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When I realized dark magic was involved, all those seemingly disparate questions suddenly began to orbit around a central theme. From the time I saw the fragment of the future that strongly exuded her obsession with names, I thought it was strange.
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“But your real name won’t change…”
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I, too, felt a moment of discomfort about her asking my name today. After thinking about it a bit more, I realized that she wanted me to say my name with my own mouth.

It was not strange that the current scene was different from the original. It must be because they needed to target not just one but two, so the unnecessary people were gathered and kept together, so they could just ignore them.

Thinking that Rodante was in my grasp, she must be trying to persuade or eliminate us.

If it was the former, I thought it must be related to “him,” and Peony blurted out words laden with the implications of the former.

It’s a big catch!

I rolled on the ground, clutching Rodante tightly. The sword was swung with such force that about half of the blade became embedded in the ground.

W-what now? Even though I couldn’t see the state I was in, I could already guess. I must be shivering.
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“If they knew there were two of us, they’d think there’s no chance of winning, so they might take unexpected actions. Just stay still for now.”
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I told Noah to stay hidden and that it would be okay, so why is a sword coming out here?

“Your pupils are trembling. Are you scared? Don’t worry, the pain will only be temporary.” Peony brushed back the hair that had fallen across her face as she bowed her head. “This works out well. Rodante, really, thank you for always helping me. Hmm?”

It seems that her idea of persuasion was to stab a sword through my heart.

I felt the body I held in my arms stiffening.

The moment she reached out her hand to the sword still stuck in the ground, I forcefully kicked the blade. A noise erupted, louder than the sound of the sword breaking—it was two gunshots.

“Ugh.”

I hugged Rodante, who was in my arms, even tighter, aware that this was a situation that would linger too long in a child’s memory.

“The next one will be your head.”

His voice, always marked by a relaxed and languid countenance, had now turned chilly. Just moments before, he had been unbelievably calm, especially for someone who had just smashed the backs of a person’s hands.

“Rodante. Cover your eyes.”

I first grabbed Peony’s wrist joint with my right hand, starting from the knuckles, to prevent her from acting impulsively. As she groaned in pain, I tried to fully subdue her, but Noah was quicker this time.

Noah, who dashed out like lightning, looked at me with exasperation one might show a younger sibling who refused to listen. As I looked up at Noah, I felt myself shrink.

“My lady, take my hand.”

“Ah, thank you…”

Contrary to his words, it was Calix who first grabbed my hand and helped me up. His gaze swept from my cheek to my hand and then to Rodante before turning downward.

“Marchioness Tatis. I must clearly understand how this situation came about.”

“It’s a misunderstanding. I was merely trying to educate my illegitimate child, but the lady…”

“Unfortunately, all the voices could be heard.”

A moment of silence passed, and then a chuckling laugh echoed from below.

“Ah, to think this is how it ends,” the voice, strained with agony and unstable as if gasping for breath, remarked. “Are you feeling smug now? However, with my situation as an opportunity, the ‘Hand Without a Form’ will target you. So fear as much as you want…”

“How noisy,” I interjected, before grabbing her by the collar and pulling her close. Face to face, I made sure she understood clearly.

“Your ego is too inflated to deal with. I don’t know what they plan to do using your situation as an opportunity. However, since their subordinate is so incompetent, shouldn’t they instead be reinforcing their forces?” I growled deeply. Then, I slammed Peony’s face into the ground. “Goodbye, failure. I hope you end up at the very bottom of hell.”

The last thing she should see in this world should be the filthy ground.

Noah checked her pulse. “It’s not beating.”

I knew this matter was related to dark magic because I had read the original novel and knew the future; without that knowledge, I wouldn’t have suspected it.

However, a life was taken in this manner, which definitely gives me certainty that this incident is suspicious.

Calix and I exchanged glances.
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The loud noises stopped.

Except for Peony Tatis, there were neither casualties nor fatalities, allowing the matter to be quickly concluded. The nobles disappeared quickly, but after Calix was eventually caught by the emperor, he requested a conversation upon receiving the news of Marchioness Tatis’ death.

“Lady Charl!”

Sasha, who ran to me, stretched his hands upward as if asking for a hug. It had been quite a while since I had last carried him around, and the action, done unconsciously as though my body remembered it well, was touching.

“Lady Charl… Lady Charl…” Sasha said as he tightly embraced me and checked my face, his frown deepening. “You have a wound here.”

I swiped at it with my palm and saw that no blood came off. “It’s just a scratch.”

“It must have hurt…” Sasha, with a face suggesting he was in more pain, sighed as if he were upset.

After assuring him that I wasn’t in pain, just very hungry, and perfectly healthy, I waved goodbye, promising to meet him again at the manor.

I didn’t know why, but the child was walking while tightly hugging Livan’s leg, and even though the latter had to walk in a strange, wobbly way, he just seemed happy.

“Rodante. Get on.”

The inside of the carriage was quiet. I was observing Rodante’s mood, and he was silent, apparently because he was lost in thought.

He must be feeling troubled… He must have wanted revenge once he succeeded later on, but she died so abruptly and pointlessly.

I hesitated before finally speaking up, “Rodante… it’s unfortunate about the Marchioness. Still, the Marquess remains.”

“Pardon? Ah,” Rodante paused and shook his head, then added, “It’s not a pity that the madam died that way; in fact, it was for the best. That was surely the most dishonorable death she could have had.”

He was gazing at the landscape outside the small window as if it were a masterpiece, taking in the people there: a child holding their mother’s hand, a loving couple with their linked arms, and little children running around playing.

He then continued speaking, “The madam always said she wanted to be written down, wanted to be remembered. But now that it has come to this, everyone will probably keep quiet about her. And…”

Rodante gently turned his gaze and looked at me.

“…because you, my lady, were there.”

“Right,” I said to the boy, whose mundane daily routines—ones that others find boring and wish to escape—were stolen. “Do you know that, Rodante? A day always ends.”

Therefore, even the hard, painful moments were all bound to end.

“You might have heard it in passing while frequenting the information guild, but dealing with such matters is my specialty. Today’s matter was rather minor; I didn’t even step on the marchioness’ back, did I?”

Rodante smiled faintly.

“So, leave things like this to me. I have nothing to lose doing so.”

“I understand now why Angel often talked about my lady,” Rodante said, his interest in the scenery outside the window fading. “My lady is the kind of person one would find themselves wanting to remember.”
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What does that mean?

Having heard such words for the first time, I was perplexed. Rodante closed his mouth again, seemingly immersed in thought. He just sat wondering to himself for a moment before he got out of the carriage.

“…Father?”

“He is taking a rest. You must be tired, right? Please start with a meal. I have informed him that my lady has arrived, so the duke will also be joining shortly,” the butler said, his expression shifting from anxious to visibly relieved.

It was fortunate that Rodante treated all the scratches on my face. After I sent him a grateful look, he bowed and then disappeared.

???

…It was supposed to be a “thank you,” but it seemed to have been understood differently.

Trudging to the dining room, I sat down in a chair.

The chef seems to have paid a lot of attention. Moreover, there were up to ten plates! In the endless procession, the table became nearly impossible to see with the naked eye, except for the parts still revealed by the inherent limitations of the round plates. Are the kitchen staff okay…?

As I was worrying about those who had prepared all this, the door opened and the duke appeared, staggering in.

I half-expected him to shout “Chaaarl!” but instead, he simply glanced my way and silently walked over to sit down across from me.

“Let’s start.”

Thus, quite unusually, in the meal I had with the duke, we really just ate.

For today’s dessert, hot chocolate bombs were served. The duke sipped a fragrant tea tinged with a yellow hue. As I poured hot milk over the round chocolate, it cracked open.

Watching the chocolate melt and the milk gradually darken, I began to speak, “I’m sorry, father. You were very worried, weren’t you?”

“A-ahem.”

Oh my goodness. I should have spoken while looking at the person opposite me. Unfortunately, the duke, who happened to be in the middle of drinking tea, ended up choking.

“Are you okay?!”

I hurriedly extended a glass of water. His eyes were bloodshot, having narrowly escaped the attack that had threatened his breathing.

“I’m sorry about this too.”

The duke finally spoke, as though this small commotion had opened the floodgates of conversation. “When there was a loud noise and Lord Baier went missing, I heard that you, Charl, had gone looking for him. It was also said that you were present when Marchioness Tatis died.”

His hands were trembling as he continued, “I am not particularly wishing that you only think of yourself and be cowardly. However, can’t you do just as much as everyone else, just that much?”

“Actually, I’m not even working for a salary, and I have no desire to get involved in such matters.”

The duke raised his head sharply and asked, “Charl… is something going on? Hmm? Something has happened, right?”

“Actually, nothing has happened.”

“As expected… Huh?”

“There’s nothing.”

There really was no new development. Even if that weren’t the case, no matter what, it would be difficult to tell father, “I’m going to die. Someone is trying to kill me.” It’s also hard to say, “Someone is planning to kill you, father.”

The duke’s face became puzzled. “So then why…?”

“Both Lord Baier and Rodante are just children. I helped them simply because the situation demanded it. They are just kids, after all.”

The duke looked at me sideways, with a face that seemed to want to say, “Haven’t you always not cared about such things?”

“Father, please take a sip.”

“T-thank you.”

As the duke reached for my cup, I shook my head.

“I have already finished it.”

“Already?”

So, when I suggested to my father, the duke, to finish the rest of his tea, he did just that.

After thoroughly confirming that the color had returned to the duke’s face, I asked, “I heard that when my mother was pregnant with me, she received a summons from His Holiness the Pope. What did he say?”
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He choked, making a strange noise, “Keck!”

The duke, who had been coughing for a while, spoke between coughs—

“Because, ahem, I have a cough coming on, ahem-hem, I guess, ahem, I must go. Ahem. Come again next time. I’ll be waiting. Ahem.”

As he said this, he disappeared.

“He must have really disliked talking about it.” And it seemed his acting skills resembled my mother’s.

Hmm… Today, Rodante used his divine power to heal my wounds. It feels somewhat wasteful…

Thus, with the bed right before me, I made the sad decision to get into the carriage. After a miserably jolting ride, I arrived at Elluiden manor.

The butler, with surprised eyes, came out to greet me. “My lady? Did something happen at Lienta manor?”

“No. I just wanted to see His Highness the Archduke.”

Because I was tired, my words came out wrong. Observing the butler’s expression, I noticed he answered as if it were not a big deal.

“Yes, I understand. His Highness just arrived a little while ago. I will guide you to him.”

It was too late to just arrive unannounced. Nevertheless, the butler stopped a passing servant and instructed him to inform Calix of my visit.

“Is it really all right if you don’t change clothes?”

“Yes. But how is Sasha? He must have been very startled today.”

“After taking a medicine to calm his body and mind, he should be sleeping by now.”

“Perhaps with Livan?”

“How did you know?”

The butler looked surprised at my dazzling deduction skills.

“At today’s hunting competition, Sasha was clinging tightly to Livan.”

“It was since then?”

The butler and I lowered our voices, walking in silence. Drained of strength, I finally saw our destination.

“I will be going now. Have a comfortable night.”

“You too, butler.”

The butler walked to the other side of the hallway.

“Why are you so weak?”

O-oh my God! Surprised, I suddenly jumped up at the spot. Somehow, whenever this happened, something inside me felt like it was crumbling…

Calix tilted his head slightly. “Sorry. Did I surprise you too much?”

“No, I am quite brave.”

Having suffered emotional hurt and responding with any words that came to mind, I gloomily entered the reception room.

Calix, wearing an ivory shirt tinged with blue, somehow seemed colder than usual today. “We have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”

He said he worked more than Livan, and indeed, he does seem like a workaholic. Suppressing the urge to just collapse upon seeing him, I looked at the man sitting across from me.

“I found this in the forest and brought a little bit with me,” I said as I placed the pouch on the table. “A preservation spell has been cast on it, so storage will not be a problem.”

“And?”

“Peony Tatis seems to have been a dark mage. And it seemed she could do something with a person’s name, though I haven’t figured out exactly what.”

Out of disappointment, I scrunched up the bridge of my nose. Had I known she was going to die like that, I would have tried to take a stab at her when her mind was clearer. In a situation where she felt confident of having the upper hand, she might have been thinking, “What words could not be said to a person who will soon die?”

“And, my lady?”

“And, ah, Peony Tatis is presumed to have a considerable desire for honor. Since she hardly participated in social activities, it must have been on the dark magic side, and if so, even though she’s not from a faction that acts recklessly towards death, agreeing to dark magic that leads to death instead of disclosure is…”

What was about to follow was really just my speculation, so I was being cautious about saying it.

“The reason for the agreement might be because the other side provides what’s needed for casting dark magic, I am thinking; do you think so too, my lady?”

“Yes!” I nodded my head. “Furthermore, they might be exterminating dark mages who act independently. Even if they offer a reward, it’s insufficient reason to risk one’s life.”

I was deeply engrossed in that thought when suddenly Calix said, “And…”

“Yes?”

Leaning forward and propping his chin on his hand, Calix closed the distance between us and asked, “And, Charlize?”

Could it be that the light in the reception room was unusually dim in order to hide his expression?

“We agreed you wouldn’t get hurt.”

I vaguely remembered saying something like that.

“We had agreed that you would run away if things got dangerous.”

“…”

“The evidence has disappeared.”

The wound had clearly disappeared as if it were washed away, leaving my cheek clean, yet it tingled as if it were still healing.

Fortunately, the strange atmosphere did not last long.

“I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean to reproach you.”

“No, you did not such thing.”

“I was worried about you. I just wanted to say that.”

Both the words of thanks for worrying and the words of apology for causing worry felt strange. Instead, I decided to think differently.

I feel like it would be a big problem if I faint now… Although it’s regrettable, I’ll just have to look forward to the next time. I opened my mouth to wrap up the conversation here.

“I apologize for the sudden late-hour visit. Then, please rest well.”

“Weren’t you planning to see the future?”

That is correct, but… I shook my head in denial.

“I have already seen enough today at the hunting competition. I will see you tomorrow.”

“My lady, I have come to think that I want to cooperate with you more than before.” Calix gave a slight smile. “Therefore, it’s all right to do so.”

Feeling strange about continuing to refuse after he had already said so much, I awkwardly took off my gloves.

Could it be that I had gotten cold from wandering outside? Calix’ hand felt especially warm.

Suddenly, it seemed as if it would burn, prompting me to curl up my fingers. His hand did not move, but having been suddenly scratched, he must have been inwardly startled.

I-it’s a relief I had clipped my nails a short while ago. I offered my hand with good intentions but almost caused a wound, so I awkwardly kept my hand still. I think it was about this much.

As I was about to sneakily pull away my hand, Calix grabbed my fingers with his thumb.

…Huh?

“Not yet.”

I blinked rapidly.

“You haven’t seen it yet, have you?”

“…You already knew?”

“Yes.”

“Then, why the hand…?”

“Why do you think that is?”

Calix smiled slightly askew.
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Turning back time to early afternoon.

The emperor was sitting on the throne in the tent when he faced Calix.

“I heard that Marchioness Tatis has died. What was the situation at that time?”

“I have already reported it to the captain of the imperial knights, but…” Calix responded with a thin smile. “Since Your Majesty insists, I will repeat the account. The marchioness was threatening a child, and Lady Lienta was protecting the child. When the marchioness tried to harm them both with a sword, I targeted her hand.”

“It was too cruel! Didn’t the fragile lady die of shock?”

“Then, should I have aimed for her head instead?”

The emperor paused at the indifferent question, his face crumpling as if such a thing had never occurred, and he declared resolutely, “Anyway, the lady and that child must be investigated. Calix, since you still carry imperial blood, there will be no investigation for you, but you must report the situation at that time in detail to me.”

“No. I will also be investigated.”

“What?”

“The lady, who got involved in a dangerous situation while trying to save a child, is under investigation, so it is inevitable that I am investigated too.”

“Are you reproaching me? The marchioness died instantly. The situation is full of questions!”

“So, are you suspecting the lady?”

“It is only because I know nothing.”

The emperor was sparing in his words, yet Calix understood his intent. Before Elluiden and Lienta could unite, he was desperate to revoke Lienta’s imperial pardon.

This seemed typical to Calix, considering the emperor had long forgotten the relief and gratitude he felt when his life was saved.
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“My brother’s death is regrettable. That’s why I strive even more to stay vigilant! Sasha is too young, it can’t be helped, right?”

“…”

“That Sasha is dead, I don’t believe it either. When the child returns, I will pass on the throne, since it rightfully belongs to that child.”
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Was there any sincerity in the words he had spoken at that time? It wouldn’t have been surprising if there hadn’t been any.

“By the way, has there been any news regarding Imperial Consort Ravia?”

“Nothing yet.”

The emperor furrowed his brow. “Still? Can’t we just track the letter that informed us of Prince Sasha’s survival?”

“It went through several channels.”

The emperor just clicked his tongue.

“People are important. One must build a reputation.”

Even if he had found the imperial consort, he had no intention of informing the emperor. However, they really had not yet found her, a fact that once again made him doubt the searching capabilities of the Black Night.

The search for Sasha, too, was like this…

Calix tilted his head slightly and said, “If you have finished all you had to say, I will take my leave now.”

Upon leaving the barracks and while arriving at the manor, Calix was in thought.

Should I have prevented them from investigating Charlize? If I had, they might have suspected her more, so attending the superficial investigation really would be better. All he could think about was Charlize.

His thoughts then drifted back to the time when the marchioness was alive.

The hunting grounds in the western forest were the largest among the forests located in each of the four directions of the capital; therefore, it was perhaps natural that they could not be found. No matter how much he searched and wandered, it would not be at all strange if he couldn’t reach them.

The explosions occurred one after another, quickly drowning out people’s voices; thus, his judgment at that moment could only be explained by the most ambiguous sense—intuition.
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“Do not commit any kind of killing. Hide from Antonio. You may be capable, but you must provide assurance that you do not welcome bloodshed.”
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The late emperor admonished his younger brother, who still had a long way to go before becoming an adult.
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“That is how you’ll survive.”
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What could possibly be more precious than survival?

Calix placed his finger on the trigger.
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Bang—

Their eyes met. Her eyes, full of lush greenery, gazed back at him. It felt like the world was tilting towards the direction where Charlize was. Like a force being dragged despite resisting with all his might, Calix moved.

However, it was a curious thing. From a certain moment, he became content, as if he had only just discovered the path he was meant to follow.

“My lady, take my hand.”

He had long been at his limit, with no time to even wait for Charlize to take his hand.

When her hand, warm and comforting, finally touched his, he felt a surge of relief—a relief that no longer felt strange to him.

How had he not realized it before?

I, towards the lady…
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I threw myself onto the bed.
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“An invitation from Duchess Baier should arrive soon.”
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It was not a conversation to be had outside; nevertheless, seeing how the duchess accepted the manner in which she had to invite me suggested that something had already been roughly discussed between them.
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“I passed on that you want to see Lord Baier’s condition once more.”
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This was agreed upon with Calix beforehand.

Seeing how she accepted that, the duchess indeed loves her son…
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“Why do you think that is?”
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H-how dangerous… Disappear!

While hitting the bed wildly with my fists, I found peace. People really must do a bit of exercise…

“Ha…”

I smacked my forehead with my palm and just blinked.

Drastic measures are needed.

“I need to see a different…face.”

There was a silent word between “different” and “face.” It was “handsome.”

It was a tiring day. Both physically and mentally exhausted, as soon as I tightly closed my eyes, I quickly fell asleep.
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The figure with an overall shallow impression heavily sighed.

“The matter concerning the imperial prince is fortunate. You have done well properly for the first time in a while.”

It was a rare compliment that left Lucas so elated, he seemed ready to float in midair.

“And last time, when I was sick, my mother said that she worried about me…”

“Young master,” the man said, scrunching up his face as if feeling pity, “it is only normal for people to become worried even when their dog is sick.”

“…”

“You must do well. You can’t even match the level Her Grace achieved at the age of five with your studies and swordsmanship, and now your spirit is also weak, what are you to do? It must all be my fault…”

“No… i-it’s because I… I am lacking.”

“Progress starts with acknowledging your weaknesses. By acknowledging your shortcomings today, you are able to take a step forward in your development.”

