedly wiped his face. Surely, the sight of him standing still, biting his lips with tears streaming down, was unsightly—not something one would want to look at.

It was then that a familiar warmth wrapped around him.

“Hng.”

In her embrace, Sasha reflected silently.

The kindness of not being turned away is so very good…

Therefore, the child also wanted to be a good person for Charlize.
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…It seemed as though something had gone wrong.

I looked somberly at the child’s face, soundly asleep with slightly swollen eyes.

Somehow, even my forehead feels cold. I didn’t even know who had hit me to bring me to my senses.

It was right around that time that I heard a knock at the door.

“My lady, may I come in?”

I leapt to my feet and hurried to open the door.

“Please come in.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Calix said, giving a small smile.

“You’ve come to find Sasha, haven’t you? He is over there, sleeping.”

“I wasn’t worried about Sasha, who was in a safe place. Rather, it was something else.”

Don’t make eye contact. It can’t happen. Although we were facing each other, I needed to make sure that our eyes did not meet. I have to accomplish such a difficult task!

“I was worried about my lady.”

Is this a lie?

That was my first thought… because at the moment Charlize declared he feigned words of worry, Calix’ expression was exactly like this.

However, there’s really no reason to lie right now.

Then, at that moment, could it be that Calix was genuinely worried about Charlize? Why? They had never been in “that” kind of relationship. There were many reasons that could apply. He might have been worried out of mere human concern, especially since they had known each other for more than ten years.

It might have been sympathy that arose from watching someone rush toward her ruin, a level of concern and worry that could easily be expressed to anyone other than Charlize. However, I decided not to stubbornly search for a reason.

Whatever it was, it was now meaningless.

“This time, fortunately, you regained consciousness within two hours.”

That’s right. This time too, if three days had passed, I was certain I would be rolling around on the bed, thrashing more violently than anyone else.

“It doesn’t have to be a doctor from Elluiden. It would be good to get a medical examination from any skilled doctor.”

“I will visit Lienta manor tomorrow…”

Considering that I collapsed and had strange dreams, it didn’t seem to be a health issue, but repeatedly refusing would also look strange.

“Good thinking.”

It seemed he hadn’t even walked a few steps, but Calix quickly reached the bed.

“It seems Sasha cried.”

“Yes.”

I felt timid, aware that in the original novel, when he was with Irian, there were hardly any occasions where tears were shown.

Was it a mistake that I found him in the first place? His small, swollen mouth was hard to ignore.

“There are many things I owe my lady an apology for,” Calix said, his long fingers gently brushing away the hair that touched the child’s closed eyelids. “You just couldn’t pass by without helping, but it must have been burdensome.”

“No, it is not.”

There was a gaze that had come my way, and although I only answered “no” because it wasn’t so, it felt like I must provide a reason.

“I like Sasha too.”
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His beautiful features formed into a smile. His lips, neatly interlocked, curved slightly, and his gaze intensified…

I held out for quite a while.

I solemnly acknowledged it.
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“How tedious,” Charlize muttered in a languid tone while massaging her nape.

The moment her eyes lit up was when she noticed an opening due to the slightly tilted angle of his head. Her hand, seemingly too weak to exert any force, suddenly reached out and pressed firmly on his shoulder.

“Ack!”

The face that had come close to him was as beautiful as a fantasy, but in this situation, there was no one foolish enough to blush.

Count Fernand somehow managed to squeeze out a wildly trembling voice. “E-even if you’re a lady of House Lienta, you would be heavily punished for murdering a noble, wouldn’t you?”

“Ah, that,” Charlize said as she turned her head with a crack. “It doesn’t matter. My father said he would use the imperial pardon for me.”

‘This, this, this rabid…!’

She was indeed like a rabid dog. Count Fernand intuitively realized that he wouldn’t be able to persuade the lady, who could not discern right from wrong, through conversation.
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An unexpectedly candid conversation… How unjust.

The bad one is him, so why am I the one getting derided?!

Anyway, it seemed an opportunity to thoroughly shake down Count Fernand was approaching. Laughing slyly to myself, I quickly regained my composure.

He didn’t notice, did he? The face that I glanced at sneakily seemed to have no aspect different from before. I should lay the groundwork.

Count Fernand appeared, handling some flowers—that was roughly what it was.

“Then, shall we finish what we couldn’t do earlier?”

This time too, I thought he would say something like, “Shall we?” but he didn’t.

“It’s all right. I will take Sasha, so you should rest for now.”

“I am not tired at all.”

“I…” Calix began, lifting Sasha into his arms and pausing for a moment, “I wish my lady would think more about herself.”
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The next day, at Lienta manor.

“Cha-Cha-Cha-Charl—!”

The duke ran over and hugged me, and I bravely patted his shoulders as he sobbed.

Somehow, it feels like I’ve made him cry more than Charlize did in the original novel… If she harmed others, well, she did, but since she herself was unharmed, there would have been no reason for tears in the duke’s eyes.

With an apologetic heart, I excessively worked my arms until they trembled for quite some time.
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Finally, I met our family doctor.

“Oh no, oh no. Lady Charlize, oh no.”

“Umm, I’m not dead yet.”

“Oh no…”

Do this, do that, then this, and that. In the relentless sequence of check-ups, as if they had been scheduled, my mind was dazed, but externally, I remained stoic.

“What are the results?”

Already? Having been examined so much, I thought it would take at least a week for the results to come out, but that was not the case. In this world, medical science must be far more advanced than I expected.

That thought was immediately dispelled as soon as I caught sight of the doctor’s complexion at the end of my gaze—it was because his face was extremely strained!

To summarize the doctor’s long, long words, they were as follows: “No abnormal findings were found.”

“What?”

Both the duke and the doctor furrowed their brows seriously.

“I also am not convinced, which is why I request a re-examination.”

Leaning on the sofa with my tired body, my shoulders shook in shock.

Not a chance!

“W-wait a moment!”

“What’s the matter, Charl?”

“Are you suddenly feeling ill?”

“What? Charl, is it that?”

“Oh, oh no!”

“Charl…!”

The two got along so well that it seemed like they might end up hugging tightly and sobbing. My head was throbbing so much that it really felt like my body was going to ache—it felt exactly like that!

When I clapped my hands, the two men finally stopped their running mouths and opened their eyes wide.

“In my opinion, it seems correct that there is nothing wrong with me.”

“Why do you say that…”

“Shh!”

As I sent a glaring look, the duke hunched his shoulders and covered his mouth with his hand.

“Both last time and this time, there is an obvious commonality.”

Usually, things like this should be done after a slight pause, but the look in their eyes made that impossible.

“It was all right after I had seen His Highness. So, I think that…”

Sigh… Since the reason was unknown, I might continue to faint in the future; therefore, I had no choice but to offer the most plausible excuse.

“Father.” I solemnly declared. “It seems I have ended up holding the archduke in my heart again.”

And with that, the duke collapsed feebly, like the protagonist of a tragedy.
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“Is father all right?”

“Yes, you don’t need to worry,” the butler replied, smiling kindly as he collected my medicine bowl and went out, telling me to rest comfortably.

Although I was worried about the duke, this was something he had to handle on his own. If I needlessly fussed about, it would only disturb my peace of mind.

While deeply sighing, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

“Now that I think about it, it feels like it’s been a very long time since I’ve seen the divine beast…”

At the same time, a lizard scratched my cheek.

― It’s not just a feeling, it really has been a long time! How could you not have thought of me even once all this time?!

The divine beast grumbled angrily.

― Was that the extent of our relationship?

“We were never in any kind of relationship to begin with…”

― You, you, you…

“Originally, having met with no prior relationship, to become this close, I was going to say it’s amazing how the world works.”

― To only now realize the truth, how late it is. The affairs of the world are always a series of the unexpected.

As if lost in memories, the divine beast fell silent. In that moment, I breathed a sigh of relief.

I didn’t know it would hurt the divine beast that much. He acted as if only Sasha mattered, but it turned out the divine beast actually liked me. Really, he wasn’t being honest.

― Why do your eyes look like that?

“My eyes are actually in quite good shape.”

― I wasn’t talking about their appearance. You were definitely not looking at me as if I were a child!

“You’re quick to notice.”

I praised him, but a counterattack came back.

“Ah, it hurts! Is it okay for the divine beast to be this violent? Such a violent one.”

― You’re asking for a fist.

As if returning to how we were in the beginning, the divine beast was huffing and puffing again. I was about to huff and puff too, but being an adult in my second life, I decided to start the conversation maturely.

“Then, have you been waiting for me here all this time?”

― Hmph, even delusions have their limits. That has never happened.

“So, why are you here?”

The divine beast fell silent, and though I kept poking him on his side, the silence was essentially meaningless since he eventually spoke.

― I went to see Sasha yesterday and got blocked again. Then, thinking you would come here today, I was already here waiting.

The divine beast added, looking dejected.

― That damn holy relic is the problem.

As I tried to say, “Cheer up,” I hesitated.

Was a holy relic activated yesterday…?

The place where I first fainted was at the temple. What followed was after a holy relic had been activated, and this time was no different. If this was the case, a quite plausible hypothesis emerged, but there was a flaw…

“Divine beast, right, ah, ah, that’s right! It’s the divine beast!”

No matter what, could the divine beast have been weaker than a relic that detected someone stealing books in the library…? I had contact with the divine beast, exchanged words, and even when I met Calix, I was always fine.

“Oh, but this time, you did not turn into a stone.”

― I’ve become a bit stronger. Still, this is nowhere near my original power.

The divine beast said proudly.

I nodded my head, as if to say, “I see.”

― Then, I’ll be going.

“Pardon?”

― I just came to see if you are doing well… Stay safe.

And then, when the divine beast really disappeared, I was suddenly left alone and in a state of shock.

What? What’s with those last words? His last words, as if something was going to happen to me, were unsettling.

Anyway, since the duke said there was no problem and the divine beast had gone back, I decided to also return to Elluiden manor.

Not long after I rang the bell, the butler arrived with Mrs. Melissa by his side.

“Could you prepare a carriage for me?”

With a worried face, the butler dissuaded me, saying, “It is already late. Why not sleep here and leave at sunrise?”

The sky, which had been lit by the sunset while I was chatting with the divine beast, had already become dark and quiet.

“Yes, my lady. Please go after you sleep,” Mrs. Melissa also agreed.

I wanted to surrender to their suggestion. It wasn’t because going back was bothersome. I was not that lazy… probably.

If Count Fernand was targeting me, he would see this journey back as an opportune time, and just thinking about it already gave me a headache.

It’s troubling me because it’s on the way back from meeting the duke. With a very high probability, the duke’s delicate heart would be torn apart. Ugh.

It couldn’t be helped; moreover, since Sasha was already being well taken care of by the archduke, I could just go tomorrow when the sun was high in the sky and people were bustling about.

“All right.”

The butler and Mrs. Melissa’s faces brightened.

“Please guide the maid from Elluiden manor who accompanied me to a guest room.”

“Yes, I will do so.”

After they both left to attend to their respective tasks, I lay down on the bed, pulled the blanket up to my chin, and began to think with a fading consciousness.

I wonder if Noah is doing well. Although we were on the same estate, Lienta manor was so large that it was difficult to meet unless intentionally planned. I want to greet him, but even I’d find it burdensome if my superior keeps calling.

As the time I could keep my eyes open gradually shortened, there was a knock on the door.

“It’s open.”

I thought it might be Noah, and it was.

“It has been a long time, master.”

Although not even a week had passed, since each person’s sense of time was different, I took it in stride.

“I have come to inform you about how the situation is progressing.”

Noah coming late at night without prior notice wasn't a sign of unprofessionalism; on the contrary, it was because he was so professional that he deemed this report necessary!

That was to say, it was “that” kind of moment.

A familiar sensation suddenly brushed through me—that’s what it was.
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Could this possibly be…

With no time left to think further, I immediately kicked off from my seat, got up, and dashed off.
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Leah, who had worked for a long time as a maid at Elluiden manor, recently faced a dilemma, though not for reasons such as bullying among peers or unreasonable orders from superiors.
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“Leah, I think you would be good as Lady Lienta’s personal maid.”
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For Leah, who was timid, this suggestion was no different from a bolt from the blue—a fatal flaw for a maid. It sounded like a command to leave the manor on her own.

Tonight, too, unable to sleep and sighing deeply, she was startled when the door suddenly burst open, with none of the kind warnings like suspicious footsteps echoing in the empty hallway.

Startled, Leah exclaimed, “Who, who’s there?!”

“Stay still.”

Shaking tremulously, an unexpectedly familiar voice responded.

…Lady Lienta?

The moonlight that squeezed through the gap in the curtains faintly illuminated the view, causing her gaze, which had been blankly staring upward, to gradually lower and soon begin to tremble uncontrollably.

“M-my lady?” Leah whimpered very softly.

Why exactly are you lying down next to me…?!

“Lie down and close your eyes, Leah. Like someone who is sleeping.”

Leah, a professional maid, diligently followed her instructions, and once again, this puzzling command was quickly resolved.

“Hu-huh?!”

At a loud burst that sliced through the quiet of the night, Leah instinctively shut her eyes tightly. Overcome with fear, her knuckles turned white from gripping the bedding tightly before she finally opened her eyes.

Danger, there’s danger.

She must protect the person she was serving. As her hand fumbled beneath the bedding where Charlize should have been, it suddenly stopped.

Leah quickly scanned the room, and her eyes opened wide; there was no need to protect the spot where Charlize had just been, as it was already empty—instead, the lady was subduing some man.
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This despicable, worthless guy—a disgrace to the industry!

“Excuse me, I heard a loud noise… My lady?”

“You? How did you get here so quickly?”

“Embarrassingly, because of my slow-progressing skills, I could not sleep and was patrolling the manor.”

“Hmm. Understood. First, lock this man up to make sure he can’t escape; we’ll discuss the details later.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You were excellent, Noah,” I whispered.

“Master was perfect!” he whispered back.

Noah, who had been waiting outside the door, came in just at the right moment, and although the conversation was hastily made due to the lack of time, it was quite convincing.

Having exchanged looks of trust, we each turned away to attend to our respective tasks.

“I saw something suspicious outside the window and came here just in case, and I’m glad I did.”

And then, I flinched.

It seems like she’s too startled! Hesitantly sidestepping, I was about to ring the bell but stopped. Even if there’s no time, just hot water is a bit much.

I picked up a little of the tea leaves.

“Ah, my lady! I will do it.”

“Just sit down,” I said, as I casually brewed it just enough for it to taste like tea and quickly offered it in a teacup.

“Drink.”

Leah gripped the teacup with both hands and stammered, “T-thank you.”

If I kept standing in front of her in our already awkward relationship, she might get indigestion, so sitting on the sofa and spacing out, I passed the time.

After confirming with a sidelong glance that Leah had finished her tea, I stood up.

“I can’t sleep here. Get up. Let’s go to my bedroom.”

“Yes.”

Oh? I tilted my head in puzzlement, expecting Leah to refuse at least once, insisting it was all right. However, she willingly stood up. Indeed, with the window wide open and the room so cold, a refusal out of courtesy would have been meaningless.

We rushed up the stairs like bears looking for a cave to hibernate in.

“Here, you can sleep over there.”

“How can I share one bed with my lady…?”

It was only considered “one bed” because it wasn’t split, but the bed was big enough that we wouldn’t bump into each other unless one of us rolled wildly in one direction.

Having no other choice, I finally opened my mouth and said, “I’m tired.”

“Yes,” Leah’s voice trembled again, as if she were on the verge of tears.

I ended up frightening her… Like a caterpillar, I bitterly turned my back on Leah and lay down.
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If the sound of a heart beating could be heard by everyone, Charlize would have called for the family doctor right away, given how hard Leah’s heart was pounding.

The reason was…

I’m scared! She’s so cool! I’m scared! She’s so cool! I’m scared!

It could be said that it was because these two feelings overlapped.
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Having closely observed to make sure Leah was definitely asleep, I cautiously slipped out of the bedroom.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“Not at all. Are you not tired, my lady?”

“Not really.”

Thanks to there being only two members in the family, there were plenty of empty rooms.

Even as we exchanged warm greetings, the assassin glared at me with a lethal intent, not missing even a second. Somehow, there was also a determined light lingering in his eyes, as if making a silent vow to absolutely not disclose who was behind this.

Hmm. In general, all guilds tended to have unspoken rules, such as those primarily engaged in assassination not including their guild members in the final stages of the job—this was one of those rules. Well, your guild master might be a person of great integrity, not swayed by money.

“Listen,” Noah said, grabbing and pulling the man’s tightly fixed lower jaw. “Tell the one who hired you that Charlize Lienta says she will absolutely not overlook this matter.”

It might not be Count Fernand, but the thought that it wasn’t him never occurred to me. Even if that wasn’t the case, I would inevitably find out soon anyway.

Just in case, I placed the note I prepared in his palm and folded each of his fingers over it to make a fist.

“Mmph, mmph!”

“What should we do?”

If he were thinking of dying by bursting the poison he had hidden in his molar, he wouldn’t even consider returning to the guild as I had suggested from the beginning.

“Release him.”

Noah quickly untied the cloth, and since the guy seemed to have been plotting something all along, I quickly listened to what he had to say.

“You will painfully regret being so arrogant today.”

Well… I’ve already had more than my share of regrets.
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Several hours later, I quietly crawled into bed.

I washed my face with my eyes half-open, feeling guilty about potentially sleeping in without seeing my father’s face this morning, especially since I will be leaving his side for a while again today.

“Did you just say an assassin entered the manor?”

Perhaps due to having eaten a delicious breakfast with a sweet dessert, and having drunk bitter tea, the duke’s face, which had been relaxed and drowsy from setting aside a tiring work schedule, only became expressionless.

“A report hasn’t come in yet.”

“Please do not blame the knight. I asked him not to disturb father’s sleep.”

“Charl…”

At this level, it was definitely a reflex; the duke’s lips suddenly tightened, and he looked at me with a pained expression in his eyes.

“How did you know about it?”

“Ah, I just happened to be there.”

“What, w-what?”

I took a breath and, as practiced, fired off my words at 1.8 times speed.

“It seems that the maid from Elluiden manor was the target. Just then, a knight who was patrolling heard the sound of glass breaking and quickly responded, preventing any damage.”

It’s done. He didn’t faint!

“We’ve taken measures and have sent him to the dungeon.”

“Yes… you’ve worked hard,” the duke said, as a fleeting look of loneliness seemed to pass over his face.

“Let’s go and check it out now.”

“Let’s do that.”

And, naturally, the underground dungeon was completely empty. As I trembled and bowed my head deeply in apology, expecting a little scolding, an unexpected situation followed.

“It’s all right. It’s okay,” the duke reassured, patting my shoulder, before adding, “I will definitely catch the assassin, so there’s no need to worry.”

Right. That’s right.

“I will thoroughly investigate who is behind this.”

“Make sure to inform me who it is.”

These days, it seemed like there were side effects from so frequently changing my personality due to unavoidable circumstances, which caused my statement to come out as a command.

I quickly added, “I will not be able to know unless you tell me, father. Please.”

“Oh, you rascal.”

Until now, I had attributed Charlize’s brazenness mainly to her family environment…

“Anyhow, you still need a lot of help from your father. You are still young.”

“…?”

And no matter how much I thought about it, I managed to get some candy that the duke seemed to forget whenever he was working.
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Like that, I arrived at Elluiden manor.

“Leah, I’m sorry, but can you keep the matter with the assassin confidential? This isn’t to silence you, but rather a token of consolation. Take a week off.”

Leah’s eyes widened, and sensing she was about to ask about her duties, I preempted her concerns.

“The maids are plentiful at Elluiden manor, so there’s no need to worry.”

“Still, I am the lady’s personal maid…”

She seems to have a thorough professional spirit. It was admirable that she expressed such dedication while struggling to make eye contact.

“Well, that is true, but…”

She remained silent.

“…personal maids can also be reassigned.”

So, if she really dislikes it, I indirectly suggested she should speak with the head maid.

Leah, looking like someone who just had an epiphany, opened her mouth slightly and said, “Yes, that’s right.”

“Right. Since it is so.”

“Then, do I only need to rest?”

“You should. You must have been really surprised.”

It had come to the point where I had to reconfirm things like this, indicating a problem with my character. While this bad reputation was useful, it seems I will have to address it somehow. It might become a bit troublesome when I threaten, but I feel sorry seeing people around me get scared and shrink away unnecessarily. Perhaps this was why I was able to be born as the only daughter of a wealthy family in this life.

Ahem.

After clearing my throat for absolutely no reason, I headed to my assigned room and encountered Calix on the way there.

“My lady, I met you at just the right time.”

I had only ever used that phrase in a negative sense, but the archduke seemed to have only used it in a positive sense.

“The time, will it be all right?”

“Yes.”

I wasn’t sure what it was about, but time was all I had. Even so, I didn’t expect to be climbing back into a carriage so soon after getting off!

“Umm, where are we going?”

“Hmm.”

Calix smiled slightly, and at that moment, I found myself looking at him.
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Livan stuck out his tongue, aware that though Calix’ physical strength was well known, Charlize was not to be underestimated either.

“Indeed, to build up such a diverse and wide-ranging notoriety, you must have traveled here and there, so you undoubtedly must have good physical strength.”
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Livan’s precocious remark hardly made an impression.

My physical strength, is it improving?

I chuckled to myself… not having realized the sad and harsh truth that the future I had just seen would be unfolding this very evening.


[image: ]

It began in the dress shop.

It seems we’re here to buy Sasha’s clothes.

As it happened, Calix also mentioned it in the carriage.
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“Her Majesty said she wishes to meet Sasha, and my lady will be joining too.”
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Somehow, it had been quiet for a while, so I silently steeled myself in my role as a porter and examined the catalog.

Oh, this is cute.

As soon as my face was recognized alongside Calix, the dressing room door was locked, existing customers were ushered out, and the madam quickly approached.

“Is there a garment that satisfies your aesthetic taste, my lady?”

I shook my hand slightly. This notoriety… I’ll definitely sort it out. I wouldn’t be able to bear having to live while hearing such talk.

“This one.”

“I will prepare it right away.”

It seemed as though the archduke also found an outfit he liked.

It would be good if they wore the same outfit. I should take both items to Sasha, show them to him, and ask which one he liked more, and if he didn’t choose, I would pretend to be disappointed.

Then, my expression hardened.

This, is it villainous? If that was the case, this too must be a side effect of changing my personality frequently.

While that was happening, a huge shadow loomed over me, and, confused, I looked up to see the madam smiling kindly.

“I apologize for the imposition, my lady. I will guide you to the fitting room.”

“There’s no need for that,” Calix said, smiling slightly.

I instantly recognized that smile—it was the same one I had seen in the carriage.

“I am worried that Charl might get tired.”

“Ahem.”

“Charl, it would be good to have outerwear for when you go out.”

“Ack…”

“There’s no need to express gratitude. Not between us,” Calix continued, giving a sly, teasing smile with his eyes.

The sound of Livan discussing with an employee could be heard faintly.

“How long is this expected to take?”

“Two months, no, one month. No, no. Just half a month will be enough!”

“The fitting will be done at Elluiden manor.”

“Pardon? Y-yes.”

From a distance, an employee glanced at me and quickly averted his eyes.
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A few hours later.

At a coffee house, which was currently very popular, I looked completely like a nouveau riche, seemingly repeating the same story… just with a different employee.

What did I do wrong? I was certain that I must have done something wrong, but the problem was that there were too many possible mistakes to consider. Even after cooling my head by gulping down cold drinks, I couldn’t pinpoint it; while I was brooding over this, Calix suddenly spoke up.

“I had a good time today.”

“Yes.”

It was then, as I heard his voice, that I realized just how quiet it had been inside.

“The time spent with you has always been like this, but recently it’s particularly so.”

Had I recently done something particularly wrong…? That gave me a hint—it was something recent.

Just as I was about to intensely rack my brain again, he added, “It seems this time is more precious because I do not know if it will continue.”

“Pardon?”

Even though Charlize lived like that in the original novel, they were never after her life.

“I wasn’t trying to rush you. Your answer, please give it whenever my lady wishes.”

…Uh?

“Even so, may I have the permission to call you by your name?”

“Yes, very well.”

Given his expression, I could not fail to answer his question; it was simply impossible not to, if one was human.

“Thank you,” Calix said, smiling with his eyes wide open. “Just that is enough for me to wait indefinitely.”