Lucas nodded slightly and said, “Yes.”

“I heard that in a little while, Lady Lienta will be visiting the manor.”

“That’s right.”

“When Lady Lienta arrives, say you are ill and stay in your room. It’s best to keep your distance to avoid any involvement. Only useless emotional exhaustion will come from getting acquainted with a person like that.”

“But Lady Lienta saved me. I must properly thank her.”

“That was not a rescue. If you hadn’t entered the forest in the first place, then you wouldn’t have given her such an excuse, right?”

Under his stern look, Lucas could only bite his lower lip.
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Regrettably, I could not go out.

Given that I’m still claiming to be ill and opposing the investigation, it wouldn’t be appropriate to roam around the town…

Thus, Duchess Baier came to visit Elluiden manor.

“I apologize for not being able to come out to meet you.”

“No need. It would be troublesome if it were noticed by others, wouldn’t it?” Duchess Baier chuckled softly and sat down.

Once seated, she continued, “You’re actually okay, right?”

“I’m quite sturdy. More importantly, is Lord Baier’s condition all right?”

Apparently, Lucas, who was supposed to come along, suddenly developed a fever.

“They said it’s just a simple cold. Children that age often get sick without any particular reason.”

Having dismissed it nonchalantly, the duchess suddenly looked at me. I responded by intently staring back at her face, noting her deep-set eyes and classic look.

“I don’t feel like speaking while trying to gauge how much you know, my lady.”

After taking a sip of her tea, the duchess placed the teacup on the saucer.

“I suspect that Lord Lucas’ curse was caused by dark magic.”

“Dark magic…”

After an appropriate pause, I added, “Actually, I too have recently experienced an attack presumed to be from dark magic.”

“You did?” she asked, furrowing her brows. “That is certainly strange.”

The duchess, as if lost in thought, rhythmically tapped the table. She then continued, “Dark magic is known to have been abolished publicly. As you know, my lady, the North continues to attract criminals unable to acquire new identities, among whom are dark mages. Was the last recorded one from three generations ago?”

Fortunately, there was a record that a dark mage actually existed in Baier. Otherwise, it would have been difficult to make any associations immediately.

“Thanks to this, it was possible to suspect dark magic because it was thought that Lucas had received a music box used as a medium for a curse as a gift from the Count Polden.”

“Even if the young lord’s curse involved dark magic, since it has been definitely dispelled, you need not worry.”

The duchess’ face, having smiled as if to show gratitude, became stiff again. “There’s one problem. The tracking of where that medium came from keeps getting cut off.”

“…”

“Even when approached from multiple angles, everything gets cut off in the middle; it feels like holding a bunch of short threads.”

“The enemy is within, isn’t it?”

“That’s what makes it more absurd. Both the manor in the capital and the duchy were staffed only by loyal retainers,” the duchess said, laughing self-deprecatingly. “Especially since I had thoroughly investigated the servants at the manor in the capital, yet found absolutely nothing, right?”

Hmmm… Duchess Baier had no information beyond what Calix and I had anticipated. As she suspected, there was likely a traitor within their family colluding with the enemy, thus obstructing the investigation at every turn. As it is, to keep waiting in silence would be a waste of time.

In the original novel, Lucas died at a young age due to the aftermath of the curse. After his death, while the internal affairs of Baier were not described, the duchess would have probably conducted a much more thorough investigation than now. Probably, torture too must have been involved; it depended on whether there was a line to maintain. At the very least, the duchess now would want to keep the people Lucas felt a bond with as intact as possible.

This level of investigation was expected, and the young master, having endured such harsh experiences, appeared utterly pitiable. Had I not intervened, Lucas would have died… Being the sole heir, his death would mean the staff would no longer be needed by the duchy. The tutor, the nanny, a maid, or a servant…

However, why did the duchess only investigate them as much as the other servants?

Duchess Baier was a person of very clear principles. Just because I offered a little help, if I were to inquire about the circumstances of her family, she could quickly become cold and might even put up a barrier against me.

“If it’s not too much of an imposition, may I visit Baier manor?”

“That’s no problem. However, the lady is currently in a difficult situation to move freely, aren’t you?”

“I can’t keep staying only at Elluiden manor. I am becoming an inconvenience in many ways.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like you’re much of an inconvenience,” Duchess Baier said, smiling as she lifted one corner of her lips.

Is it just talk, or does she mean that my coming to the Baier manor is unwelcome? The walls are so high…!

It was fortunate that I was sitting; otherwise, I would have slid down smoothly and ended up in the despairing posture that Mrs. Melissa was shocked by before.

“Would it be okay to invite you in a week?”

?

However, Duchess Baier discussed up to a specific date and left.

???

Well, what’s good was good. I nodded once and sent a letter to Duke Lienta indicating that I was prepared to undergo investigation.
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“Rodante, the path is this way.”

On this fine day, with the air pleasantly cool and the sky clear, we visited the office of the capital guards.

I had braced myself to be pressured by the captain of the imperial knights.

Apparently, the duke had been making a move while buying time for me. Even though I wasn’t on the suspect list, being investigated by the guard and by the knights was perceived differently. This was especially true if the person under scrutiny was me.

The imperial knights really seem trivial. Since the western forest was in the capital, it seemed they couldn’t insist on just using the knights.

“Have you been here before?”

“Yes.” I quickly added, “This is the second time.”

“Last time too, the lady did not come because of any wrongdoing. She was a witness, just like now,” Sir Evans interjected appropriately.

Inwardly exclaiming “Sir Evans, that was good timing!” I then utilized my improved social skills to strike up a conversation.

“It must be the second time for Sir Evans too.”

“It is not the second time for me.”

I was a bit surprised. No wonder, when he said before that this wasn’t the path, it seemed strange how well he knew the way!

“I have come here several times, as a witness, that is…” Sir Evans trailed off, his bitter gaze wandering through the air.

I became solemn and fell silent as another sharp memory was bestowed upon me.

…It was because of me.
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Noah had already been investigated.
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“It was a very formal investigation, as if it were merely about questioning all the people around at that time.”
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It was evidence that even the emperor found it burdensome to target the only daughter of House Lienta.
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“The investigation of His Highness also seems to be just formalities, but Rodante is a bit of a concern.”
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I remembered what Calix had said.
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“They are likely trying to find a flaw in order to revoke the imperial pardon.”
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Is their intention to manufacture a false testimony?

If that were the case, Rodante would be a more convenient choice than Noah, a knight. The archduke likely thought the same, as he readily agreed when I requested the postponement of Rodante’s investigation.

Thanks to having parked the carriage nearby, we quickly arrived at our destination.

I advised the child, “Rodante, go to the investigation with Sir Evans. He will handle any inappropriate situations well.”

“What about you, my lady?”

“I will be with Sir Lauer.”

Excluding Noah and Sir Evans, Sir Lauer came to mind. He was the kind knight who first spoke to me and helped me overcome the awkwardness during those times when I awkwardly ran in the training grounds with the knights, still wearing a kind smile.

“Let’s meet in an hour.”
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This time too, I ended up with the captain.

Are they doing this because they think I’d be hurt not being assigned to the captain? Nevertheless, since it was close by, I decided not to say that it would be okay even if he weren’t the captain.

On the other hand, Rodante was assigned to a distance that required brisk walking.

There shouldn’t be another sad tragedy of me getting involved in a big issue, but just in case…

“Have you arrived, my lady?”

The captain of the guard continuously wiped his sweat with a handkerchief. He dove right into the main topic, skipping any small talk like, “You must have been very surprised” or “I heard you were ill, are you all right?”

Given that the “just go away” sentiment has reached even here, the investigation will likely be brief.

“Could you please explain the situation at that time in detail?”

“While looking for Lord Baier, I accidentally met a knight of our house, so we walked into the forest.”

“…I heard that explosions were rampant at the time.”

“So, everyone must have been busy gathering and crying. I prefer a quiet place.”

“Right…” The captain of the guard looked at me briefly as if he had seen all kinds of crazy people before. “Could you explain the confrontation with the marchioness at that time?”

“She was hurling insults at my ward one-sidedly. I couldn’t just watch, and when I intervened, she tried to kill me.”

Yes, she tried to kill me.

Her repeated provoking remarks towards Rodante were also likely aimed at making him lose his composure. When there was a mental vulnerability, dark magic that burrowed into such spots was said to have a more powerful effect. It could have been that it was planted in Rodante so she could eliminate him whenever she wanted… So why in the world am I…?

Even in the original novel, Sasha faced numerous threats to his life, something Irian had never experienced. However… Irian neither saved Lord Baier nor helped Marquess Ronatus regain consciousness.

“…”

Having become solemn, I quietly closed my mouth and waited for the next question from the captain of the guard.

“T-that happened. It must have been a great shock.”

It was at that moment—a knock was heard, and a knight entered. He saw me, greeted me, and then conveyed something to the captain of the guard.

“He wants to greet me?”

“Yes, he said he was thankful for having been lent the place.”

“Oh my, oh my, oh my! I was nervous that he might have finished the conversation and left already, but now he is coming here in person.”

The captain of the guard, who was excitedly patting the knight on the shoulder, suddenly stiffened.

“A-ahem. The investigation is concluded. You have worked hard.”

Thinking that he had shown an embarrassing side, he blushed. I’ve already become immune to this level of foolishness since long ago. After all, there were four strong purveyors of foolishness surrounding me.

Since he is the captain of the guards, seeing him like that, you would think it was the captain of the imperial knights that has come.
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…It really was so!

“I greet Lady Lienta. I am Illyden Forte of the First Order of the Imperial Knights.”

While walking down the corridor, I felt it upon just seeing his figure in the distance. Though I didn’t recognize his face, hearing his name made me think he was someone I should know.

The young man with blond hair and purple eyes had a look that surely must have appeared in the original novel.

“Pleased to meet you, Sir Forte.”

Illyden Forte. Indeed, he was a character who appeared in the original novel.

The timing of his appearance is exactly the same. Sasha sustained serious injuries in the hunting competition, but quickly recovered thanks to the divine beast.

And as soon as he recovered, he came under investigation for the situation at that time. Since it involved the child, and Calix would not have yielded, was it at Elluiden manor?

It was vague, and no matter how many times I read it, the location never seemed important to me.

Illyden fell in love with Irian right then and there. It was quite sudden, but… Irian’s charm was just that immense!

Well, I do like Irian too.

Anyway, this was the corridor where the captain of the guards’ reception room was located, so it must be the way to him.

Then, who was the person he had conversed with… I flinched. Can it be…?

“Have you completely finished your conversation with His Highness, Archduke Elluiden?”

“That is correct.”

Members of the imperial family who served the empire were exempt from all sins, as stated in the first and very elaborate sentence of imperial law. There were members of the imperial family who did not serve the empire and were not free from crimes, resulting in their execution, and others who, despite killing their own blood, went unpunished.

And since that person is even a direct descendant of the late, late emperor, Calix is indeed a member of the current imperial family. So why in the world would Calix be undergoing an investigation disguised as a conversation?

It was then, while looking at the back of the captain of the imperial knights, that I narrowed my eyes.

Sir Lauer muttered, “Evans?”

“My lady!” Sir Evans exclaimed as he hurriedly ran in our direction. Upon reaching us, he continued, “In the interrogation room, it was stated that only Rodante could enter, and accompaniment was denied.”

“What? My lady was able to be accompanied by a knight, though?” Sir Lauer asked in a puzzled manner.

“Was this not communicated beforehand?”

It was a question from the captain of the imperial knights, who was assessed as being more suitable as a commander of the Holy Knights.

“That’s right,” Sir Evans answered with an expression that seemed to question why such an obvious answer needed to be stated.

I was the first to lift my feet from the ground. “Guide me to the place where Rodante is.”

“Yes, my lady.”

While we were moving quickly, Sir Evans suddenly exclaimed, as if just remembering something important he had to say.

“By the way, my lady, on my way to you, I happened to see His Highness, Archduke Elluiden.”

“Did you speak to His Highness about Rodante’s matter and ask for his help?”

“No, I did not.”

Then, why did he even mention seeing Calix? While I was confused, Sir Evans apologized with a sudden look of realization.

“I’m sorry, my lady. Out of habit, I…”

…It’s the same old sad story.

“Should I do that next time?”

In response to Sir Evans’ question, I answered, “No. Don’t.”

“Yes, I understand. It’s right there if we turn at that corner.”

After turning the corner, we stopped upon seeing Calix sitting with his back against a door with a broken doorknob.

At the sound of footsteps, his eyes, which had been gazing absentmindedly, softened as they found me. Then, he said, “My lady.”

It was a distinctly affectionate tone.

“I’m sorry if it was presumptuous. It just seemed like my lady was worried.”

Rodante had his eyes closed, with his head leaning about half a span below Calix’ shoulder.

“He must have been tired. He has fallen asleep.”

Sir Evans approached and picked up Rodante.

“You weren’t presumptuous. Thank you.”

“I’m relieved to hear that.”

As Calix got up, the door of the interrogation room creaked open.

“Could you please tell me what happened here?” The question came from behind, spoken by the captain of the imperial knights.

“Well, that wouldn’t be difficult, but interrogating your subordinates might prove more beneficial.”

Two men came out hesitantly from inside, causing Illyden’s expression to harden.
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This was the situation I heard from Calix.

“Two members of the imperial knights were interrogating Rodante.”

“Yes, they didn’t use forceful methods, but it seems they applied quite a bit of pressure.”

The fact that it was non-violent was not due to the knights retaining their chivalry. Rather, because they had sent away the knight who was supposed to accompany him, they knew we would check the child’s body as soon as we arrived at the manor. It was merely to avoid providing further pretext.

“Did Rodante cry?”

“That’s not it, but I faintly heard the knights talking.”

“Was it a form of intimidation?”

“Hmm,” Calix said, tilting his head slightly as he considered his next words. “It seems he either rejected their proposal or was not intimidated by their threats, considering the disparagement that started with ‘This is why an illegitimate—’”

Those bastards, they should mutter that phrase in front of the empress sometime.

“By the way, my lady…”

I flinched at the sudden change in topic.

“…why aren’t you looking at me?”
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I hesitated for a moment.

“Isn’t it unpleasant?”

“If that were the case, I wouldn’t have given my hand to my lady at all.”

“Even so, it means I could have seen the future without Your Highness knowing.”

“If it were every time, it would have been difficult, but it’s just once a day, isn’t it?”

I flinched again.

“You look like you want to ask how I knew.”

Calix chuckled briefly, the soft sound of his laughter echoing in the enclosed small space, making my ears tingle.

“Whenever our eyes meet, my lady would sometimes become very expressionless. At first, I thought it was because you were concentrating, but then I realized that although you were definitely looking at me, it felt like I was not in your field of vision.”

His words sounded exactly as though he disliked being ignored by me.

“So, are you in the mood to look at me now?”

It was merely making eye contact, but it felt as though I was revealing everything. It seemed even more so when Calix repeatedly spoke, his voice tinged with a pleading tone over something trivial. I firmly closed my eyes for a moment, then quickly raised my head.

“It’s been a while.”

The corners of Calix’ lips rose sharply. I had grown accustomed to his intimate, playful words, spoken with a face that seemed as if it had never made such expressions before in his life.

At that moment, the future began.
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“What does that mean? That woman from House Lienta seems to be a dark mage?”

“T-that is because the lady is almost always a step ahead of us, so…”

“Haha!”

His face turned cold, as if he had never laughed out loud just a second ago. Striking the armrest of the chair with his fist, he rose from his seat.

“Have you been seduced? Seeing you spout such nonsense, that is.”

“Pardon? No, no, my liege! I have never betrayed you!”

“That woman? A dark mage? How absurd!”

Twisting his lips, he said, “The lady can absolutely never be a dark mage.”
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I blinked.

“The subordinate of the man targeting Sasha’s life mistakenly thought I was a dark mage.”

“Was it an attempt to accuse my lady?”

“No, it’s not that.”

“That’s fortunate.”

I blinked hard to shake off the useless thoughts and began thinking again. It seems Calix has no plans to “deal with me” even after everything is over. Then, it’s only common sense to take even better care of my life now that it has come to this.

“I haven't mentioned this before, but even if our gazes meet, I can only see the future from a somewhat close distance.”

For visual effects, I spread my palms apart, facing each other, to demonstrate the needed space. “It is only possible at about this distance.”

“It’s closer than I thought.”

“Yes, it is.”

Therefore, I am unable to secretly watch from afar!

“And at the ball held in honor of Sasha’s return, that was when I saw the future for the first time.”

“Ah, that time. I remember.”

“…It was quite a long time ago, wasn’t it?”

“Looking back, it does seem like a very long time ago.”

My conscience pricked me.

“In reality, it hasn’t even been half a year, but it seems that way because so many things have happened since then.”

I cunningly shifted the conversation subtly, “And, as I’ve mentioned before, viewing a specific moment in the future is impossible.”

Although it seemed to be showing information that might be necessary at a certain moment or good to know, I held back my words.

Still, not being unable to choose and see amounts to the same thing.

“That’s unfortunate,” Calix said, slightly lowering his eyelids. “There’s something I was curious about.”

Being the late, late emperor’s third son, an archduke, and a power-seeker distressed by being second, I too became curious about the future he wanted to know. What is it? About his limitless future?

As I continued with my worldly thoughts, Calix smiled slightly.

“What do we look like in the future you have seen?”

“…”

I felt at a loss for words. I closed my eyes.

We hurt each other. Like parallel lines, I followed you, but we never intersected, and finally, I ended up drinking poison and dying, and you… Ah.

My head began to hurt. It was a pain I could endure, yet I involuntarily showed it outwardly by blinking, as it was a type of pain I had never experienced before.

“Charlize?”

“I felt dizzy for a moment. I talked a lot for the first time in a while…”

Upon reflection, it was a very poor answer. I inadvertently revealed that I can count my meaningful relationships on one hand.

I awkwardly bowed my head deeply, seemingly also to avert my gaze from Calix.
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Calix dropped me off at Lienta manor and immediately left.

I wanted to ask him to stay a bit longer, but my father was continuously observing us, so…

Coughing, he kept lingering around as I disembarked from the carriage, and while doing so, he hastily disappeared and reappeared whenever it seemed we might be left alone, fearing that I might ask again about the matter regarding the Pope I had asked about before.

“Two members of the imperial knights were investigating Rodante.”

And so, even Sir Evans was present for this conversation, his face wearing a puzzled expression as if asking, “Where am I, who am I?” With no other choice, I spoke up.

“As previously agreed, I was investigated by the captain of the guards, with Sir Lauer accompanying me.”

“The child is said to have been registered in House Tatis’ registry. If that is the case, perhaps they might have obtained the marquess’ agreement on the investigation process and procedures.”

“Marquess Tatis probably intends to take Rodante.”

“I can prevent that. You don’t need to worry.”

It was a statement that meant he would suppress the issue with his status, yet the duke, who spoke in an unconcerned manner, still flinched under my gaze.

“W-why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because my father is just so dependable.”

“Charl…” the duke said, his voice trailing off as his eyes became moist.

Deciding again to protect the authority of the duke, I made another resolution.

“Sir Evans, aren’t you tired? You can go and rest now.”

“Charl, you must be tired too, so rest well until lunch.”

The duke, while saying “I have a lot of work to do,” abruptly disappeared.
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“I should mention my plan to stay just for a day and then leave, after the meal is over,” I muttered, then added, “After a long time, I can run again in the training grounds.”

Crash.

“Ah! T-the precious teacup…!”

“It’s okay. There’s no need to panic like that. If it broke, I’ll just say I did it.”

Instead of Sir Evans, who was merely trembling, I bent over and picked up the teacup. It had fallen onto the soft carpet and seemed to have bounced off the table after slipping from Sir Evans’ hand, but it was intact.

Showing it to Sir Evans, I said, “Look at this. It’s fine, Sir! There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Yes… it’s a relief.”

He still looked bewildered, as if his startled mind hadn’t fully returned yet. Although it’s expensive, a knight’s salary should have been more than enough. Was his courage only as big as a rabbit’s?

I lightly tapped Sir Evans’ shoulder and then left the reception room.
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The letter opener should be around here… Ah, found it!

As soon as I arrived in the room, I rummaged through the drawers and carefully selected one from the five letter openers I found. After lighting a match used for melting wax, I passed the letter opener over it as if to heat it.