He carefully lifted my hand, his gaze intensely fixed on it, and when the tips of my fingers suddenly twitched, our contact deepened. As the sharp bridge of his nose brushed against the back of my hand, stifled breaths burst out from all around us.

It seemed that to their eyes, Calix was kissing my ring finger.

Not even once did he mention the subject of “the answer,” yet his implication was more direct than if he had used words.

The rumors will surely spread widely. I wondered why someone who could solve anything within the manor would specifically choose to come out; it seemed this was the reason.

The unexpected outing was enjoyable and fun, and I think I was excited because I had no friends, and it was my first time doing something like this.

It’s starting to feel awkward.

Thinking it might be time to let go, I wiggled my fingers, making Calix chuckle softly. Then, he whispered softly, as lovers do when whispering sweet nothings.

“Today being enjoyable is not a lie.”

Calix tilted his head a bit more toward me, his waning blue eyes shining like a sea I had never seen before, leaving me unable to look away.

“Even though it was my first time, it could only be enjoyable because I was with my lady.”

The pupils within his elegant eyes shone quite playfully, as if to suggest that statement was truly not a lie.
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There was a saying, “A frog dies from a stone thrown inadvertently.”

The frog was me, and the stone was Calix’ face. People gain enlightenment in their own ways after experiencing significant events. Just like the frog that had narrowly escaped death, that person also came to an understanding.

If such a thing were to happen—it definitely should not—but even if I were to develop feelings for Calix, I would not behave desperately as Charlize did in the original novel. However, that Calix would think like that… If it were the gaze of Charlize in love, which he had seen to the point of being tired of it, perhaps he might notice even sooner than I would; then, he probably wouldn’t try to see me again.

If so, I would not be able to see the future anymore.

I need to wrap up my business with Count Fernand and make another visit to Rodante.

I hoped the count would act quickly; otherwise, I would have to be the first to attack!
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Fortunately, he did not delay any further; it was inevitable, given that his liege had commanded it.
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“A few days ago, in Elluiden manor, two types of divine powers were manifested. One of them naturally came from a holy relic, and the other… That wretched kid appears to indeed be the child of the late emperor.”

Count Fernand licked his dry lips, expecting his liege to become angry at the confirmation, but instead, he was met with a look of intrigue.

“The archduke likely plans to make his nephew the emperor and rule as the power behind the throne.”

It wasn’t just him who thought that way; the majority of the nobles also made such a prediction.

“Then, even if he usurps the throne, we must make it so that he cannot act properly.”

The count shrewdly rolled his eyes.

“Kill the lady. No, it’s better to make it so she can never open her eyes again. That way, it would be easier for the duke to stew in his anger.”

His liege laughed, and instead of awkwardly laughing along, Count Fernand felt relieved.

“I will definitely accomplish it.”

This time, the count vowed to definitely succeed.

‘That assassin couldn’t even properly handle one maid, so it would be better to look for another guild.’

When it came to actually attacking the lady, worry prevailed, so he tried to intimidate her through her personal maid, but even that had failed.

Lost in discontented thoughts, he did not notice that his liege was looking at him with smiling eyes.

‘The duke will surely uncover whoever was behind harming his daughter. Therefore, he is the right man for the job.’

The case of Marquess Ronatus was simply entrusted to Count Fernand because it involved his familial connections and easy access. Originally, he was not capable of properly handling such tasks; therefore, settling things at this point was not a bad idea.

‘Before eliminating the imperial prince.’
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Maybe because it was the third assassination attempt, my liver was still in its proper place, but more importantly…

You rascal. Divine beast, you little punk.

I mentally smacked my forehead.

Though there was only talk of the day the holy relic was used, it must have been “that” day… because, for Sasha to use divine power, specific conditions were needed, which were currently unreasonable.

However, their side seemed utterly convinced that it was Sasha.

“Count Fernand is preparing to inflict a fatal wound on me.”

Calix, who was looking at me with an expressionless face, did not answer but smiled a little, leaving a quite sharp afterimage.

“Fernand… he’s part of the aristocratic faction.”

“Given that his family is close to the that faction, it’s not surprising. Unfortunately, my brother is a bit lacking, you see.”

Then, “he” could likely be in the aristocratic faction! But I shouldn’t impose any restrictions just yet. I had already decided not to think like that.

“I won’t ask you to refrain from going out. Instead, allow a knight of the Black Night to watch over you.”

“Then… I would like it if he only watched until I say a specific word.”

“It’s a promise.”

Having been provoked, with Duke Lienta reversing the pursuit of the assassin and closing in, as well as feeling the added pressure to properly complete the task, it seemed that waiting just a bit more would be enough.
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Leah…
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“…However, it will be such a distant place to go alone.”

“It’s not far.”

“It will be lonely to go alone.”

“I won’t be lonely.”

“It will be too late to go alone.”

“I’ll be traveling in a carriage.”

“It will be boring to go alone…!”
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…did you forget that even though we have been in the same carriage, we never had a conversation?

Having left behind the thoroughly professional maid and chosen a time at dusk for the count’s convenience, I was traveling through the streets, accompanied by a knight who showed such kindness by cleverly avoiding being seen by others.

Of course, the Black Night will be watching over me, and I have also coordinated with Noah. I was not someone who took my life lightly.

As befits a district frequented by wealthy merchants and nobles, the streets were still lit by magic lights, but as time passed, they gradually became less crowded.

When are they coming?

While wandering aimlessly around the streets, the cozy interior of a shop visible through its large glass windows caught my eye.

“Since I’m already outside, maybe I should buy a gift for Sasha.”

The clerk’s face stiffened when he saw me enter just before closing time, prompting me to point without delay.

“Wrap that one up for me.”

“T-that’s very impressive. I admire your unique taste that differs from others!”

It seemed as though he started feeling better because I bought it from him, especially since the stock was plentiful, likely because it wasn’t very popular.

I wanted to give him the most popular item, just like the other kids had… I came out with the doll tucked under my arm, feeling disheartened.

He’ll get used to it quickly.

The divine one would have a long way to go before becoming a dragon… This strategy will be called “Operation: Befriend the Lizard.”

It was at the moment I exhaled a bitter sigh and looked up at the sky that it finally happened.

“If you cause a commotion, you will die right here.”

How dare someone brandish a blade of unknown origin at my precious doll?

This bastard…
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His agitated movements fully exposed the emotions he harbored deep within.

“When will the news arrive?”

At most, it would end with knocking her unconscious and feeding her the poison made from Tuverrot, which wasn’t a difficult task; therefore, he had not considered the possibility of failure.

And yet, why was he so unsettled?

“My lord!”

The sound of urgent knocking on the door caused Count Fernand to suddenly scrunch up his face.

“Be quiet! What’s the problem?”

“T-that…”

Annoyed by his butler’s frustrating actions, the count clicked his tongue, but then, he suddenly felt a chill run down his spine.

Bang!

The door swung open violently.

W-what in the world…

Count Fernand, with a look of horror on his face, repeatedly opened and closed his mouth.

The face peering through her tousled long silver hair was as beautiful as that of an angel; thus, one might not have realized how out of place she looked dragging a well-built man along.

“My apologies, Count.”

Charlize let go of his hair as if throwing it away, causing the man to cough.

“What did I do so wrong that the Count would order my death?”

“At this late hour, you suddenly show up, saying things that are entirely strange!”

“I don’t understand why you’re denying it. Just for sending an assassin to go after the maid from Elluiden manor, you could face at least ten years in prison.”

The shock was fleeting; perhaps this situation might not be entirely unfavorable, given it would take three hours for the poison to take effect.

The lady will have enough time to safely return home and still have time to spare.

“I don’t know why the lady is having such absurd thoughts, but since you are here as a guest, I will at least serve you tea.”

Upon signaling to the butler, he quietly exited the office.

Waiting for the right moment to forcefully make her take poison might also be a good idea.

Given that the butler didn’t announce anyone else, she must have come alone, making it easy to buy time.

“How tedious,” Charlize muttered in a languid tone while massaging her nape.

The moment her eyes lit up was when she noticed an opening due to the slightly tilted angle of his head. Her hand, seemingly too weak to exert any force, suddenly reached out and pressed firmly on his shoulder.
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I gazed at the distant mountains.

“In the end, I went through with it.”

As soon as the assassin punctured my precious doll, I knocked him out with a blow to the back of his neck and went directly to the count.

Still, I had learned one thing: there was no need to bother digging further into Count Fernand’s actions concerning Marquess Ronatus.

That man, he knows nothing except for who “he” was.

“I mean, that isn’t something I can just ask.”

Revealing that will end up merely showing how much we know.

Noah, who was guarding, had another newly purchased doll snugly tucked under his arm.

I should take the one with the hole.

In the sky I listlessly looked up at, the moon was shining brightly. Coming in late while staying at someone else’s home must make me an inconvenient guest. Although the manor was so large that it was unlikely anyone would wake up regardless of who came in, that was just my thought.

As I was trudging along with my head deeply bowed, suddenly a shadow fell over me.

“If it had been just a bit later, I had intended to contact Lienta manor.”

What scary words to say, more than any midsummer ghost story.

Startled, I raised my gaze, and the man it landed on smiled slightly.

“Did you take care of Count Fernand as much as you wanted to?”

As expected, it seems he already knew about it.

“Yes.”

“So why do you look so down?”

“I didn’t get anything out of him.”

That man, on the other hand, knew absolutely nothing, didn’t he?

Then suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

That’s right, the thing under my arm.

“Is Sasha already asleep?”

“Yes, Livan is guarding him.”

It seemed like I would have to give him the doll tomorrow.

“Actually, I’ve been curious from the beginning, are those gifts for Sasha?”

“Yes, that’s correct. But one is mine, the other will be given to Sasha.”

I pushed the doll’s chin with my fingertip, showing Calix a stupid yet addictive-to-look-at expression.

“It’s cute, isn’t it?”

“My lady is cruel.”

I blinked slowly.

Huh? That phrase…

It felt like I had heard it before, but spoken with deeper emotion and a slower voice, which sent an unknown sense of discomfort crawling up from my fingertips, similar to the unease one felt when stepping on the edge of a deep lake.

“So this is what it feels like to be excluded.”

I quickly regained my senses; his lowered eyelids, appearing disappointed, must be part of a joke to lighten my mood, but…

Why does it really seem like he’s a little bit hurt?

Indeed, even though I was very close with Sasha, having a couple’s doll with someone else—specifically me—would surely make this fool-for-his-nephew uncle jealous.

I would have bought two more if I had known this would happen… Because no matter what, it was impossible to give away something that a knife had touched.

“Of course, I have a gift for Your Highness as well.”

I decided to tell a white lie.
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“This is it.”

He remained silent.

I told him that Count Fernand had suddenly tried to serve me tea, which I found strange, so I had discreetly taken some of it with me. I relayed the incident calmly, without any display of pride, as if it were hardly a task for me at all.

“After I had his butler drink it first, exactly three hours later, he lost consciousness. It is a type of poison I had never heard of.”

Calix, who was rolling the transparent vial I offered in his hand, said, “We need to investigate thoroughly to be sure, but it’s probably the same as what was used in the poisoning of Marquess Ronatus.”

To think he already knows. It’s nice not having to painfully beat around the bush!

I put on a “shocked and enraged by their ruthless plan” expression that I practiced in the carriage.

“T-that…!”

It was better to just stay quiet, so I quickly closed my mouth and nodded.

“It’s lethal, but it requires periodic administration, which is troublesome. However, you can achieve the effects when desired, so it’s worth the hassle.”

As expected, is it an improved poison? It was doubtful to believe that the best poison for a specific purpose was merely a product of chance, especially in a novel where a character famously known as “The Apothecary” appeared.

However, the words that Charlize heard in the original novel were different.
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“Even if you dilute it, you will still be able to achieve the desired effect.”
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That poison was definitely fatal.

Could what Charlize received have been a failure? Rather than a powerful poison that killed instantly, the type Calix described was more useful. If it was a drug that had been touched by human hands, this version would align more closely with the intended goal.

It’s likely that it’s connected with Empress Katarina. However, concluding that it was definitely the empress caused a strange unease, like impurities circulating in a solution.

“They probably targeted my lady to worsen the relationship between House Elluiden and House Lienta. They must have assumed that my aim was to install Sasha as the emperor and manipulate him from behind, making House Lienta a significant obstacle.”

The words he spoke in a monotonous tone were sharp.

“However, our engagement is most likely the main reason things have escalated to this point, and that was something I proposed to Your Highness.”

Calix looked at me intently, but thankfully, adjusting my eyes to avoid meeting his gaze had now become effortless.

“It’s an issue that no one needs to apologize for.”

As a rule, if someone became unable to apologize, one tended to feel even more apologetic.

Remember this moment. I overestimated myself too much; my confidence that I would never fall in love simply because of his face completely disappeared. Even if later… I look at you through eyes filled with love, please let it pass just once.

Please do that for my sake.

As for me, the problem was that I fell in and out of love quickly… What should I do? If I pondered it with unease for a few days, my heart would surely quiet down in the meantime.

But can I really believe that…?

The moment I became downcast, a spark of insight flashed through my mind.

Right! I just needed to show him how quickly I fell in love and how quickly I lost interest.

I clenched my fist tightly under the tea table.
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I will have to pass on Noah.

Having kept him by my side for so long, and above all, needing to continue living in Lienta manor, dealing with others’ sympathetic glances… That would be too bothersome.

I’ll have to pass on Livan too.

Even if it was all just pretend, liking the lord first and then his subordinate afterward was a bit much. And compared to Calix, Livan was…

“Livan, I’m sorry.”

Looking as exhausted as a racoon, Livan, who had been walking slowly, turned to look at me and asked, “What?”

The reason I was walking alongside him was that we had met by chance.

[image: ]

“Why are you walking so slowly?”

“The lady is intruding during my precious downtime…”

“Hmm.”

“Please offer sympathy in the form of money. My lord does so.”

“I wasn’t offering sympathy.”
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The path ahead of me was even more daunting; who was supposed to be sympathizing with whom?

“H-have you gotten into some trouble again?! Huh?”

Livan’s face became gaunt, perhaps thinking I was about to compound his troubles.

I quickly confessed, “I was comparing and evaluating your face against the archduke’s.”

“Ah, I thought there was something more. It’s a situation I’ve experienced before, so it’s really nothing… Keep those thoughts to yourself! There’s no need to tell me,” Livan exclaimed, coyly turning his head.

Hmm, it seems like a bit of his energy has returned.

After making an apology and successfully cheering him up, I got into the carriage.

My destination was obviously “that” place.
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“Do you think finding a person can be done with this small amount of money?”
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“It will be difficult because there are too few clues.”
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The only difference was whether it was direct or indirect, but the need for additional payment was the same.

His deep gaze fell downward, and his lips pressed tightly together.
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“You’re doing well enough; is there really a need to wait for more proof? I can help.”
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He had never actually seen Lady Lienta, but he had heard a lot about her, thanks to the information he picked up while traveling everywhere in search of his sister.

A lady from a distinguished family, who was said to rarely even offer a sliver of a smile, readily helped an orphan whom others easily ignored. It was hard to believe that her actions stemmed from mere kindness.

It’s clear that she must have caught my tail somehow.

Rodante clenched his fist.

It was illegal for those who were not priests to use divine power, even if they were merely using their innate abilities. Although it seemed trivial to confine those with divine power within the temple, this practice was firmly established in the imperial law, with the implicit consent of the imperial family. Those with abilities but no affiliation were prone to harboring other thoughts, so for the imperial family, it was a choice of the lesser evil.

During times when money was tight, Rodante would make and sell holy water, finding his noticeable blond hair more bothersome than ever.

I need to gather more money.

The fact that the lady did not threaten and remained silent suggested she was still unaware he could make holy water. Consequently, he must remain cautious until she no longer showed interest in him.

However, the anxious feeling could not be helped.

Rather, to the lady… No.

Rodante knew very well the cruelty of the nobles; even if he managed to find his sister, they would surely prevent him from seeing her face properly, even once. Such a life would be no less miserable, if not more so, than his current existence wandering the streets. He hid his divine powers for the same reason, to avoid being bound to the temple.

It was during such a time that Charlize unexpectedly visited him.

“I am honored to see you, my lady.”

“Hello.”

The lady’s smooth green eyes seemed to be watching him for a moment, but she quickly looked away, leaving it uncertain whether she had actually been observing him.

“It seems like you’re doing well.”

“Yes, everyone’s been treating me very kindly.”

“Then, I’ll be going now.”

A meeting as short as it was formal was natural, but it was rather surprising that she encountered Rodante on the way to the top.

Does this mean she intends to keep watching me?

Rodante bit the inside of his lip.

“It seems the lady really cares about you. Lucky you, receiving favor from the future chief of the trading company.”

He was accustomed to such sarcasm and brushed it off easily.
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If Calix was once a day, then it seemed as though Rodante was more infrequent.

I checked just in case, and this time I was able to see a different future through him.

However, there was no particular joy in the appearance of this opportunity, as it was overshadowed by a stronger feeling of suspicion.

Something seems suspicious. It wasn’t just the sudden appearance of an unknown ability; it felt as though someone or something with a specific purpose was revealing the future to me, especially since the fragments I had seen through Rodante were quite unsettling.

Am I supposed to save Rodante, or am I being shown how to gain Rodante’s trust?

If it were the latter, I couldn’t help but wonder why, and if there was a concrete entity behind it, I was curious enough to see just how quickly their knees would hit the ground or how rapidly my hands could shake them by the collar.

Except for 1, 2, and 3, who were blindly loyal to House Lienta, there would be no one else willing to help me.
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Sasha always carried around the lizard doll I had given him as a gift.

Worried that his arms might hurt, I crossed the straps in an X shape behind the doll and his back, and the child wore it that way for several days. However, after noticing a sullen look on his face caused by an X-shaped scar on the lizard’s body, Calix and I put our heads together and decided to switch to a sling instead.

The doll’s arms were short, chubby, and about the thickness of three fingers, which often caused clovers to get caught on them. Seeing this, Livan covered his mouth and hurriedly hid behind the wall, blushing and catching his breath.

Why in the world did I have to witness such a disgraceful scene several times, resulting in days when I also found myself placing my palms against the wall and catching my breath?

Time passed steadily, and the day when we had to meet the empress arrived.
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I didn’t want to come, but if I didn’t, it would be obvious that I’m not on the empress’ side…

The empress seemed worried that my clumsy actions might expose me as a spy, and it appeared she was reserving judgment, possibly planning to make effective use of me just once at the right time.

“It’s been a long time since we met. It’s nice to see you, my nephew, and the lady as well,” Empress Katarina said, smiling kindly as she did.

“Have you been well, my nephew?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The empress tightened her lips a bit.

She seems to be upset. It must be because, originally, the phrase “Thanks to the grace of His Majesty the Emperor and Her Majesty the Empress” should have been included in his greeting.

The empress’ conscience, are you where you should be?

The throne rightfully belonged to Sasha; had the late emperor not died suddenly, he would have methodically followed the steps and assumed the role of the next emperor.

“It’s almost my nephew’s birthday, and I wondered if there’s any gift you wanted, so I took the opportunity to call you here.”

As she said this, Katarina shifted her gaze to me, who had been standing there blankly like a sack of barley set in place.

“I also wanted to give you a congratulatory present for your engagement.”

“I am grateful enough for your words alone.”

“There’s no need for modesty. Not between us,” the empress said, sounding somewhat upset as she lifted her teacup but then set it down without drinking. “I really want to give you a gift. The lady has also been through something unpleasant recently, haven’t you?”

Right. The story that Count Fernand had sent an assassin after me spread annoyingly throughout the capital, fueled by Duke Lienta’s furious outburst and vow not to let it go unpunished. The painful truth was that this only served to further solidify my notoriety.
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“Just how viciously did she torment the count for him to go as far as hiring an assassin?!”
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That is what’s being said… I was the one nearly assassinated, yet why does it seem like the count is the one receiving sympathy?

It was largely because I didn’t suffer even a scratch, but the way the events unfolded was pretty baffling. Fortunately, I never tried to escape the scandal—attempting to do so would have been a waste of time and effort anyway.

It’s a relief that I didn’t need to reinvent my image just to survive. If that had been the case, it would have certainly meant spending every night in tears.

“Then no matter how great a gift I come up with for your birthday, it seems it can only be second best. The first will surely be from the lady who will become my dear nephew’s family.”

Sasha, who had just been sitting quietly, now had a blush spreading across his cheeks.

“Ahaha, is it that pleasant?”

“…Yes.”

The empress laughed, seemingly finding Sasha quite cute, while I felt awkward, unable to adjust to the warm atmosphere.

“Even your cheeks have filled up quite a bit.”

When the empress touched his cheek with her finger, Sasha, startled, clung to my arm.

“Ah, I’m sorry. These days, because I feel so close to the children, I ended up doing that.”

Oh? This…

“I’m not sure if my heart is already prepared.”

The empress gently caressed her slender abdomen in an overt gesture.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty.”

Here too, I should have recited a long and tedious sentence beginning with “To brighten the future of the empire,” but I chose to leave it out, and perhaps thinking it was due to my socially awkward personality, the empress did not seem particularly displeased.

“Although the baby isn’t your real sibling, I ask you to treat them well.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for saying so. I was worried my child might grow up lonely since there are no other children of similar age in the palace. I wonder if I’m becoming overly protective already.”

“…”

“However, it might be inevitable. Having waited so long for such a precious child, this must be what a mother’s heart feels like.”

Sasha gave a small nod, and Katarina, smiling contentedly, suddenly squinched one eye.

“I am telling this in advance just to you, my nephew, and the lady. Can you keep it a secret for a while?”

“Yes, of course, we will do so.”

As I spoke, I subtly lifted one foot.
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The carriage stopped in front of Elluiden manor.

I, who got off the carriage first, helped the child down.

“Thank you, Lady Charl.”

His small, soft hand was warm.

I’m getting hungry.

“Sasha, would you like to have dessert together?”

“Ah…”

Sasha’s large eyes darted around.

He must be tired. I forcefully ignored the possibility that he might not want to eat dessert with me and parted ways with the child.

Lonely and by myself, I finished off the strawberry cake, then went to Calix’ office and knocked on his door.

“It’s Charlize.”

As soon as I entered, Calix took off the glasses-shaped holy relic and set it down on the desk.

What a shame. Some handsome men looked less attractive when wearing glasses, often leading to disappointment because the glasses obscured their faces, making you want to take them off immediately. However, Calix wore them well, adding a different charm. Indeed, he has the looks of the male lead of this world.

Skillfully pulling at my fingertips and taking off my gloves as if it was just part of a routine, I firmly grabbed Calix’ hand.

“…”

It seemed I had done it too mechanically. I must have been in quite a hurry to do this standing up, without even sitting down.

When I finally lifted my gaze to the usual angle, instead of his always-amazing face, I was met with the sight of a well-defined chest.

Ahem.

I tilted my head back a bit more, striving to avert my gaze. With Calix looking down at our touching hands, I couldn’t meet his eyes. What should I do? Should I hold his hand tightly just once? Calling out to him seemed impractical because continuing to speak right away would be difficult.

I didn’t realize that perhaps I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be distracted by other thoughts at that moment.

Because as soon as I let my guard down, his blue gaze poured forth without warning.
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The reason my heart had quickened was clearly because its accuracy rate had gone awry…

This time as well, the precise fragment of the future I needed unfolded before me.

Since when did it start showing only the useful parts? I pondered briefly but decided to think about it more carefully when I was alone.

“Her Majesty said during today’s audience that she is with child. Perhaps because of that, a matter related to the empress appeared.”

I quickly withdrew my hand and meticulously put on my gloves as Calix gave a slight smile.

“It seems that news has arrived from the collateral branches.”

“If you’re thinking of spreading rumors that the empress hasn’t conceived, it would be better not to.”

The actual future I had seen would be of no use to Calix. In fact, I’m not sure if it’s even beneficial for me.

“The empress is knowledgeable in medicine.”

W-what? I flinched. How does he know everything like this…?

It was said that the intelligence network under the archduke was even more impressive than the best information guild in the capital, and indeed, it was a truth without exaggeration.

The delay in finding Sasha is like a configuration error!

“You look surprised?”

“Yes, a little,” I added timidly. “You seem to know quite a lot about the empress.”

“There was something I wanted to know.”