With the eyes of a hawk, I carefully observed, then blew out a breath and extinguished the match before saying, “I must not die from an infection.”

I nodded vigorously and sat down in the chair, having already filled the teacup with water and placed it on the table beforehand.

“Since it’s uncomfortable to lift the skirt up to my thighs, it would be better to just do it around the calf.”

And then, I quickly made a cut.
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“That woman, a dark mage? How absurd!”

“The lady can absolutely never be a dark mage.”
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I laughed.

The gamble paid off.
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“It’s all because of your greed,” the boy said.

Today marked the fifth morning since the princess had passed. Sitting loosely, with his temples pressed against his knuckles, the dragon was lost in thought.

The princess’ time was shorter than that of other humans. She’s never lived beyond a certain age. How could her lifespan be extended…?

“Abandon the princess.”

“You… You were of the same kind.”

The boy quickly turned his head and said, “Yes, that’s right. I heard that a great being has fallen into ruin by being caught up with a woman, and I was curious to see how he lives.”

“So, your thoughts?”

“It’s really miserable,” the boy said bravely before quickly soaring into the air, perhaps out of fear. Then, gaining some distance, he added, “Have you never thought that it’s only right for a princess, who lives a finite life, to spend her life with a being also given a finite time, like her?”

“Yes. I have never thought that.”

Although his voice was monotonous, a deep obsession for the princess was infused in every syllable he uttered.

The boy trembled, then exclaimed, “Fool… You are a fool! Just die waiting for the princess forever!”

After being deep in thought for a long time, the dragon finally smiled.
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― You’re crazy! You’ve lost your mind!

He’s smaller than I thought. When Sasha made a contract with the divine beast, even though the divine beast manifested, no one noticed his presence.

The divine beast, which had become a dragon about the size of Rodante, shouted again.

― So, you want to make a contract with me? Anyway, stop the bleeding first! I won’t make a contract with you until you do that. I won’t do it.

I wiped the blood with a handkerchief and sprinkled some hemostatic powder on the wound.

“Are you satisfied?”

― Show it to the doctor as well.

“I will do that in a little while.”

― Phew.

Having sighed deeply, the divine beast soon spoke again.

― Phew… you must have really wanted to make a contract with me… It can’t be helped then. Considering it as saving a person, I’ll make a contract with you.

“That…” I asked as humbly and politely as possible, “Could it be done on a temporary basis?”
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― What?!

Before the self-loving divine beast started throwing a fit, I quickly added, “The divine one wanted to make a contract with Sasha, didn’t you?”

― …That’s right.

“However, I feel sorry for summoning you like this.”

― Why have you suddenly become so polite? It’s repulsive. Just act as you normally do.

If that’s what he wishes.

“There are forces that continue to target Sasha, aren’t there? So, it would be best for Sasha to make a contract with you, the divine beast, but we haven’t found a way yet.”

― He just needs to bleed like you are now.

“Sasha is only seven years old.”

Having looked too serious, I regained my composure and continued speaking, “So, for now, how about making a contract with me to protect Sasha?”

― I can’t protect two people at once.

“I will protect my own life.”

― And if you face a dangerous situation, you become my top priority.

“I will be careful with my actions so as not to find myself in dangerous situations.”

― All right. Keep those two promises without fail.
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I thought he would vehemently resist because he didn’t want to do it, but it turned out to be surprisingly smooth. Bewildered, I looked down at the hexagram mark on the back of my hand. Once the blue light completely faded, the mark disappeared as if it had never been there.

Now more than ever before, this place really feels like a world from a novel. It was unbelievable that a button capable of summoning the divine beast would appear on my body if I pressed the back of my hand firmly. How amazing.

Anyway, with this, the divine beast was essentially freed from a few things that were constrained by divine power.
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The next day.

Panting, I ran around the training grounds with Noah as my running partner today.

“How is Rodante?”

“He is studying hard. Angel is also reading books alongside him.”

“Does Angel also want to go to the academy?”

“Angel…” Noah began, making a strange expression before continuing, “She says she doesn’t want to go.”

It was already the fifth lap. Unlike me, who was experiencing the limits of humanity every second and minute, Noah wore a relaxed expression.

“Will you go to see the children?”

“I might do that.”

“They will be pleased.”

“Noah, you are a very great person.”

“That’s an overstatement.”

Noah turned his head, perhaps because he was embarrassed.
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Among the knights of Lienta, if asked to choose their most cherished colleague, it would be unanimous, with the exception of just one vote.

“Noah, you’ve worked hard today!”

“The lady wasn’t responding, so you must have had a tough time keeping the conversation up, right?”

“These are strawberries that were served as a snack today. We each collected one for you!”

They seemed just like little children, giving a crumpled gift to the teacher they liked.

I thought this would only last for the first few days. Noah, still feeling somewhat awkward, looked at the heavily piled red strawberries.

The knights were obviously reluctant to run in the training grounds with Charlize. As the youngest who had entered the order of knights through shortcuts, Noah naturally thought that the tasks the knights disliked were his responsibility. Surely, knights from other orders would all have thought the same.

“Our youngest, can’t you just stay here forever?”

“That’s right, that’s right! If it’s about the salary, we can match whatever Noah desires!”

Noah said with a smile, “No, I am very satisfied with my salary at Lienta, and I have no desire to move to another order.”

“That’s great!”

As the knights, including Evans, cheered, saying “wow” and clapping their hands, Noah smiled gently.
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“It’s me.”

I knocked on the door as I spoke, and it opened a creak.

“Is it my lady?”

“Yes.”

As Angel opened the door wider, Rodante stood up from the chair, looking at me with surprise.

“My lady?”

“Come here, Rodante.”

I had the two children sit opposite me and declared, “Marquess Tatis might try to take you two away, but status is still king.”

Angel’s eyes lit up.

“Will the duke stop him?”

“Yes, father always keeps his word, so you can trust him.”

Rodante’s right hand was blackened with charcoal.

“And Angel, you should go to the academy with Rodante too.”

“I’m not going. I can’t even read yet.”

“I’ll enroll you on a donation-based admission. Just start by learning the letters. Even if you finish last there, no one will say anything.”

“…Did my lady also enter with donations?”

“No. I went there and solely got first place every time.”

Angel pouted.

“After all, it’s boring being alone. Go and play with your brother and make other friends too.” Then, leaning closer, I whispered so that only Angel could hear, “Actually, it’s because I have a favor to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“Go and let me know if anyone is bothering Rodante, because he will surely hide everything from me,” I said, smirking mischievously. “I can’t tolerate those who dare to mistreat a ward under my guardianship.”

Angel quietly looked at me and then abruptly spoke, “Are you planning to send me to the academy because it might actually be dangerous? Sir Noah told me that academy students would be safe.”

“It’s not that I don’t have such a purpose.”

“I thought I was unlucky, but seeing that I met you, my lady, it seems I am not so unlucky after all.”

“Rather than by luck or coincidence, say we were destined to meet regardless. That’s more romantic.”

Although those words were meant to astonish Angel, the child just quietly looked at me again this time. Since we’re not that close, was that too much coming from me?

I, who had shrunk timidly, closed the door and later resolved never to say such things again, all while kicking my blankets.
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A few days later. Charlize visited Baier manor.

While she was briefly waiting in the reception room on the first floor, Lucas entered with his chubby cheeks puffed up.

“Welcome, my lady. I apologize for making you wait even though you had an appointment. What brings you here?”

“I came to see if you are doing well. You’re not feeling sick today, huh?”

Lucas involuntarily shook his shoulder and asked, “Would you prefer it if I were sick?”

“No. It meant that I am relieved.”

Charlize got up from the chair, causing Lucas to lift his round eyes in surprise.

“Show me around the manor.”

“What?” the child sighed deeply, then continued, “My lady, you are an adult. Why are you so impatient? I can’t do it because my leg hurts. I will wait here, so ask the butler to do it.”

“Hmm. There’s a difference between what a butler shows and what the owner orders. Ah, this should do then.”

Lucas, while chewing a cookie, made a face that was asking “What?”

“Wouldn’t it work if I just carried Lord Lucas around?”

“No, no, I hate it! I absolutely despise being held like a child in someone’s arms.”

“Then I’ll just have to come again when Lord Lucas’ leg isn’t hurting.”

“Do you think I have as much free time as you, my lady? I barely managed to find time even now because I’m receiving education as the duchy’s heir.”

“Really? You’re living quite diligently.”

With words spoken as if talking about someone else, a question crossed Lucas’ mind.

“Prince Sasha, doesn’t he study?”

“Sasha does it too.”

“What does he study? I’m already learning about tax laws.”

“How to enjoy life.”

“What? That just sounds like he’s playing around.”

He fizzled out suddenly, and although he was clearly running ahead of Sasha, Lucas strangely felt down.

“Come visit Elluiden manor next time.”

“You speak as if Elluiden manor is the lady’s own home.”

“The place I live in is my home.”

“That’s wrong!”

“What’s so wrong about it?”

“Home is where I am the head of the house, and if I am not, I must behave in a mindful way that pleases them, so you can’t just invite people as you please,” Lucas said, then sullenly puffed up his cheeks before adding, “Do you, my lady, not even know that?”

“Yes, I didn’t know that. Lucas, you’re quite smart.”

“I-it’s nothing, really.”

Lucas forcibly puffed his cheeks again, pretending to sulk.

I was told not to get close to the lady.

Resolved to act sharply like an awl, Lucas narrowed his eyes into triangles—the way to not become close was to be disliked.

“Why do you underestimate himself so much, Lucas?”

“Me? That’s not true.”

Meeting Charlize’s green eyes, Lucas was again reminded of the incident in the forest and tightly closed his eyes.

“No, it’s true you underestimate yourself. You’re already studying tax laws and, even as the only heir, you are still diligently studying and not being lazy.”

“As for studying for succession, they said that everyone already does it at this age.”

“I didn’t do that though.”

He was prepared to retort sharply with “Is that a boast?” but Lucas hesitated in actually speaking.

“Oh, and there’s more. You saved my life by not ignoring my voice in the forest and coming out. It seems the duchess wouldn’t have left me alone if I hadn’t found the young lord.”

“I-I have to go,” Lucas said as he suddenly stood up. “Go carefully. I’m unable to see you off.”

The child, turning swiftly, left the reception room.
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At night.

Despite the late hour, I reviewed the documents I had received from Noah a few days ago, which included a detailed report where even people’s faces were delicately described.
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“Having previously kept an eye on Lord Baier, the investigation did not take long.”

“The empress had her eyes not on Duchess Baier but the young lord?”

“Yes. At that time, because the empress mistakenly thought she was pregnant, she ordered an investigation into children of powerful families who were not much older.”
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It was a period briefly mentioned in the original novel, during which the phantom pregnancy made the empress realize she was nearly infertile.

I couldn’t be sure of that informant’s identity yet, but there was one thing I had definitely learned…

“He looks sane, but his personality is a total mess.”

…There was a really strange man hanging around next to the child, that’s what it was.
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Lucas vigorously moved his fist that was holding the pen.
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“Oh, and there’s more. You saved my life by not ignoring my voice in the forest and coming out. It seems the duchess wouldn’t have left me alone if I hadn’t found the young lord.”
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His shoulders shook.
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“…it is only normal for people to become worried even when their dog is sick.”

“…”

“You must do well.”
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Just as he began to diligently move the pen again, the sound of knocking was heard.

Knock, knock.

“What is it?”

“A guest has arrived.”

“A guest? Who is it?”

“It is Lady Lienta.”

“What? Why again?”

Grumbling, Lucas got down from the chair. Without needing to reach up, he easily turned and pushed the specially designed door handle, and the large door swung open.

“Since she didn’t make an appointment, tell her to go.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Wait, just a moment! I will go and speak with her myself, to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

The maid silently smiled, finding the child endearing, and said, “Yes, young master. I will show you the way.”

This time too, she was in the reception room. Lucas knocked crudely on the door before entering.

The lady, bathed in the winter sunlight streaming through the large windows, exuded a unique atmosphere—an atmosphere where it was hard to start a conversation, where a domineering personality was expected, and that, no matter how much one tried to diminish, remained inherently different.

Lucas felt envious of that.

“You’re here?”

“What is it this time?”

“I promised last time that I would come back.”

“I never agreed to that.”

“Then next time, the young lord should come. This is an invitation with Sasha’s permission.”

“…Did Prince Sasha tell me to come?”

“You’re friends, right?”

“T-that’s true, but…” Lucas suddenly lifted his head.

I’ve gotten involved with her again… Again!

“Then I’ll go for today. I’m busy studying. And don’t come looking for me like this.”

“Why? Because you have to study?”

“Yes.”

“Lucas, you really like studying, huh?”

What a foolish lady. Is there anyone who really likes studying? People do it because they have to, Lucas grumbled to himself.

“The duchess herself said she is worried because Lucas is always only studying.”

“…Really?”

“Would I really dare to mention the duchess and lie about what she said?” Charlize chuckled softly before continuing, “She said you should just have fun when spending time with Sasha once you visit Elluiden manor.”

“Did she really say that…?”

“More precisely, what she said was—”
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“I wonder if Lucas, since he only ever studies, could have a pleasant time with His Highness the Imperial Prince.”
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“What? That’s not…”

“That means Lucas is a diligent child who studies hard, and she has even gone so far as to say this beforehand, to prevent you from hurting Prince Sasha by saying playing with him is not fun.”

“Is that what she meant?”

“And she also said this—”

[image: ]

“Lucas might suddenly explode. It must be a reflection of his natural temperament.”
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Lucas, biting his plump lips, waited for Charlize’s interpretation.

“That means that Lucas is a child who endures everything too well, so he doesn’t show it until it’s already really hard, and that I should take good care of you.”

“It sounds like a lie…”

“Lucas, look at actions, not words. The duchess is not a politician, she is a knight, isn’t she?” Charlize slightly tilted her head towards Lucas and added, “Anyone can make their words sound plausible. So don’t believe in sincerity that is just in words.”
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Around the same time, at the empress’ palace.

Katarina was fiddling with a teacup, lost in thought.
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“Although it was decided that the ward of Lady Lienta would be investigated by one of the guards, it turned out that two knights from the First Order of the Imperial Knights conducted the interrogation.”

“The captain of the imperial knights was completely unaware.”
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Her dogs were everywhere. Thus, it was hardly surprising that she had ears in both the First Order of the Imperial Knights, which primarily guarded the emperor, and the capital guards.

It must be the emperor’s doing. Katarina clicked her tongue. Why would he act so shortsightedly if getting the imperial pardon back wasn’t the end of everything?

Calix was indifferent. He stepped forward because Charlize was his fiancée, yet he likely wasn’t favorably inclined towards her from the very start. The engagement must surely be just the lady leveraging a weakness of the archduke. Moreover, since it was the duke who was being deprived of the imperial pardon, and not himself, there was no reason for him to actively intervene.

The real problem was Duke Lienta.

The emperor believed that the duke’s fatherly affection would even extend to using his imperial pardon for his daughter, but Katarina thought it was more than that. If the lady dies, he will completely lose all his power and rot away in his territory for the rest of his life.

Katarina irritably rubbed her thumb and forefinger together.

He will surely never forget the moment the emperor tried to tarnish the lady’s honor. Duke Lienta was a man of influence; thus, several families could be swept up in the process of his actions. If we’re not careful, it might end up only benefiting Calix!

Her red eyes flashed intensely for a brief moment. Katarina smiled faintly and set the teacup down from her hand.

Before the emperor escalates the situation further, it should be resolved by overriding the captain of the imperial knights’ “unilateral decision.”

Her ability to act had always been quick.
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“The empress must be very upset.”

Unnoticed, time had passed, and it was already late afternoon.

The fragment of the future I had witnessed was really significant only to me.
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“Give my lady more lemon sorbet.”

Calix chuckled briefly.

“Had I known you liked sorbet so much, I would have asked the chef to make it more often. Do you have any other favorites?”
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How many did I eat that such a situation would occur? I decided not to think about it.
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“The person who had sent the knight to Rodante was His Majesty the Emperor. Her Majesty the Empress realized this fact belatedly and intends to cut the connection through the captain of the imperial knights.”
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Although the original novel was so convoluted that it was hard to find any part that flowed properly, once this had happened, it was inevitable that it would go this way.

The empress probably hopes that House Lienta will maintain neutrality, so she would want to prevent any situations that could antagonize the emperor. The very situation of the engagement between Calix and me, the lady of House Lienta, was also desired by the empress, so it shouldn’t matter. However, the concern was not merely that the duke might turn away; the real fear was that he might side with Calix, which must be nerve-wracking.

But if the emperor recovers the imperial pardon in this manner, he must be thinking that Duke Lienta could waver from neutrality… I tilted my head.

“Could it be that the empress also deceived the emperor into thinking she was pregnant?”

“Before Sasha returned, the biggest weakness of the imperial family was that there was no heir. Now that this issue has been resolved, they might have wanted to address other matters.”

Calix solemnly spoke as if responding to a statement that had not even been made, seamlessly without interrupting the previous conversation. Because of this, he repeatedly ended up speaking by cutting off the entire process of reasoning.

“The magic artifact used to discern the imperial blood, having previously ‘incorrectly determined’ that Sasha was not a descendant of the late emperor, made the results of such tests unimportant. It’s possible the empress thought it was all right to keep the secret to herself.”

Indeed, that was true.

The emperor was a person not at all reliable enough to share a secret with.

As I nodded repeatedly and Calix smiled, I asked, perhaps hopefully, “Did you get an inkling of the thought I just had?”

“The emperor is not reliable enough to keep a secret with.”

“Right!”

I was so surprised that I almost stood up in astonishment.

Uh-oh. Calix had absolutely no thoughts of usurping the throne at this time. It was also a fact that it felt unpleasant to have one’s kin insulted by others.

“It’s okay, my lady. I had the same thought,” Calix said as he relaxed the corners of his mouth and smiled lazily.

“It’s amazing whenever someone gets a sense of what I am thinking, no matter when it happens.”

My mouth moved on its own, whether because I thought I should change the subject or because I needed to say anything at all to distract myself, I was not sure. However, there was one thing in common: a tingling sense of crisis along my back, a feeling that I shouldn’t just stare blankly at his smiling face.

“The morning after I spent a night at Lienta manor last time, I went running with the knights in the training grounds.”

I did not immediately realize at that moment that the expected degree of response I expected—“To be running from the morning, that’s impressive”—did not come.

“At that time, the knight who ran with me guessed all my thoughts correctly so that I wouldn’t lose pace.”

Am I the only one who finds it amazing? With the tips of my fingers, I touched my cheek, embarrassed as though I had spilled out a story that only I found amusing and others did not find interesting at all.

It was at the moment when I was about to discreetly greet the person who always became my friend in such times that I heard, “My lady.”

This was not merely thrown out casually as a prompt for me to focus before he said something more. He was acting strangely, as if in disbelief, chuckling in a way that seemed like the emotion were directed towards himself.

“Please speak.”

I was ready to listen attentively and nodded slightly. Calix, who had been quietly observing me, suddenly smiled, his blue eyes curving with a hint of laughter.

“No, I won’t say anything.”

“Pardon?”

Making me curious and then just leaving it at that!

“I think it would be better not to say anything.”

Why not…? I thought sadly.

Calix responded in a voice that was mixed with a soft sigh. “Because I think I will only come to know what I was going to say after I have said it.”
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I see.

Unwittingly, I had come to realize how detrimental it was for one’s mental health to speak without thinking.

Next time, I too should respond like this. I gained good enlightenment.

After exchanging evening greetings with Calix, I arrived at my room. I drew the curtains, tightly covered the windows, and then pressed the back of my hand firmly.

“Now, please go to Sasha.”

Without even looking back, I thought he would hurry away, but the divine beast was still there.

“What is it?”

― …I was wondering what kind of animal the child likes, out of curiosity

“Is this you just trying to change the subject?” I narrowed my eyes and looked at the divine beast, then continued, “Still, I will give you an answer. Sasha likes squirrels.”

― You seem clueless, yet you are strangely quick-witted.

“If you’re just going to insult me, please at least answer my question.”

― I’ll be going now.

“Just a moment, just a little!”

― …Whew. It can’t be helped then. What is it?