Calix tilted his head, his relaxed stance and the slight curl of his lips seeming casual, yet unable to conceal the deepening intensity in his eyes.

“I wanted to know so badly that I looked through every single bit of information. As a result, I ended up gaining even the knowledge I didn’t exactly look for along the way.”

Getting swept up in the moment and knowing too much can cost you later. With that in mind, I, being perceptive, chose not to ask further.

“Please keep this a secret from others,” Calix said with a soft, almost sly smile.

Having clenched my fists to endure, I asked intelligently, “Are we making another deal?”

“To think our relationship required such calculations.”

Somehow, I felt like there was more to it, and, as expected, I also believed it would be best to remove the lady—me—once all the work was done.

D-damn, did I overdo it?

If I opened my mouth, it was certain the cry of a goat would burst out, and just as I was struggling to calm myself, he continued.

“I was momentarily shaken by your cool demeanor.”

Did he mean his fists were shaking? I checked discreetly, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

This person has no sense of crisis… What was he planning to do if I ended up seriously misunderstanding and falling for him because of this?

It was fortunate that he hardly participated in social activities. Of course, I meant that it was fortunate for Calix himself. If he had participated as much as the other nobles, he would have accumulated enough infamy to rival my past self.

Wait, then I must have been even worse. I had such a fiery temperament that I could shake the hair of young ladies fond of Calix and still have plenty to spare.

Anyway, in many ways, it could be considered fortunate for the social scene.

“Wouldn’t it be better if my lady stated the terms rather than me, since it seems like you want something?”

“That’s right.”

Calix smiled loosely, looking relaxed, as if to say that whatever I suggested would be possible.

Indeed, the only reason he hasn’t committed treason is simply because he doesn’t feel like it; if he wanted to, he could easily do so.

“I’ll save it for next time. I want to tell you all of it at once later.”

I was now a hyena. I didn’t miss his casually made remark and quickly snatched it up—just like a hyena.

…I smoothly became a trembling hyena.

Calix, for his part, nodded agreeably and said, “I’m looking forward to seeing how extraordinary it will be.”
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Late at night, pretending to be unconscious, his eyelids quietly lifted.

I was fooled too easily.

His anxious heart inevitably brought forth anger, especially since Rodante himself was aware that his appearance appealed to slave traders. For that reason, even if he didn’t receive proper payment, he never directly contacted the customers, whose identities were diverse and whose personal details remained largely unknown.

Rodante shook his head, reminding himself that now was not the time to reflect on the past.

It feels like we’re still in the capital, because the carriage is moving smoothly, as if running on a well-maintained road.

He carefully got up, noting how his hands and feet were not bound. The door was closed, and like the exterior he had seen before losing consciousness, the interior of the carriage was also luxurious.

No matter how long he pressed his ear against the wall and waited, not a single sound of talking could be heard.

Where are we going?

The reason his vision was shaking must surely be because he was riding in a moving carriage, but still…

Plip.

A droplet that inevitably fell landed on his thigh and spread out.

He hoped. He hoped to live a normal life in a safe environment with his sister, where, amidst a monotonous daily routine and brief moments of joy, he could sometimes even just bicker with her.

God, is it that you can’t even grant that to me?

It was a common story that wouldn’t capture anyone’s interest: his father was a libertine who ruled over his domain like a king. Among the many illegitimate children, numerous enough to be counted on both hands, the reason Rodante was able to enter the castle was simple—the madam had no sons, and Rodante’s quite impressive-looking golden hair also played a role.

One day, unable to endure the particularly sharp, arrow-like looks, he fled outside… and that was when he happened to meet his sister.

Wanting to show her the wider world, he longed to leave the castle, and this desire gave purpose to his once directionless life. Though he acted as if he were merely fooling around during his tutor’s lessons, he studied alone every night.
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“If I enter the academy as the examinee, the tuition will be waived. I’m going to take you with me then.”
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However, a month before the exams, his sister went missing.

Rodante then caught a glimpse of cruel delight on the face of the madam, who smiled elegantly as always.

Nobles are bad. Nobles are untrustworthy. Nobles are…
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“You’re doing well enough; is there really a need to wait for more proof? I can help.”
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If he had asked then, could something have changed?

Screech—

The carriage suddenly came to a halt, and although his back throbbed from hitting the seat, Rodante ignored the pain and concentrated all his attention outside.

It seems there might be some kind of magic blocking the sound.

The boy immediately reached out his hand to the planks affixed to the window.

Please, please, please.

Perhaps because they dismissed him as just a child, his hands were left free. Though blood seeped from his fingers as he scraped against the rough wood grain, he paid it no mind.

Just when the nail had become slightly loose, the carriage door opened, and the face that met his gaze, lifted with the intention of breaking through head-on, belonged to someone he knew.

“I somehow thought it was strange.”

Thump.

It felt as though something was pouring down from his chest.

“You kidnapped and threatened a child under my protection?”

The lady turned her head and snapped back fiercely; her demeanor seemingly driven more by anger at her territory being invaded than by concern for Rodante.

Her voice was low and clear, almost like a growl, as she continued, “Even if I thoroughly dig into who dared to disrespect me this much, my anger would not be appeased.”

“It’s not like that. We are just, just…”

“Just?” she snapped, her eyes fiercely raised and menacing. “How far do you intend to insult me? What are you doing, not speaking up immediately?”

The man hesitated, unable to respond.

In an atmosphere where it wouldn’t have been surprising if a loud noise had followed at any moment, Rodante hid his trembling hands behind his back.

“Enough. I wonder how long you all can keep your mouths shut.”

When the lady signaled with her eyes, a knight passed him a blanket through the wide-open door.

“Get on.”

Prompted by the soft voice, Rodante did as instructed, weakly burying his head against the knight’s back as Charlize clicked her tongue in disapproval.

“Sir Evans, take care of them. I’m tired and must return now.”

“Yes, my lady.”

What shall we do with the child?”

“Ha,” Charlize scoffed, glaring fiercely at the kidnappers again.

“I will take him back with me on my horse.”

“Just put him in my carriage.”

With those words, she strode away.

Even as he hesitated before boarding the carriage, the lady did not even pretend to look at Rodante, and for a while after the carriage departed, a quiet silence filled the inside.

Charlize’s face, fleetingly illuminated by the magic lamps spaced at regular intervals along the street, was merely indifferent. Yet, despite the comfort he could have found in that indifference, the reason he chose to speak remained unknown.

“Thank you, my lady.”

“For what?” she asked, her long fingers sweeping across her sharp chin. “For saving you? For giving you a job at the trading company? Or for turning a blind eye to the fact that you were doing something illegal?”

“…All of them.”

“Then it truly is a convenient and insincere greeting, isn’t it?” Her well-shaped lips twisted as she continued, “Tell me. Why did you repeatedly engage in illegal activities? Describe it in detail, as detailed as you are grateful.”

“I have a little sister,” he began, firmly biting down on his trembling lips with his upper teeth. “I needed a lot of money if I wanted to find her.”

“So, you mean you’ll stop doing it if you find your sister. Right?”

Rodante slowly blinked and, because there were too many words circling inside his mouth, could only barely nod.

“How annoying.”

Charlize crossed her arms and leaned back completely into the cushion.

“It was quite strange, so when I investigated, I found that a kid who frequently committed illegal acts had suddenly become quiet. Fearing he might cause trouble, unable to change his old habits, I went straight to the orphanage only to find you gone. Do you know how many knights I deployed? It’s fortunate that the knights of Lienta are capable.”

Just then, a light that came in swept past Charlize.

“I’ll have to stay close and keep an eye on you for a while to make sure you don’t get distracted and do something illegal again. It’s already so annoying. Still, it’s fortunate that it won’t be for long, as they will find your sister soon enough. If there’s a delay, I won’t let the knights off easily. Should they dare to extend the time I endure this nuisance, they all deserve to be punished.”

While continuing to speak with precise pronunciation and fixing her eyes on the window, the lady suddenly looked at him, their eyes meeting for just a fleeting moment.

Her chilly green eyes, reminiscent of the cold north wind and harsh snow, strangely no longer looked cold, even as they contained his reflection.
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Ah, my jaw…

It was sore, probably because I suddenly used it too much, something I didn’t often do.

Ah, my tongue…

After clicking it so much, it now felt numb.

I’m already frail, I can’t afford to grow any weaker! Since my body was precious, I had to refrain from speaking for a while if I wanted to live this second life to the fullest.

With firm resolve, I lay down on the bed and tightly shut my eyes. Though made from the finest materials and usually so plush I’d never want to leave, today it felt somewhat uncomfortable.

I suddenly opened my eyes.

As expected, it was a good decision not to clear his “debt.” Now, Rodante won’t be very thankful to me anymore.

I did not want to spend even a single day of my precious future feeling uncomfortable, especially with the risk that he might become a detestable person, forced to feign gratitude when he felt none.

With a heart that had become more comfortable, I tried to fall asleep again.
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The following day.

“When our lady leaves, when will we be able to see you again?”

I’ll be back, butler.

“My heart feels empty already.”

It’s because the weather is cold. I’ll tell the butler to prepare medicine to keep you warm.

“You must marry very, very late. Understand? Okay?”

I will live the rest of my life rubbing my hand against father’s back.

“My lady, it seems the child has something he wants to tell you,” Noah said, lightly patting Rodante’s shoulder.

I’ll be going soon, don’t worry.

Rodante really seemed to loathe the sight of me, so much so that I even hid behind the curtain in my room, watching for a long time, unsure if it was really the right way to go, and eventually going so far as to conceal myself behind the trio.

I was pretending not to notice, but it turned out like this.

After some hesitation, Rodante approached me.

“Stay healthy.”

His words were brief, as if spoken with great reluctance. Just as I was about to nod, his hand suddenly reached out, lightly grasped mine, then quickly released it.

Maybe because he’s still young, his hand feels unusually warm.

Receiving the farewells of five people, I headed toward Elluiden manor.
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I moved stealthily.

Avoiding people’s gazes, I silently moved and selected only secluded and shadowed paths to move through.

“Here you are, my lady.”

“Why have you arrived so early?”

“Isn’t this a meeting that was difficult to arrange?”

I stayed alert until the very last moment, moving my feet quickly.
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Once we reached the large trees, we each hid behind them and began to converse.

“How far has work progressed?”

“It has been slow.”

“Oh dear.”

“Still, if that person could help…”

“Since he is so busy, I am not sure if he will have the time.”

“As expected, that would be the case, wouldn’t it?”

“Look at Livan’s appearance. I often wonder if he should let him run free in the forest.”

“I did not realize that you were having such thoughts,” said a voice, accompanied by the crunch of leaves underfoot, followed by a pleasant, soft laugh.

Whoops! It seems that today, the person guarding Sasha is Jay.

“Don’t laugh! Why are you laughing?! After you’ve made me like this!”

Livan’s outcry quickly died down, perhaps because Calix had decided to give him another bonus.

“I don’t understand why you are making the preparations for Prince Sasha’s birthday party so secretive.”

“Well, of course. Imagine how memorable a party would be if it’s far more amazing than expected.”

“Certainly. Pretending to have forgotten is something only a creatively bankrupt scoundrel would do, so that’s out of the question.”

“I am worried that the sweet and innocent Prince Sasha might be too startled,” Livan muttered, furrowing his brow, his expression suddenly showing that even the thought was horrifying.

Calix stepped out with a faint smile on his lips.

Ah, how dazzling.

The reason that Calix had black hair instead of blond or silver was undoubtedly a blessing meant to protect people’s vision, though this time, the blessing had been bestowed in another way.

Our gazes almost met, but I closed my eyes just in time and managed to look away before opening them again, as naturally as possible.

“Even if there’s no time, if it’s for Sasha, I will make time. Can you tell me the role my lady has envisioned for me?”

“That’s exactly the point…”

Calix listened to my explanation intently, his expression solemn. Then, out of nowhere, he asked, “How about we take the time to talk about the gifts each of us has prepared?”

Oh, if that happens…

Indeed, it seemed I wasn’t the only one with this sentiment, as both Byren, the butler, and Livan had watchful eyes as well.

Calix chuckled softly before suggesting, “It would be best to go to the office. We’ll write what we plan to give him on pieces of paper and reveal them all at once.”

How great a gift must he have thought of to be so at ease…

That thought, I was sure, wasn’t mine alone; I could even bet my lunch on it.
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“…”

“…”

“…”

Calix commented monotonously, “What a mess.”
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A sapphire brooch.
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A pair of formal gloves decorated with sapphires.
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A large, well-refined piece of sapphire.
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We were speechless, but of course, this was inevitable.

To think that the archduke’s gift would be a storybook written exclusively for Sasha by the author of “The Little Hero and the Brave Princess.” He even publicly declared that he would not embed sapphires into its cover.

“I knew it would turn out like this,” Calix muttered, pressing a hand to his forehead.

If I did that, I would look like a patient suffering from a headache, but when he does it, he just looks handsome and elegant.

“Fireworks are good. However, having Sasha’s face drawn with them is out of the question.”

“How come?!” I cried out.

Underneath the delicate fingers still pressed against his forehead, a gaze even more refined turned toward me.

This is… It was fortunate that it was not during our conversation. I hope this fragment of the future is brief.

With that final thought…

???

…I passed out.
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Her pale face, grinning mischievously, was, in fact, blurry.

[image: ]

“Isn’t it just like the key to a very secretive greenhouse garden?”
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I feared it would fade even more, so I rarely took it out, despite having hidden it away deep within.
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“This actually belongs to your father. It’s the key to a diary he wrote daily, looking forward to the day he would meet Charl.”
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Her gentle touch, as if she was handling the most precious thing in the world, continued.

Was I closing my eyes then?
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“I’ve hidden that diary somewhere in our house. There’s a rule to this game: you mustn’t ask the servants to help you find it. Understand?”
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Mother…

The diary was found under a large tree in the greenhouse garden and was burned immediately upon its discovery.

I had never regretted it, yet the diary that I never looked back on suddenly came to mind.
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“I will use the imperial pardon for you. You won’t have to experience anything scary. You don’t have to worry, Charl…”
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Grabbing my mother’s ankles, I ultimately drained the lifeblood of our family.
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“Irian and I will head to the archduchy. We won’t return to the capital unless we’re summoned by the emperor. Therefore, the lady should continue living in the capital.”

[image: ]

That’s right.

I, Charlize, had died like this.
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Gasping for breath, I opened my eyes.

Where is this place? No, that wasn’t what was important. I need to go.

I staggered out of bed, my pace quickening with each step until, at some point, I found myself running.

In a reckless attempt to go outside without a second thought, I was running down the stairs when, before my hurried steps could lead me to fall, someone firmly grabbed my arm.

“My lady, where are you going…?”

“Let go of me. My father, to my father…”

“I understand. I will have a carriage prepared, so please come up for now. The stairs are dangerous.”

I couldn’t understand why he kept bothering me, so I roughly pulled my arm away.

“Why are you bothering me again when I told you not to…?”

I blinked, and the tears that had welled up streamed down my cheeks.

Only then did I clearly recognize the man at the end of my gaze, though, strangely, it felt as if I had already known that the person holding my arm was Calix.

“I’m sorry, my lady. I was too hasty.”

Calix gently pulled me away, and I just stared blankly at his face until we were completely away from the staircase, at which point relief spread across his features, previously tinged with urgency.

This was the same person who had completely cut ties with me while wearing an indifferent expression.

“If you go like this, you will hurt your foot. Excuse me.”

He gently picked me up, and as I absentmindedly looked at my foot, I realized I didn’t even have a slipper on. Blood was also seeping out—perhaps from a broken toenail.

Eventually, my mind, which had been foggy, started to clear and began working again.

Wait… did I confuse “that” with reality? I’m not even a child… What in the world?!

My face flushed as I tilted my deeply bowed head back.

“Your Highness, I have come to my senses.”

He halted his steps and, having been staring straight ahead, Calix looked down at me.

“I’m sorry. I had a nightmare, and it felt so real,” I explained, making a face as if to swear it was really the truth. “I’m also sorry for suddenly speaking informally.”

I tried to deeply bow my head, but because of my position, I could only manage a slight nod, which came off as rather impudent. I must get down and do it again.

“It’s good that you’re feeling better.”

“Yes,” I assured him, attempting to lower my legs, but my arms didn’t budge. “I will walk.”

“My lady, please understand. I get cold quite easily.”

Seeing his smiling face from this angle felt new and thrilling.

“And if you walk barefoot, you might catch a cold and become ill.”

“I’ll walk barefoot. I’m quite sturdy.”

“You?”

The power of such an innocent attack from him was tremendous and unfair… I really was a very strong person.

Then, a thought suddenly struck me, and I involuntarily froze.
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I became extremely polite.

“Could you please not contact House Lienta?”

“If you are hesitating because you are worried about Duke Lienta, I believe it’ll better to inform him.”

That’s the thing. I’m more worried about myself than my father. I didn’t want to become someone with medicinal herbs flowing through my veins instead of blood, especially since I wasn’t even really sick.

“But my lady probably has her own thoughts…”

At a late hour, when everyone had fallen asleep, his faint voice carried through the still night air, where even the smallest sound seemed to travel far, giving it a particularly secretive feel.

Pausing briefly, I lifted my gaze.
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“Tell me, Charlize.”
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“…So, I’ll stay quiet.”

The long outer corners of his eyes were gently folded.
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“We won’t return to the capital unless we’re summoned by the emperor. Therefore, the lady should continue living in the capital.”

[image: ]

Hmm. It seems it was shown to make me come to my senses.

If I hadn’t heard that remark, by now I might have been wondering, “Could this person, perhaps…?”

Even when it was not the social season, living in the capital remained the dream of all provincial nobles, save for a very few great ones. This was partly because they desired the lifestyle in the capital and partly because they burned with ambition to enter the central political scene.

So, even though staying in the capital would be absolutely advantageous for placing Sasha on the throne, Calix said he would leave because he couldn’t stand the sight of Charlize.

To that extent, our fate was bound by misfortune.

I did act differently from the original novel: I quickly went down to the duchy, got rid of the face he hated to see, found Sasha, and provided help several times.

But still, it’s only been less than two years… Perhaps because he’s such a good person, it seems he sees the world too beautifully. Not only did he treat a former leech humanely, but now he was also treating me almost like a friend.

I repented and mentally smacked my forehead.

“Thank you.”

“Not at all.”

Perhaps thinking I was feeling down after having a terrible nightmare, his playful smile intended to cheer me up only made my heart ache; regardless, I chose to interpret that feeling as remorse.

Huh? I realized a bit late that my bedroom was not in the direction we were heading.

At that moment, Calix spoke.

“There are some basic first aid medical supplies in the office. Livan kept them there in case I cut my hand on paper.”

“Livan seems like he will live a very long time.”

To cherish one’s own body so greatly—I should follow that example.

“Hmm?”

Calix laughed, the vibrations fully transmitting through the parts where we were touching.

“According to Livan, he prepared it in case I got injured. However, as my lady says, Livan takes great care of himself, so it might just be an excuse, but that’s what he said.”

He, who had been smiling briefly, slightly furrowed his brow.

“It seems Livan has greatly wronged my lady. Your evaluation of him is rather strict.”

“That’s probably true for both of us.”

“No, Livan likes my lady.”

Suddenly engulfed by a strange new emotion, I, who had been blurting out whatever words came to mind, sharply raised my head.

“Are you talking about that Livan?”

“Do you dislike Livan’s affection so much that it made you recoil?”

“No, it’s good.”

Livan Richt was a main supporting character who, from the beginning to the end of the original novel, never once faced a threat to his life. It was truly astonishing that Livan, despite being a close aide to the male lead and having significantly tied to Sasha, remained unharmed—not even a single hair!

There’s nothing wrong with sticking close to someone lucky.

In the original novel, Livan might have disliked Charlize even more than Calix did. So, I never thought that we could become friends, but it was different now.

I wickedly laughed to myself. Is this what hitting the jackpot feels like?

“How much did you say Livan likes me?”

“Well…”

“Is it to the extent that he could give me some of his downtime?”

He remained silent, and the silence stretched on.

Lifting my gaze in puzzlement, I saw a faint smile begin to spread across his previously expressionless face, like a scholar deeply engrossed in reading.

“Does my lady like Livan?”

Although he asked in a seemingly light-hearted tone, I, being perceptive, quickly sensed it.

He’s jealous!

Livan had been a confidant of Calix since the days when the only support behind Calix was the favor of the late emperor. He was someone to stand with through past, present, and future.

…Thinking about it, the nuance feels somewhat peculiar…

However, it wasn’t wrong.

“Having faced each other for a long time, we’ve grown a bit familiar, but I don’t particularly like him.”

“Then why did you look so delighted when I said Livan likes you?”

Though his words alone might seem accusatory, there was no such feeling at all, perhaps because his tone was affectionate.

Indeed, that might just be the case.

What does it matter to Calix whom I like? Ah, he would probably be relieved if I liked someone else.

“My lady?”

“It’s not that I dislike knowing someone likes me.”

As I spoke, I realized it was true. While furrowing my brows, caught in a somewhat subtle feeling, a realization struck.

W-wait a moment. Aren’t I just unnecessarily digging up the past?

I tried to sneak a peek at Calix’ expression with a sidelong glance.

“That’s right,” Calix responded briefly. After a pause, he spoke again, “We have arrived.”

Sitting on the plush sofa in the office, I gazed at Calix’ unwavering back, like that of someone who had never lost his way.

Calix, who had lightly held medicine and bandages in one hand, placed them on the table and lowered his posture.

“I will do it.”

“You were injured in my manor, so it is my responsibility. Help me not to neglect my duty.”

I had no choice but to sit there blankly.

“It’s going to hurt. I will contact the temple tomorrow, so just endure a little, my lady.”

“Thanks for your consideration, but since Sasha’s birthday is coming up soon, I am worried about letting outsiders in before that.”

“Then I’ll ask the temple to prepare a place.”

“That is also fine. Since the ball is not far off anyway, I will go after that.”

“If that is truly my lady’s wish, then so be it.”

Lukewarm water touched the wound as the man with the pallid face, focused yet expressionless, gently grasped my ankle to wrap the bandage; his hand felt cold.

“Could you at least agree to have the doctor treat it again?”

“I will.”

At this late hour, even after my sudden bizarre behavior, Calix didn’t ask twice and gave me the appropriate care. I suddenly wondered whether it was delicate kindness or merely gentle indifference—

H-how dangerous.

—and I quickly came to my senses!

Calix gave a slight smile and said, “My lady, if someone is troubling you, use me. I can be quite useful, you know.”

Having jumped out of bed and run out, my hair was a complete mess, yet his touch that tidied it was tender.
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“Tell me, Charlize,” the male lead of this world said, his expression that of a boy who seemed to have lost his way in a world that existed only for him.
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I wondered what he was curious about, feeling confident that I could answer whatever it was.
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The next day, in the late afternoon.

Now, it had become such a routine part of my day that I got up without even needing to check the clock.

As I was walking down the hallway, I saw Livan in the distance.

“My lady? What brings you here at this hour… Never mind.”
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“…Livan likes my lady.”
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That was an overstatement.

Noticing his eyes, coldly urging me to leave quickly for fear that prolonging the conversation might cut into his precious downtime, I immediately got to the point, contrary to what Livan wanted.

“Is the archduke in the office?”

“Yes, he is.”

I was about to say thank you, intending to swiftly disappear, when Livan hastily started to speak.

“However, why is the lady seeking my lord? Perhaps…”

There was a saying that a strong denial, like “No! It’s not because I like him!” often signified a strong affirmation. So, just as I was about to dismiss it coolly, a fierce flame blazed in Livan’s eyes.

“Surely you two aren’t planning a separate event for the party without our knowledge? You wouldn’t engage in such sly and improper behavior, would you?”

“…No, we won’t do that.”

That was a good idea too.

Out of regret, I ended up responding late. I was nervous he might pester me about why my answer was suspiciously delayed. However, seemingly satisfied with my firm refusal, Livan disappeared faster than humanly possible, his face weary once again.

I trudged to the office and knocked on the door, but no one told me to come in.

Huh? Was he concentrating on work?

I knocked on the door once again and raised my voice a little, “It’s Charlize.”

This time too, it was quiet.

What should I do? On any other day, I might have assumed he was busy and turned around, but with Sasha’s birthday fast approaching, I couldn’t walk away easily. It seems I’ll have to wait until dinner time.