“I… Why do I have divine powers?”

― You have no conscience.

The divine beast abruptly disappeared after leaving those words behind. It seems just asking outright won’t do.

I reflected on the last time when Calix and I put our heads together in order to help Sasha form a contract with the divine beast.
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“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.”
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Divine power above a certain level, proof of direct imperial lineage through blood, and a condition established in a passage similar to an oracle.

However, realistically, all three were conditions only possible for direct members of the imperial family. Because no one other than the imperial family can possess divine power beyond a certain level. However, I had that. When I brought up the Pope, the duke was extremely flustered; I guess I should meet the Pope.
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“Investigate the death of Duchess Lienta. If you can’t figure it out, drug the duke to make him confess!”
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Seeing that “he” issued such an order; I felt that I should also be in the know. I had intended to stay in our duchy until the original plot concluded and just become a lazy rich person… Perhaps I exaggerated a bit, but it seemed I now have to live even more diligently than the emperor himself.

My shoulders drooped.

…Starting with the issues I’m facing, if I handled them one by one, eventually, they would come to an end.

For now, capturing the informant within House Baier was the first step.
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Today as well, I visited Baier manor. This time, Sasha was also with me.

In front of Sasha, it was somewhat embarrassing to show myself squabbling with Lucas, especially at my age.

Although I had previously obtained permission from Duchess Baier to visit, I also sent a separate letter to Lucas before visiting. But how come he’s not here? Is he too engrossed in studying today?

The child, sitting quietly and just observing the reception room with his eyes, opened his mouth. “Lady Charl, do you always come here alone?”

“Yes.”

“Next time, I will come along with you too.”

“Why?”

Could it be…?! Had he already reached the age where he preferred to be with his peers? I thought it would only be a matter for the distant future… Shocked and becoming a bit sad, I felt a small warmth cover the back of my hand.

“This place feels…” Sasha murmured softly, “very lonely.”

As befits one of the empire’s three great ducal families, Baier manor’s reception room held more than just tables and chairs. It was adorned with a red tapestry featuring a silver-gray hawk, crossed swords, exotic ceramics, and all sorts of rare items. This space, tended daily by the touch of servants’ hands, indeed appeared lonely.

I turned my hand over and tightly grasped the child’s small hand.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. The maid entered and then spoke in a cautious tone, “I apologize, but the young master suddenly developed a fever and has asked me to convey that today’s meeting would be difficult.”

His fever must have risen again.

“Is Lucas very sick?”

The experienced maid hesitated at Sasha’s worried question, concerned that he, Lucas’ first peer and friend, might drift away because of this.

“He is not terribly unwell, but…”

The maid hesitated a bit, which made me tilt my head slightly.

“Fearing that it might be contagious, he said that he would be politely declining this visit.”

Sasha could only blink.

“Then, I would like to go and wish for a speedy recovery in place of Sasha, would that also not be allowed?”

“Please wait just a moment.”

Having returned immediately, the maid offered to guide me, so I left Sasha with Sir Jay and followed her.
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“Young master, Lady Lienta has arrived.”

“Tell her to come in.”

The thick curtains were drawn, making the bedroom quite dark, yet the corner of the large bed, bulging out, was still faintly visible.

“I said it was okay to come in just to tell you not to come anymore.”

He did have a fever, and his voice was hoarse. Given his usual personality, Lucas, who would typically have coughs lingering even after a fake one, just kept talking.

“I don’t even have enough time to study, much less time to listen to the lady’s nonsense. So don’t come anymore.”

“…”

“The imperial prince must feel the same too. Don’t come at all from now on.”

“What happened?”

The small mound seemed to tremble slightly in the darkness.

“I hate the lady,” a voice, clearly tinged with emotion, broke the silence. “Why did you make me hope? My mother still dislikes me…”

“…”

“I am miserable because of the lady.”

“Duchess Baier dislikes you? Did you hear it directly from Her Grace?”

“Yes.”

“Is it your interpretation that Her Grace said that because she dislikes you, or is that something you inferred on your own?”

“…What do you want to hear?”

Lucas suddenly stood up, his eyes soaking wet.

“Have you ever heard how much my father, Duke Lienta, loves and cherishes me?”

“Who hasn’t heard about that?”

“But when I was your age, I didn’t know that at all. I was certain that my father hated me.”

Perhaps, through Lucas, I was seeing my past without realizing it. It might also be because of that, that I had been spending so much time on this matter. This could have been quickly resolved if I had simply told Duchess Baier to seek out the person around Lucas who was deepening the rift between her and the child.

There are some wounds that others can never mend. Sometimes, if even slightly touched, they would become inflamed, and pus would flow. At other times, like a scar, only a mark remained; though it did not hurt when touched, it became unforgettable.

“That’s what my nanny said. She used to tell me that my father hated me. And that was why he went off to war.”

“But that was because… Duke Lienta was the commander-in-chief at that time.”

Almost twenty years ago—though it happened long before Lucas was born, he seemed to know about it because it was still being discussed as the backdrop to an unusual case where an imperial pardon was granted.

“That’s how it is…”

Lucas looked at me with confused eyes.

“When the person you trust cunningly manipulates with their sly tongue, your eyes for seeing the truth can also become blurred.”

You are loved in this manor more than you know.

“Lucas, think again. Does Duchess Baier really dislike you? Does she find you unsatisfactory as a successor, or is she just worried about you?”

I looked away from the child who was sitting listlessly.

“I will be going now.”
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I had not yet left the hallway where Lucas’ bedroom was located when someone acted as if they knew me.

“Hello, Lady Lienta.”

He was a man with a scholarly appearance, his hair loosely tied back, slightly past the shoulders.

“I am Herez Berron, the private tutor of Lord Baier.”

“I see.”

“My lady, I apologize, but are you here to visit the young lord’s bedroom?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“I heard that you have been visiting the manor frequently recently. The young lord is diligently studying from a young age to admirably follow in the duchess’ footsteps.”

I silently pretended to listen.

“After the lady visits, the young master looks gloomy. And then, the next day, when he studies, he also has trouble focusing.”

“So, you’re telling me not to visit?”

“It may be presumptuous to say, but yes, that’s correct.”

“Yes. How presumptuous,” I said as I gently nodded my head. “Did you think that you were something special just because you were able to manipulate the young lord? Have you gone mad?”

“Pardon? I have no idea what you mean by that…”

“How tedious.”

“Could it be that you, my lady, are ‘misunderstanding’ something?”

An emphasis was placed on the word “misunderstanding.” It was a choice with a clear intent; his eyes beyond those glasses seemed to be mocking me, so I too responded with a faint smile.

He’s been caught nicely.

And then, I punched his face with my fist.

Thud—
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Knock, knock.

“What’s the matter?”

Duchess Baier furrowed her brow while setting aside the documents.

The maid, having moistened her dry lips, spoke heavily, “There was a conflict between Lady Lienta and Sir Herez.”

Duchess Baier raised her eyebrows, questioning whether there were even grounds for conflict between the lady and her child’s tutor. Suddenly, her eyes narrowed.

“Is Lucas the reason for their conflict?”

“No, the young master was in his room.”

“The lady visited, so why was Lucas in his room… For now, lead the way.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”
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Just like that, the place they arrived at was the reception room.

“…”

Duchess Baier pushed against her throbbing forehead.

I was told there was a conflict, but it seems to have been one-sided. Charlize had a blank expression, while Herez, with a bruise on his cheek, was holding a handkerchief under his nose.

“You may speak fist, my lady.”

“I punched him because he did something deserving of it.”

“…You should try explaining the situation in more detail.”

“In the hallway on the second floor, I encountered Lady Lienta. It’s true that I acted out of line. I asked her to refrain from meeting with Lord Lucas.”

Duchess Baier narrowed her eyes and, instead of immediately scolding the servant who had admitted himself that he was acting out of line, she first asked him a question.

“Why would you say that to the lady? You must have known that I had authorized Lady Lienta’s visit.”

Herez Berron. As the third son of the Berron family, a vassal to House Baier, he heroically threw himself in harm’s way to save Lucas from severe injury. Unfortunately, he sustained permanent injuries in the act and became a knight who could never wield a sword again.

“…I was simply worried about Lord Lucas.”

“Lucas?”

Herez hesitated.

“Go ahead and speak.”

“…After meeting Lady Lienta, Lord Lucas always looked gloomy. He couldn’t concentrate on his studies and was lost in thought, and during the swordsmanship lesson last time, he almost got hurt.”

Duchess Baier let out a short sigh and then said, “My lady, I understand that you may have felt offended. I too am disappointed in Mr. Berron; he was being rash, truly unbecoming of a teacher.”

“I’m sorry, Your Grace.”

“My lady, although it may not be enough to make you feel completely better, please forgive Mr. Berron. It seems he had said that out of great concern for Lucas. I will apologize in his place.”

“No, Your Grace, I’m sorry for causing you concern.”

While instructing Herez to apologize as well, the duchess did not implicitly look at Charlize. From her eyes, which could coldly judge even her own child, it was clear that this incident was triggered by Herez’ mistake.

“Lisa, contact the temple and get some holy water.”

Even though he was the heir’s private tutor, it was still too much to readily grant to a mere employee. However, the duchess who made the request, the maid who left the reception room to obey her order, and even the person concerned themselves took it for granted.

“I apologize, Your Grace.”

“No, it’s because Lucas will be startled if he sees Mr. Berron’s face like that.”

Herez bowed his head in shame.

It was at that moment, Charlize, who had been quiet all the while, spoke up, “Does Lucas follow the teacher closely?”

“Yes, and that’s why Herez has a hard time. Because Lucas rejects new teachers, Herez alone is in charge of all his education,” the duchess said, softly clicking her tongue.

“How fascinating,” Charlize remarked, tilting her head.

“I thought there were several teachers because…” Her gaze then smoothly slid to Herez. “Although he looks so meek, the things Lucas often says are so harsh.”

“What do you…”

The sound of knocking on the door resounded, interrupting the conversation.

“Lord Lucas has arrived.”
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I thought he would come around this time, but the timing turned out to be even better than I imagined.

“Lucas, the lady had announced her visit and came, so why were you in your bedroom…”

Duchess Baier stopped mid-sentence upon seeing Lucas’ face. The child’s face was a mess; he had cried so much that the area under his eyes was swollen red, and his hair was soaked with sweat, sticking to his forehead.

“Why do you look like that?”

That means she’s worried, so she wants him to quickly explain why he cried.

“Young master!” the man with a broken personality exclaimed as he immediately rushed to Lucas, knelt down, and, with trembling hands, extended them to the child. “What in the world happened? Hmm? Please tell us.”

At some point, the man with a broken personality, who seemingly had renounced the world, turned back to look at me and hesitated before saying, “By any chance…”

“Lucas, why are you just standing there? Speak for yourself.”

“More importantly, Mr. Berron… why does your face look like that?”

“Ah, this…”

I intently watched his act unfold with a sour expression. He must have deliberately left his handkerchief behind too. He hurriedly covered the lower part of his nose with his right hand.

“I punched him.”

“Why?”

“Because he deserved it.”

Lucas looked at me intently, his gaze so intense that it almost seemed like he was glaring.

“Young master, this… is because I am at fault. Please do not say anything bad to Lady Lienta.”

“This is strange,” Lucas said, biting his lower lip. “You told me that getting involved with such a person would only lead to useless emotional exhaustion, so why are you defending the lady?”

The reception room was enveloped in a death-like silence.

Herez let out a hollow laugh, then said, “Pardon? What are you saying…”

“Mother, were you worried about me?” the child asked, his chest rising and falling significantly before he continued, “Do you worry about me more than when a pet you’re raising becomes sick?”

“Berron. Explain.”

“No, no, Your Grace! Young master, please tell us where in the world did you hear such things…”

“I liked you, Mr. Berron,” his voice was feeble as he began. “Luckily, because I had no siblings, I could become the heir, you saved me, became my teacher, and to me, who had no friends, you were like a friend…”

Lucas tightly closed his mouth.

The duchess spoke fiercely, “There’s nothing more to say.”

“Actually… Actually, I still like Mr. Berron a little bit.”

“Lucas! Didn’t I tell you to stop talking?!”

Words were curious things; the moment they were spoken, they were realized. The emotions defined by those words remained intact in the mind. Had they not been expressed, it could have been just a moment that simply passed by, but like shattered glass embedded in the heart, they would become impossible to remove.

“Herez Berron.”

Even the deep winds of the northernmost snowy mountains of the empire could not be colder than this. Although she lowered her voice as much as possible to avoid startling the child, it still carried an undercurrent of deep anger.

If the same type of dark magic as with Peony Tatis had been cast this time, then the conditions for its activation were considered to have been met.

Duchess Baier would never forgive such trash. Running away isn’t allowed. He must not die like this.

I looked at the maid. Chewing on her lips and with tears pooling in her eyes, she blinked once when our eyes met and quickly extended her hand.

When I confirmed that the child’s eyes were covered, there was no reason left to hesitate.

“Ack!”

I kicked his calf, forced him to kneel, and pressed his face downwards.
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― W-why is that holy relic being used for such a purpose?!
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I had already once absurdly let “his” tail slip through my fingers. Since I never knew when an opportunity might arise, I always carried the relic with me whenever I visited Baier manor.

With my other hand, I activated it. Then, I whispered in a volume that only he could hear, “You… You will never meet a comfortable end.”
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Erich was shivering intensely.
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“I-is that really true?”

“I also couldn’t believe it, so I asked several times, but my lord is taking it even harder!”
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A certain nobleman, having checked the surroundings, once again repeated what he had just said.
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“It is being said that Lady Lienta, while a music box was playing, severely beat up someone or something along those lines.”
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“That can’t be. It must be an exaggeration.”

When asked whom she had beaten up, the reply that came back was that they didn’t know—indeed, evidence of an exaggeration!

I-if that’s really true t-then… Erich suddenly felt a sense of déjà vu.

Knock, knock.

Erich suddenly jumped up from the chair, reminded of the last time a knock sounded while he was thinking of the lady.
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I visited the Ronatus manor after a long time.

Because I had captured that man’s tail alive and made time, I finally heard the words I had been waiting for from Calix.
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“We’ve got a lead on the poison that my lady obtained from Count Fernand’s residence.”
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Hehehe.

I cracked my knuckles, determined that after chatting with Lavette, I would look into Tuverrot. Looking at the target was meant to firm up my resolve.

“My lady.”

Ah, how dazzling.

Lavette, wearing an indoor dress tinged with light purple and looking radiant, asked, “Have you been well?”

“Yes, I’ve been well.”

I heard the sound of a sharp intake of breath and wondered what it was.

“Ah, hello, my lady.”

It turned out to be Erich. Earlier, because Lavette was so dazzling, he must have been just at the edge of my vision when I squinted.

“It’s been a long time.”

He took another deep breath and then said, “A-as it happens, I had something to tell the lady.”

…Hey!

“You do, brother?”

“Yes. The lady asked me to gather stories related to her and current issues, and to inform her, which is why I mentioned it.”

Lavette, looking at me with hurt in her eyes, said, “I could have done it too.”

“…Lavette, it would be a pity to ask you for help with such trivial tasks.”

Restlessly, I comforted Lavette, and my efforts soon bore fruit.

“If it helps my lady, I will always be happy to help,” Lavette declared, smiling beautifully.

It was at that moment that an interruption came.

“My lady, I apologize for intruding, but the marquess is calling for you.”

“Go on, Lavette.”

“I’m sorry. Please wait for a while.”

I nodded vigorously while saying I would do so.

“Father called for Lavette? What in the world did he call her for? I’m so worried. I can’t just sit here!”

Where are you going, Lord Erich? Sit down.”
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Feigning innocence, as if to ask when he had ever tried to get up, Erich quickly sat down again.

“You said you had something to tell me. So, tell me.”

After I said this, Erich looked as troubled as if he had been asked to draw a picture without knowing the subject.

“What do you think is the hottest topic you’ve come across, Lord Erich?”

“That would be…” Erich trailed off, stealthily gauging my reaction.

“What is it?”

“It’s about the lady.”

Huh? I was taken aback. Well, I don’t know what it is, but it must be something bad.

“Besides that, is there nothing else?”

“There is!”

Erich, suddenly overflowing with enthusiasm, shouted loudly, seemingly proud of the results of his investigation.

He has a personality that’s unexpectedly very easy to exploit, right? I should exploit him more in the future.

“Sir Illyden Forte, the captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights, has submitted a leave of absence request.”

“…”

“‘That’ Sir Forte.”

“Why?”

“It is still… a topic of conversation because there’s no one who knows the reason.”

Thinking that I remained silent because it was something trivial, Erich shifted his eyes and tried to bring up another topic.

“I-is it still insufficient?”

Erich shifted his eyes for the fifth time.

“Send the rest via letter.”

“Yes, I will do so.”

“Since the content must be extensive, it will be quite a task to write.”

“Yes. The content is extensive, and it might take quite some time. Therefore, in order to somewhat shorten the time it takes to send the letter to the lady, may I go ahead?”

“All right. I came to see Lavette anyway.”

“Pardon? Yes… I see.”

Erich left the reception room with a disheartened expression.

I was lost in thought in the space that had finally become quiet. The fact that Illyden Forte had requested a leave of absence seemed trivial but was actually significant. Because he had never taken a leave since joining the order, habitually coming out even on holidays to train for several hours before returning home.

At such a young age, it was not for nothing that he had risen to the position of captain of the imperial knights.

The duke protested to the emperor about a week ago.

Seeing how the inside story had not yet spread, it seemed it hadn’t been long since they pressured Illyden to take the blame.
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“In the interrogation room, it was stated that only Rodante could enter, and accompaniment was denied.”

“…”

“Was this not communicated beforehand?”
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The textbook example of a textbook example.

The second reason Illyden Forte was famous was that he dismissed all attempts by others to curry favor with him, lived austerely, and, as if that were not enough, never mixed his personal feelings with his work. That was how, in the original novel, the empress also thought that way.

Fortunately, things turned out well.
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“You know the child under Lady Lienta’s guardianship? The illegitimate child. He was supposed to be questioned by the capital guards, but instead, it was the knights of the First Order of the Imperial Knights who questioned him, and it’s being said that it was Sir Forte who ordered it.”

“Ah, is that why Sir Forte took a leave of absence?”

“Perhaps, were there any suspicious points? Sir Forte is not someone to do so without reason.”
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If some influence were exerted here, the direction would quickly flow like this.
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“Actually, Charlize Lienta is the suspicious one, but since a duke is backing her, they will probably have the captain of the guards investigate, claiming that the child, because he had no backing, was being targeted.”
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I propped my chin. My honor, whether it exists or not, whether it gets tarnished or not, is none of my business; the problem is the events that will follow.

I quietly slid down and collapsed onto the table. I was pleased just a moment ago for having caught the spy in the House Baier, but…

Having dealt with one matter, another arose, and it was back to square one.

[image: ]

The small glass bottle, the size of an index finger, boasted a considerable amount because a spell to stop time had been cast on it.

Observing the crimson liquid within it, Calix tilted his head.
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“The place where Marquess Ronatus stays is strictly managed by Lavette Ronatus so that only she and the family’s butler can enter.”

“Should we infiltrate and observe the marquess’ condition?”
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It was information obtained about a year ago. At that time, Calix responded that there was no need. The reason was simple: back then, he was disinterested in everything, merely going through the motions of obligatorily processing documents. It was a strange time.

“Shall we try feeding it to that person?” Livan suggested, grinding his teeth.

In a setting ill-suited for such reminiscing, Calix smiled lightly. “Unfortunately, the quantity is too small.”

They were ascending the stairs from the archduke’s underground dungeon. As soon as they emerged onto the ground level, Livan swiftly turned his head and glared behind them.

Having skillfully remained silent until they reached the office, Livan spoke up as soon as the door closed, “The main ingredient really is Tuverrot, right?”

“If you’re about to say that there was Tuverrot at Ronatus manor as well, this would be the fifth time.”

“Aren’t they really bad guys? It was meant to mock Ronatus, wasn’t it?” Livan’s shoulders shuddered as he continued, “Anyway, Tuverrot had never even been considered. That’s probably why it took quite some time.”