Even as this crossed my mind, I hesitated to walk away and quickly turned my head. That was when our eyes met—he must have opened the door without me noticing.

Perhaps because we stood far apart, even though our eyes met, the future did not unfold.

Oops… I hastily made excuses.

“I actually have a pretty good intuition,” I remarked, not forgetting to take off my gloves as I spoke. “I was on my way to see you. When there was no answer, I thought I might as well wait and see, and here you are.”

Calix naturally took the gloves I had taken off as he opened the office door.

“I may have said this would be our meeting spot, but I am not so heartless as to make someone who was hurt yesterday walk.”

I deliberately avoided eye contact, so I could only see the curve of his lips in my view.

“The path I must take is a long one.”

Hmm? I wasn’t sure what it was he said, but I just went ahead and sat down on the sofa.

After closing the open door, Calix, who had followed slowly, sat down across from me with a tea table between us.

As we clasped hands, I naturally lifted my gaze, and in that moment, it suddenly occurred to me.

Meeting someone’s gaze without preparation was actually quite difficult, but for us, it had now become an easy task.
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Many things had changed without notice, and as I finally became aware of these differences, the future began.
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“Aaagh—!”

Someone gasped, while another screamed.

The injury was severe, and as his vision faded, he saw Charlize’s pale face in the distance. He attempted a weak smile, but realizing it wouldn’t offer her any comfort while he was in this state, he turned his head away.

“Y-Your Highness,” Livan stuttered, his hands shaking uncontrollably.

Calix had deliberately leaked information about which holy relic he was searching for. He was worried that “he” might not pick up on this, but thankfully, “he” wasn’t that foolish.

“It’s better that I get injured instead of that little child.”

Even in dying, it was better that it was him. Not that he planned to die so easily, though.
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This is driving me furiously mad. I solve one problem, and another appears. If I solve this one, another challenging future still awaits—so am I supposed to keep running endlessly?

Of course, I would be grateful if it told me. But even if it said it wasn’t needed and wouldn’t show it, I intended not to give up, holding onto the hem even if I would be dragged.

Ha.

I withdrew my hand, trying hard to conceal my disheartened look.

“It’s almost Sasha’s birthday, so I really wanted to see that, but it didn’t show up; instead, I saw something else.”

There was no need for silence while I chose my words, as I was all too aware of my poor eloquence.

“Be careful.”

“Is that a death threat?”

Just before opening my mouth, I fortunately remembered the differences in our ages and social status, and said firmly, “I’m not joking.”

“Thank you. I’ll try my best to be careful. And I should have mentioned earlier, the item I’ve been looking for arrived today.”

I decided not to ask why he hadn’t mentioned it much earlier, as he grabbed my hand before even giving me a chance to speak.

Soon, he placed a large box on the table. The box, with its subtly shimmering purple color, was made of a material that had a mysterious sheen difficult to identify.

“It has been set so that only a specific person can unlock it.”

Even though it was large, the thought of it being blunt didn’t occur at all. As his hand settled on top of the box, it magically opened in a schematic form a moment later, revealing a pair of rings inside.

“This holy relic will transfer an injury from one wearer to the other when one is under threat.”

His hand that touched the ring gripped the relic so lightly that it could not compare to the weight of his words.

“Sasha certainly won’t agree to it, but this is simply for a ‘just in case’ scenario.”

So… this was it.

It was not the distant future, but a fragment of a future that was about to happen.

“Your Highness, I would like to propose something regarding the ball celebrating Sasha’s seventh birthday.”
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The day “he” would cause trouble was as good as fixed, allowing us to be reassured about the very day of Sasha’s birthday.

“Then, I’ll rely on you.”

After finishing my conversation with Noah, I put away the magic artifact.

I was told that Rodante’s sister had yet to be found. However, it was just a matter of time. Although a large area needed to be covered, it was manageable because he had informed Noah of his sister’s physical characteristics.

It should be much easier than it was with Sasha.

Moreover, I had even made a request to the duke.
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“Yes, Charl. Trust only this father!”
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Because I was purposely not relying solely on the duke, I was a little startled at that time.

Considering how the information guilds in the capital couldn’t find her, she might be located somewhere. I really needed to find her soon.

Lying in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, I curled up.
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I had a dream, and this time, it wasn’t an unknown memory.
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I saw their figures hastily leaving after taking the money, but I did not chase after them because of what they said the night before.
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“Just sleep for ten nights, and when you wake up, we will come back to pick you up.”
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The training was atrocious; of the thirty children who started with me, only five survived.
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“You’re saying you don’t want to kill people, are you insane?”
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The guild leader flew into a rage, and as I was grabbed by the collar to be made a mere target for live combat training, someone urgently intervened.
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“I will take her with me. That would solve the problem, right?”

“What?”

“Isn’t it the rule to have a partner?”
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As I hesitantly expressed my gratitude, he returned a cheerful smile, and that was how I managed to survive another two years.

I thought that if I could die in his place, I was fine with that, satisfied even; so, when death opened its mouth wide, I gladly closed my eyes.

It was at the moment when I was just about to sink into the consciousness of the abyss that I heard him.
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“Ah, that’s a bit regrettable.”
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I thought that he had come to find me.
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“You would have been perfect as bait, but there’s nothing that can be done about it.”

[image: ]

In my flickering vision, the face of someone once more precious to me than myself appeared.
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“Whenever I spoke to you nicely, you were foolish and deluded enough to fall for it all. Do you know what your nickname was?”

[image: ]

The two words he whispered in my ear were laced with cruel delight.

As I was dying, I kept thinking that I was prone to delusions… which was why I told myself that I would never trust what anyone said ever again.
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“Damn. I had a ridiculous dream on such a good day.”

I washed my face vigorously to completely rid myself of the remnants of the dream.

It’s been a while since I last saw Sasha. I had spent a sad time avoiding Sasha, fearing that if I ran into him, I couldn’t hide my expression and might reveal how hard I worked on preparing for his birthday party.

I stealthily wiped away tears. Now, it’s finally time.

I carefully looked around and placed the gift in advance yesterday to avoid crossing paths with Sasha.
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Arriving at the banquet hall as if swept by the wind, I settled into my seat, my heart fluttering with anticipation; soon after, Livan and the butler arrived.

Livan, whom I expected to be muttering “Our sweet and innocent Prince Sasha,” was silent.

Despite being absorbed in admiring the food, I tilted my head and asked, “Aren’t you worried about Sasha getting startled today?”

“I have the doctor waiting in the adjacent room.”

“Hmm.”

I became a bit downcast.
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“It would be better to just have a delicious meal and a gift-giving ceremony.”

“Yes, and fireworks too.”
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Perhaps thinking the same thing as I was, the butler’s and Livan’s shoulders also dropped simultaneously.

I have no choice but to look forward to next year. Though a small birthday party might be difficult, I simply need to maintain our relationship amicably and make sure I receive an invitation to next year’s ball.

At the moment I was making a resolve to myself, the door opened.

Suddenly, I stood up and glared fiercely at Livan, my eyes burning with intensity. He gasped and covered his mouth with his hand.

Good, good. I nodded in satisfaction.

It was all because during the last three rehearsals, right at the moment Sasha was supposed to enter, Livan had shouted, “Our dear Prince Sasha, happy birthday!” in a really cheesy manner.

“O-oh…” Sasha murmured, his eyes widening.

Inwardly, I clenched a fist of joy. The fleeting days of sorrow have finally passed… marked by Rosetta’s constant rebukes.
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“My goodness! Oh my goodness!”
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“In fact, many ladies have expressed regret that you, my lady, have not hosted a tea party until now, especially since your aesthetic sense is so well-known, and everyone wanted to learn from you.”
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“But now, I think it is fortunate that you have not.”
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Rosetta, sighing deeply with a weary expression, turned her head petulantly.
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“The taste of children these days? I don’t know.”
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Lavette, who had extensive interactions with both madams and ladies, leisurely sipped her tea.
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“What would you like to know?”
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However, Lavette’s tastes, being so sophisticated, posed a problem in and of itself.

So, having no choice, I just arranged the kind of birthday scene I had always wanted at that age. I then lightly snagged a balloon and held it out to Sasha.

“Sasha, I am so happy to have been able to meet you this year.”

His small hand took the balloon, and as I looked into the eyes that gazed at me intently, I thought they might well up with moisture.

While I seriously considered whether to make a funny face, Sasha smiled broadly.

“Thank you, Lady Charl. I’m also very happy to have met you. Really, truly.”

Oh my!

Sasha threw himself into my arms first, and I, with trembling lips, embraced him in return.

Nearby, a certain aide looked on with teary eyes and a hint of envy in his gaze, making me laugh softly.

“Livan, I’m always grateful to you.”

“P-Prince Sasha…”

Livan finally shed tears, while the butler repeatedly pressed his damp eyes with a handkerchief.

At the same moment, Calix lifted Sasha up with one arm, and I quickly lit the candles on the cake.

“To Sasha, who is lovely and inspires a zest for life just by his very existence, happy birthday. There can be no greater joy, and nothing more precious, than celebrating your birthday.”

Just like the day before yesterday, Livan sang lyrics rich in content to a melody, while I clapped vigorously.

Sasha, with his cheeks flushed, smiled faintly and blew out the candles.

Pwoof—

I set off a child-friendly, noise-reducing firecracker, and a long multicolored skein of yarn landed on Sasha’s black hair, making the child smile shyly.

“I wish that you will always be happy.”

I know it wasn’t possible for everyone to always be happy, especially if they were a character who played a main or supporting role in a story with a clear beginning, middle, and end.

Still, it was a foolish hope, but I wished it were so. This isn’t because I ruined the original plot, nor is it because I see my past life in him. It was simply because he had become so precious to me that I held such a foolish wish.

T-t-t-this…

I widened my eyes and held back tears; although my eyes stung from dryness, it was better than letting my tears stream down.

We all shared the cake and then started the gift presentation ceremony.
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“I like all of them,” Sasha said, happily nibbling his lips.

Calix, with his chin resting on his hand, asked playfully, “Still, there must be one you like the most, right?”

Flustered, Sasha darted his eyes around, while I, having been undone by exceeding my limit of cuteness intake, straightened up.

There’s a ranking!

For a moment, the air was filled with tension.

“Then… could you please tell us what gift you like second most instead?”

Livan gulped down his saliva, aware that the first place would obviously be his lord’s gift, so he was aiming for at least second… and I felt the same way.

“The second one?”

Sasha fluttered his eyelashes as he pondered.
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Sasha carefully chose one thing.

“I like ‘The Sweet Prince Lived Happily Ever After’ second best.”

A profound silence settled around us as Calix, with a serious face and half-closed eyelids, appeared to be deep in thought.

I could guess what might have taken the first place of honor. Aside from the unremarkable brooch and the constrictive gloves, there’s only my gift. Since they were probably dismissing my gift as a mere stupid rock, I felt no guilt.

I had anticipated it would vie for first or second place, and it really did! My heart swelled with emotion.

“T-then, what ranks third, Prince Sasha?”

Uh-oh, Livan. Don’t get your hopes up; you’ll get hurt.

It was the moment I was smirking to myself that I hardened like a mineral.

“This chunk here. It looks so shiny and pretty because of its colors.”

“Yes, that’s right. It is truly beautiful,” Livan said with a sly laugh.

He probably thinks his gift took first place…

Having lost all motivation, I sat miserably and drank tea with trembling hands.
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After the birthday party, I trudged wearily to change clothes, and upon arriving in the bedroom, I found an unexpected letter waiting for me.

I’m not in the mood to read such a long letter.

Listlessly checking the sender, I saw the name “Rosetta Eclisse” written on it.

“Huh?” Could it be that she fought with Irian?

I was about to tear it open roughly, but then I got a letter opener from afar and carefully opened it.
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These are what’s popular with the kids these days. They arrived a day late, but since it would be a shame to waste my research, you must use them next year.
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I smiled slightly.
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In celebration of the imperial prince’s birthday, the lights in the grand banquet hall of Elluiden manor were lit.
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‘Is it really okay to attend…?’
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It was a concern that crossed the minds of most nobles who received the invitation, lingering briefly for some and longer for others: if not handled carefully, accepting the invitation could be seen as acknowledging the legitimacy of the imperial prince for the throne.

However, the hesitation was short-lived, especially after it became known that the archduke had primarily sent invitations to families with children the same age as the imperial prince. Though the relief they felt was only momentary, because now the nobles, with their eyes gleaming, had to diligently knock on their children’s doors.

Meanwhile, there were those who had never once had such concerns.

“My lord, the carriage is ready. And here is your medicine. Please take it.”

Duke Lienta popped a pill into his mouth.

“Since it reduces the function of your tear glands, making your eyes quite dry, you should return home early.”

“I’ve been using it for several years now. I know it too.”

“Please go and come back safely.”

With his lips twitching, Duke Lienta boarded the carriage.

As expected, the emperor celebrated his nephew’s birthday with regret.
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“I had wanted to commemorate it at the Greenity Hall. Nevertheless, I would be happy if everyone celebrated my nephew’s birthday.”
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Although lacking in legitimacy, the emperor of the empire was still the emperor; it was just that the archduke’s unusually commanding presence often overshadowed him.

Since they are of similar stature, even in a one-on-one match, the emperor’s side would have a chance of winning, but it seems it isn’t the right time yet. Perhaps he was pretending to be generous, suggesting that his young nephew was not even worth keeping in check.

Whatever it was, Duke Lienta scoffed.

Now might be the last opportunity to secure the throne.

The eyes of the cool-headed ruler of the South turned towards the landscape beyond the window.
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“There is something I want to find out. And there is something I must do. For that, I need this engagement.”
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“Hng.”
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“You must marry very, very late.”
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The image of his daughter, who had not responded, lingered in his mind—the very memory that had kept him awake at night for a long time.

Around the time when the effects of the medicine were still not fully in effect, his moist eyes began to well up as Elluiden manor appeared in the distance.
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“It’s as extravagant as expected.”

“But it’s also quite charming. Could it have been tailored to the imperial prince’s tastes?”

“Look. Duchess Baier is over there as well.”

“Oh my goodness!”

Many people were on alert upon hearing that Duchess Baier, who seldom left her estate, had recently started living in the capital, and it was the same this time too; the invitees were nobles with children around the same age as the imperial prince—what could it indicate?
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“It must definitely be an occasion for selecting the imperial prince’s friends!”
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The children, who had grown tired of their parents’ nagging from inside the carriage, gathered around Sasha.

“Your Highness, it is an honor to be able to attend on such a splendid day.”

“May I call you Prince Sasha?”

“I really wanted to give you a gift, but it’s a pity you declined.”
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Charlize made her entrance just as the banquet was reaching its full swing.

“Tsk, even though she’s restraining herself a lot, her temperament is still the same.”

“It seems she can’t stand it if she’s not the main character, wherever or whenever.”

Since many children were present at the banquet, the only alcoholic beverages available were low-alcohol fruit wines, close to fruit juice, which the nobles sipped as they engaged in cautious conversation.

“But will they really get married?”

“It seems the lady was really appreciated for having found the imperial prince.”

“Had I known it would be like this, I would have also searched the back alleys…”

Charlize approached her father, and the eyes that had been following Charlize met Duke Lienta’s intense gaze; with a whimper, they naturally changed the topic of conversation.

“Thank you for coming all this way.”

It sounded like something the host of the ball would say to the guests, making his heart skip a beat; however, the duke felt relieved by what Charlize said next.

“It was awkward to discuss this through letters, so I thought about going home, but I couldn’t find the time, so I’m glad you came, father.”

“Ahem, no,” the duke muttered, his shoulders rising slightly. “There are many ears around, so let’s move to a quieter place.”

“No, it would be better to do it here.”

“I-is that so? I understand…”

He became momentarily dejected, but the duke quickly regained his spirits.

“I heard that the description was quite detailed, so I thought it would only take a day or two, but it seems she is not in the capital. It looks like it will take a bit more time than we predicted.”

“I see.” Charlize nodded curtly before suddenly asking, “By the way, what did they say the child’s characteristics were?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t heard about it either.”

“Did Sir Noah also attend?”

“Yes. He’s probably waiting outside the hall, but he can enter once he surrenders his sword. Just wait a moment.”

Duke Lienta summoned an attendant to convey the message.

“He will be here soon.”

“Thank you, father.”

“With just this much, that…”

The duke’s shoulders rose slightly more, and soon after, Noah approached.

“I heard you called for me.”

“Yes, I called you. It’s about the child’s sister, nothing else. Upon reflection, I became curious about her appearance.”

The knight, as if retracing his memory, briefly fell silent and then soon reported, “She has very light gray hair that is curly, and her eye color is said to be dark. Although she is nine years old this year, it is believed that her stature does not reflect her age.”
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…Huh?

Becoming curious about Rodante’s sister served merely as a hastily made excuse to get Noah into the banquet hall; this was strategic, as the plan, in case assassins appeared, was to turn off all the lights in the banquet hall and catch them together.

So, I ended up just thinking that knowing wouldn’t really be of any help… However, it turned out to be fruitful.
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The duke tried his best to ignore the snooping nobles, but eventually, he was dragged away.

So now, I was out on the terrace with Noah, having slipped away quietly.

“Um, Noah.”

“Yes, master.”

“I think I know who the child is.”

When I explained, Noah’s expression became strange.

“That’s quite the coincidence.”

“Exactly. It seems like it might be misunderstood…”

At that moment, a strange sense of dissonance arose, prompting me to partially draw back the terrace curtain to look inside.

There, the chandelier in the banquet hall was faintly vibrating, as if it had been greatly shaken.

“W-what was that?”

A chilly wind swept in like smoke, stirring an instinctive unease among the nobles in the banquet hall who began to murmur. The anxiety quickly spread, and several children suddenly burst into tears.

Jay quickly picked up Sasha, who, with anxious eyes, kept looking around as if searching for something.

My hand gripped the curtain tightly, causing the fabric to crumple.

“…”

I closed the curtain again.

“Noah, it seems your guess was right.”

After seeing a fragment of the future where Calix was injured, I immediately contacted Noah. He cautiously suggested that dark magic might have been involved.

Due to the limits of my creativity, the empress went from being a “canary” to a “lark.”
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“I don’t think so, the lark doesn’t classify dark magic as magic.”
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It means she had enough interest in dark magic to involve her personal feelings. However, in the original novel, there was no mention of the empress dabbling in dark magic. If it had been within her means, she surely would have made a last desperate attempt before dying; yet, she met her end by execution, indicating that there were no dark mages among her allies or methods available to her.

Lavette was just an exception, but the empress’ skill in digging into people’s vulnerabilities and manipulating them was impressive. Therefore, even though discovery was certain, she still would have somehow extracted herself from the dungeon.

Even the original novel’s final antagonist didn’t use dark magic, so why are things so suddenly…? I became solemn.

I won’t die, will I? Calix didn’t die, after all.

The corners of my eyes grew a bit warm. I mustn’t die…

I had wondered, but it really happened—I was reincarnated in a novel and even encountered dark magic… which was now coursing through my body!

Indeed, it’s an opportunity too good to miss.
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Dark magic was a type of magic that could only be exercised by paying a price.

In other words, while magic based on the caster’s own mana remained as long as the caster did not die, dark magic, being of a single-use nature, left no trace, making it impossible to trace the caster.

That’s why it was rampant in the shadows.

As I gloomily reflected on yesterday’s events, the scene replayed in my mind: after setting out water and praying, the divine beast appeared, shouting loudly.
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― Don’t call me like that! I am not a soul!
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― Well, since they oppose each other, some residue might remain from the collision.
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― Remember that the magic might also completely disappear.
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― The child likes lizards? Hmm. Mm-hmm.
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If it’s real, then good; if not, then it will be painful.

The gloominess I felt was brief, as the ring on the necklace chain seemed to be telling me to mentally brace myself.

“Noah, hurry up and go. If it’s dark magic, it’s something they’re doing from a distance.”

While speaking, I briefly relaxed, and a sharp pain arrived without warning.

What cowardly timing…! For a moment, I couldn’t manage my expression.

“Master!”

Even in shock, Noah’s voice came out in a low shout, prompting me to pat his head and tell him he had done well.

Perhaps because it was bleeding, that area felt warm, and as it was said to be dizzying, I seemed to be feeling that way too. Actually, this is better than I thought.

I gestured for Noah to go ahead, and though he hesitated and made a pained expression, he followed my instructions without incident.

I’m staying planted here on the terrace like this.

It was at that moment.
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“I never once wished that you would be hurt.”
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“Promise me that you won’t do this again. Please, promise me.”
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“Please.”
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It was no longer just in text. His familiar voice was full of an emotion I had never heard before, an emotion that seemed about to overflow at any moment and eventually swayed, as if I were facing a fierce, pouring torrential rain.

Ah…

Struggling to breathe, I wrapped my hands around my neck and grasped it, and it was right at that moment that someone turned me around.

“Charlize.”

It’s better that it ended with me just feeling strange, rather than the archduke being injured. We invited children of Sasha’s age, and it wouldn’t be good for their education to see such things. It isn’t that painful. This is just because the future seemed strange… So, there is no need to look so concerned.

I wasn’t sure if I expressed it properly, but feeling as if I was being sucked into a deep abyss, I simply closed my eyes.
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Livan walked down the hallway with heavy steps.

The ominous wind that had burst in during the banquet was definitive but brief.
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“Well, it looks like my nephew will grow up healthy.”

“Haha, yes. There’s a saying that a child born on a cold day grows up strong.”
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With Calix’ words, the atmosphere quickly returned to its original course.

After skillfully ending a conversation with a noble, he headed towards the terrace.

Somehow it felt strange, so it was fortunate that I was waiting nearby.
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“I-isn’t that the lady?”

“Charlize must have been very tired. She did have a hard time taking care of Sasha’s birthday party yesterday.”
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Calix smiled gently, prompting the nobles to exchange glances as his outerwear was draped over Charlize, as if fearing that even a single gust of wind might seep through.

Their closeness was clearly evident not only from their attendance at the informal birthday party but also from their role in leading it, as revealed even in passing remarks.
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“I hope you also spend the remaining time enjoyably.”
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Although two key figures were missing, the banquet did not become subdued. The immediate discussion of the scene they had just witnessed was interesting in itself and contributed to further raising Sasha’s value.

After exchanging glances with Jay, Livan secretly slipped out of the banquet hall.

“This is Livan. I will go in.”

The old-fashioned room, maintained out of obligation, was the archduchess’ bedroom, and on the bed, Charlize lay with her eyes closed, her face devoid of color.

“Has she still not woken up?”

“Yes, even when I was stopping the bleeding, there was not a single groan.”

Calix slowly shifted his gaze.

“The dark mage was already gone from the place we tracked, and there was no one who left the banquet hall either.”

Even when obscured by the narrowing of his eyes, the unmistakable sense of pressure was evident, with unrestrained anger clouding his bright blue eyes.

“Regardless, isn’t there still a method to trace back the magic using the holy relic?”

Information could always be obtained with enough time and money, yet very few knew that the young archduke excelled in the art of information warfare. Using any vulnerability, Calix would set a trap that, although dense enough to catch unnecessary things and take time to sort, would miss nothing.

“Perhaps so.”

Calix, who was muttering absentmindedly, suddenly tilted his head slightly.

“The bleeding did not stop, even more than expected.”

“…”

“It must have been very painful.”

So why?

Charlize undoubtedly witnessed the moment the dark magic arrived, and the reason the other ring, which should have been left in the office without Sasha’s knowledge, ended up with Charlize—there was no other explanation.

“Your Highness, could it be that she was worried?”

Livan spoke with difficulty, aware he was defending Charlize. Because of that, he added what seemed an unnecessary preamble.

“Even if it’s not love, haven’t you two become close enough for her to feel that way?”

“How strange,” Calix began, smiling briefly, before continuing in an endlessly monotonous voice, “People are capable of abandoning someone even after saying they love them, yet the lady, while saying she doesn’t love me, worries about me.”

Perhaps not knowing what else to say, Livan swallowed hard, briefly bowed, and then left.

Although the room, now left to just the two of them, was so large that even a small voice might echo, Calix suddenly felt it was extremely cramped, to the extent that he had to loosen his tightly tied cravat.

Time ceaselessly flowed on, the clouds shifted, and the moon tilted. Then suddenly, a ridiculous thought occurred to him: bathed in the stark white moonlight, Charlize seemed as if she could vanish at any moment.