“A poison concocted with the ‘Wings of God,’ how romantic,” Calix remarked as he placed the glass bottle in the first drawer.

Click.

It felt like unlocking the key to an old diary.
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The surroundings of the girl, who now might have been at least sixteen, were empty.

If one remembered that this place was the temple on the Day of Sacred Blessing, finding it astonishing was truly unavoidable. However, if one were to learn that the girl’s name was Charlize Lienta, it would surprise no one.
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“She looks really beautiful…”

“Shh. Listen.”
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As her cold gaze fell on them, they desperately pretended not to notice, swiftly turning their eyes away to watch the retreating figure until someone finally made a remark.

[image: ]

“It seems that even the saying that her personality is remarkable is really true.”

“Shh. Listen to this too!”
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The feet that had never stopped, despite others gathering and whispering, now halted.

The wind blew, bending and fluttering the flowers in one direction—a sight that was truly spectacular. Yet, the eyes that captured it remained dry.
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“What? They said it was a magical flower, but it’s pretty ordinary.”
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Still, since it appeared pretty to others, she picked a few flowers.
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The next day.
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“Take this.”
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Calix smiled as if he found her troublesome.
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“Did you pick them from the colonies at the temple?”

“The fine has already been paid.”
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So, urging him to take it quickly as she shook the bouquet, Calix made a “Hmm” sound.
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“I’m sorry, my lady. I don’t like white.”
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Those who were sneaking glances their way, pretending not to, reacted.
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“Indeed, he is indirectly saying that he dislikes Lady Lienta…”

“The lady’s hair is especially bright silver…”
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It remained a mystery why the small murmurs were so audible to her ears.

Charlize narrowed her eyes.
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“If you don’t like it, then don’t take it.”
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She threw the flowers to the ground and stepped on them before turning around.

The murmuring crowd suddenly fell silent. Regardless, it was all beyond Charlize’s interest.

Should I dye my hair blue? Because Calix likes blue roses.

She liked him so much that even if her pride was trampled, it didn’t matter to her.
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“Whew.”

I pressed firmly on the back of my left hand.

― What is it?

“How do I stop dreaming?”

After making a contract with the divine beast, I often had dreams like this even though I hadn’t made eye contact with Calix.

And because the dreams were so vivid, it didn’t feel like I had slept at all.

― I don’t know.

The divine beast suddenly disappeared. Recalling the last time, when I pressed it again and the divine beast came flying to give me a flick with his body, made me hesitate.

“However, this is the… first time it was about the past.”

Surprisingly, it was exactly like the actual past, except that Calix in my memory was very, very blurry.

“A handsome man is good-looking even when he’s young…” I attempted to escape from reality but brutally failed.

Defeated, I slowly got up and opened the journal.

“The things I need to do have become too many, and I’m becoming disordered.”

While lightly wiping away my tears, I put down the pen, sat on the chair, and spaced out.

Seeing how the duke was so flustered at the mention of the Pope, then “that” must have been true too. Then, the other things must be true as well. I thought it seemed likely and nodded repeatedly. In my dreams, since voices can be heard, it would be great if “that person” also appeared!

That would be nice. Really, that would have been great…

In the midst of thinking that, such a thought suddenly occurred to me.

If I had not forgotten only Calix’ appearance but also lost all my memories related to Calix, I would have been at the level of having amnesia.
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A servant of Ronatus manor doubted his eyes.

“My lord…?”

It was still early, not yet eleven o’clock, when he saw Erich from the back, dressed in outdoor clothes and walking briskly.

Where could he be going this early?

Without much thinking, the servant found the answer himself: if it were a place Erich would go, there would be several options, but all shared something in common—a social club.

He really does love to have fun.

In the past, he might have already obtained a recommendation letter, worrying nightly about whether to try knocking on the doors of other houses. However, the servant simply briskly turned away now, assured that since Lavette would be inheriting the marquess’ position, his job was expected to remain stable in the future as well.
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“Hello, Erich.”

The man selecting darts raised his hand, and Erich responded by bumping his hand against it, greeting him without sincerity.

“Why do you look like death? Yesterday, after hearing about the lady, you hurried off with such an expression.”

“Can’t we stop talking about the lady?” Erich asked, making a face of disgust.

“Hey, I also don’t want to talk about her. Just thinking about what happened makes me shudder,” the man said, shaking his head from side to side as he threw a dart. “Erich, did you see that? It hit… What, where did he go?”

The man shrugged his shoulders, grumbled briefly, and then refocused on the dart board. Meanwhile, Erich felt as though he was truly about to die.
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“Since the content must be extensive, it will be quite a task to write.”
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It wasn’t extensive at all… because he intended to do it carelessly and get it over with, fearing the lady might ask him to take on such a task again. However, over the next few days, Erich became desperate. Even now, in the absence of Charlize, he almost referred to her as “my lady.”

He did not want to be someone carrying the terrible memory of being beaten up while listening to an elegant melody!
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It’s driving me mad—all this talk is the same.

As he walked briskly with his brow deeply furrowed, someone tapped Erich on the shoulder.

“What… Ah, it’s been a while.”
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“Oh…”

It was the sound I made when I casually flipped over the invitation I had picked up. As I checked who the sender was, wondering if it could be anyone other than Rosetta, Irian, Lavette, or Empress Katarina, I saw a name I hadn’t seen in a long time.
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I helped Rodante down from the carriage by holding his hand, and for the record, he wore a bewildered expression, just like me.

And then next, I carried Sasha down.

“Angel said that we should meet again next time.”

Like a doll that spoke certain words when pressed on its stomach, Sasha, who had been quiet, suddenly blurted out “that” phrase.

That’s right—two days ago, the four of us, including Angel, had met for teatime at Lienta manor.
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“Before going to the academy, I would like to meet Bell, no, Prince Sasha. Would that be possible?”
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The wind was quite cold, so we retreated to the glass greenhouse and drank warm tea. There, I attacked the cake while the children chatted amicably.
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“Huh? Angel?”
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It was rare for Rodante to get flustered, but he did when Angel suddenly grabbed Sasha’s wrist and moved far away.
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“It’s okay. It seems there’s something they want to talk about.”
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While watching Sasha being lightly pulled along, I reassured Rodante. Since that moment, Sasha had been in this state.

“Angel said it seems like my beauty mark was cut out and pasted from the night sky.”

That’s actually something I said, but… Let’s just assume Angel said it. If I had known he would like it this much, I would have tried to arrange a meeting much earlier.

I firmly held Sasha’s hand.
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“Welcome. We have been waiting for all of you.”

The butler of Decande manor, having introduced himself by name, smiled gently and guided us. His warm, yet unfamiliar smile led me to follow him awkwardly.

“My lord, Lady Lienta, Lord Rodante, and His Highness the Imperial Prince have arrived.”

As soon as he opened the door, something jumped out and grabbed my leg.

“My lady!”

“Young master, the lady must have been surprised.”

“This little rascal too,” Count Decande said as he skillfully held the child, his posture suggesting he had not put the child down for a while. Then he asked, “Have you been well during all this time, my lady?”

“Yes.”

“Ah… the child’s name is Ains. Ains Decande.”

“That’s a fitting name.”

“Right? My daughter thought hard about it when she chose it.”

Ains, while nestled in his grandfather’s embrace, stretched his arms out to me, his short arms flailing in the air as though he were swimming.

“You rascal. You’re going to fall,” the count scolded gently, then held the child more firmly and gestured with his eyes for us to go into the reception room.

On the table, instead of teacups and snacks, other things were placed.

“That’s…” Rodante muttered quietly.

“Is it fascinating even for a child to see? Some decent relics have come in, and I wanted to show them to Lady Lienta.”

The count, bending his waist, carefully placed Ains down on the sofa, who then scampered over and clung to my legs.

“And I was curious about Lord Rodante.”

“Please speak comfortably.”

“Rodante then!” the count said, chuckling afterward.

The story of Count Decande’s dramatic reunion with his grandson once swept through the capital’s social circles, yet it quickly cooled down.

All the stories within high society usually lose their warmth eventually. However, this case was different because Count Decande had secluded himself, so no new stories emerged anymore. As a result, the topic was pushed to the fringes.

It seems that, during that time, he had many conversations with the child.

“You shouldn’t bother the lady.”

“It’s okay,” I said as I bent my knees to meet Ains’ gaze. “Have you been well?”

Ains nodded vigorously.

T-that startled me!

The child, with a head already large compared to his body, almost flipped backwards because of his vigorous nodding. Ains, perhaps thinking it was a game, laughed heartily and enjoyed the moment.

Again, quickly picking up the body that was falling backward, the count handed him over to the butler.

…I need Sasha Therapy.
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“It stabilizes the mind and body, gives strength to get through the rest of the day, and fills you with anticipation to look forward to the next therapy session!”

“…”

“Its efficacy is of a quality that could be reported to the academic community without embarrassment.”
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Naturally, those claims were made by Livan, with me also there as a test subject supporting his hypothesis.

…Huh?

When I stealthily reached out my arm, the small hand that always used to catch it was no longer there; frantically looking around, I saw the child was now near Ains.

“Hello… Ains? I am Sasha.”

“Tata.”

“‘Sha’ is difficult to pronounce, isn’t it? It’s okay. You will be able to do it well soon. I was like that too.”

“Ta! Ta!”

To a child of a similar age, it seemed that did not sound like “Tata” but differently; meanwhile, Count Decande, who had been conversing with Rodante, sought me out.

Could there be another holy relic?

“It seems the lady really likes relics! Your eyes always sparkle. I feel the same.”

I made my eyes sparkle even more. There were as many as six of them. The count explained where each relic was found, where it was originally presumed to have been, and what its presumed use was.

…Can it be that he called me because he didn’t have anyone else to talk to about the relics? It seemed very, very, extremely plausible.

While feeling the passage of time profoundly, I felt a warmth touch my fingertips—it was Rodante.

“My lady, I have something I want to say.”

I lowered my posture.

Cupping his hands into a circle, Rodante then whispered into my ear, “I can feel divine power.”

What kind of blessing is this?!

…I’ll consider why I, despite also possessing divine power, didn’t feel it later. With the zeal of an enthusiastic student, I attentively listened to the explanation from Professor Decande—or rather, Count Decande.

“This time, there are many uniquely shaped relics, and I really wanted to show them to the lady.”

“They must have been hard to acquire, but I am grateful for your readiness to provide me the opportunity to view the relics.”

“If you put it that way, I am the one who is always grateful to the lady.”

Grateful?

“My lady, if there is anything you like, take it. You may even take all six!”

Thank you!

“Then, I won’t hesitate to choose.”

“I like that the lady does not make people’s kindness seem insignificant.”

To think that such an attitude of readily accepting is viewed so favorably… It pricked at my conscience.

One was the relic pointed out by Rodante, and as I was about to choose another, I ended up just quietly holding the relic.

Farewell, “thumbs up” shaped relic.

“I would like to have this one.”

“Hoo. May I ask what aspect you liked?”

“It reminds me of the f-holes on a violin.”

“Now that you mention it, that seems to be the case. I, too, find this shape interesting, like a large-capped mushroom…”

I listened to the lecture with enthusiasm until the end, and then we got on the carriage.
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Sasha made a request to Angel and Noah, while I looked at the relic from various angles.

“Rodante, what kind of holy relic do you think this is?”

“I’m not sure, but…” Rodante began, offering his opinion with an uncertain tone. Then he continued, “Looking at its shape, could it be used to amplify sound?”

“That seems very plausible. It does seem to be related to sound,” I mused, tilting my head as I voiced the question that had arisen while we were at the count’s residence. “Now that I think about it, Rodante, how did you know this was a holy relic… Right, you said you felt divine power.”

“Yes, it felt like when I’m using divine power.”

“What does that feel like?”

“Umm…”

After a moment’s contemplation, Rodante carefully took hold of my hand. The warmth that began at the point of contact spread throughout my body.

“It feels like this.”

“It feels like bathing in warm water.”

Rodante smiled a little. “Yes. It’s that kind of feeling.”

Carefully placing the holy relic into the pouch provided by Count Decande, we walked towards the garden where the children were. Both Rodante and I being of few words, the hallway was quiet. Thus, I was unsure why this thought suddenly came to mind.

Then, perhaps, like Rodante, if I try using divine power, could I be able to distinguish holy relics afterwards…?

It seemed worth a try.
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At a time when the afternoon sun was still clear, I returned to Elluiden manor with Sasha.

“If there hadn’t been one more competitor, could today have been my turn…?” Livan watched enviously as the butler walked away, holding Sasha’s hand.

I patted his shoulder.

Choked up, he asked in a trembling voice, “Miss Angel won’t be coming to Elluiden manor, right?”

“Angel will be going to the academy.”

“That’s fortunate. I hope she becomes a diligent student who diligently attends.”

“More importantly, Livan, where is the archduke?”

“He is likely in his office. Did something happen?”

“Yes. Something did,” I answered, and before Livan could become surprised, I quickly added, “I found another holy relic.”

However, my effort was fruitless. Livan was so surprised that his eyes popped wide open.
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If a raccoon evolves into a rabbit…

I was about to go straight to Calix but decided against it. After all, I was already scheduled to meet him at five in the afternoon, and it was not a matter that required an urgent meeting.

Done. I’ve locked the door and drawn the curtains.
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“Rodante. How do you use divine power?”

“I think about wanting to use it, then I could.”
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Good. I want to use it.

However, nothing happened.

“…What? Because I’m a beginner, do I need someone else with me?”

After pondering, I finished the last of the water from the teapot. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I rang the bell.

“Yes, my lady, did you call?”

“Leah, I’m out of water.”

“Just a moment please!”

Leah, who returned quickly, poured water into the cup.

“Thank you.”

“It’s nothing. Oh my goodness, why is it so dark in here?”

Leah, always the professional maid, quickly restored order to the den of darkness. The thick winter curtains were skillfully tied and secured, and the cushion I had dropped from the windowsill while lowering the curtains earlier was also neatly put back in its place.

Leah, having turned around sharply, blinked her eyes. “M-my lady?”

“Leah, thank you always.”

I carefully took her hand, holding it lightly in case she might pull away. But Leah, exclaiming “Oh my, oh my!” allowed her hand to remain in mine.

I want to give a blessing to Leah.

“…”

Oh?

“Leah, was it warm?”

“Yes, it was warm.”

“Were your hands warm?”

“No, it was my heart.”

While dropping her hand dejectedly, Leah delivered the final blow.

“My lady, your hands are cold. Shall I make you some tea?”

“No, it’s okay…”

After Leah left, reminding me to call her if I needed anything, I quietly lowered the curtains and poured water into the teacup. As soon as I pressed firmly on the back of my left hand, a gruff voice burst out.

― Didn’t I say it was okay not to fetch water anymore?!

“Ah, sorry. It’s become a habit.”

The divine beast, grumbling, flicked my cheek a couple of times with his tail.

I rubbed my numb cheeks gloomily and asked a question, “Divine one, how can divine power be used?”

― Just use it.

The divine beast made a statement like a genius professor.

The underachiever, unable to let go of hope, asked again, “Still, what thoughts do you have while doing it?”

― What a strange thing to say. When you breathe, do you think “I must breathe” while doing so?

“…Just go.”

I walked with faltering steps and drew back the curtains again.

Really, what divine power do I have? I thought while gazing dazzlingly at the pouring sunlight. Even if I had healing abilities, who would want to be healed by me?

Having accepted this, I smoothly slipped out of the room.
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I walked quickly through the now-familiar garden.

It was a makeshift solution I adopted, since a stranger loitering around the area where the family’s knights trained would arouse suspicion. Having only roamed near the manor until now, I had recently gained more confidence.

The path, I don’t think I'll get lost!

In that way, with the feeling of discovering anew each moment, I took my steps. Even in winter, I found myself walking through a garden where various types of flowers were in full bloom, as though on a leisurely stroll.

Blue. Yellow. Orange. Purple. He said that he did not like white, and sure enough, there were no white petals in sight. The archduke’s taste is quite distinct.

It seemed that, in doing so, I ventured deeper than I had anticipated. Only then did the scene before me become clear.

The wind blew, causing the hem of my dress to flutter and the wildflowers to sway, tickling my ankles. In front of me stood the profile of a man.

Bang—

Although small, the sound was unmistakably a gunshot, leaving me uncertain whether there was a magic artifact nearby. Ultimately, Livan’s guess was wrong. Calix was not in his office but was here instead.

He casually inspected the target, frayed at the very center like old lace, and then turned his gaze, as cold as that.

“…My lady?” Calix asked, smiling with a somewhat surprised face.

I spoke awkwardly, “There really is such a thing as a coincidence.”

“Rather than a coincidence, say we were destined to meet. That’s more romantic, isn’t it?”

I blinked slowly. Oh, those words…
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“Rather than by luck or coincidence, say we were destined to meet regardless. That’s more romantic.”

[image: ]

Those words were what I had once said to Angel. There is no way Calix would repeat something I said, and there is no way he would say them to me. By any chance…

Was it a speaking habit of an academy professor?! Having repeatedly skipped grades to catch up, and since I only attended the same classes as Calix, this seemed more plausible.

“…Please leave the retrieval of the bullets to me.”

With a solemn mood, I prepared for the task.

“Hm? It’s all right. The bullets are enchanted.”

Somehow, it seemed that the sentence, which should have had a different word instead of “bullets,” was intentional. Calix, smiling playfully, activated the magic artifact.

I marveled at his lavish spending, comparable to that of the imperial family.

“I did it just in case there might be an accident.”

“…I see.”

“If the place had been equipped, ordinary bullets could have been used, but not here.”

What could have prompted the male lead of the original novel, who had never coveted the throne, to consider rebellion? Suddenly, I became curious.

In the original novel, his motives were vaguely described as being driven by things he needed to protect, glossed over ambiguously, and remained unclear until the end.

Calix, having organized the firearms, pointed at the sky with his finger. “The sun will set soon. Let’s return, my lady.”

The way back to the manor was quiet but not uncomfortable. It didn’t feel like we had walked for long, but already, the flower garden was in sight.

“The flowers are beautiful.”

“Thank you. The gardeners have worked hard.”

When it came to making gardeners work hard, it would be hard to match me.

…I’m sorry, gardeners of Lienta manor…

I gazed at the distant mountains, and it was at that moment I heard his gentle voice, “However, I do feel sorry that I have made another request to them.”

“It will be okay if it’s with a bonus.”

“Charlize, you have been influenced by Livan,” Calix said, his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

At first, I was shocked, but I was confused whether it was because of his outrageous remark or because of his face.

“This time, I’m thinking of decorating the garden with just one color.”

“Blue?”

“No. White.”

I hesitated.

“I’ve come to like white.”

His languid voice was overlapped by his voice that exuded the embarrassment from five years ago.
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“I’m sorry, my lady. I don’t like white.”
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“My lady, look over there. It’s a squirrel.”

“Sasha would like it. I should remember the place where the squirrels live. Last time, you showed an amazing ability to distinguish between squirrels and chipmunks.”

Calix stopped walking and asked, “What are you thinking about this time…?”

After walking a few more steps, I belatedly stopped and turned to look at him. His face, tilted slightly, bore a smiling expression.

The sun had already sunk quite low in the sky. In the clear winter air, scarlet hues spread across the horizon, and the clouds, dyed a lighter shade, gently drifted away.

Beneath the picturesque sky stood a man even more beautiful than the scenery itself.

I could only blink.

“…Take a guess.”

“Hmm.”

Calix took a step closer, significantly reducing the distance between us. Leaning slightly forward, his face drew near, close enough that if I rose on my tiptoes, I could touch it. The thought that it was hard to endure crossed my mind, though I wasn’t sure why.

The question I had dismissed, thinking “He just probably does so whenever he felt like it,” slipped out as I said, “I had the thought that I am curious about when His Highness calls me ‘my lady’ and when he calls me by my name.”

“Ah…” He chuckled, his smile resembling the moment a flower bud bursts. “Take a guess, Charlize.”

Calix, who had lifted the corners of his lips in a smile, suddenly widened the distance that he had just closed.

‘I gave you an answer, so why are you acting like this?’ Clearly intending to say just that, I clenched my lips again, only for a sudden memory of something he had said once to surface.

“…The sun will set soon.”

I now know a fact that was previously unknown to me. While adjusting his stride to match my pace, Calix nodded his head.

“Yes, my lady. Today’s dessert is lemon sorbet again.”

“I feel sorry for the others, having the same thing three days in a row.”

“Thinking that might be the case, I asked them to prepare another dessert as well.”

“…What is it?”

“Since I told them to serve you both, you can check them in a little while, Charlize.”

“I hope it’s chocolate.”

“Yes, it would be nice if it were chocolate.”

Even as we engaged in leisurely small talk, I found my thoughts continuously wandering to something else in the back of my mind.

After dinner, the desserts served were lemon sorbet and hot chocolate bombs.
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After eating something sweet, it felt like my head was spinning a bit.

I gloomily shook my shoulders.

“This feels familiar… So familiar…!”

Although I fell in and out of love quickly, the number of times my heart had fluttered would exceed the fingers on one hand. Being experienced in matters of the heart, that was what this signified.

I’m in trouble… I’m in big trouble.

Assigning meaning and deluding oneself…

That was the case… It was exactly that!

…I was indeed deeply entrenched in the path of unrequited love!

Oh my God… If things continued this way, it would certainly be dangerous.

While pressing both my palms on the bed in frustration, I heard a knock and hastily stood up.

“My lady, a letter has arrived from Ronatus manor.”

Is it Erich?

“Thank you.”

After Leah left, the letter that I casually opened and checked was indeed sent by that guy.

“Hmm.”

Upon reviewing the timeline, it appeared to have been thoroughly investigated starting from the most recent events. However, there were quite a few instances where stories known only at that time were subtly missing.

I did well in pressuring him. While flipping through the pages quickly, I stopped my hand.

“Illyden Forte.”

Empress Katarina preferred to end all matters with death, which was how Illyden met his end. Lavette, however, was an anomaly in many ways. She managed to keep her life not only because the tasks assigned to her by the empress were trivial matters confined to social circles, but primarily because the marquess belonged to the imperial faction. Assuming Lavette would have informed the marquess that her survival hinged on following the empress’ commands, her death would be too conspicuous. Thus, they merely kept watch.

The military forces of Marquess Ronatus were too valuable a card for the imperial family to lose, given that Duke Lienta and Duchess Baier were neutral.

I checked the letter again.
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There are rumors that Sir Illyden Forte is living in drunkenness. It is widely speculated that he will soon retire.
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They would probably try to pass it off as a suicide born of despair over the situation, when in reality, they were even planning to send an assassin to definitely make sure of it.

In the original novel, rumors secretly circulated that Illyden’s death was a voluntary act due to his inability to withstand Elluiden’s pressure. This time, it was likely that the rumor would circulate in the same manner, only with the subject changed to being because of Lienta’s pressure.

Hmm. But then again, seeing that only the part about the captain of the imperial knights is detailed, am I getting baited here?

There would naturally be a spy of the empress in House Ronatus as well. Given that Erich was someone who couldn’t keep his mouth shut properly, the fact that the information he investigated would reach me might already be known to Empress Katarina.

I lit a candle and, while burning all the documents, I muttered, “Then, that must be the case.”

However, if it’s true that the empress had leaked it, she seems to be thinking she must pressure me more.

In the original novel, Empress Katarina had deliberately manipulated Irian and Illyden. By orchestrating their encounters to seem coincidental and spreading rumors about their intimate meetings, she sought to drive a wedge between Calix and Irian.

“…I’m not confident in acting with tears…”

No matter how much real acting experience I had gained recently, this was beyond my limits. Actually, if it were Charlize from the original novel, anger would have been the more natural response.

Regardless, after confirming that every piece of paper had burned completely, I briskly shook off the ashes and gathered them into a handkerchief.

I suppose I should go out and throw them away, as the ashes would not be good for Leah’s respiratory system.

After meticulously checking the desk, I slipped smoothly out of the manor.

Burying something in a secluded part of the garden would only appear more suspicious, so I chose a spot closer to the manor instead. Just as I positioned my fingertips firmly against the ground, preparing to dig, it was then that—

“…My lady?”

I was startled and just stopped myself, but it was clear that anyone seeing my shoulders flinch would find me suspicious.

“The thing is, I came to throw away some ashes.”

But when I hastily turned around, I was even more surprised!

Calix stood there, bathed in moonlight, dressed in an ivory shirt that clung to his firm chest and well-toned shoulders… Uh-oh.

I quickly wiped under my nose, but fortunately, nothing smeared, sparing my dignity.

Beneath the black hair, his eyes narrowed slightly as he asked, “Ashes?”

Calix approached with a relaxed smile and perched beside me, prompting me to unfold the handkerchief to prove my innocence.

“I see. It really is ashes.”

“Right.”

“What did you burn?”

“To call it a letter… that wouldn’t be quite right, so I will refer to it as a correspondence.”

“Didn’t you promise not to do anything dangerous?”

“It’s not dangerous.”

“Hmm.”

Calix dug into the soil, his fingers moving back and forth only a few times to create a surprisingly deep hole.

After bowing deeply in thanks, I then shook off the ashes vigorously.

“Please wipe with this.”

I held out the handkerchief, and for a moment, his blue gaze seemed fixated on it.

“Thank you.”

He took my handkerchief, letting the white fabric brush against each of his fingers one by one. As the dry dirt fell away and the handkerchief moved slowly, his unbelievably neat fingers, which skillfully handled both sword and gun, were gradually revealed.

Somehow, it was hard to look away, though I didn’t know if that was the reason.

A similar past suddenly came to mind. I felt this way back then, too. However, it turned out that I was mistaken.

When I recalled that matter, my forehead tingled, as if it were pitifully begging to be slapped hard. I’ll do it when we get inside the room, so just hold on a little longer.

I skillfully soothed it.

“Did you come out while preparing to go to sleep, my lady?”

His hand…

Calix reached out and gently tidied a few strands of hair on my forehead to the side. While I accepted it nonchalantly, I suddenly felt a sense of discomfort.

Since when had something like this become so trivial?

As I stared blankly and blinked, Calix tilted his head and smiled.

That smile too, had now become familiar.
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The next day.

Livan handled his work passionately.

“You seem to be in a good mood.”

“Yes. Today, the lady yielded her snack time with Sasha to me.”

“She did?”

“Really, isn’t it unbelievably surprising?!”

Sadly, Livan no longer felt rested even after doing so in his room; his body had simply become accustomed to securing rest time in the hallway…

This morning, as he walked down the hallway, fortune smiled upon Livan. Though it was not yet late afternoon, he unexpectedly encountered Charlize, who said this.
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“I intended to pass it on to the person I met first, but it remains the same.”
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Indeed, people needed to be seen as diligent. Livan vowed to live even more diligently and grabbed the quill pen enthusiastically, only to quickly toss it aside again… He realized he was already living diligently enough!

“By the way, what might the lady be up to today? Do you know, my lord?” It was a question laden with a firm wish that, if possible, things would continue like this more often.

“She said she was going to meet Illyden Forte.”

“What? Sir Forte?!” Livan exclaimed, taken aback. “We should send a carriage to the capital guards in advance.”

“That would be good.”

Calix, with his eyelids half-lowered, propped his chin on his hand, his face expressionless.
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“It turns out to be a dangerous matter…”

“No, it is not dangerous at all.”

“Sir Forte is a knight who possesses uncommon chivalry, but his attachment to his knighthood is just as strong.”
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Therefore, it was unknown what feelings he might harbor towards the lady. On matters that need not be said, Charlize indifferently tilted her head slightly and then stated this.
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“It’s all right. More importantly, there might soon be rumors that I am having intimate meetings with Sir Forte, secretly from Your Highness.”

“Are you telling me not to misunderstand?”
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She nodded her head repeatedly.

Since a certain moment, the word that had come to fill Calix’ mouth more frequently than “my lady” was…
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“Then, that is all.”

“A moment. Just a moment, Charlize.”
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To Charlize, who had merely turned her head briefly, he affectionately smiled with his eyes.

[image: ]

“Please bring along a knight of Elluiden.”
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“However, it seems the lady has no intention of curbing the rumors. Does she really not consider social activities at all?”

“Lady Charlize originally rarely engaged in social activities.”

“Ah, that was indeed the case,” Livan exclaimed.

Even more so, it was rare for her to appear at a ball that Calix was attending. This was likely due to Duke Lienta’s desperate efforts to discourage her, considering that the ladies who had danced with Calix had all experienced having their hair pulled by her at least once.

“Even if she becomes the archduchess, there is no need to devote herself fully to social activities… Ah, I see,” Livan said as he nodded his head.

Stopping his muttering to himself and trying to concentrate on his work again, a soft voice then asked, “What is it?”

“Pardon? Ah…”

Scratching the bridge of his nose, Livan awkwardly shifted his eyes; although it was just a simple question, for some reason, looking Calix in the eye was difficult.

“Since you said you would marry in fifty years, it makes sense that she would have no thoughts of social activities right now, doesn’t it? By the way, did you really say you two would marry in fifty years?”

“That, I didn’t say that,” Calix said as he rested his chin a bit deeper, a faint hint of a smile contained in his words that flowed like a sigh. “Regrettably, that was Charlize’s doing.”
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I entered a store with two knights dangling along behind me.

“Welcome… Ah!”

Gasp!

The temperature inside the shop dropped rapidly, making me touch my cheek awkwardly.

“I came to look at swords.”

That’s right. We were in a weapons store.
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The store owner’s elegantly grown mustache trembled.

He must have a pretty good lung capacity.

“W-what kind of sword are you looking for?”

“Hmm.”

“By any chance…” The owner, having started, spoke quickly as if he were adding just a single syllable, “Depending on who uses it, the recommended sword changes. Since everyone’s build and strength vary individually. Therefore, are you perhaps looking for one for the lady to use?”

“It’s not.”

Like thin ice breaking, the atmosphere inside loosened up.

“Something about this size would be good. Do you have anything decent? A light sword, perhaps,” I roughly explained the size and width of the blade with my hands.

The owner immediately replied, “There are many of that size as it is a standard specification. However, for swords that match the lady’s discerning taste, rather than my store which mainly deals with ready-made products, the blacksmith next door might be better.”

“I’ll visit there too. Thanks for the recommendation.”

I have to buy a sword for Noah. The swords provided to the knights of Lienta boasted excellent quality, but there was another issue at hand.

I must keep giving him something substantial. Well, it was Noah who refused the money I intended to give, so… Really, I am gradually becoming a villainous superior, I…

While I was becoming solemn, the store owner waved his hands frantically and shouted loudly, “Not at all! Of course, I must say such things. Is there anything else you need?”

“Ah.” Since I’m already here, I might as well buy “that” too.

I spoke with gratitude to the amiable and kind owner, “Do you also sell guns? I would prefer it to be small.”

“Is this item also for someone else’s use?”

“No, I will use it.”

Lately, my life has been quite precarious. It would be difficult to conceal if I were wearing pants, but since I was wearing a dress, it seemed possible to secure it to my leg.

The owner, who had been quickly replying, became quiet. In fact, the entire inside of the store did too.

Ah, this…?

I awkwardly shifted my eyes again. It seemed that they were doing this out of fear that, if I were to get upset, I might start threatening people with it.

Considering Charlize’s personality, and even more so given that my father cherished his only child and held an imperial pardon that could absolve even treason… However, why does the reaction feel more intense than I expected?
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“What do you think is the hottest topic you’ve come across, Lord Erich?”

“That would be… It’s about the lady.”
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…Aha.

Since my reputation had rarely been good, I wasn’t particularly curious; however, it seemed to be even more remarkable than before. Concluding with the thought that I should ask Erich later exactly what it was about, I finally opened my mouth.

“Will you guide me?”

“Pardon? Yes!”

I followed behind him, feeling a bit embarrassed.
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The expression on the young butler’s face was quite gloomy as he walked down the unlit hallway.

If Lady Lienta demands compensation, what should we do…? Even in the midst of all this, he found himself burdened with such worries.

He miserably bit his lips. I can’t believe they take most of the count’s salary while still also entrusting him with the management of the townhouse!

Illyden was poor but incorruptible. He refused bribes and always wore only his cleanly laundered knight’s uniform. However, this was simply because he lacked the capacity to increase the number of servants and pay their salaries, let alone afford other outfits.

After struggling to hide his dismal feelings, the servant reported, “Count, Lady Lienta has arrived,” and opened the door.

Illyden, seemingly anticipating this, asked nothing in return and immediately moved.

“However, um… she is waiting at the training grounds.”

“I understand.”
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As soon as he arrived at the training grounds, he spotted her from behind. Given that Illyden was the only one who usually trained there, the humble and cramped place seemed ill-suited for Charlize.

When he made a noise, she immediately turned around. Bathed in sunlight, her eyes, almost lime green in color, shone with a cold light.

“I heard that Sir Forte issued the order to coercively investigate my ward.”

“I’m sorry.”

Illyden just quietly apologized. His master was the emperor, and it was still so. However, his thoughts were organized this way not solely because of her. Although he had never been implicated in the rampant politics at the imperial palace, that did not mean he was unaware of anything.

But perhaps because they were at the place where he desperately did his very best at every moment, the breath he exhaled, just for a moment, trembled a little.
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If I were to describe my feelings, it would be simple.

This is driving me crazy. That stubborn knight truly intended to take all the blame and commit suicide. Then, I will be misunderstood as having done it…!
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“It is said that Illyden Forte has died.”

“Yes. The death is estimated to have occurred a week ago, and it was reported that the discovery was just delayed.”

Duke Lienta clenched his fist tightly.

The butler who delivered the news bowed his head somberly.

“What about Charlize?”

“The members of the First Order of the Imperial Knights are saying they need to interrogate the lady and are kneeling and pleading in front of the imperial palace.”

“Madmen,” the duke muttered, grounding his teeth. “My daughter has not even met Illyden Forte, so why should she suffer from such a thing!”
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Persuasion, it must certainly be done. Even if I did nothing, and things still turned out that way, it was much better to try doing something face-to-face.

While riding in the carriage, I thought about House Forte. His father, lacking in ability, possessed only strong pride, and his stepmother, deeply attached to her own family, favored them by bestowing all the good things.

Townhouses, for the sake of the family’s honor, could not possibly be disposed of, so it was said that most were locked up and unused, yet… Could it be that he is doing this thinking that if he dies while holding all this, the emperor will look after his family?

If that was the case… He can’t possibly be so naive!

Just them, my calf became warm.

Huh…? It was exactly at the spot where the holy relic, which I had received from Count Decande, was placed in a miniaturization magic artifact pouch and casually tied with a string.

I knew it intuitively—the relic had been activated.

It seems my guess was correct.

“I didn’t expect that Sir Forte had done it, but indeed, it was Sir Forte who had ordered it,” I muttered, as if chewing it over.

Thinking I was merely talking to myself or perhaps not wanting to lie twice, Illyden remained silent.

“Let’s do it this way, Sir.”

I drew out a wooden sword and threw it to Illyden, who easily caught the unexpectedly flying wooden sword with one hand.

“If I win in a duel, you will tell me the truth.”

Of course, in terms of skill, I would definitely lose. With this body, I had never held a sword before.

“Will you accept?”

Gradually, more strength was applied to the hand that was lightly holding the wooden sword. Veins popped out on the back of his hand, and his throat was visibly throbbing.

That’s right. Be agitated.

He would be telling me the truth because he would have had no choice after losing to me.

“I accept.”

“I’ll be using a real sword.”

Doing this would provide Sir Illyden with an excuse, so if he ever thought of beating me up in the process, there would be nothing I could do about it.

When I gestured, Noah, as previously arranged, handed over a real sword.

Whew… I wonder if I can even lift it?

With a composed heart, the sword I drew was…??? It’s so light!

I… Was it just that my physical strength was terrible? Somehow, even before, when I kicked the blade with my foot, it broke.

Standing there in a daze, I moved my mouth, “My knight who happens to be here will serve as the judge. Any objections?”

“None.”

Thus, I mentally prepared myself to be beaten up.

My forearm, I’m sorry for not being able to protect you…

Noah, having briefly cast a worried gaze my way, raised his hand.

“Begin.”

I stomped on the ground.
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The duel, which started with a strange feeling, gradually became sincere.

Has the lady received formal training in swordsmanship?

It was not the swordsmanship of a knight; rather, it was more convincing that Duke Lienta had taught this style to the lady. Since it was not made known to outsiders, the choice must have been made solely to enable the lady to defend herself.

In actual combat, to avoid getting entangled with the sword that moved most effectively, Illyden had to concentrate. As soon as he found an opening and moved his sword, the lady spun around and slipped away.

It was then that her green eyes came into his view.

Could it have been because of her radiant silver hair, pale skin, and lips close to pink, unadorned with colored makeup? Her green eyes were particularly sharp and piercing.

With an appearance that reminded him of that which he loved most, Illyden hesitated for a moment—a moment Charlize did not miss. Without even having time to think about the throbbing in the ankle she had just kicked, his gaze had already drifted far away.

The tip of her sword touched Illyden’s throat without hesitation.

“I’ve won,” Charlize declared, curling her lips upward. “Now tell me, was my expectation wrong?”
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About three hours after that, in the afternoon.

I trudged along Elluiden manor’s hallways.

Sasha Therapy… Livan probably won’t exchange it.

For several nights now, Sasha had been refusing to sleep together at night. It wasn’t just with me; it was with everyone. He’s becoming independent…

To think that I must endure a tiring and difficult day sober.
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After finishing my bath and lying down in bed, I suddenly opened my eyes.

Alcohol! Surely, there must be alcohol here that wouldn’t leave me hungover. Excitedly, I got up as if I hadn’t just been lying down and swiftly crossed the hallway.

So, it really was by chance that I heard that sound.

…Sasha?

I knocked on the door with seriousness and asked, “Sasha, are you already asleep?”

The noise abruptly stopped.

“He seems to be asleep. I wanted to read the story of the Little Hero… Maybe I’ll quietly go in and just take the book out.”

As I slightly turned the doorknob, as if about to suddenly barge in, a voice from inside announced, “Lady Charl, I’m awake!”

“Ah, you are?”

“Yes. Please wait a moment for the storybook. The room is messy.”

“Are you embarrassed?”

“Yes.”

After a moment, the door opened slightly. The child, extending only his two hands, shook the book.

“I found it, Lady Charl.”

“I see. Thank you.”

Instead of the storybook, I took the child’s hand. It was extremely hot.

“…”

And there was only one thing this indicated.
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It was not a manifestation fever; the child had already smoothly overcome it through the holy relic.

Before thinking about anything else, there was something that needed to be done first.

To God, or to whoever they may be, I prayed.

Please take away Sasha’s pain. If I still can’t do anything with my abilities, then even if it hurts, make me suffer instead.

How many times did I repeat that to myself? To the point where the area where we were touching warmed up. Yet, I didn’t even know if that was the reason. The child seemed even more embarrassed now than when he first hugged me.

“L-Lady Charl?” Sasha stammered, and then hastily pulled his hand back.

Before the storybook, which the child cherished, could fall and tumble away, I successfully caught it mid-air.

“Ah, I-I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

It seemed that having “rejected” me was weighing on his mind. Unwilling to actually grasp it, the small hand frantically hovered around my hand.

“It didn’t hurt at all. It’s okay.”

“I’m really sorry. Oh, what should I do…”

Perhaps feeling emotionally weak because of the fever, the child started to sob. I suppressed the desire to open the door further, to face each other, and to have a conversation.

I could not tell if I was someone who could dare to intrude when the child was so vulnerable. So, I changed the subject of our conversation.

“Besides that, Sasha, your hand seemed hot.”

“It must be because I was tightly covered with a blanket.”

When I did not respond, he continued in a soft voice, “Moreover, I had my hand under the pillow a-and…”

“I want to see Sasha’s face.”

“…”

“Can’t I?”

“No, you can’t…”

“Really, I can’t?”

The child, after hesitating, let out a voice that trembled, “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lady Charl. Have sweet dreams.”

“Okay, Sasha. Have sweet dreams too.”

“Yes…”

In front of the closed door, I closed my eyes. Then, after a while, I finally bit my lip.

Once I was sure Sasha’s pain had subsided, my thoughts extended further.

This… This seems like a manifestation fever, doesn’t it? Since he did not appear to be in pain at all during the day, it must not be a mere fever.