What was even more ridiculous was that he was truly scared, leading him to grip Charlize’s hand tightly.

“My lady, please wake up. I have much to say to you.”

I am going to rewrite the contract, stating that she can never do such a dangerous thing again.

And then, Calix suddenly murmured to himself, “My lady has no reason to follow what others say, so that would be useless. What should I do then…?”

Since when was it?

Like a devout believer praying to God, he had his forehead pressed against the back of Charlize’s hand.
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“People are capable of abandoning someone even after saying they love them, yet the lady, while saying she doesn’t love me, worries about me.”
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“…Then, it would be better if my lady would just love me again.”
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Their father’s womanizing was well-known.

Some claimed that it was natural for men of power to be lecherous, while others said there should still be limits. Even amidst this, the fact that there were only three heirs might have been evidence that the divine beast protecting this empire was indeed doing so properly.

“Calix, in the wide world, there are many delightful things.”

His mother, who had lived freely as a dancer, was always cheerful and showed a warm smile even to the shackles that tightly bound her ankles.

“Someday, I really want to show them to you.”

She loved many things: her son, the scene of a white butterfly settling on a yellow flower, the sunset sky, and freedom.

“Calix, I love you. This much is sincere.”

The emperor did not seek out the dancer again, and since arranging the budget was the Lord Chamberlain’s responsibility, he might have even completely forgotten about her long ago.

“I will never forget you.”

The warm trace that touched his forehead felt like a stigma, a sensation that sometimes even led the child to have such thoughts.

If only she had told me that she did not love me, I could have at least lived longing for love.

He did not—could not—resent her because the child wished for his mother to live freely.

However, her attempt to escape ended in tragedy, as no knight remembered the face of the nameless empress consort, who lived as though in exile.

Upon receiving a report that an intruder dressed in black had been killed before escaping, the emperor, perhaps on a whim, personally went to check the face of the “intruder.”

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

The emperor clicked his tongue, as if it were a pity… and that was it. There were already two children with blood half from the imperial family and half from a noble family, so the loss made no difference.

The imperial palace remained peaceful, as if nothing had happened, until it suddenly erupted in noise when the emperor finally died of a heart attack.
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“I’m sorry for everything. I’m so sorry…”

The first prince, who had been sent to roam the battlefields from the age of fifteen to twenty-eight because the emperor feared his superior talents and hoped he would die, now became the new emperor.

Such a person kept apologizing as he embraced Calix’ small body, which did not even reach his waist.

He was his half-brother: a strange person, a decent person, a good person.

Then, that very brother died.

This time, he lost a family member to poison.
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The emperor’s lips trembled as he spoke to Calix, “My brother… please take care of Sasha.”

At first glance, his words seemed cruel, but the boy understood. It was a will, a command—no, more than that, a fervent wish. His half-brother had been trying to create a reason for Calix to live. It, too, was a statement made out of love for the boy.

As if to mock him, the sight of his brother’s hair, which had turned a royal blue, was seared into his memory. Since then, Calix had frequently visited the Garden of Blue Roses.

During those visits, a memory would sometimes, very occasionally, surface.
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“Let’s make it as if this never happened.”
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It seemed that the priest did not even see it, as Charlize’s cheek was still swollen.
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“I am concerned about Your Highness.”
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“I am saying I like you.”
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Her green eyes, which usually shone vividly, became unusually clear, even though it was just for a brief moment long ago.
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“It’s really creepy that she skipped a grade to chase after you. Are you all right?”

“If this continues, what will you do if she causes serious harm to your future fiancée?”

“My sister is someone who can handle the lady’s harassment and violence wisely.”

“My sister too has a remarkably mature and prudent demeanor!”
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He never paid attention to such words, seeing no need to be conscious of them because Calix had already thoroughly investigated House Lienta, which claimed to be neutral, to uncover their true intentions.

Calix letting Charlize be was not driven by a clumsy sense of belonging. After all, his circumstances were far too different from those of the duke’s only daughter, whom the duke cherished more than life itself.

The lady, who could have everything she wanted, lacked just one thing… and perhaps it was out of stubbornness that he did not even try to reciprocate her feelings.

He was just playing along so that Charlize could realize she had been mistaken.

When she took measures at the ball to make sure that no one else could become his partner, all he needed to do was find someone with the same objective and pretend to be lovers.
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“I would rather you say you hate me! Tell me you find me horrible! Then I will never show myself in front of you again.”

[image: ]

“See, you love me too.”
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It was strange.
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“You won’t experience that again, so think it over carefully. It’s a rare occurrence.”
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An emotion that could not be simply defined by one word swept over him.

It was rain he knew would drench him, yet he welcomed it—a flame from which he did not want to move away.
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“I worry about you.”
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That…

He felt the same way.
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His consciousness that had sunk deeply resurfaced.

The face of the person that had been filling his head until just before was excessively close.

“Did you have a nightmare?”

Calix’ relaxed eyes lazily stared at Charlize.

“At times like this, a forehead bump makes you forget quickly. Please wait a moment. I’ll give a proper bump…”

“Yes, Charlize.”

Calix tilted his head and lowered his eyelids, pressing his cheeks deeply into her soft hands.

“I had a terrible nightmare.”

Eventually, his eyes that were revealed again were no longer blurry.
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There was a time when I believed in such delusions.

I suddenly opened my eyes wide and noticed someone keeping watch by my side.

Huh…? That’s Calix, right? Why is he here?

I was puzzled at first, but then it became clear as I noticed the ache in the lower abdomen near my side.

As I lay there, it seemed not much time had passed, seeing that the pitch-black night sky showed no traces of dawn.

Wait a minute. Did I hide the holy relic well?

I hastily looked around and then shrank back. Elegance, grandeur, and splendor—three mismatched elements—were well put together in this room through the medium of money. Is this the archduke’s bedroom?

I attempted to get up stealthily, only to find myself face to face with Calix, whose delicate features remained just as expressionless. Had I not caught the sound of the word that flowed out from his lips, it would have disappeared silently just like that.

“…Ravia.”

He still remembers.

A maid from the palace where the late empress had resided, who also became her close friend, was the one who willingly assumed the role of Sasha’s mother after the empress died from a difficult childbirth.

She had never appeared in the original novel, and since Calix ultimately couldn’t find her whereabouts, he probably thought she might have died long ago.

She must have hidden very thoroughly. Indeed, since she was secretly raising the imperial prince while pretending they were both dead, it wouldn’t be strange if they were living in a very small mountain village near the border.

At that moment, his black eyelashes moved slightly.

“Have you come to?”

It seems not. The focus in his eyes was blurry.

I intended to cup Calix’ cheek with my palms, but then, almost without thinking, my hands moved a bit further down and grabbed his collar.

…That wasn’t my intention!

“Did you have a nightmare?”

That seems about right. I didn’t want to, but somehow, I ended up becoming an expert in nightmares.

“At times like this, a forehead bump makes you forget quickly. Please wait a moment. I’ll give a proper bump…”

“Yes, Charlize.”

Calix deeply buried his cheeks in my palms, and thanks to being trained by Sasha, I did not flinch.

“I had a terrible nightmare.”

His voice was unusually gentle, perhaps because he hadn’t fully emerged from the nightmare yet, tinged with a bit of laughter—making me hope that I had not appeared in that nightmare.

“Thanks for the advice, but it would be good to cherish our foreheads.”

His well-shaped hand completely covered my forehead.

“It’s fortunate that your fever has gone down a lot.”

Even when our eyes met, the future did not unfold, and I realized the day had not yet ended.

“Yes, I am healthy.”

“Don’t ever do such a thing again.”

I could only blink in response. Something feels…

“Let’s rewrite the contract. My lady should consider her safety as the top priority.”

“…”

“Charlize?”

Ah… his words seem similar yet different from what I heard on the terrace.

I hesitated for a moment.

“And if I don’t want to?” I raised my eyes and looked directly at Calix, then added, “If I don’t want to, will you force me?”

“Hmm,” Calix mused, tilting his head.

Is he angry?

The moment I had that thought, a pleasant voice followed, saying, “I will closely follow my lady to leave no chance of you being in danger in risky situations.”

“…”

“That wouldn’t be too bad,” Calix reiterated seriously.

As I was spacing out, it seemed I would end up with a dangerous person, in many ways, hanging around me. Realizing this, I quickly nodded.

“Actually, there’s no need to amend the contract. I am someone who values my life above all else.”

How should I express this completely sincere truth?

“Hmm,” Calix murmured with a strange smile. “All right.”

“Yes!”

“I have a lot I want to say, but I’ll do it tomorrow. Today, rest well.”

“Yes!”

Calix then went out.

…He went out?

“Huh?”

After a moment of hesitation, I also went out and headed to my own room.

Though I usually adapt quickly, settling into my room at Elluiden manor was even more so. I flopped down on my actual bed that now felt as familiar as the one in that manor.

I caught my breath for a moment, then got up and sat down on a chair.
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“I never once wished that you would be hurt.”
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“Promise me that you won’t do this again. Please, promise me.”
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“Please.”
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“Somehow, I thought it was strange.”

Why would Calix act like that just because I got hurt? What reason could there be? Feeling awkward, I absentmindedly fiddled with my cheek with my fingertips.

“If so, then what is it?”

Was I perhaps dreaming with my eyes open?

Dismissed. My creativity was at the level where Katarina, having passed through being a “canary,” was now a “lark.”

An emotion I had never heard from him, expressed in such a vivid voice, could not be fabricated. In fact, if it’s something that could be heard, that was the case in those dreams.

I had deeply thought about those strange dreams. My conclusion was that after experiencing divine power and then looking at Calix, it seemed as though I could see scenes not present in the original novel. I did not question why it had to be Calix; after all, from the very beginning, I had been seeing fragments of the future through him.

Regrettably… it seems the divine beast lacks sufficient divine power.

There was a basis for that thought. There were times I didn’t dream after coming in contact with divine power. The holy relic, which monitored the removal of books from the temple’s library, was a testament to that.

Yes, I used to think that way.

The divine power of the relic that exchanges wounds cannot be weak, yet I did not dream this time.

Remembering the thoughts that momentarily strayed, I changed direction again. Besides, saying I was dreaming with my eyes open would make it even stranger.

Why did Calix say such things to me in the original novel? Come to think of it, there was no part where he referred to me as “Lady Charlize” or “Lady Lienta.”

“Was he saying it to Irian?”

This was the strangest thing! Doesn’t the novel have a scene where the male lead passionately pours out his emotions to the female lead who has gone through dangerous situations…?

After groaning because of the lack of progress, I carefully locked the door and picked up the magic artifact. Then, to make sure no sound would leak, I covered myself with the bedding up to my head before activating it again.

“Noah!”

“―Master!”

Noah diligently voiced his worries, and I responded faithfully.

“I’m safe. I’m healthy. I’m not sick.”

“―That’s a relief…”

Noah let out a deep sigh, and feeling somehow like a troublesome child, I cautiously observed the situation.

“I’m sorry, but could you bring Rodante and visit Elluiden manor tomorrow? I will explain everything to His Highness.”

“―Yes, I understand.”

“Have you found Rodante’s sister?”

“―I have confirmed her location. However, master, I think… it would be best if we headed for his sister after returning to Lienta tomorrow.”

“That makes sense.”

I readily understood. It wouldn’t have been strange for Rodante to misunderstand and think that I had already found and even recruited his sister long ago, which could potentially disrupt tomorrow’s work.

However, it can’t be helped. If it doesn’t work out, then so be it. I had never intended to burden Rodante with anything that heavy.

“But even so, arrange the meeting today. I will pay you well for the overtime.”

“―Overtime pay… where did you hear such a term? Is House Elluiden perhaps exploiting you, master?!”

Noah jumped up.

“No, not at all,” I hastily spoke. “There’s an aide here who, including bonuses, is likely to receive more than twice his original salary, I heard it from that person.”

“―So that was it. I understand.”

Despite the gravity of Livan's tragedy, Noah regained his composure quickly; his evident worry for me, however, made me smile a little.

“It’s shameless to say, but even if I don’t say it every time, don’t forget that I am always grateful.”

Just as I thought the communication line had been cut off, I heard a faint, moist breath.

“―Sometimes, such thoughts come to mind.”

I silently waited for what he would say next.

“―I regret not having met you sooner, master.”

“If that had happened, I would have survived six years longer than my lifespan.”

The sound of Noah laughing flowed in.

I was completely serious… Anyway, if it helped lift his gloomy mood, then that was good.

Suddenly, such a thought occurred to me while cutting off the communication line.

I wonder if Noah has also started jumping around when startled like the people in Lienta. I should watch carefully the next time we meet.

Nodding to myself, I escaped from my blanket fort.
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It was late when the knight with ash-gray hair knocked on Rodante’s door.

“My lady said she had met a child before who she thinks could be your sister.”

Rodante looked up blankly.

“She has donated to an orphanage several times, which seems to be how their connection was formed.”

The implication of her being in an orphanage in the capital was clear.
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The information guild must have only taken the money without conducting a proper search.

“It might not be the case, so don’t get your hopes up too much. Just get ready to leave first.”

Departing from Lienta manor, which was near the imperial palace, they traveled to the orphanage on the outskirts of the capital; by the time they arrived, it was already dawn.

“Wait here for a moment.”

The knight entered the building. As he did, Rodante, standing motionless, could only blink.

It had been found so easily. Of course, it might not be her, as the knight had said, especially since no one had been able to find anyone similar to her in the past.

It was at that moment—Rodante’s shoulders shook, as if he had sensed something.

When his gaze hesitantly lifted, he saw at the end of it the only family he had long searched for, and despite the distance, it was absolutely impossible for him not to recognize her.

“Angel…”

Although the madam did not easily add the illegitimate children to the family registry, she made sure to name each one. She chose the name “Angel” for her, in the hope that she would die quickly.

And truthfully, he was afraid that it really would happen.

With every step he took, fond memories surfaced. The boy ran to her, his panting breath cutting through the cold dawn air as he embraced the source of all his longing in his arms.

“I’m sorry, I…”

“All you have to say is that you missed me.”

The much smaller body hugged him, and Rodante, placing his trembling hand on his sister’s back again, soon found himself desperately holding her.

“We haven’t done anything wrong.”

That’s right. We haven’t done anything wrong.
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I hesitated.

“Thank you. You’ve worked hard.”

I had just asked him to touch my forehead one more time, but Rodante used his divine power to heal my entire body.

“Not at all. I’m glad to have been of help,” Rodante answered with swollen eyes.

It’s awkward… However, I couldn’t be such a bad person who would send back someone who came all this way without giving them even a snack.

“Have a cup of tea before you go.”

I then rang the bell, and almost immediately, warm tea and sweet cream cake were brought in and readied, apparently having been prepared in advance.

A whipped cream cake with green grapes—clearly, the chef knew his stuff.

Contentedly admiring it, I cut the cake in half and brought it to my mouth.

“Thank you, my lady. That’s what I wanted to say.”

It’s time to start a long conversation.

“If anyone sees this, they might think I just give away or am too lenient. I cannot tolerate it when the people under me engage in illegal activities and cause me harm. So, make sure you behave well going forward.”

“Does that statement mean I can continue to be under you, my lady?”

I narrowed my eyes.

“What happened?”

“In the last two years, I met various information guilds, but among them, there was no one who found a child with an appearance similar to my sister,” Rodante recalled, closing his eyes briefly. “A commoner and orphan like me couldn’t obtain information, even if I paid.”

Information was bound to be expensive in every sense. The information itself was costly, and so was the share of the person collecting it. So, this is a common tragedy. It wasn’t his fault that he was deceived… it was just bad luck.

Instead of offering clumsy consolation, I just silently listened to Rodante’s words.

“Continuing like a fool without even knowing that…”

“Reflect solely on your mistakes,” I interrupted, spearing a grape with a fork and offering it to the boy in front of me.

Rodante, looking at me in bewilderment, hesitated briefly before opening his mouth to eat the grape.

Having seen his cheek move slowly, I sank deeply into the chair in an ungracious manner, only to realize a problem: if I was positioned like this, I couldn’t eat the cake.

Naturally, as I lifted my upper body to finish the remaining half, Rodante muttered, “I feel like it was my fault for being someone who had nothing and could be ignored without consequence.”

I nearly choked in that instant.

So this is why he became a corrupt priest! Even now that he had safely found his sister, he was still like this. What must it have been like when she died?

In a world without any hidden masterminds, suddenly, a boy showing signs of being one appeared… This is troubling. In the first fragment of the future I saw through Rodante, he clearly seemed to disdain “him.” However, the mastermind was someone who, while belittling others, would collude with them if it served his own goals!

H-h-h-how dangerous.

I barely managed to squeeze out a few inadequate words. “They are the ones at fault, yet I don’t understand why you should blame yourself. That really is foolish. You’re being too hard on yourself.”

“Isn’t it only right that those who have nothing need to be hard on themselves?”

This is driving me insane.

“Why do you say you have nothing? You have me,” I said, raising my eyebrows in displeasure before continuing, “I’ll become your guardian. You’re smart, so you will do well if you enroll in the academy. When you graduate, many places will want to hire you. And when that time comes, you will no longer be ‘just’ a commoner or an orphan.”

So, I desperately shouted inwardly for him to definitely go to the academy.

If there are any bullies, he should report them all to me. I will never let anyone who corrupts Rodante have peace.

“Why…” Rodante began, staring at me with intense eyes, “Why do you go to such lengths for me? I haven’t done anything for you.”

“For me, there’s no difference between when I first referred you to the trading company and now. I usually don’t change my mind.”

“…That’s right.”

I could bet the remaining cake on Rodante recalling Charlize’s ten years of unrequited love. After all, even XX was used in medicine, and that, too, had its benefits.

“Don’t think about enrolling in the academy right away. If you graduate with poor grades, it will limit your options. In the meantime, stay with your sister at Lienta manor.”

My plan was to safely place them where they could be kept in sight for the time being.

Rodante, with his eyes slightly widened, murmured softly, “You’re a kind person, my lady.”

I should call a doctor. It seems my ears have gone bad.
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Rodante went back.

While greeting Noah, I checked, and my ears seemed fine.

It must have gone bad only for a moment. Anyway, it was fortunate that the matter with Rodante was resolved well. “Hehehe—”

My grim laughter abruptly stopped as I hastily made preparations to go outside.

“It’s sheer luck that my head hasn’t been cracked open until now.”

In this world, only children wore fur hats. I didn’t know about others, but at my age and with my reputation, doing something that only children did felt quite odd.

“Maybe I should ask Lavette to go around wearing a fur hat.”

If Lavette wore it a few times, it would quickly become fashionable. Although her relationship with Empress Katarina was destroyed, because it had never been revealed publicly in the first place, there shouldn’t be any issues.

It’s fortunate that House Ronatus is famous for swordsmanship, not politics. Because if it were a politically prominent family, there was no way Marquess Ronatus could fill a three-year gap in just a few months.

Wrapped tightly with a scarf up to the back of my head, I walked down the hallway where Calix’ office was located.

“Livan, how slowly are you walking?” Otherwise, there was no way he would appear in the hallway so often.

“I should take care of my rest time, shouldn’t I?” Livan replied sassily and glanced around. “More importantly, is your injury all right?”

“Yes, it has healed well.”

“That’s fortunate.”

It wouldn’t have been strange if he had said, “Well then, that is all.” I knew that even this much was a great deal of time for Livan to have given, but I could not help but hold onto him.

“Sorry, but where is the archduke?”

“He’s in the office—no, probably not. He might be in the garden.”

“Thank you.”

To spare Livan the burden of moving hurriedly with a heavy heart, I quickly disappeared like an arrow, especially after he added the detailed location as well.

Oh, here… I didn’t fully realize it when I only heard it from Livan, but once I arrived, it became clear: This was the very garden I had first seen from the terrace of the ball I attended with a clear mind.

As expected, it’s soft. Thankfully, it seemed as though the fur hat was cushioned enough that there was no chance of cracking my head open even if I fell.

As I diligently scanned the ground for any stones while walking, I heard a voice tinged with a faint laugh that echoed in my ears.

“Are you here for a walk too, my lady?”

After making sure my scarf hadn’t slipped off, I quickly responded with a “Yes,” then looked up at him.

“More than that, I hadn’t realized my lady was so sensitive to the cold. I’ll contact the madam at the boutique.”

“No, it’s just… I like this scarf.”

“Hmm? I’m glad.”

Perhaps because he was pulling out the hair caught in the scarf and his face was slightly tilted, his eyes were obscured by half-lowered eyelids.

Even in all these moments, I only gazed into his deep blue eyes, reminiscent of the winter sky. Mine was a gaze so intense that it bordered on rudeness. Then, his pupils, alternately hidden and revealed by his eyelids, shifted towards me.

In the empty air, our intangible gazes intertwined tightly, like threads. But that was all—because a fragment of the future had just unfolded before us.

Was this disconcerting feeling due to the future I had just glimpsed, or because I didn’t faint? Maybe it was both, but it was impossible to know.

Just then, a somewhat cooler breeze brushed against my exposed skin, it brought with it a familiar sensation, mirroring the day I first realized I could see the future through Calix.

In the relentless flow of time, much had changed, yet some things remained the same.

First things first, I need to compose myself!

“Hopefully, the other gifts will also match my lady’s discerning eye,” Calix said, just like the employees at the store we visited that day.

“They definitely will. They ought to be so. Considering who has given them… How could I even dare?!”

“Why has it become like this again…”
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As he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his murmuring voice was so soft that it was hardly audible.

I guess my hearing really has gone bad. This seemed to be a side effect of dark magic, setting off a red alert for my long-cherished health.

I absolutely should not let this pass.

“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t hear what you said.”

“No, it’s my fault for being lacking.”

“Your Highness is not lacking in any way. As the only archduke of the Alophe Empire and having graduated at the top of your class from the academy with a brilliant mind, who dares say that you are lacking?”

“Indeed, thank you.”

“Even if Your Highness thinks of yourself as lacking, I can never agree. You have a comrade like Livan Richt, and…”

“Yes, that’s right. Aren’t you cold?”

“I’m not so weak as to be defeated by this degree of cold.”

“So, did you come to show off this scarf?”

“Yes. I will never forget the moment Your Highness gifted it to me. I always hold gratitude in a corner of my heart and carry it with me.”

Calix looked a bit surprised, then after a moment, said, “Thank you. That really makes me happy.”

The soft smile in his eyes seemed to affirm that his words were truly sincere, prompting me to clench my fist inwardly.

Good.

Having gotten past a hurdle, the fragment of the future I just saw came to mind.
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Livan ran urgently through the quiet hallway, where only the sound of his running resounded.

“My lord!” Without even catching his breath, Livan hurriedly continued, “We have found traces of dark magic. However, that place is…”

A faint smile spread across Calix’ face.

“Ah.”

And then, in an instant, his face became utterly expressionless.
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Can it really be “this” much like a novel?! I lamented.

In this life, I had resolved once again to prefer picture books over novels, hoping at least to see images of what was to come, rather than just text.

By the way, it looks like Livan is still busy even in the future. Given this, from now on, even if I happen to see Livan in the hallway, I should pretend not to see him and hide myself.

Somehow feeling wistful, I casually asked Calix about Livan’s salary and, soon after his response, I took a deep breath.

“His bonus must be really impressive!”

“Hmm?”

Calix smiled, and at that moment, I was dazzled, gazing at the halo of a tycoon whose wealth could rival that of the imperial family.

“I was only talking about the base salary. The bonus changes each time, you see.”

…I’ve decided to just worry about myself in this lifetime.
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I want to be rich… I wish I had a lot of money.

Because survival had been my top priority, it was an area I hadn’t focused on. However, now that I was surrounded by many wealthy individuals, my modest account balance suddenly hit me hard.

Looking ahead, supporting Rodante will cost a lot of money, and it doesn’t seem right to slowly drain the duke’s wealth.

I carefully retraced the original novel and noted that the trend which swept through social circles and lasted at least until Charlize’s death had not yet arrived.

…But are there even any ladies who would want to emulate me?

The only emperor of the eastern continent would die a year later, and a young emperor would ascend to the throne. Around that time, luxury goods targeting the tastes of the nobles began to be imported into the empire.

It would be fine to handle this through the Lienta Trading Company, wouldn’t it? If so, my bank account would still be expected to remain dismal for at least another year.

“…What else was there?”

Nothing else came to mind, so I tried to think from a different perspective.