In the original, he did not suffer from a manifestation fever. It was a point in the novel that even Calix found puzzling. Both he and Irian also paid close attention, wondering if the child might just be enduring it in silence, but truly, there was no manifestation fever.

Was it a process that was omitted because he was already in a state of having made a contract with the divine beast at that time?

Realizing that worrying without knowing anything was meaningless beyond this point, I immediately set out.

My destination was the library in the annex.
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The next day.

As soon as it was nine o’clock, I knocked on the door to Calix’ office.

“Who is it… My lady?”

Livan, having opened the door, opened his eyes wide. Perhaps thanks to receiving Sasha Therapy yesterday, his dark circles were slightly lighter.

Instead of offering congratulations, I briefly stated my business, “Is His Highness here?”

“Yes. Inside…” Livan began, but then, he suddenly started darting his eyes around. “Oh! I have another matter to attend to, so I must go somewhere for a moment. If you go straight in, he will be there! You will see him. Then, that is all.”

Not only were his words strange, but after he put on such a bizarre act, he quickly disappeared.

How much he must have wanted to rest for it to have come to this… Although I knew about Livan’s enormous salary, it was a scene that inevitably made me feel deeply sympathetic.

With that much acting, I eventually came to want to give help. Not to boast, but I do a bit of acting myself.

The inside of the office was filled with the cold air of early morning, truly an environment perfect for becoming alert and getting to work.

I walked in with the book I found in the library last night tucked under my arm.

As if sensing my presence, Calix reacted, “My lady?”

Through the glasses, our gazes collided, and time seemed to flow differently.
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“We’ve been told that the temple cannot send any priests.”

Livan clenched his fist tightly. If the person in front of him weren’t Calix, he would have already slammed his fists on the desk and vented his frustration.

“They say it’s because they’ve never dealt with any member of the imperial family who has suffered from a manifestation fever before. They attribute this to their lack of experience, but that doesn’t really make sense as a reason not to send anyone at all, does it?”

“I need to meet with the Pope.”

Calix sharply lifted his lips into a smile.

“Shall I make contact with the temple?”

“No.”

Calix was someone who could smile in any situation; he grew up that way. However, in the habitual low chuckle he let slip, there was a clear engraving of anger.

“I plan to wait until I can meet the Pope. Can’t I do at least that much for my nephew?”
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In the original novel, at this time, Sasha was suffering from a common fever, not a manifestation fever. Believing it to be the latter, though, Calix requested a priest from the temple.

But even then, the temple refused, citing that House Elluiden had recently committed murder.

It was alluded that Calix was involved in the death of Illyden Forte, and by doing so, the temple hinted that they regarded it to be a fact.

The temple was hoping for the continuation of the current emperor’s reign because the Pope had yet to recognize the emperor. Superficially, it appeared as though the imperial authority was even more powerful than the theocratic authority. However, the temple knew things that most nobles did not; therefore, it was not weakened.

In fact, it could even be said that the emperor wished for the Pope to recognize him. He himself was well aware that he had usurped the throne, which rightfully belonged to his nephew, more than anyone else. This knowledge amounted to a certain kind of inferiority complex.

Since his ascension, it is not Sasha, who cannot be ignored, but rather the side of the current emperor, who has seized the throne, that provides the temple with a more favorable environment to contest power with the imperial family.

As if the suspicions were not enough, when the temple also intervened, House Elluiden was put on the defensive, specifically regarding the death of Illyden Forte. Since it’s the male lead’s family, they naturally got out of it well. But then…

Having learned of the situation Calix went through, Sasha blamed himself, thinking it was because of him. That little child, sobbing, lamented his own existence.

I returned to reality by biting hard on the inside of my lip one last time.

This time, the common fever turned into a manifestation fever, and the temple, in denying Calix’ request and citing the case of Illyden Forte as the reason, was changed to only being able to do so much under such circumstances.

Just as I had thought recently, the overall course of events had not changed.

“This. Please check this.”

Just as Calix did so, I made a path with my index finger and checked the text as well.

“Recently, the reason Sasha has been wanting to sleep alone is probably because he has something to hide.”

“It’s a manifestation fever…”

“Yes, last night, by chance, I heard him groaning, and upon checking, his body was very hot.”

The divine beast of the Alophe Empire was the Divine Beast of Light. Thus, whenever the sun was absent from the sky and the moon waned at night, that was when the pain of a manifestation fever crept in.

“And I have just seen a fragment of the future. Your Highness requested a priest from the temple, but they refused. Similarly, the Pope also declined to meet with you.”

“The Pope has ‘no choice’ but to do so,” Calix said, half-closing his eyelids. “He has been in a coma for almost two years.”

But why… I blinked. This is a fact that was not even mentioned in the original novel.

It was likely that even Duke Lienta did not know, considering how surprised he was when I said I wanted a private audience with the Pope.

Calix slightly tilted his head, his blue eyes seeming to deepen a bit in the process.

“After Your Highness was refused by the temple, you waited for hours to meet with the Pope, but ultimately, you had to return without being granted an audience.”

“…His Majesty seems to have yielded to the temple.”

“Yes. That must have been the case.”

Maybe that was the reason; I wasn’t too sure, but I somehow found myself vaguely revealing a detail that I knew only from the original novel.

“Nevertheless, it seems the temple did not send a priest, not even in the end.” So, don’t choose to go through such a disgrace.

His well-shaped lips twitched slightly. They parted, but no words came out. After a moment of silence, Calix suddenly allowed a small smile to appear.

“Thank you… You are kind.”

For a moment, I wondered if I was experiencing the side effects of dark magic again.

“Could it be that I started to like you because of that?”

…Me?

What an unexpected thing that was for him to say. I wasn’t quite sure what was happening, but it appeared I might be able to covertly move from merely being an acquaintance to stepping into the circle of being close friends!

While I was giggling internally, a cold statement from him cut through.

“No, I don’t think that’s it.”

“…”

I quickly sank into gloominess, and just as swiftly, returned to normal. No matter how insignificant my presence may have seemed to Calix, having chased him for ten years, it was unconscionable to aim for an overthrow in just one year… I’ll just talk about the Illyden Forte matter for now.

Having briefly tasted what it was like to be close friends, which was incredibly sweet, I decided to work even harder.

“Yesterday, I visited Sir Forte, and…”
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At a similar time, in the empress’ palace.

Raising her eyebrows, Katarina asked, “Illyden Forte has extended his leave of absence?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Theodore Vanachell answered. “And on this front, it is not yet certain, but it seems that a trial is being prepared.”

“A trial,” she repeated, tapping the table with an expressionless face.

Tap, tap.

The continuous sound stopped, and quietly, she clenched her fist.

“Surely he will not summon the emperor, so is it his intention to summon himself?”

When the family’s power was insignificant, there were occasionally those willing to endure some murmuring to claim their own innocence.

“It seems Sir Forte trained too hard. I wonder if even his head is filled with only muscles,” Katarina remarked as she twisted her lips.

Immediately understanding what she meant, Theodore bowed his head in greeting; his face, not fully visible as he bowed, remained expressionless.
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It was a winter day when, for the first time in a while, the sunshine was warm.

Sasha ate a round cake about half the size of his fist, nibbling off little pieces while fluttering his eyes.

Lady Charl is still the same as always.

She initiated the conversation first, clumsily wiped the whipped cream smeared on his cheek, and today, too, divided the cake into two equal parts before eating.

…I don’t want to be hated.

A sick child was a burden, and much more so because he had already been sick too often.

Each time, his uncle stood by his side, yet the child believed there was a possibility that his uncle might have actually been quite annoyed, even without him knowing. This was because, astutely, the child noticed that the time Calix spent at his side came at the expense of his uncle’s own rest.

But yesterday, I ended up making noise…

He really held out well for two whole days, covering himself tightly with the blanket and sleeping on the edge of the bed, as far away from the door as possible.
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“Then, may I have your permission to position the knights by your room, Sasha?”
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The knights had no idea either. But coincidentally, yesterday, when his chest suddenly and particularly started hurting painfully, Charlize just happened to pass by…

“Sasha.”

The child flinched and quickly answered, “Huh? Yes?”

Looking out the window, Charlize slightly tilted her head. The gaze she directed at him was not particularly warm, but it had never been cold either.

“I want to go for a walk, can you keep me company?”

“Yes.”

If Charlize needed him, Sasha would willingly do anything.
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I walked with Sasha in the garden after wrapping him in several layers that made his hands look round.

“The flowers are beautiful.”

It was not the place that I had passed by with Calix last time. Rather, it was a location in the garden near the manor, one that could be easily and frequently visited even by a child.

“Right? But I heard the flowers in the garden will soon change.”

“Really?” the child asked, looking up at me.

“Yes. Oh… there, just in time, His Highness is here.”

This time, too, my acting was brilliant!

When our eyes met, Calix smiled ever so slightly, his face lighting up as if he had met someone he was glad to see.

For a moment, I felt like I might have exclaimed, “Huh?” but I did not. After all, standing beside me was a cute, adorable, and lovely child, for whom we both would give everything in the world without regret.

I was feeling content, but suddenly a thought occurred to me.
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“Charlize, you have been influenced by Livan.”
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N-no way. Anyone who sees Sasha would certainly think like this.

While I was in a mild shock, the child happily spoke, “Uncle!”

Apparently excited by the unexpected meeting, his pronunciation slipped closer to “Unclo.” Calix, seemingly unable to resist his extreme cuteness, reached out as if to embrace Sasha, but I quickly crossed my arms to form an “X” sign.

He is a child who dreams of becoming a “perfect” older brother!

“Ah…”

Calix let out a wistful sigh and, instead of doing more, settled for patting Sasha’s head.

“Did you have a good dream last night?”

“Yes.”

“The fourth volume of ‘The Little Hero and the Brave Princess’ has been released. When might I be able to read it to Sasha…?” Calix trailed off, fluttering his eyelashes pitifully.

The child’s shoulders twitched, and he shuffled his feet.

This is going great! At times like this, I needed someone who lived up to their appearance. I wanted to praise my past self for thinking about calling Livan and then deciding against it. It seemed I had done well in persuading Calix, who naturally used his charm without even trying.
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“This is just my opinion, but it seems that Sasha is worried about becoming a nuisance.”

“It would be good if we could show him how we feel.”

“Ah, I happen to have a relic!”
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I explained the purpose of the holy relic I had previously received from Count Decande.
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“However, I am worried.”

“I feel that way too. Could we be worried about the same thing?”

[image: ]

“Uncle, I heard that the garden will be changing. Is it really?”

“Yes, when all the flowers become withered, they will be changed.”

“That’s a relief…” the child said, smiling bashfully. “I hope the family of flowers stays together until the end.”

His body, crouched down, swayed lightly from side to side.

“But why are you changing the flowers? They are very pretty even now.”

“In the world, there are many things to like. Even if they are similar, you can get different feelings from them.”

Sasha blinked his eyes.

“I really want to show them to you…” After gently tapping Sasha’s nose, Calix added, “Luckily, the gardeners also agreed.”

“That’s fortunate.”

“Yes, it is fortunate. It seems everyone wants to see Sasha happy from seeing the beautiful garden.”

His small hand, carefully touching the flower petals, paused.

“That is to say, because of you, they readily accepted it, even though it is a task for this winter.”

“That’s not all. The pastry chef goes directly to famous bakeries to research desserts popular with children and studies them every day.”

“The knights are also eagerly applying because they want to protect Sasha.”

The child could only blink in response.
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“I want to instill confidence in him.”
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Sometimes, there were naturally times when someone would want to take the long way around instead of the simple and easy path. And the reason for willingly enduring such effort was likely because they cherished that person.

I hope he becomes certain. I hope he will always remember that he is very much loved, even without needing to prove it from time to time with a holy relic.

“Moreover, we have even memorized all the lyrics that Livan taught us.”

“My lady too?”

“I can even sing again now. Should I?”

“Hmm,” Calix murmured thoughtfully before chuckling deeply. “I am confident I will not lose.”

It was around the time when the curtain of our duel was about to rise that the child, whose ears had turned red, whirled around abruptly and waddled away.

“N-no, please don’t.”

I thought about following along and singing a song, but then decided against it.

He probably needs some time to think.

Before I knew it, what started as jest became sincere, and I regretfully closed my mouth firmly. Wondering if Calix felt the same, I suddenly became curious and raised the gaze that I had abruptly dropped.

He was smiling faintly, so I smiled along.

However, as it seemed I had ended up smiling an incredibly wicked smile again, the smile that had been hanging on his graceful face gradually faded away, and his pupils slightly dilated.

O-oh.

Just as I was about to quickly compose my facial expression, Calix smiled again.

That… That’s a slightly different smile.

“Charlize, you are always on my mind.”

In the fullness of the afternoon, his eyes were particularly intense. His sluggish voice, dignified and textured like a physical object, lingered around my ears.

“I am saying that I like you.”
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I hurriedly ran to the bookstore.

I had discarded it, but I didn’t know it would be burned!

From the storybooks I read in my childhood to the books I studied during my days at the academy, I was told they were all stored separately, so I thought it would be there, but…
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“That book, it was incinerated a long time ago.”
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Duke Lienta cleared his throat as he spoke.

Then, suddenly, he sprang up from his seat.
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“By the way, why are you suddenly looking for that book?”

“Because I need it.”

“So, why do you say it’s needed—Ah… yes. ‘That’ must be it…”

[image: ]

The duke suddenly became distant.

Cautiously glancing around, I stepped out into the hallway, where the butler, accompanying me to see me off, spoke.
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“Please understand, my lady. It seems he recalled a memory he had tried hard to forget by drinking…”
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Oh dear.

In any case, I kicked open the bookstore’s door and came in.

“Welco-co-co…”

The clerk who just kept uttering “co” all of a sudden, honestly didn’t seem very reliable, but there was no time.

“Where can I find the book titled ‘If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend’?”

“Pardon?”

“That book, where is it?”

“Pardon?”

I resentfully looked at the clerk who, this time, kept only repeating “Pardon?” and then turned away.

Not this, not this… Ah, here it is!

Hastily paying for the book, I sat down on a chair set up on one side of the store’s interior and opened the book.

While I was checking the table of contents, a teacup suddenly entered my field of view.

“I-I am sorry about earlier, my lady. I was simply overwhelmed by the honor of meeting you in person and, and so I… Please accept this as a token of my apology.”

His expression looked as though he might cry if refused.

…What kind of rumors have spread about me? I already sent a letter to Erich, but a reply had not yet come.

“Thank you.”

“E-eek!”

“…I’ll forgive you.”

“Thank you! Thank you, my lady!”

I bitterly took a sip of the tea, then immersed myself in the book again, finally finding the sentence I was looking for.
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The truth about the phrase “I like you” is that it means they consider you as a friend with whom they get along really well with.
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Cough!

I covered my mouth with both hands.
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Late at night.

The bedroom, with the lights turned off, was so dark that even the very faint moonlight was not enough to see; but perhaps that was to be expected, since there wasn’t even enough of a budget to maintain any small lights in the garden.

Illyden lifted his eyelids.

As cold as the sword touching his throat, her voice with a cold texture resurrected from his memory and echoed in his ears.
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“I will not ask why you lied. Nor will I probe into whom you suspect is behind this matter.”
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However, hers was not a voice that was entirely cold.
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“Thanks to you speaking the truth, I will be spared from any unnecessary misunderstandings. So, this is a fair exchange.”
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What the lady offered in the reception room was a very small pouch; however, Illyden recognized it—a magic artifact connected to a subspace—and indeed, the amount of gold coins it contained was enormous.
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“This is… It’s too excessive.”

“It’s not excessive at all.”
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The lady nodded her head slightly.
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“Sir Forte’s hazard pay has also been included.”

[image: ]
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“I am already prepared for death.”

“Don’t be like that.”
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Charlize furrowed her brows.
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“I dislike it when people who work with me live just accepting the risk of death.”
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He did not know the reason for deliberately asking such a question on a matter that could have just been glossed over.
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“Why is that?”

“I want to live a long life. However, if the people around me live with such thoughts, it might negatively affect me. Therefore, one must always live with the determination to survive.”
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Her vivid green eyes were directed towards his neck, then moved upwards.
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“I will also help so that you can live like that.”
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That was the situation now.

Sensing stealthy presences approaching from both the window and the door, Illyden gripped his sword. Until they came within range, the knight, who had been closing his eyes to heighten his senses, abruptly opened his eyelids.

Having honed his skills out of desperate necessity more than anyone else, he quickly assessed the situation.

Five assassins were being thwarted by five knights.

One of the assassins moved hastily, and Illyden, without hesitation, thrust his sword straight ahead.

“Three must be kept alive!”

Clearly, the noise of swords clashing was ringing in my ears, yet somehow, he felt distant.

Illyden Forte lived without receiving help from anyone, nor did he expect help from anyone. His was a life that had to be that way, and just the same, his was a life where it didn’t matter. He plainly believed it didn’t matter, but…

The knee of the fifth assassin bent, and the knight, grinning broadly, turned to look at Illyden and stated, “I have come by the command of Lady Lienta.”

If he were to speak to her about this moment…
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“See? Didn’t I say I would help so that Sir Forte could definitely live?”
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…the lady seemed like she would respond like this.
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“As per my lady’s words, they came on the second day. How did you know?”

“I am somewhat good at picking.”

Jay nodded his head greatly, a puzzled expression on his face, and muttered, “Indeed… that seems to be the case.”

At this point, as I managed to get away with such a clumsy excuse, I thought for the second time: XX, too, could be used in medicine.

“However, I actually wanted to ask since the beginning, why is your face like that?”

“Do I look like I’m sick?”

Indicating that was the case, Jay furrowed his eyebrows.

“It’s nothing serious. You’ve done well. Take this before you rest.”

I quickly pulled out the magic artifact connected to a subspace, the one I had carefully brought back without forgetting the last time I met Illyden.

“Take this,” I said, opening the pouch.

“You don’t need to give me money.”

“It’s not money.”

Since finding out that there were people like Noah in the world, I had prepared something other than gold coins, just in case.

“Eat something delicious with the knights. It’s already been paid for in advance.”

“…If you say it like that, I cannot refuse.” Jay relented, and having taken the receipt, snickered a bit, then burst out laughing. “My lady, you are truly full of surprises. That’s also probably why my lord likes—”

Suddenly cutting off his words, he laughed awkwardly and then said, “I will graciously accept this. Then, without disturbing your rest any further, I will take my leave now.”

While he was saying goodbye and waving vigorously, I picked up a hand mirror to check my face.

“Do I look too gaunt…?”

Having rubbed myself down with cold, wet towels for a few hours, my body felt shivery. It seemed like I would definitely catch a cold tomorrow.
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“That’s also probably why my lord likes—”
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If it had been me a few days ago, I would have been frustrated after hearing those words, wondering, “Does he just think it seems like that?” But now I knew.

“Hehehe.”

I didn’t forget to hold Sasha’s hand in advance, and today, too, I successfully prevented the pain of the manifestation fever.

It seems that the manifestation fever comes when the divine beast’s power weakens, so it should be fine as long as divine power continues to flow into him. Still, just in case, I asked the divine beast to stay by Sasha’s side.

Since a manifestation fever lasts about a week, there’s only a few days left. Muttering “Thank goodness, what a relief,” I threw the bedding onto the sofa to prevent myself from pulling the blankets over while sleeping.

Good.

And then, the next day, as expected, I caught a cold.
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However, there was one problem: it was more severe than expected.

Oh my.

Again and again, I found myself forgetting, but come to think of it, my body was weak to begin with.

If Sasha comes, should I refuse? I couldn’t risk passing the cold to the child, especially since he was originally supposed to be suffering severely from a cold right now.

I became a sad sniffler, tightly covering myself with a blanket and feeling melancholic as I turned onto my side to lay down—just as someone knocked on the door.

“My lady, I have brought the family doctor.”

“The family doctor has arrived…” Isn’t that the correct way to say it? Although it was a bit strange, I told Leah that they could come in.

The door flung open, and I had the opportunity to understand the meaning of “I have brought…”

“The lady has suddenly come down with a severe cold!”

Gehrig, who was dragged here by Leah, didn’t even have time to put down his medical bag before he nodded his head several times.