What do I actually know how to do? Well, since my social reputation was at rock bottom, any business involving myself was difficult, and without connections, investments were uncertain.

“I know how to distinguish well between genuine items and counterfeits.”

Timidly muttering, I suddenly stiffened—not from disheartenment, but because a few sentences had briefly crossed my mind.
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“Is it really true? No, have I been deceived all this time?”

“That’s why I keep asking you to show me the evidence.”

“Ah, forget it, forget it. I won’t sell it anymore. This youngster just keeps doubting an adult.”

“I should be suspicious, shouldn’t I? Do you buy in bulk without a doubt?”

“What? Are you done talking? Gehrig must be dead by now, and given the trust established since your teacher’s time, you should be bowing and thanking me when I sell you herbs, instead of sassily talking back in informal speech…”

“Go back to your rat pack in the sewers.”

“T-t-this ill-mannered girl!”

Regardless of the shouting, Hazel turned away while digging in her ears.

The girl, suffering from heartache and appearing exceptionally gentle due to her downturned eyes, grew up to become an excellent adult with a nasty temper and foul mouth… after taking a certain someone as her role model.

Why in the world would three of the necessary ingredients be so hard to distinguish?

The reason why herbs that looked remarkably similar each had distinct names was simple: their natural habitats were different. If their appearance, effects, and prices had been similar, it would have brought peace of mind to many apothecaries. However, the difference was as great as that between a roadside wildflower and a yellow rose—damnably significant.

“If it were just one, I’d be packing up to go and dig it up myself.”

Her plan was to showcase the effects and sell the medicine with royalties, so only a small quantity was needed.

Medicines from an apothecary without backing will only be taken away. So it was better to sell them and get the money before that happened.

Despite knowing that “completing” the medicine would be distressing, she continued her research for three years, tirelessly struggling with it because it was her teacher’s dying wish.

Hazel liked money the most, and her teacher second.

Sluggishly walking into the clinic, Hazel, now accustomed to swearing, muttered curses while cleaning the floor. Although the clinic was notorious as a headquarters for people who curse and was seldom visited, her teacher always hoped to keep the door wide open.

“Argh, what a hassle!”

Even while grumbling, Hazel finished cleaning without a speck of dust left and then holed up in the lab.
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It was late afternoon that day when a visitor came for the first time in a very long time.

“I came to look for someone.”

“Go to another shop… No, please don’t! What can I help you with?”

Hazel’s eyes sparkled brightly as she readily accepted the gold coin.

“Is there someone named Hazel here?”

“What? I’ve never heard that name before… That’s me!”

“Nice to meet you, Hazel. I’ve heard you’re a promising apothecary.”

Hazel, who had been chattering over the two gold coins, suddenly stepped back with a cautious look.

The robe, which had seemed stylish when gold coins came out of its pocket, now appeared merely as a tool for a cunning person to hide her face while attempting to steal unfinished medicine.

“I’ve become interested in the medicine you are developing, you see.”

“How did you know about that?”

At Hazel’s sharp question, the woman tilted her head.

“You didn’t develop it secretly, did you?”

From the slightly revealed jawline alone, Hazel could tell she was a great beauty.

“Among the herbalists on this street, there’s widespread talk that you are developing a unique medicine.”

“Those guys sure are loose-lipped.”

“I heard you’re having trouble sourcing medicinal herbs.”

“What does that matter… Yes, that’s right.”

“Do you plan to sell the medicine elsewhere once it’s complete?”

“What does that ma… Yes, that’s right. I can’t distribute it myself, and it’s not a treatment for any common disease.”

“Hmm.”

The woman took off her robe, revealing an expressionless face that, because of its stoicism, made her facial features stand out even more.

Wow, she’s absolutely beautiful.

In the days before her teacher’s death, when Hazel’s livelihood was secure, she possessed a small but definite form of happiness… finding joy in life by gradually collecting items that derived their value solely from their beauty.

Hazel, gazing with appreciation at the rare beauty, suddenly furrowed her brow.

Silver hair and green eyes. A beautiful face.

She felt a kinship with the woman’s external features, convinced they mirrored those of her role model.

“Read this.”

Hazel hastily accepted the contract, then struggled to avert her gaze and lowered her head.

“I will supply the medicinal herbs and cover your living and research expenses. In return, you must distribute the medicine exclusively through our trading company, as stated in the contract.”

Charlize thought to herself that even she considered it shameless.

Although the order and ratio of mixing were important, the only real challenge was the time it would take, since all the essential ingredients were already known; therefore, success was guaranteed.

If Hazel’s personality were like Irian’s—resembling a kitten with its fur standing on end—she would have been kicked out already. It’s fortunate that Irian is the female lead, as her character traits do not overlap with those of other characters.

“Don’t you want to sit on a pile of money?”

Hazel was quiet, and when Charlize peeked over, she saw that Hazel’s gaze was fixed on the spot where her signature was already written.

…I, recently, have been living quietly.

Hazel, who briefly appeared in the original novel and reminded her of a tough lady like Charlize—often the epitome of a nasty temperament—led her to somewhat hope for a sense of kinship between them, but it seemed as though that was not the case.

I suppose I should present a contract promising not to harass her as well.

In the original novel, the empress placed Jürgen at the forefront and conducted various businesses. While doing so, she occasionally gave minor insults to noble families and also attempted to tame them.

This medicine belonged to the latter case.

It was because Empress Katarina only made drugs with negative effects.

I had forgotten because the Lienta duchy got by with hardly any damage.

Despite this, Duke Lienta’s pockets suffered greatly as he, the leader of the southern nobles, purchased the treatment in large quantities.

However, it was fake. The empress had seized this opportunity to suppress the wealthy southern nobles, who had accumulated wealth thanks to their region’s fertile soil, thereby weakening the South's manpower, a great asset that was key to its prosperity.

The calculation was that since the land was unharmed and the supply quantity to the imperial court remained the same, the empress had nothing to lose.

The duke doubted the truth of the medicine when the people of the South showed no signs of improvement, but he was unable to investigate it further.

“Her signature is also beautiful…”

Because Charlize was preoccupied with other thoughts, she only noticed Hazel’s mumbling and didn’t fully hear what the words were.

“If you want, I can also draft a contract that we won’t have to meet face-to-face in the future.”

“N-no!”

Huh?

“It is good as it is!” Hazel exclaimed, her eyes blazing fiercely with determination. “I will do my best!”

“Huh? Uh…”

Charlize thought she might have to come several more times, but Hazel signed the contract coolly, seemingly unfazed.

…Hmm.

She didn’t know what it was, but since the contract was completed, she considered it a good thing.
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I said goodbye and got on the carriage, leaving behind Hazel, who was energetically waving her hand.

And as soon as I sat in the plush seat, I became deeply engrossed in thought.
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I remembered this?

No, had such descriptions ever appeared in romance novels before? I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if words like these were indeed written.
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On the eastern outskirts of the capital, at the end of a narrow path past a tavern named “Koala,” lies a small clinic.

The pills that originated from this very clinic became a new delight for Katarina.

[image: ]

Usually, it would simply be referred to as “a small clinic on the outskirts of the capital.”

“…Does the author like overdoing it with information?” They might have just found some amusement in trivial details like these.

Just as I was about to let it go, the image of that counterfeiter popped into my mind.

Even then, I remembered the location of that store as described in the original novel. It made me feel uncomfortable.

Though it was something I could attribute to the author’s unique taste, it still nagged at my mind like a splinter at the tip of my fingernail.

Lost in thought, I was soon drawn back to reality as Elluiden manor came into view, its large iron gates opening to allow the carriage to run down the well-maintained road.

I tilted my head slightly.

The grand garden would surely cause a first-time visitor to get lost… Right. This novel often had aspects that were embarrassingly kind, like a guidebook of some sort.
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After thoroughly washing up, I sat down in front of my desk.

I neatly spread out the journal I had started writing when I realized that I had reincarnated and immediately regained my senses.

I added my impressions from today and from when I saw the fragment of the future where Rodante was taken to the temple, all expressed in the language of my previous world.

And then, I closed it again.

“Hmm.”

It has already been a long time since I messed up the original novel… I mused, scratching my cheek. I’m not some heroine who set out to slay a dragon with some grand destiny, and I don’t really have any particular thoughts about it.

If I thought I could do something… It seemed I really had no eye for people.

I offered myself a simple consolation, dreaming of earning a lot of money and employing capable subordinates. Suddenly, I noticed the time.

“Oh.”

It had already become late afternoon when I hurriedly went to Calix’ office.

“Have you come, Charlize?”

It was only after I touched Calix with my bare hands that I belatedly realized I had become accustomed to it all: the languid voice calling me, his kindness in pulling out the chair to make sitting easier for me, and even the delicacy of removing my gloves for me.

“Perhaps from next time, it would be good to meet in the reception room on the same floor, what do you think?”

Oh, no. Right now, Calix was only paying attention to me for a moment, but if we moved to the reception room, it would really seem like he was making time for me.

I quickly answered, “I like it as it is.”

“I understand. If you ever want to change the location, feel free to say so.”

“Yes.”

I felt conflicted, knowing that to get used to it, I must become accustomed to that face.

It is too big a dream… As our eyes met and I saw his curved eyes, I bitterly repeated it to myself. It really is too big a dream.
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A man of large stature trembled unattractively.

“It would be a shame to just kill and eliminate the evidence.”

In the grand council chamber, reserved for the most exalted nobles, a hand that had been tapping a chair—a level higher and resembling the emperor’s throne—stopped.

“Was the dark magic successfully activated?”

“Yes, my liege.”

“So it seems the archduke did not share the ring with his nephew.”

The large man trembled, continuously gauging his lord’s reaction.

“Could it be that he sensed the attack and handed it over to one of his subordinates?”

At the words of the extremely young man, he raised and then lowered his eyebrows. However, instead of clicking his tongue as if displeased, he let out a hearty laugh.

“If that’s the case, it could be that the information about him seeking the holy relic was intentionally leaked,” he said, his thin lips twisting into a sneer. “Surely, a priest was not summoned; therefore, search whether someone has been acquiring holy water under the table since then. Investigate thoroughly all that happened at the banquet, including the atmosphere.”

“At your command!”

‘He’s merely a seven-year-old child. The right moment will definitely come.’
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So, they are finally trying to kill Sasha.

I conveyed the fragment of the future I read, just as it was.

“Therefore, in my opinion, it seems like a faction that does not want a change in the throne.”

“If the current emperor remains in power, there are mainly three groups that will benefit from it: the imperial faction, the merchants, and…”

“The temple, right?”

Smiling casually, Calix lifted and showed me a white chess piece.

“It may still be too early to say checkmate.”

In the original novel, Sasha escaped from a life-threatening situation one day because he awakened as the contractor of the divine beast during a dire crisis. Throughout their time together, the divine beast, frequently resonating with Sasha’s divine power, regained his abilities much earlier than anticipated.

He just needs to meet the conditions to make the contract. Among the early emperors, some also made contracts with the divine beast, though they did not do so at the risk of their lives. If one of the two—either the divine beast or the contractor—has strong divine power, it is possible.

“Your Highness, there is something I haven’t mentioned to you.”

As I was about to get up and change my posture, Calix spoke first.

“It’s all right.”

That was really strange… because I felt relieved by those words—the kind of relief that came when something I was worried about was smoothly resolved.

“We can talk about it later.”

I didn’t even realize that I had been hoping for the day when that kindness would be taken away from me to be delayed as long as possible. Suddenly, I had so much to say that all I could do was press my lips together, wishing that we could still share casual conversations even after everything was over.

It seemed only natural that I had grown so fond of Calix, as there wasn’t even a day when I didn’t think about him.

I rolled my eyes for no reason and then started speaking.

“It’s all right. On the last Day of Sacred Blessing, when Sasha and I fell into the lake, it seems Sasha made quite an impression on the divine beast. After that, the divine beast visited Elluiden manor. However, when Sasha seemed uneasy, he visited me, expressing a desire to get closer to Sasha.”

“Because the divine beast had been asleep for a long time, scholars often said that his actual age and growth rate would differ. It seems that was true.”

I was amazed that he could speak of the divine beast in such childlike terms.

“The divine beast clearly has a fondness for Sasha. Therefore, I think he would readily protect Sasha if the conditions for the contract are met.”

“You’re suggesting helping Sasha meet those conditions.”

“That’s right,” I affirmed, nodding my head with determination.

At that moment, Calix suddenly blinked and then, dragging the conversation slightly, he smiled faintly. “Charlize, I suddenly became curious… Is the divine beast’s manifested form perhaps a lizard?”

How did he know?!

My eyes must have been shouting what I was thinking, judging from Calix’ response.

“I was reminded of the lizard doll my lady gifted to Sasha.”

“That’s right. I will also gift one to Your Highness.”

“I didn’t mean it in that way.”

“It’s no problem.”

Since Calix had now learned about the divine beast, it seemed good for them to become acquainted before he made a contract with Sasha.

Since there is plenty of stock for the dolls, it won’t take long to get one.

At the end of my gaze, an empty teacup caught my eye.

“Ah, would you just like to meet now?”

Since I had often seen Sasha walking briskly while holding the lizard doll, he might already be familiar with it. This definitely wasn’t because the money spent on the doll would be a waste—truly, it was not a waste at all.

I poured tea into the cup, brought my hands together, and closed my eyes.

Divine beast. Magnificent divine beast. Excellent divine beast. The divine beast that Sasha will come to adore. The one I already adore…

― …Since you keep looking for me like this, I can’t help it. What is it?

“This is His Highness, Archduke Elluiden, Sasha’s uncle. Your Highness, this is the divine beast.”

― Why is it so brief?!

“I will reintroduce him again. Your Highness, this is the divine one who is cute, handsome, respectable, and capable of doing everything alone.”

“Um, Charlize.”

Calix smiled awkwardly as he watched my desperate flattery, giving the impression that any little affection that was there might have just fallen away.

“I cannot see the divine beast.”

I was shocked.

I thought the duke was surprised because I said I would raise a lizard, but was he actually surprised because I said something invisible was cute?

― You’re thinking such odd thoughts again. It’s because I’m not fully manifested right now.

“Then do it now.”

― …It’s difficult.

“Oh… then, do you remember the conditions for making a contract?”

― It’s been so long that I don’t remember…

“Take care on your way.”

After a while, I spoke in a heavy tone.

“It looks like we should give up on asking the divine beast.”

Sleeping in the lake at the temple, he should have had no need to use divine power, yet somehow, he felt weaker than before. How much did the holy relics drain from him…?

“However… there is a problem, Your Highness.”

Calix narrowed his eyes and smiled, saying, “If the problem is about figuring out the contract conditions, leave it to me.”

Did he always smile that beautifully, to the extent that the time spent not seeing him while blinking seemed a waste?

Absolutely! I could see why Calix, who unexpectedly smiled a lot, only wore the faintest of smiles.

There must have been many people who went around assigning meaning to his expressions…
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The following day.

Calix was waiting for me, having laid out ancient documents on the table, which he said he had found in the library of the annex.
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I inevitably ended up muttering about such a sorrowful matter merely by mentioning it.

“By any chance… did Livan find these?”

Calix, looking as if something pleasant had happened, interlocked his fingers and rested his chin on them before saying, “I found them.”

Looking at his half-closed eyelids, I felt as though I had become a terrible person for asking something I shouldn’t have.

“I searched hard while imagining the face of my lady who would like it, but it seems too much to only mention Livan.”

“It’s because Livan looks too worn out these days. He keeps getting Sasha Therapy, so my turn never comes.”

Now that I had mentioned it, that really did seem to be the case. With a haggard look to arouse sympathy, giving up my turn once or twice has already become five times!

“It feels like I’ve become a wicked superior, though that’s not really the case.”

“Pardon?”

“I work longer hours than Livan,” Calix spoke calmly. “And Livan has had dark circles under his eyes since before he was ten.”

“So his face isn’t haggard… it’s just always been that way?” As this realization settled in, I quietly became angry.

The lord does not live up to his appearance, yet his subordinate does… The proverb “When upstream water is clear, downstream water is also clear” did not hold true, at least in House Elluiden.

I clenched my fists as I made a vow, saying, “From now on, if I run into Livan in the hallway, I will speak to him without holding back. I will not miss a single opportunity.”

I will interrupt his rest times at least five times… Excited to share this feeling, I lifted my head and looked at Calix.

Calix, who had a face as if he was assessing something, smiled broadly and suggested, “How about giving it back in kind, Charlize? You get back five turns to meet Sasha.”

“That is very excellent advice.”

As I nodded repeatedly, I began examining the documents. They were intact, with no parts missing or stained, suggesting the storage condition was good.

“Here. You can look at this as you listen.”

Calix handed me one of the documents, and I quickly read through the paper.

“Only one of three conditions needs to be met to initiate the contract. Of those, two methods can only be done by direct descendants of the imperial family.”

It was not a matter to be doubted. Although he had not appeared in physical form and was considered a legend, the divine beast had helped found the nation and protect the imperial family.

“Even if there were other conditions for the contract, they probably wouldn’t have been recorded.”

“That’s right—the first condition requires divine power above a certain level.”

His fingertip precisely pointed to the section where the numbers were recorded.

“The second is to prove that they are of direct imperial lineage through blood.”

This was why, in the original novel, Sasha was able to make a contract with the divine beast.

Seemingly uninterested despite it being the simplest method, Calix lowered his finger a bit more, and I, feeling the same, lowered my gaze a bit more.

“Where does it start and where does it finish? When is the beginning and when is the end? One will acquire it on the day the revelation of God strikes.”

A man, whose appearance was even more noble than a priest, recited the passage like an oracle.

“Isn’t it a sentence with various possibilities for interpretation? Interesting.”

The delicate hand slid, brushing against the paper, and before it completely disappeared from view, I caught it.

A moment of embarrassment fleetingly passed within the unusually close quarters, yet instead of withdrawing his hand, he pressed it closer.
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“It wasn’t the archduke behind it. I must find out everything about the lady. It is certain that there will be complications in the plan.”

He suddenly shouted aloud, “Investigate the death of Duchess Lienta. If you can’t figure it out, drug the duke to make him confess!”
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At that time, I didn’t know what expression I was making. However, I do remember how tenderly he entwined our fingers more tightly, sharing his warmth and making sure I didn’t feel alone at that moment.

[image: ]

Sasha Therapy was great; the world appeared beautiful, and it inspired one to passionately tackle any task.

Livan, with bright eyes like a student entering his first semester at the academy, nervously turned to the side.

“D-do you have something you want to say?”

“Not particularly.”

Livan made an upset face as he asked, “Then why do you keep looking at me like that?!”

Calix, tilting his head and resting his chin on the back of his hand, said, “Lady Charlize seems to care a lot about you.”

“Pardon?”

“She thought you were haggard, and then chewed over how it had always been like that.”

“Isn’t that just teasing me?”

“Wouldn’t it have been quite common to hate even seeing it?”

At this point, Livan stopped his outcry that no one else could hear.

“Why did she want to talk more, and decide never to just pass by if she ran into…”

The remark was so similar to what one might say about someone they liked that Livan, unable to suppress his curiosity, could not become accustomed to it because he served a master who was peerlessly straightforward in that regard, so he ended up asking a question.

“Who is speaking about whom?”

“Lady Charlize about you.”

“Ugh,” Livan muttered, quickly banishing the thought he had a moment ago.

“So, I momentarily thought that she was interested in you, Livan.”

“Pardon? Please never say such creepy words again!”

“Does Lady Charlize’s interest give you the creeps?”

His characteristically languid voice became even lower, but Livan, who was shivering, did not notice.

“Yes, of course. She thought I was haggard, but that really is just my face. And by talking to me every time we meet, isn’t she just trying to take my turn?!”

The two, who had been fighting over the right to visit Sasha, agreed to take turns during his snack time.

“Now that I think of it, Livan, I heard you seized Lady Charlize’s turns.”

“S-seize, I didn’t do that!”

“Five times. Give them back to her.”

“T-that, I-I will negotiate it with the lady.”

His throat was parched as he prepared to resume the fierce battle, which had been temporarily suspended by mutual agreement.

No, but…!

Livan suddenly became sad.

“You are too much, my lord. You are disregarding me like a teenage boy who, having found a girl he likes, puts aside friends… and everything… else…?” Livan’s voice trailed off, his face taking on a confused expression before he closed his mouth.

Blinking slowly, Calix soon muttered calmly, “You’re wrong, Livan. To begin with, I am not a teenage boy, and I don’t like Lady Charlize in that way.”

Because I want to stay by her side.
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“That day, I think I know when it is.”
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Yesterday, Charlize left like a person who had lost all emotions, giving only a brief explanation with an expressionless face. He wanted to hold on to her but couldn’t.

Although he knew where she was, he lacked a proper reason to visit and had no choice but to wait until five in the afternoon.

…It’s still only three o’clock.

Today, having checked the time more than he could count on both hands, Calix suddenly had a thought.

A relationship where we could meet without needing a reason, and where being the same way tomorrow was only natural. Could there be no such relationship between them? A relationship where he could worry about her to his heart’s content?
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The dragon, who had lived a very long time, had one wish: if the princess, his precious friend, were to be reincarnated, he hoped fervently that it would be in this world.

“Then I will search for you forever… I will save you, make you smile, and cherish each fleeting day that disappears in the blink of an eye, within your limited time… Do not be afraid… We’ll only be apart for a moment… Next time, I will do better.”

The dragon placed a kiss on the forehead of the princess, who was deep in sleep, and blessed her next life.
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Claaang!

“It’s dangerous, hero!”

A small hand carefully moved the sloth.

“No, princess!”

The squirrel on her left hand rapidly ran and tightly hugged the sloth. Meanwhile, the brave princess easily caught the hero who flung himself into her embrace with his whole body.
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He decisively took out the lizard doll.
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“Get on my back quickly. We’re leaving this place.”

“Dragon…!” the hero cried out, his voice filled with tears.

“Hero, hurry. Take my hand.”

“Yes, princess!”
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I needed to earn money. I will earn a lot of money so I can buy many mana stones to record moments such as this, no matter what.

The time for strengthening one’s will to live, as beneficial as it was, inevitably came to an end, as all things in the world do. The child’s body, already often warm, had heated up even more from his passionate performance, leaving a few strands of hair sticking to his forehead.

“Today’s snacks are sweet cocoa and milk pudding.”

Sasha’s cocoa was very light in color. Reportedly, this was because the pastry chefs at Elluiden manor, upon hearing that he had never tasted sweets, prepared a masterfully sweet cocoa that all children would enjoy. They even went so far as to add marshmallows to make it special. However, Sasha actually groaned after tasting the cocoa for the first time—an incident described in the original novel.

Since then, they have made it lighter.

If the author found joy in writing trivial information, wouldn’t this be more fitting than knowing where the clinic was?

“It’s delicious,” Sasha said, smiling faintly as he carefully cradled the cup with both hands.

“Once you’ve finished your snacks, let’s go outside and play.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“The sunlight is warm, but the air is cool, so it’s the perfect weather for running around.”

Sasha, sitting up straight and looking out the window, squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head before saying firmly, “I need to study.”

“Study? What does a little boy need to study for?”

“I’m not a little boy! I’m… going to become a big brother soon.”

The child with a light brown milk mustache on his face smiled shyly, and I was about to laugh along but hesitated.

…Huh?
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Could this be… from when we met Empress Katarina?
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“Although the baby isn’t your real sibling, I ask you to treat them well.”
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I hesitantly looked at the child quietly sipping his cocoa.

“Sasha, you were a big brother at the orphanage, right?”

“Yes.”

“Wasn’t it bothersome?”

Sasha blinked, as if pondering, and shook his head gently before saying, “It wasn’t bothersome. Even tomorrow, I would want to see everyone again too.”

Determination could be felt from his hand that tightly gripped the cup of cocoa.

“Livan told me that we would become cousins. I will be a good big brother.”

“Yes, Sasha, you will be able to become a good big brother. But there is something more important than that.”

“What is it?”

“It’s for Sasha to be happy. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he answered shyly. Then, Sasha shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, and asked, “Lady Charl, when are you going to get married?”

So suddenly?

I was bewildered but answered diligently, “I am expecting it to be about fifty years later.”

“Fifty days?” Sasha stiffened, his eyes wide open as he added, “Uh, there’s not much time left.”

“No. Fifty years.”

“F-fifty years?”

Sasha’s blue eyes trembled as I picked up a handkerchief and lightly wiped his beard.

“In fifty years, I won’t be a big brother, but a grandfather…”

With a somewhat gloomy expression, Sasha murmured something quietly, then sluggishly got up and made a deep bow.

“I’m going to study now. It was enjoyable, Lady Charl.”

I couldn’t stop someone who was studying hard, so with a feeling of regret, I returned his greeting.

Then, I reached the third floor, where Calix’ office was located, faster than anyone else.

There he is, as expected. Today, as always, Livan walked slowly, his face pale as if his soul had fled. Now, I don’t trust that face!

“Livan!”

I closed the distance with Livan in an instant, like a charging bison.

“Talk with me for a moment, will you?”

“What? Talk with you?”

“This isn’t a conversation we could have in a hallway. We should go over there.”

“What? The two of us?”

What? Why is he being like this? However, conversations tended to go well when one’s mind was somewhat absent. This is good timing; it turned out well.

I grabbed Livan by the wrist and dragged him into the nearest room, closing the door by turning the handle down and then gently releasing it from my hand.

Click.

I couldn’t count how many times this small sound alone had made me suddenly come to my senses.

“It seems Sasha is looking forward to the empress giving birth. He wants to be a good big brother to his cousin and has become addicted to studying!”

“…Are you worried about the former or the latter?”

“Why ask something so obvious? Both, of course,” I answered, raising the ends of my eyebrows. “You’ve already come to, I see.”

“It’s shocking to hear such words from the lady who treated skipping a grade at the academy as if simply finishing a semester,” Livan said, pressing his hand against his forehead.

Seeing the man, who had dark circles like tattoos and the palest face in Elluiden, weakly staggering, I quickly turned my head.

“Livan, you are being too extreme with the impact of your appearance.”

“What? Why that all of a sudden…? Anyway, no matter how much face value I have, could it ever compare to the lady’s…”

Livan, having rubbed his face as if he was washing his face but without water, answered with a face that looked considerably less tired.

“Prince Sasha has asked me about a younger cousin before. When I inquired whether he was referring to the empress’ child, he shook his head no, in a cute, adorable, and lovely manner.”

“…Huh?” Then, there’s only one candidate left, isn’t there?

“He asked when he would have a younger cousin, so I answered that one would come when you two get married.”

“…So that’s why he asked when we were getting married.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I said it would be in fifty years.”

“What?” Livan muttered reluctantly, then added, “Congratulations on your marriage in advance. I think by then I will have long departed from this world.”

“I won’t offer condolences in advance because I will be alive until then.”

“Yes, it seems the lady will easily survive…”

After finishing the conversation in a warm atmosphere and since I had already come up to the third floor, I met Calix before heading to my room.

The moment I placed my hand on the doorknob and felt its metallic coldness, I decided not to turn it, but instead changed direction and walked away.
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Finally, time flowed for House Ronatus, who had been trapped in that moment of winter.

Although the winds of purging were blowing fiercely, one person was, as always, at ease.

Erich lay on a long chair and stretched out fully, relishing his newfound carefree life now that his father had awakened, and his younger sister had become the successor.
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“I had no idea your blood was so thick.”
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Marquess Ronatus was greatly angered to learn that his butler had colluded with his blood relative, Count Fernand, who had behaved as if he were the real power in House Ronatus. He even went so far as to lay a hand on Lavette.

It certainly was a matter of conversation, even if a scion of a noble family on the borders was the one who experienced it. And still, it would have been relatively fortunate if it had stopped at that level. This was because, despite being the victim, it nonetheless might become a label that forever accompanied them throughout their social activities.

For the sake of the child’s honor, it was a matter that could never be handled publicly.

I was worried that father would be satisfied with our knight defeating House Fernand’s knight at the horseback riding tournament, but to think that he would think of something like that.

The obstinate marquess, who had obsessively walked only the path of righteousness, changed a lot after wandering at the brink of death and returning.

To think he planned to use the family’s elite knight to ambush and eliminate Count Fernand.
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“I was mistaken about the most precious thing.”
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He quickly wiped under his nose, remembering his father’s embrace—it was as big as he had imagined and warmer than he thought.

Erich loudly cleared his throat and muttered for no reason, “The count is fearless. How could he think of sending an assassin to Lady Lienta…”

As he spoke, he got chills. It was said that the lady had dragged the assassin by his hair and stormed into Count Fernand’s manor in the capital.

The information came from a document submitted by Count Fernand himself, who had been referred to the noble court. Although the majority of nobles thought the story had been exaggerated after passing through many mouths, they trembled as if shocked when the count recited its contents during the trial.

Only Erich remained calm, never doubting that those words were true.

Sadly, just thinking of Charlize Lienta was enough to make Erich’s body brisk enough to sit up straight…

“Darn it.”

Just as he was about to lie back down again, he heard a knock.

“Lord Erich, a guest has come to visit.”

At that moment, it could only be described as intuition, feeling as if a weight had been hung in his heart, which then sank heavily.

“W-who is it?”

“It is Lady Charlize Lienta.”

Erich was at a loss for words.

“Um, and she said if you don’t come within five minutes, it’s going to get interesting.”
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Erich walked down the hallway slowly yet quickly, like a prisoner being dragged, but also like someone going to pick up a long-awaited item.

In fact, the time he hesitated in front of the reception room door was probably longer than the time it took to get there.

As he checked his watch to the very end, just as he was about to lower his fist, the door opened.

“Greetings, Lady Lienta.”

“Yes,” Charlize said as she nodded her head and opened the door wide. “I came because I have something urgent to say to you.”

“What is it?”

Charlize gazed at him expressionlessly, and startled by her look, Erich changed what he was about to say.

“I will do anything.”

“Go to all the social clubs you know, listen to some conversations, and come back.”

This was certainly not because he felt gratitude for the lady’s contribution to saving his father; rather, it was because he wanted to go outside and have a blast!

“What kind of conversations are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about what kinds of things are happening these days. It’s also good to pay attention to what young people are interested in.”

“Pardon?”

“Collect as much information as you can and then contact Elluiden manor. I’m leaving.”

“W-wait, just a moment! I’m not one of the lady’s subordinates to be ordered around like this…”

After muttering something inaudible, Erich bowed his head deeply.

“It will take three days.”
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Erich made a cute sound that sounded like “darn” and, not just greeting me according to etiquette, he even saw me off.

“What, has he matured?”

Regardless, I picked up the pen again.

I should hurry. I need to break off this engagement quickly.

“However, there are many events not described in the original novel, which is a problem…”

Most of these events were minor, but like with Rodante, there might be significant events that were suspiciously omitted from the original novel. Therefore, I instructed Erich to go around the social clubs and investigate the current trends.

Since it wasn’t a task that required deep investigation, even he should be able to do it.

Above all… Since Erich is a bit dumb, he might get completely fooled again.
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Erich Ronatus. A simple and ignorant yet tenderly delicate flower in a greenhouse.
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Erich, make a good catch and then come back.

As I closed the journal, I recalled the fragment of the future I saw today.
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The hand that tightly gripped her collar trembled.

Charlize fiercely widened her large eyes.

“I never asked you to die like this. I never wished for it. So don’t try to impose any emotional debt on me, and just get up!”
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That rude tone was something I had heard in the not-so-distant past.

…It seems like Rodante.

That night, I read about his frantic instructions to check whether any holy water had entered Elluiden. Consequently, I instructed Noah not to let Rodante and Angel go outside Lienta manor, if possible, as the pattern so far suggested that the incident was likely related to the upcoming hunting festival.

“If they have nothing to do in winter, why couldn’t they just hold a wholesome knitting competition instead of going hunting again?”

No matter how much I thought about it, the founding emperor definitely eliminated a rival during the hunting competition.

As time passed and the hunting competition approached, my mood became strange. Now that he had finally found his family and was studying in preparation for academy admission, hoping to live happily, perhaps it was natural for him to talk about living or dying in such a way.

Rodante, how unfortunate…

Come to think of it, what was Rodante’s family name? Noah had researched it with me and told me.

Ta… Ta…
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“I am Peony Tatis.”

It was Tatis.

The woman with curly deep green hair, who appeared to be only about the age of the empress at most, had dark eyes barely visible through her slyly narrowed eyelids.

“Marquess Tatis is my husband. I’ve always wanted to meet you, and I am pleased to do so, my lady.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Marchioness Tatis.”

If I had known nothing about Peony, I might have shrunk back, wanting to make a good impression on her, especially since the somewhat dangerous atmosphere she exuded was exactly to my taste.

“Oh my, that’s too formal. You may call me Peony.”

The nobles, who were pretending not to listen, flinched, and I too felt a similar sentiment.

What? What is this situation?

Rosetta went to manage her connections; Duke Lienta and Irian did not attend; Calix went with Sasha to greet the emperor; and Lavette told me not to act like I knew her.

She’s likely targeting Lavette, so there’s no reason for her to give the empress an excuse by being friendly with me.

In short, it was for the same reasons that like-minded people stuck together. Thus, while I was standing alone with no one within a radius of at least three meters, Peony approached and started talking to me, leading to this situation.

Hmm, shall I play along with her for now?

“Should I?”

I smirked, lifting just one corner of my mouth—so obnoxious that even I found it unpleasant, and I decided it was something only Erich should see.

“How refreshing! Then, may I also call you by your name, my lady?” Peony asked, smiling brightly.

Hmm. It wasn’t so much about liking or disliking being called by my first name upon our first meeting; rather, I felt oddly uneasy and reluctant to respond.

“A-ahem. Even in this weather, there are flowers.”

“Oh, my goodness! They’re so beautiful. I want to go see them right away.”

“My feet are already moving on their own.”

“Flowers, you say? Oh my, I was amazed by their vitality…”

Now, the only person within five meters of me, besides myself, was Peony.

It’s confusing whether it’s skill or fearlessness that’s at play.

It was then that she spoke again.

“Oh, this is our first meeting, isn’t it? I’m sorry. Actually, I used to hear news from the capital that the ladies in our territory would sometimes discuss. You left such a strong impression that I felt as though we had known each other for a long time.”

Peony, frowning slightly while smiling apologetically, turned around briskly.

As I stood motionlessly looking at Peony’s back, Rosetta hurriedly appeared, true to her nature of finding satisfaction only in places buzzing with gossip and commotion.

“…My lady?”

“Yes, Lady Rosetta?”

I quickly shifted my gaze away from the figure that had moved away just as Rosetta approached one step closer with a pouty face.

“Why are you isolating yourself from the world again? Come, go with me.”

“I-I’m not isolating myself. I even had a conversation with Marchioness Tatis.”

“Did you have any prior acquaintance with the Marchioness Tatis?”

“No, I met her for the first time today.”

“Given my lady’s sociability, you wouldn’t have initiated the conversation, so it must have been the marchioness who did… Oh, excuse me. Right?”

“Why do you ask such obvious things as if they are unexpected?”

“How strange. The marchioness is known for her limited social activities, and even if she does attend, she is famous for only conversing with the noble ladies she interacts with.”

“Then why does she bother attending?”

“Well, she is a marchioness, after all, and cannot completely avoid social activities, so perhaps that’s why,” Rosetta said, shrugging her shoulders.

Even though she was a marchioness, she mostly stayed within their estate and appeared in the capital only occasionally, showing no interest at all in others

Typical Rosetta! Her determination, solely focused on the prestige of the social circle and which had even led her to try selling off Charlize in the original novel, remained unchanged.

I nodded and closely followed Rosetta, repeating “Pleased to meet you” to seven different faces. However, further conversation could not continue because the ladies had to leave for various reasons.

“Did you see that, Rosetta? I might have a better knack for sociability than I thought.” In this kind of environment, this much is quite an achievement.

Rosetta glanced back at me and murmured something under her breath, then added, “Indeed… that might actually be fortunate.”

I, too, understood the complex psychology of “wanting to mutter but hoping it wouldn’t be heard by others,” so we just kept quiet and looked at the distant mountains together.
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The emperor’s speech ended.

Empress Katarina, saying she was not feeling well, left her seat first as the event started.

“What could be the matter?”

“The empress not staying until the end. It’s the first time.”

“Perhaps she truly is unwell.”

The whispering voices continued. Some were probably inwardly wondering, “Perhaps…?” and guessing she might be pregnant.

The nobles here considered successors most important for maintaining power, so all thoughts tended to flow in that direction. However, given the secret speculation about the empress’ potential infertility—a topic not easily discussed—it would likely remain just a thought.

It seems they plan to announce her pregnancy soon. Perhaps they were trying to align the child’s birthday with the Day of Sacred Blessing. But surely, there will clearly be talk that it is too coincidental. Though it may be publicly called a divine blessing, behind the scenes, everyone would undoubtedly be gossiping… because the basis was the current status of the divine beast’s divine power.

Had there been sincerity, would the child’s condition be like that?

With a heavy heart, I jumped off the horse and landed, striving to conceal my emotions.

“We have arrived.”

Although Charlize had limited ability to engage in physical activities due to her poor physical strength, she expertly handled horses and firearms—a truly characteristic choice and focus for Charlize Lienta.

Since Calix, the archduke, did not enjoy hunting, she thought it necessary for the archduchess to stand out in the hunting competitions.

“Thank you, Lady Charl.”

The child who wanted to be an older brother was eating so well that his cheeks had become quite round. I want to bite them…

Under my longing gaze, Sasha quizzically tilted his head and then, suddenly flinching, covered his right cheek with his small hands.

“It’s not a bean. Nor is it a strawberry seed. It’s a beauty mark.”

Livan’s recitation of pathetic excuses briefly made me solemn.

“Yes, Sasha cleans up very well.”

“Right.”

“Because he’s a cool big brother, he eats without getting anything on his face.”

“Right!” the child exclaimed. With a bit of exaggeration, he confidently squared his small shoulders, which could be grasped with one hand.

“Livan’s eyes seem crossed.”

“Right, n-no…”

Cute! So cute!

Ever since he dreamed of being a big brother, I’ve noticed his shoulders gradually slump whenever he heard the phrase “It’s because you’re cute.” So now, I could only mutter it inwardly with tender longing.

“Lady Charl, Lady Charl. Please put me down. I can walk on my own.”

Perhaps feeling the gaze of children far away, Sasha’s cheeks turned red. When Calix set him down with reluctance, he immediately supported Sasha, who momentarily wobbled.

“T-thank you, uncle.”

Sasha gazed up at Calix with sparkling eyes, and I clearly saw how Calix nearly lifted him up again, only to reluctantly withdraw his hand.

Although he doesn’t show it on the outside, he actually really likes Sasha.

“Prince Sasha! Over here!”

From afar, the children waved their hands.

Our little one is so sociable that he has already made friends! I was truly amazed.

“Sasha seems to be the most sociable among us.”

“Yes, he seems to be the most outstanding among us,” Calix said slowly. Then he bent down a little and whispered softly in my ear, “It’s over there.”

It wasn’t a pleasant conversation, but for some reason, his voice carried a hint of laughter.
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Having become a master in this field through past training, I did not reflexively shift my gaze and make such a beginner’s mistake.

“Is it nearby?” I asked, tilting my head slightly.

Oh, there’s soot under his mouth. Perhaps some dust had clung to his face while riding horseback. It was only visible from a very close distance due to its small size, but driven by a sense of duty to preserve his appearance, I reached out my hand.

“Just a moment, Your Highness.”

Even though I rubbed it with my index finger, the dust firmly remained in place. It’s not an easy opponent.

With a gleam in my eyes, I rubbed it again and was defeated once more.

“This little…”

“Charlize.”

There was something shallow lingering in his languid voice, a mixture of amusement and embarrassment. He seemed to be smiling, evident from the curve of his lips I caught in the corner of my vision.

“It’s not dust,” Calix said playfully.

Gasp!

I quickly stepped back to create some distance between us and exclaimed, “I’m sorry!”

“No. You were just trying to wipe off what was on my face; I’m the one who should be thankful.”

Calix slowly swept his thumb over the very small, faint beauty mark under his lower lip. It was indeed still in the same position.

“Rather than that, you must have been startled because I suddenly spoke from so close. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I wasn’t startled.”

“Why?” the low voice asked, and then continued, “Why weren’t you startled?”
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“You will one day make a big mistake by showing everything on your face.”
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What did I answer back then? I couldn’t remember. However, were someone to say the same thing again, I could answer now.

I’ve already made so many mistakes!

“I was—very startled.”

His sharp nose, enough to cast shadows on his face, was smooth and extended without any protruding parts, appearing graceful.

As he slightly tilted his face, shadows fell again, making his blue eyes strikingly unfamiliar.

That’s right. I was currently so preoccupied with observing Calix’ face that I was listening to his words with one ear and letting them out the other. It’s a pity. I wanted to see more, but…

Becoming sad, I prepared for fragments of the future, in text form, to fill my mind.

However, I didn’t see anything. It seemed that today was really the day Rodante, who should have been hurt instead of me, spoke rudely.

If so… today, I must diligently guard my life.

I belatedly realized that I had ignored Calix’ words while burning with fighting spirit.

I can’t remember what he just said… As I clasped my hands together cautiously, Calix smiled lightly.

“It was just something I said.”

I see. It must have been nothing important.

It appeared at that moment.
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“You dare…!”
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The text appeared, disintegrated, was reestablished, and finally disappeared without a trace.

Could it be that Rodante is trying to come here now? Coincidentally, Duke Lienta was absent today, having complained of illness. With no one from House Lienta present, it was awkward to contact Noah, who would be at the manor.

…I’m going crazy!

Then, a fragment of the future began again.
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“I hate you.”

“Haha, what to do about this?” she asked, amused, her dark eyes sparkling with vitality. “I am the one who gave you your name.”

Rodante’s jaw clenched tightly. Then, he said, “Such a thing as my name, I can just change it.”

“Go ahead and try. Even if you do, your true name won’t change.”
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Is Rodante going to change his name? If so, it might mean that he had actually appeared in the original novel.

Although it was somewhat shocking, the issue could be resolved if I casually asked Rodante if there was a name he wanted to change to and he said that he had one.

Having quickly regained my composure, I was startled and ended up jumping.

“S-sorry, I’m sorry.”

I slapped Calix’ hand, not knowing how long I had been holding it.

There are so many things that could become a habit—why did I make holding hands while looking at the future one of them?! If anything, I might as well have adopted the constructive habit of not burning my tongue even when gulping down hot tea.

But it seems I slapped it too hard…

In the original novel, the male lead, always mature and with a somewhat secretive aura, actually had a kind yet mischievous side. He was the type of person who would tease me about my embarrassing mistake or drag out his words while pretending it hurt.

However, Calix was just watching his right hand quietly.

“Are you all right?”

As I hesitated out of a feeling of regret, Calix’ eyelashes fluttered.

I know that look. I shouldn’t look into Calix’ eyes, but whenever I wanted to see his face, my inner conflict often revealed itself that way.

Are you conflicted? About what? Whether to scold me or not?

“…I’m all right,” he eventually answered, looking slightly bewildered.

It was then…

“So you were all here.”

…that Elijah Baier finally approached.
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The moment I first recognized the possibility that dark magic existed in this world, I made a request to Calix.
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“Your Highness, I would like to make a suggestion regarding the ball commemorating Sasha’s seventh birthday.”
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“How about inviting children too, so that he can meet friends naturally?”
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There was also hope that Sasha would make good friends, but the main point was something else. The curse on Lord Baier might not have been a simple curse; rather, it could have been dark magic.

The territory of Duchess Baier was in the Northern region, and there were always criminals hiding in the rugged areas.
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“Lord Baier was once cursed. She has many subordinates trained in search and tracking, so perhaps Duchess Baier herself might have noticed the presence of a dark mage.”
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Staring at the bright lights of Elluiden’s grand banquet hall, I had said such words.
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“Take measures to make sure Duchess Baier recognizes the existence of dark magic.”
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“It cannot yet be definitively stated whether the person who cursed the young lord is just a normal mage or a dark mage. However, dark magic definitely exists. As long as we keep it to that, there should be no risk of repercussions.”
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So, it was sufficient to consider and prepare just one course of action.

…To slap the hand of such a good person…

My conscience pricked, and with a solemn feeling, I stole a quick glance at Calix’ hand. By then, the two of them had finished their appropriate greetings.

Duchess Baier turned to look at me before saying, “It feels like it’s been a long time since we met, my lady. Have you been well?”

“Yes. Has Your Grace also been well?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Duchess Baier, having approached first, got straight to the point.

“Among the imperial prince’s playmates, Lucas was also there.”

On the Day of Sacred Blessing at the temple, Lucas had also been there when Sasha fell into the lake. Now, Duchess Baier, with a disingenuous tone, was expressing concern that House Elluiden might single out Lucas.

It’s possible that Calix might not be pleased. Still, could it be because I knew that Lucas had immediately run to an adult, sobbing as he said Sasha needed to be saved? I was not terribly displeased with that child.

“It seems the two have already become quite close,” Calix remarked, somewhat pensively.
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“Prince Sasha, what do you think of these flowers? Aren’t they pretty?”

“Aren’t these orange petals prettier than that?”

“How about going for a walk in the forest? My father says it will make you feel refreshed!”

Sasha’s eyes widened with delight as he quietly listened to the competitively clamoring words of the children.

This was a place created for children to safely gather and play among themselves while their parents socialized. Since it was a venue for noble children, all the common weeds and wildflowers had been removed. Yet, amidst the artificially planted beds of brightly colored flowers, a clover peeked out.

“Prince Sasha?”

Sasha reached out and touched the clover.

“Why are you touching the weeds?”

“It doesn’t even have four leaves! My mother said that the ones with four leaves are rare.”

“My father too! He said three leaves are common, so they’re nothing special.”

“Now the flowers have fallen, but you can make a pretty ring with this weed,” Sasha said, smiling slightly while looking at the clover.

“Ah…”

“Is that so…”

The children exchanged glances.

“Having come from begging in the slums, it seems to be true. He said he makes rings out of weeds.”

“My dad bought me a teddy bear embedded with sapphires yesterday.”

A few whispered amongst themselves, while another stepped in.

“W-well, then, since we can’t do that now, how about trying something else?”

The voice was clearly less enthusiastic than it had been just a moment ago, while some children even took a step back.

It was at that moment that a young voice cut through the awkward atmosphere, saying, “All of you, step aside.”

“Lord Baier!”

“When did you get here? Why didn’t you say anything?!”

“Didn’t you hear me? I told everyone to step aside.”

The children retreated hesitantly with a look of reluctance.

With both hands on his waist, Lucas looked down at Sasha and began rambling, “Are you foolish? How can you speak so naively? They’re all underestimating you! That’s how everyone is around here.”

Lucas stamped his foot in frustration, and observing this, Sasha looked at Lucas before turning his gaze back to the clover.

No, there are also people who are not like that.

“By the way, what are you doing? Why are you still crouching down?”

Even when squatting, Lucas was tall, and although Sasha had long been good at pronouncing the “sha” sound, he still sometimes lisped it. Moreover, the children really liked Lucas, even when he wore a grumpy face.

Will my little cousin also prefer Lucas more?

As the thought occurred to him that he would only be able to meet the baby in fifty years, his shoulders slumped.
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“I’m sorry…”

Suddenly, the child heard those words.

“…I was wrong,” Lucas continued, his face turning bright red.

After looking at his face for a moment, Sasha nodded and said, “All right.”

“Is that it…?”

“Yes.”

Clearly, an apology had been made and forgiveness granted, yet a sense of unease lingered. With his lips tightly shut and his eyes darting around, Lucas figured out the reason: nothing had changed, whether before the apology or afterward.

“D-do you hate me?” Lucas asked, making an effort to hold back tears, though it only made his voice sound like he was merely grumbling.

Being said to resemble his deceased father’s weakness, he noticed the vassals looking at him with worry, and even his mother looked at him disapprovingly. Thus, he had become unable to reveal any of his true feelings anymore.
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“Young master, how about teaching a lesson to the child who claims to be the imperial prince?”

“Teaching?”

“Yes. Please demonstrate that even the imperial family fears the young master.”

“…How?”

“Isn’t the Day of Sacred Blessing coming up? People naturally fear dark places. Lock him up.”

“What? That’s too harsh.”

“Young master… this is why the duchess is very worried.”

“…”

“Baier, which supports the North, is a difficult territory to govern due to its weak nature. Given how much affection the head of the family has invested, how could she not be worried?”

“…I understand.”
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He wanted to be recognized by his mother, wanted to be a reliable son, and wanted to be loved. That was the case, but then…

[image: ]

“Y-Your Highness the Archduke, something terrible has happened. Prince Sasha… Prince Sasha has…”
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Ultimately, he had failed to do anything properly, and his mother’s cold gaze was evidence of that disappointment. Just the jewels sent to House Elluiden this time were said to be worth an amount equivalent to the annual budget.

Although the archduke sent them back without accepting them, Lucas knew that this refusal represented an even bigger problem.
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“You know this, young master. Therefore, you must do better.”
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It was true that he approached with impure intentions; however, the boy did not, in fact, dislike Sasha and, strangely enough, actually felt remorseful.
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“I don’t hate you.”

Why doesn’t he?

“It’s the first time I’ve heard the words ‘I’m sorry,’” Sasha muttered quietly, as if answering a question that had been asked only inwardly.

Strictly speaking, it wasn’t the first time. However, he didn’t want to talk about Charlize’s kindness to anyone else, because she had shown it only to him, and he wanted to be the only one to know.

“What? You’re only hearing those words for the first time?” Lucas scrunched up his face, then continued, “So, have all the children who wronged you just washed their mouths?”

“‘Washed their mouths?’” Sasha asked, absentmindedly rubbing his lips with his palm.

“That’s not it, did they not even apologize?”

“Yes.”

“You are indeed foolish.”

Sasha’s hand was still floating in the air, covering the lower part of his face, when Lucas grabbed it and guided it to his own collar.

“When that happens, do it like this and say, ‘Hey! Apologize right now!’”

“…”

“Why don’t you try it?”

“Hey… Apologize right now…”

“Yes. Just like that!”

And then, Lucas chattered on before becoming sullen again.

“…I’m sorry.”

Sasha could only blink, and then, he put strength into his fingertips, gripping Lucas’ collar tightly enough to leave a mark.

“All right.”

“…”

“Okay.”

His eyes lit up as he exclaimed, “Then, we’ve made up now!”

Sasha didn’t know exactly what this meant, but he still nodded his head, which made Lucas excited.

He forgave me! He became happy, the corners of his lips twitched, then he darted his eyes around, flustered. I said sorry so many times… so why do I feel good because of this?

The boy soon found the answer.

Yes, it’s only because I have to become friends with him. I feel good because I achieved my first goal!

It was at that moment that they heard her voice.

“What is this?”

Charlize Lienta had approached before anyone noticed, and though she must have run over from afar, her appearance suggested otherwise. Not only did she show no signs of exhaustion, but even her hair was neatly arranged, as if it had just been groomed.

Lucas really disliked perfect people; consequently, the fluffy feeling in his heart quickly evaporated, and his eyes narrowed sharply.

“Lady Charl, this is…” Sasha trailed off, withdrew his hand, and quickly started to speak with a pale face, but then stopped.

This foolish… Lucas bit his lip.

“I told him to grab my collar. Prince Sasha didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I knew it would be like that. Our Sasha wouldn’t just grab anyone by the collar,” Charlize answered in a tone that made it sound utterly obvious, as if she had never even considered the possibility that Sasha could be at fault.

Lucas suddenly became envious of Sasha, who received that kind of trust.

Charlize asked with a blank face, “But why did you make Sasha grab your collar?”

“…I wanted to apologize for past events.”

“Although it’s extremely late, that’s a good attitude,” Charlize responded curtly as she adjusted Sasha’s clothes. She pulled down the hem that had risen from squatting and standing up, and quickly tidied his hair.

Lucas said nothing in return and, without realizing it, cast his gaze afar. As she conversed with Archduke Elluiden, his mother, seeming to feel his distant gaze, briefly looked his way—yet she would have lingered longer looking at roadside flowers than she did on him.

If I become a better heir, then she will look back at me. I just need to do better.

Swallowing burning words had become a very easy task for Lucas, but today, something felt stuck in his throat. He bit his lower lip firmly.

“See you next time,” he said roughly as he quickly turned around.
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I watched as his small back receded into the distance.

He’s exactly like a little kitten. He had a cute temperament that reminded me of Irian when she was still kitten-like.

“Do you want to go home first, Sasha?”

“I want to go back together.”

I want to go together now. My desire to lie down in bed was towering like a chimney. This place was too annoying! Still… I might be able to find a clue, so I should keep my spirits up.

In a gloomy mood, I tried to comfort myself.

Anyway, it’s a relief that there are knights watching. If they were really worried about their child’s safety, the right decision would have been not to bring them at all. However, this was not a place for that kind of problem. Before a social debut, strengthening friendships is possible only within tacitly known relationships, making any occasion to meet many people valuable.

Sasha, wanting to see more flowers, crouched down.

After patting his small head, I walked away, fully aware that my personal safety might be compromised today, whether Rodante comes or not.

Being apart from the child is the right choice, and likewise, I must also stay well apart from Calix.

While lost in such thoughts as I walked, I drew close enough to see his face.

Calix’ expression was unreadable as he conversed with Duchess Baier, and before I knew it, my steps had slowed down. As if sensing my presence, he turned his head with a calm expression, his eyes soon crinkling into a smile.

“I was right, wasn’t I, my lady?”

It was strange.

Then, at that moment, it felt as if my heart was tearing, and it became painful.
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“No, my dear. No!”
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“Please, please don’t take yourself away from me.”
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“I will tell you everything you’ve been curious about. If you just wake up, I will tell you everything, really everything… I can do that. Please. So, please.”
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Father…
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“When you first came to us, like a gift… His Holiness the Pope had sought us out.”
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“Charlize!”

I rested my forehead against his firm shoulder and gasped for breath.

“Lady Charl!” Along with the child’s voice calling out to me, I could faintly hear the sound of urgently rushing footsteps approaching from a distance.

The intuition that I must not lose consciousness pierced through me like an arrow, compelling me to bite down frantically on my tongue as I endured the pain.

“W-what should we do? What happened? Uncle, why is Lady Charl…” Sasha trailed off, his tiny hand clutching my fingers desperately.

It was at that moment that a loud sound suddenly cut through the place.

Boom!

“What’s going on?” Duchess Baier muttered, looking perplexed.

Meanwhile, the pain had subsided. No sooner had it eased than I exchanged a glance with Calix, prompting him to scoop Sasha into his arms.

“Lady Charl…”

I pressed my forehead against his small forehead, and the child’s arms firmly wrapped around my neck.

“It’s all right.”

“Ugh.”

However, the situation was far from okay. In the distance, screams burst out one after another, causing the children, who were gathered in a group among themselves, to suddenly burst into tears and run towards the knights.

There were many puzzling points, but one thing was clear: the matter at hand had to be resolved first.

“Lucas is missing.”

Duchess Baier, having her sword drawn and observing the direction from which the screams were echoing, immediately turned her gaze upon hearing my words.

“…Did he go into the forest or something? He must have heard the noise, so he’ll come out soon. He’s not so foolish as to not be able to do that.”

Despite her words, the duchess’ eyes were still searching for Lucas.

“I will look for Lucas, so please go ahead, Your Grace.”

Duchess Baier, the guardian of the North, was famous for her martial prowess. If she neglected the situation to search for her son, she could face as many difficulties as there were casualties. Since a male sibling of Duchess Baier is still alive, there will surely be vassals spouting nonsense that someone driven more by blood than duty is not suitable to be the head of the family.

Although such words could simply be dismissed, Duchess Baier would not welcome the internal cohesion of her house being disrupted.

After a moment of silence, Duchess Baier spoke up.

“This is the second time. I am grateful to you, my lady.”

I smiled.

“Don’t worry. I will handle everything.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

As Duchess Baier moved, I surveyed the forest.

Rather, I should be the one thanking the duchess, because I had just obtained a reason to go into the forest without drawing suspicious glances.


[image: ]

“Charlize. Just a moment,” Calix said, holding Sasha tightly in his arms. “Take Jay. After taking Sasha to the carriage, I will join you.”

“Hello, my lady!”

Jay hopped off his horse and smiled broadly, apparently having come to find his lord immediately upon hearing the suspicious explosion. This was opportune for me, as it was a proposal with no drawbacks; after all, someone had to take Lucas back.

“It’s been a while, Sir Knight. Let’s go.”

“Yes!”

Jay, having made a playful salute, jumped up onto his horse. And just as I was about to mount mine, Calix spoke.

“My lady, give me your hand.”

Puzzled, I extended my hand.

“Sasha, hold on tight.”

His tone was unusually slow, so with anxious eyes, Sasha, who was looking at me, tightly hugged Calix’ neck with both arms.

“That’s right. Well done.”

Calix, with quick and skillful hands, removed each glove and rubbed his palms together.

His eyes, previously locked with mine, fell downward as he pushed the gloves up to my wrists in a straightforward and concise movement.

“Charlize. You must not get hurt. Many people worry about you.”

Huh? I reflected on my poor set of human relationships, which could be counted on one hand, wondering who he was referring to.

“If a dangerous situation arises, offer Jay as a sacrifice and run away.”

“Yes, please do so. I am strong!”

“Let’s save the more detailed and extensive discussion for later.”

More on this? I thought, but instead of voicing it out, I simply nodded my head.

And then, he and I went our separate ways.
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Even at just the entrance, the forest was already thick with lush greenery.

“Is Lord Baier really here?”

“Maybe. I saw him go in, but I didn’t see him come out.”

“Ooh, those are somehow frightening words,” Jay said, shuddering exaggeratedly.

“I’m not scared, so there’s no need for that.”

“I am scared. I am.”

Jay, who grumbled cutely, quickly hardened his expression.

“If he isn’t visible even from here, at a child’s pace, he might have gone quite deep. Should we mobilize other knights to search?”

Although it was somewhat premature to suggest, Jay, true to his role as a knight of the Black Night, did not insist stubbornly after receiving my answer.

“No. He’ll be around here.”

I did not go deeper in but circled around the area.

“Lucas, you must have heard as well, but it seems something has happened. That’s why Her Grace has sent me in her stead.”

“…”

“Since it would be a big problem if I left without finding you, could you help me out?”

“…”

“Lucas. Even if you’re crying, I won’t tease you. So, come out.”

“…”

“Hey, crybaby. Little crybaby.”

It was around the time I said this that Lucas appeared.

“I wasn’t crying!”

“Really? I see,” I said, pretending not to notice his slightly reddened eyes as I nodded in agreement.

“Come over here. All the other children have been safely evacuated. You should too.”

“I don’t want to ride the same horse as the lady.”

Just because I spoke informally once, the little kid kept trying to treat me as an equal. Having once spoken informally to people at least twice my age, I thought of it as karma and just nodded along.

Jay embraced Lucas in his arms and chattered away, “Oh dear, oh dear. You were quite startled, weren’t you? Oh dear.”

“I’m not a little kid!”

“Yes, you’re not a little kid, are you? You don’t look seven years old but seem to be at least seventeen!”

Lucas puffed out his cheeks.

Such great teasing that it even made him forget what he was scared of!

While soothing the child, Jay placed Lucas in front of him on his horse.

“Shall we gradually leave the forest? The atmosphere is ominous.”

As if questioning when he had ever teased someone in a coddling manner, Jay looked up at the sky with a worried expression.

“Still, if it rains, they won’t be able to set off another explosion, so that would be fortunate.”

“Go alone, Jay. There’s something I need to check.”

“Then, I will stay by your side until His Highness arrives.”

“It seems it will be difficult for the archduke to come.”

Because it was awkward to discuss loudly in the presence of a child, I discreetly pointed to my side with my finger. When I demonstrated a fake cry of “ouch…” Jay, looking puzzled, clenched his mouth so tightly that his jaw muscles stood out.

“So go ahead. A knight does the work a knight does. I also have work I must do here.”

“My job is to escort you, my lady.”

Oh my… However, there was no time for this, and as the standoff dragged on, it became increasingly frustrating. But understanding Jay’s feelings, I merely scrunched up my face and, instead of raising my fist, simply moved my lips.

“That won’t do. There’s a child here.”

At that moment, another voice cut into the conversation.

“I will guard my lady’s side, so Sir Knight, you should protect the child.”

It was Noah.

“I heard that my lady went to the forest, so I hurried, and I am glad to have encountered you.”

“He is a knight of Lienta. Sir Jay, you can go now. After all, the archduke’s order was to make sure I am not left alone, right?” I then pointed at Lucas with my chin and continued, “A child’s safety must always be the priority.”

Jay answered in a tone that suggested he had no choice, “Understood. I will escort Lord Baier to a secure location.”

After tightly gripping the reins and firmly supporting Lucas, he added, “However, I will return to the forest afterwards, so you must not rebuke me for that.”

“All right.”
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After parting ways with the two in that manner, Noah explained the situation.

“Rodante suddenly went to the training grounds and insisted on going to where master was. Thinking there must be a reason such a mature child was so insistent, I came along.”

This hunting festival was an event organized by the imperial family. If my father did not attend himself, but a knight from our house joined in late, it would surely reach the ears of the emperor and empress.

It wasn’t that there were no members of House Lienta at the hunting competition—thus, there should be no cause for criticism—but I still intended to find out what was going on.

How bad must Rodante’s expression have been for Noah to come here? It would have ended just like that, had there not been a suspicious incident.

“Yes, I understand, Noah.”

My intent was to postpone aligning our responses for the investigation until later. Noah, possibly catching this, nodded slightly.

Meanwhile, we arrived at our destination, a place that Sasha had originally discovered after wandering off the path, not far from the entrance of the forest.

I slowed down and recalled the original novel.
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“Ah.”

Staggering as he ran, Sasha eventually tripped over a tree root and fell. He needed to get up and run away, but suddenly, something caught the child’s eye.

There, not a single blade of grass was present, and the soil was exposed.
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“I will draw Sasha.”
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The darkened soil was just like the color of his hair, which he had painted with Irian a few days ago, and so, Sasha’s lips quivered.

“Lady Irian…”

I’m scared. I’m very scared.

“Please come quickly…”
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In the original novel, Irian and Calix did not make it on time. It’s obvious. Naturally, it was because of me. Clinging to Irian, I didn’t let go.

At that time, as it was quieter, the two who were troubled by my actions realized a bit late that Sasha was not at the place where the children were gathering to play.

In the original novel, only the assassins had acted secretly. It was around this very spot that the child received a fatal wound and, upon awakening, entered into a contract with the divine beast.

Darkened soil.

Perhaps this wasn’t just useless information but rather a detail included to make Sasha’s process of recalling Irian appear more natural. In fact, compared to the information so far, it was a very plausible sentence that did not stand out.

However, the fact that it’s darkened bothers me. If it were merely the hazel color that reminded him of Irian’s eyes, I wouldn’t have come here. Hmm.

I hesitated for a moment, and then swiftly jumped off the horse.

“My lady? Is there something…?”

“I am not entirely sure, but maybe. Noah, you stay right there.”

With a worried expression, he urged, “If it is a dangerous matter, please entrust it to me.”

I waved my hand, then said, “No, I think it will be all right.”

I know the original novel. Through Calix or Rodante, I might also be able to see the future. This means I am at least able to respond to whatever happens… Since Noah couldn’t do that, I clearly was the best option.

As it wished, I have come. Therefore, show me something worthy.
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The moment I touched the soil I intended to put into the bag I brought, I let out a soft “Oh…”

The area where I was injured was throbbing intensely, clearly indicating that this was related to dark magic. Fortunately, just in case, I brought a bag enchanted with magic to prevent any damage.

Quickly, I shoveled the soil into the bag and got up.

“Come to think of it, is Rodante doing well? Isn’t he bored?”

If that was the case, I planned to buy an armful of books and give them to him, so he was never bored. I thought it would be all right to spend more time with Angel and also glimpse a bit of the future through Rodante before he went to the academy… However, the situation turned out like this.

Apparently, Rodante was able to avoid the threat by being sold to the temple at that time and becoming affiliated with it. Then, it’s better for him to go to the academy this year.

The academy was a non-aggression area, superficially cited as a sacred place for learning. In reality, though, this designation was the result of an agreement to attract the academy to the empire—largely because royalty from other countries and heirs of minor tribes were also enrolled.

If he becomes affiliated with the academy, no one will be able to touch him.

“About Rodante… he came along.”

What?!

“Then, is Rodante wandering around alone right now?”

“No. Several knights are accompanying him, thanks to the duke, who attended the hunting competition, albeit a bit late.”
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Although it had been quite a long time since I read those sentences, I still remembered everything clearly.
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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…”
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It’s all right. The duke isn’t going to die.

I tried reassured myself, knowing his death flag should have begun like that. Thus, even if he got involved in this matter, his life wouldn’t be at risk. Being a powerful person who could even summon high-ranking officials, the duke would recover quickly even if he was injured.

That is enough.

Like when I first learned that I could see the future through the male lead of this novel, I repeated those three words to myself.

At that moment, a small counter-question echoed in my mind.

Is it really…?

In the flow of time, both short and long, I came to know many things. This knowledge brought joy and delight, and sometimes, I found myself longing for tomorrow to come quickly.

As precious memories piled up, so too did the number of people I did not want to lose.

…That’s right.

Therefore, now, even a mere scratch on the duke seemed deeply concerning to me.
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“Protect Their Majesties!”

“Get in formation and respond!”

Everywhere was chaos. Loud noises, screams, and cries continued irregularly, merging together and creating a sinister atmosphere that lingered like acrid smoke.

Putting Sasha in the carriage is going to be difficult.

While patting the child’s small back, Calix observed the situation contemplatively.

It was now clear that specific individuals or organizations had intervened. Even as a few trembling nobles ran toward their carriages, wanting to flee immediately from the danger, it was evident that the situation had precedent. Particularly, the nobles of the aristocratic faction, fearing they might be labeled as culprits and targeted in purges using this incident as a pretext, firmly held their positions.

In this tense atmosphere, the slight sense of relief provided by the firearms they carried for hunting likely played a part.

“My lord!”

Livan came running over in a hurry, and as he approached, Calix tilted his head towards him to make it easier for him to speak. Livan then quickly and concisely whispered only the main points.

“The explosion was strong, but there are no casualties.”

If so, the purpose of this explosion was likely to corral the nobles into one place.

“Since only a single strike is possible, they might be planning to gather people and annihilate everyone in one go, or they could be targeting a specific person without revealing their identity… P-Prince Sasha?!”

Sasha extricated himself from Calix’ embrace, prompting a startled Livan to cry out, thinking the child had fallen.

“Please go quickly. I will stay close to Livan’s side.”

Calix chuckled briefly and said, “I will ask Lady Charlize not to scold us too much, Sasha.”

The child, whose cheek was pressed as he firmly grasped Livan’s left leg with both arms, nodded vigorously.

As he turned around, Calix smiled at the knights of Black Night lying in wait.

He then blinked his eyes slowly; his blue eyes, now revealed again, shone so brightly that they could no longer be concealed by mere smiles.
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For the first time in a long while, he found himself dreaming.

The face he had detested so much, back when he bore the heavy responsibilities of the surname “Tatis,” appeared in his dream. Even then, it remained unbearable.
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Late in the morning, after being tormented by such a nightmare, he finally came to, awakened by the sound of Angel fiercely banging on the door.

“Rodante! It’s strange. I had a strange dream. That woman appeared in it!”

He, who had absently muttered, “Me too…” suddenly came to his senses.

“Angel. Don’t go out today…”

He intended to say, “Let’s stay hidden here together instead of going out,” but Rodante hesitated.

Had his nightmares ever warned him of a threat before? The lady might be in danger.

“I will go see Lady Charlize.”

With a face wanting to go together, his clever sister imparted warmth, urging him to be careful.

The concern was real; if the lady were to be seriously injured, they, who are not under Lienta’s guardianship but under the lady’s, might be driven out again. It should have been just that, yet oddly enough, Rodante could not stop running even as his breath surged up to his chin.

Without pausing even for a moment, he reached the training grounds and grabbed a familiar knight.

“W-where is the lady?”

“Why are you panting like this…?” Despite his confusion, he answered the child’s question, “Since today is the hunting competition, she would probably be in the western forest of the capital.”

Rodante stiffened up, and even though he knew how strange it would sound, he still said it.

“Something feels off. I think I should go to Lady Charlize. No, I must go.”

Suddenly, someone interrupted, asking, “What do you mean?”

It was Duke Lienta, whose presence on the training grounds had become a common sight since Charlize had been living at her fiancé’s manor.
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“The grounds where Charl had diligently run…”
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The duke spoke again, his face now devoid of the sorrowful, muttering expression that had been there before. “I asked a question.”

“I had a nightmare. But it was so strange… that I felt I had to see her.”

The duke, having casually glanced at Rodante, suddenly spoke to the butler. “When was the hunting competition supposed to start?”

“It was around ten in the morning.”

“Well… the brief rest I was taking has ended up being longer than intended.”

“I will help you get ready.”
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Noah led the boy back to his room, where Angel quickly got up upon their entry.

“Lady Charlize instructed me to make sure that you do not leave the manor for some time.”

“He has to go,” Angel insisted.

Noah, looking directly at the child’s straightforward eyes, could only sigh.

“…It’s fortunate that the duke is also going with us. Hurry and get ready. The duke probably has already finished preparing. And Angel, you absolutely must not leave the annex.”

“If that were possible.”

At her audacious reply, Noah gave a hollow laugh and patted Angel’s head.
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That was an hour ago.

As soon as Rodante arrived, he frantically moved his feet wherever they led him. Unsure of where to go, he nevertheless hoped that by continuing this way, he would eventually meet the lady…

It was the same this time.
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“It’s been a long time since we met. They say leaving home is tough, and your face has really suffered,” Peony said, cradling her cheek with her delicate hand and furrowing her eyebrows.

For the boy, three years had been a long time, but it seemed not at all so for her, as Peony was still brimming with vitality.

“Finding it amusing to see you living like a vagrant in the capital, I left you alone, but you ended up going to strange places.”

Peony took a step forward, her face clear and smiling as she looked at Rodante, who stood his ground without stepping back, as if finding him laughable.

“We haven’t disowned you yet. Don’t you want to become Marquess Tatis? It would be better than living a life dependent on the lady’s sponsorship, not knowing when it might end.”

He just remained silent.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t want it,” he finally answered. Then, Rodante added in an orderly voice, “Living while having to face you every day is more terrible.”

“Ahahaha.”

Even in the face of hateful words, Peony just laughed. He was still the same: discussing matters decided immediately at birth, into which his own will would not be considered at all.

“A name or the like, I can just change it.”

He kept the name not out of attachment but because Angel might have been looking for him; he suspected she felt the same way. His sister, too, continued using the name for that very reason.

“Go ahead and try. But your real name won’t change, just like how you and your sister can’t escape from us.”

Her eyes, always smiling and thus not properly visible, now appeared clear and held a vivid sneer, for she, too, just like him, was recalling a moment from the past.
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“I will never catch the madam’s eye again. I will never set foot on the estate again. I will live like an orphan without parents. So please, spare…”

“Huh? No.”
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He knelt, placed his forehead on the ground, and earnestly pleaded.

Why, why to this extent…?

Suddenly, the eyes of the boy who was panting widened ever so slightly.

[image: ]

“But this time, you are standing stiffly. There’s even less sincerity now, isn’t there?”

Therefore, he was able to calm down. Rodante, without getting too involved, responded indifferently, “It isn’t our fault… that your husband lived like that, is it?”

“It’s not my fault either, is it?” Peony asked, flipping her curly hair. “But what can be done? Your very birth is a mistake.”
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It was then that the sound of someone stepping on the grass approached, easily heard due to the lack of any attempt to hide it.

“I thought I had been quite polite in dealing with the lady…”

In fact, Charlize’s green eyes, as she looked at Rodante, were not much different from when she looked at Peony.

“Despite knowing that the child is my ward, you spoke such harsh words and ultimately made the child cry.”

Her hand that wiped his tears was cold, and her speaking voice was chilling. However, the boy remembered the moment the lady deliberately showed herself.

Even Rodante, who had never been trained in tactics, understood that to perfectly execute an ambush, one must remain concealed, undetected even by allies. And yet…

So as not to be afraid, that there is someone here to help, and that I was not alone…

Regardless of the situation, the lady told him just that.

This is not because of the madam. This is…

“…!”

Rodante, with all his strength, stretched out his arm to shield Charlize with his body. Yet, what followed was neither the anticipated pain nor the air tinged with chilliness.

It was an unfamiliar warmth.
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To be continued…
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