Somehow, his face looks a bit dazed… Huh? Having noticed the distinct pillow marks on his cheek, I felt a bit sorry.

“I will prepare the medicine right away.”

True to his words, Gehrig quickly returned, handed over the medicine, and dashed off.

Leah, regardless of whether the doctor stayed or left, only looked at me and spoke in a downcast voice, “You need to eat breakfast.”

I nodded greatly with a confused face. Of course! I have never skipped a meal!

Today as well, after finishing my meal, I tossed the medicine into my mouth. Maybe because the medicine I take every evening is quite bitter, this just tastes like a slightly unpalatable drink.

“Here is some candy.”

Without refusing, I quickly popped a few into my mouth.

“Ah, and a letter has arrived.”

To Leah, who looked at me with a worried expression until the end, I mimicked a posture Sir Evans had once taken in the past.

“So you can do at least that much.”

After Leah left, relieved and glad, I grabbed the letter and flopped down on the bed.

“Erich…?” For someone so lackadaisical, his reply came surprisingly quickly.

Too lazy to fetch a letter opener, I roughly tore open the envelope and unfolded the neatly folded paper inside.

And then, I abruptly sat up.

“Huh? Huuuh?”

How did this spread?

Could it be that there were still more spies left in Baier manor? I hurriedly sent a letter to the duchess.

And, having become exhausted, I sprawled out again.

“So, that was why…”

Feeling drained, I lightly beat the pillow and wiped away some tears.
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Seriously…
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“Yes, the assassination attempt on Illyden Forte failed.”

He laughed loudly and said, “Despite acting all clever, it ultimately turned out like that.”

The figure, kneeling on one knee, silently waited for what was to come next.

“But this time too, that woman from Lienta went to seek out Illyden Forte.”

“Yes, that is correct. Therefore, I tried to recruit Forte’s servants, but I failed.”

“Were they deeply loyal?”

“That wasn’t it. They seem to have refused, fearing that with so few servants, they might be identified.”

“Charlize Lienta is really lucky,” he remarked, then stroked his chin, feeling the rough texture of his beard against his palm. “With her, it’s always a situation where it’s not easy to infer what intentions she’s harboring, isn’t it?”

“If so…”

“Try throwing a person at the soon-to-be-held Foundation Day ball. If possible, it would be good if he resembles the archduke.”

His lips curved greatly in a sneering manner.

“Since Calix Elluiden is not reciprocating the lady’s feelings, we must at least give that poor woman a substitute.”
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Rather, if it had been a matter of bringing someone as handsome as the archduke, there might have been a slight possibility. But someone resembling Calix? There couldn’t possibly be a superior version of his face. What nonsensical talk were they having?

I inwardly shook my head in disapproval and then promptly spoke, “I have learned one piece of personal information about the person behind the scenes: it is undoubtedly a man.”

He was a man who did not wish for a change in the throne, presumed to hold a considerably high position wherever he went.

“At the Foundation Day ball, they will throw a man at me whose face is similar to Your Highness to try and find out what my intentions are.”

“With dark magic, it might be possible to more intricately imitate someone’s face.”

He lightly cooled my cheek with a cold towel.

Even when I looked up at him from below, his appearance, devoid of any hint of humiliation, seemed untouched by the constraints of time.

It was already dawn, so I said, “I’m really all right, so you can go now. You have a lot of work later, so you should get some rest.”

“I’m also all right, so there’s no need to worry.”

As he placed the now-lukewarm towel in cold water, Calix asked, “Or is it that you’re uncomfortable, Charlize?”

“That’s not the case.”

I responded immediately, making Calix smile a little.

“What a relief.”

His neat hands wrung out the excess water from the towel and placed it back on my forehead.

“Time is really strange. When you’re not even aware of it, time seems to flow naturally, but sometimes, it just doesn’t seem to pass at all.”

I blinked repeatedly.

“And if there’s no one to talk to, time also passes more slowly.”

“So that’s why you’ve come to visit.”

“Yes. I hope this night does not become too long for my lady.”

An especially languid voice spoke softly and gently, just like a warm hand guiding me to sleep. Then suddenly, his fingers appeared in my sight.

“Your Highness, your fingers have turned red,” I muttered. “You don’t need to put the wet towel on me anymore.”

“Are you bothered by my hand?”

With that, I moved my head, attempting to nod, but it ended up more like a deep bow.

“Then… please, don’t be sick like this again, Charlize.”

With his ethereal voice as the last thing I heard, I fell into a deep sleep.

Perhaps it was because Calix was by my side that, after quite a long time, that dream came to me again.
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The news that Charlize Lienta had awakened after a full fifteen days swept through high society.
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“Truly remarkable, isn’t it?”

“It’s ridiculous that she got caught up by the very thing she was intending to do and ended up getting hurt.”

“Will the archduke forgive her this time as well?”

“Well…”

“It seems like she’ll have no choice but to go to a monastery this time, doesn’t she?”
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Under normal circumstances, such mockery would be unthinkable. However, the gravity of this matter made it unavoidable.
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“Really, the archduke must already be fed up with her.”

“Still, the amount he receives from Duke Lienta is quite large, so it seems like it would be quite profitable, wouldn’t it?”

“If she had chased me, I would have given her a sound thrashing!”

“Hey you, why would the lady chase you?”

“Still, I think if it were a beauty like the lady, I could also get married, and wouldn’t I also inherit all of Lienta’s wealth?”
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The nobles anticipated Charlize’s downfall and were gleefully waiting for that moment; it was during such a time that Calix visited Lienta manor.
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“I’m sorry, but please leave.”
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Duke Lienta, looking weary, swept his hand across his face.
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“My daughter’s condition isn’t good right now. She does not wish to be seen by you.”

“I must see the lady.”
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The man, who always seemed to be composedly stepping back from every situation, was firm.

He was in a position where he had to bow to him; consequently, the duke, having no choice, sent a maid to inquire about Charlize’s opinion.

And the maid who returned bore a troubled expression she could not hide. Seeing this, the duke closed his eyes for a long time.
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“I will guide you.”
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In front of Charlize’s room, the maid stepped aside. After a customary knock, Calix immediately opened the door.

Her back, with a grey shawl draped over her shoulders, was visible.
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“It seems you can stand up.”

“My father has made substantial donations to the temple recently.”
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Charlize, speaking in an indifferent tone, turned around. Her calm demeanor was uncharacteristic of someone who had just given the reckless order to detonate a bomb.
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“Why did you do it?”

“What?”
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It was a strange thing. Though there was only one thing that needed to be asked, it seemed there was something else he wanted to say.
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“That’s a strange question. It must be about the bomb.”
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Charlize lifted her lips into a smile.

[image: ]

“Have I ever had another reason for what I do? This time was no different.”

“Did the empress pressure the lady?”
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Charlize did not answer.
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“It can still be remedied. Issue a statement that it was beyond the lady’s expectations and send letters of apology to everyone who was present.”

“There’s no need.”
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Charlize muttered.
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“It’s no longer needed.”

“My lady.”

“Now, leave. I wanted to see if you were all right, that’s why I allowed you to come in.”

“If that’s the case, then it should not have been done from the beginning.”

“Other people don’t matter.”
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A strange feeling surged, and Calix, accustomed to it, immediately suppressed it.
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“You’re trying to get hurt, aren’t you?”

“…”

“You…”
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Calix narrowed his gentle eyes, his delicate facial features becoming distorted as a suppressed voice leaked out.
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“Give me the poison.”

“That has already been thrown away since a long time ago.”

“…”

“I guess that’s how much I love you.”
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Charlize chuckled.

[image: ]

That was nearly the last part where Charlize appeared in the original novel, set about a year from now.

The last day of the Autumn Harvest Festival—when Charlize planted a bomb.

At that time, the empress used Charlize, who had become unnecessary, as a tool to eliminate several political enemies for the last time.

And Charlize… She would have wanted to kill Irian.

Ultimately, the person who died from that incident was Charlize, who had drunk the poison made from Tuverrot less than two days after she woke up.

This time, I must live a long, long time.

Could it be because the dream was particularly long? Or was it because I saw myself not far from death?

Trying to shake off the gloomy mood, I reaffirmed my resolve, wriggled out from under the blanket, and escaped the state of being a sluggish caterpillar.
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“Although I placed it on your forehead to cool down your fever, keeping it too long might worsen your cold.”
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Calix, while saying that, said he would stay until he took off the towel, and noting that the heat needed to be cooled down again, he put the towel back on me.

So I had said that he could leave now, since I would just be wrapping myself up tightly in a blanket anyway… I fiddled with the neatly folded towel next to me, finding it lukewarm. It seems it hasn’t been long since Calix left.

Leah brought breakfast, which I ate heartily, and I also finished off my medicine.

Shortly after, she presented a letter.

A response within just one day? Duchess Baier must have been quite surprised as well.

While sighing, I ended up dropping the letter I had just checked.
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I forgot to mention it in advance.
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It was an introduction that seemed like it could be replaced with just “Oops.”
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I ordered those rumors to be spread. Wasn’t that the method originally used by the lady? To hide your rational side and make you appear more emotional.
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Not at all…

With my shoulders slumped, I made an effort to think positively. Though there was no clear subject, upon finding a sentence that indicated progress in the investigation, I nodded considerably.

Yes, having no more spies in Baier manor is indeed something.

Moreover, I was already notorious from the beginning.

If a person like the archduke were involved in such rumors, everyone would be shocked, but for me, it would just be to the extent of people thinking “Here she goes again…” while gradually trying to keep their distance.

“Anyway, that’s right…” What does it have to do with me?

If Rosetta, Irian, and Lavette think they should distance themselves from me because of those rumors, it would be a bit sad, but…

“…”

Once again, after assuming a posture of frustration, I slowly got up. With my cold symptoms nearly gone, I decided to visit someone who could quickly recover even if they caught my cold.

Yes, it was none other than Illyden Forte.
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“My lady, have you just arrived?”

The butler, who was shocked the last time he saw me, greeted me very warmly this time, providing an exceptionally friendly reception for someone who showed up unexpectedly without a prior appointment.

“I will guide you.”

“Thank you.”

Today as well, I wanted to visit the training grounds or the garden, but we had already entered a time when it was necessary to be cautious about conversing outdoors.

I sat blankly in the reception room for a while before Illyden arrived, his blond hair still damp, perhaps from just having washed.

“I’m sorry, I was in the middle of training.”

“It’s my fault for coming without notice.”

As I gestured with my eyes for him to sit, Illyden did so across from me.

I immediately asked, “Have the assassins confessed anything?”

“…They claim the lady instigated it.”

He seemed concerned and hesitated, but I had naturally thought that they would say as much. After all, the empress’ dogs wouldn’t just turn against her.

I had not even considered using the f-hole shaped holy relic on the assassins at all. Attacking the empress now would only end up creating a scandal for her, which was essentially all it would amount to. It’s too early to reveal that not only do I have such a relic, but also that I am not on the empress’ side.

Nevertheless, the reason I did not have the assassins’ lives taken right then and there was merely to see how he would react. Therefore, it was natural that something else caught my eye more than the assassins’ false confessions.

“I had prepared an excuse in case Sir Forte would be swayed by the assassins’ words, but it seems unnecessary now.”

“I knew that they are lying,” Illyden said with a steady voice. “I merely held the title of the captain of the imperial knights in name only, and now even that is gone, I am not someone you need to spend time recruiting.”

“You don’t want to lose your position as the captain of the imperial knights, right?”

“Even if it’s proven in a trial that I was not the one who ordered the knights to interrogate the lady’s ward, I won’t be able to return to the position of captain. Even if I did, I would likely face similar issues again.”

“That would be so,” I agreed, nodding. “It’s not Sir Forte’s fault, but without connections, you could still easily be swept from one situation to another.”

Even if Illyden gave up his position as the captain of the imperial knights, nothing would change. The assassination attempts will continue. Moreover, unless he was like me, who wished to waste my life away in peace, wouldn’t staying at home only make him depressed?

“Take my hand,” I said firmly. “It means taking hold of the lifeline known as Lienta. I may not always be able to protect Sir Forte safely, and it might create enemies, but it will be better than the situation now.”

Illyden’s purple eyes shook.

After a moment, the steadfast knight, who always wore a stubborn expression, uttered fragmented words, “For what reason… why… me?”

“I already told you. I will definitely help you to live.”

“…”

“Just because you are breathing doesn’t mean you are truly alive. It seemed to me that Sir Forte’s way of living was like that.”

His deep purple eyes turned toward me.

And when his gaze, which had been endlessly watching mine, suddenly dropped downward, I certainly did not entertain foolish thoughts like, “I enjoyed looking at his handsome face…!”

I just turned my gaze away slightly. This was because the shoulders of the person, famed as a genius and who joined the First Order of the Imperial Knights at only thirteen years old, taking responsibility for everything in his family from then on, were trembling slightly as if steadying his breath.
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Busy, so busy.

The Foundation Day ball was not far off. Therefore, in order to finish the tasks at hand before then, I went to the Lienta manor as soon as my cold symptoms completely disappeared.

When I return to Elluiden manor, I must visit Sasha. Due to a lapse in judgment, the face I hadn’t seen for far too long flickered in my mind…

With a sorrowful heart, I made an effort to compose myself before knocking on the door.

“It’s me.”
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This time, Rodante opened the door.

“Where’s Angel?”

“She’s sleeping in.”

Rodante smiled a little, his expression a mixture of bitterness and relief. Such was his smile.

I had been told that Angel never slept in late, even at Lienta manor. Likely because she lived in an environment where she couldn’t relax easily, her body had adapted in that way.

“That’s a relief. Angel really needs to become lazier.”

“I think so too.”

Rodante heated water as if he intended to make the tea himself.

“I’ll do it.”

“No, I want to do it for my lady.”

“I appreciate the thought, but it’s dangerous. You could easily hurt yourself.”

Then, Rodante smiled broadly and countered, “I’m not an ordinary fourteen-year-old, so it’s okay.”

It felt awkward to continue dissuading him after he had said that much.

“Then, instead, I will pour the tea into the teacups.”

“Yes, let’s do it that way.”

The tea that Rodante brewed was so delicious that I opened my eyes wide.

“Does it suit your taste?”

“Yes, it’s excellent.”

“It seemed like the duke also liked it.”

“Do you often meet with father?”

“Occasionally. After we went to the office of the capital guards, His Grace came to see me.”

It was something the duke had never mentioned.

“He said he would punish those knights if I wanted him to.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I said that it was okay.”

I set the teacup I had been sipping from upright.

“Regarding the punishment, I’d like to do that later.”

With the intent of saying “I see,” I just nodded. After all, there was no need to fuss over this boy who showed signs of being a hidden mastermind.

If it’s done with someone else’s help, it would only make him feel uneasy.

After occasionally exchanging various stories, I cautiously brought up a topic that I had been keeping in mind for a while, “Rodante… are you going to keep your name as is?”

The moment Marchioness Tatis and Rodante were talking, it became apparent that I was already there, eliminating the need to beat around the bush. The only reason this matter had been prolonged was due to my worry that it might revive that moment for the boy, thereby making him realize an irreconcilable regret.

“Yes, I intend to do that,” Rodante answered calmly. “Angel and I didn’t like having to change our names by which we know each other just because of someone who had already died.”

“Right.”

“You know me by this name too, don’t you, my lady?”

“That’s right. I also know you as Rodante.”

Rodante smiled faintly.

“Actually, there had been a name I wanted to change to since before,” the boy whispered very softly.

I responded with my eyelids half-closed, “I’m sure that name would suit you very well too.”

“Is that right?”

“If you ever want to change your name later, just tell me or the duke; we can change it even before half a day passes.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

“And if you want to be Rodante again, just tell me. It won’t even take half a day then, either.”

Rodante did not answer for a moment.

Then, after a while, his face broke into a youthful smile as he asked, “What if you get confused then?”

“If you asked father to change your name and didn’t tell me, that might be possible, but…” I trailed off, touching my cheek in length with my index finger. “Still, I will always remember your name correctly. That’s what I want to do.”

The boy smiled as brightly as his blond hair.
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His was a name I did not know before.

Rodante truly was not mentioned in the original novel. Well, after all, even dark magic didn’t appear either… That damned novel! Really!

Already observing an uncountable number of flaws, I hurriedly walked down the hallway.
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Trying hard to calm my pounding heart, I knocked on the door and called out, “Sasha.”

There was no response. Maybe he went to study…

I moved dejectedly, trudging along until I stopped upon discovering a small figure in front of my room.

Feeling my presence, the child lifted his head.

“Lady Charl…”

And then, he abruptly stood up and ran over. I hugged the child with all my strength.

“I heard that you caught a cold.”

“Yes. That was why I couldn’t see Sasha for as many as two days…”

“Don’t get sick anymore.”

The child nuzzled his face against my neck.

“Sasha, was it bothersome when I was sick?”

“No!” Sasha exclaimed, quickly escaping from my embrace and meeting my gaze.

“That’s a relief. I was worried that Sasha might have felt that way.”

“There is no possibility of that happening for me.”

“Me too, I feel the same.”

The child, who was tightly gripping his small fist, suddenly blinked.

“Sasha, even if you’re sick, it’s not bothersome at all.”

“I am not sick,” he spoke in a small voice. “It has been that way since before.”

“Yes. I know Sasha is healthy because he is a brave older-brother-to-be, but still…”

The child, having bowed his head deeply, hesitantly raised it again. Now, his pale and softly curving face still held onto an appearance from the past that he had not yet properly escaped.

While our gazes met, I spoke as if making a promise, “Still, I will always worry about you, love you, and be glad to see you.”

The child’s gaze endlessly wandered over my face. His small hand reached out and just barely touched my cheek.

I placed my hand over the back of his, rested it soundly against my cheek, and closed my eyes as I asked, “Have you forgotten, Sasha? I am someone who liked not only ‘Prince’ Sasha but also the cute child named ‘Bell.’”

I did not open my eyes, though I tried to. With his other hand, Sasha carefully touched the corners of my eyes.

“That’s right. You did.”

Upon opening my eyes, I was greeted by his faintly smiling face. I inevitably crinkled my eyes a little and ended up tightly hugging the child.

“It was so. You really did…” with a tear-filled voice, the child chuckled.
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I’ve been going out far too often lately…

I weakly rested my head against the carriage window.

Today was the day Rosetta had requested a meeting, citing the Foundation Day ball as the reason.

There seems to be not enough time for fitting dresses, so what could it be? I pondered deeply, but since I had no other friends of the same age and gender, there was nothing that came to mind.

Could it be…? Will she suggest we pretend not to know each other…?

If so, there was nothing I could do… However, Rosetta’s agenda was as follows.

“That trend, we must follow it too!”

Irian and I exchanged glances.

I muttered under my breath, “W-what kind of trend could it be?”

“My lady, I’m afraid…” she replied in a low tone.

“It is getting the same accessory but with different gems.”

If I had not spent time building my stamina through physical training, I would have simply collapsed right then and there.
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Half a day later.

Irian and I sat in a coffee house and eagerly drank our beverages.

“Truthfully, they’re not completely to my liking.”

Rosetta pouted her lips in a sulk. Then, with words like a bolt from the blue, her lips began to tremble.

“The lady, though blue suits her, insists on wearing pink, and Irian, though crimson suits her, opts for orange since the former isn’t available.”

“A-all right, next time, let’s commission custom-made ones.”

“We should do that…”

Rosetta crinkled her nose.

As soon as I had a moment to catch my breath, I cautiously asked, “But would it be okay for you two to have the same design as I do?”

“Compared to you, my lady, I think it will be less fitting.”

“That’s not it. People might gossip behind your backs about being close to me.”

“It’s always been that way, hasn’t it?” Rosetta asked back, extending her pinky firmly as she tilted her teacup and raised her eyebrows.

“But this time, it’s going to be worse…”

I, recalling Duchess Baier who had failed in her interpretation of my character, slumped my shoulders.

“My lady is just the same as always.”

Huh?

“Rosetta’s right.”

Irian, too, looked at me with crystal clear eyes, as if she did not know what the problem was.

“This time isn’t particularly severe either. There was even a time when the fines alone that my lady had to pay amounted to a typical noble house’s quarterly budget.”

“…”

I solemnly gulped down my cold beverage in one go.
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In the dark of the night.

Right now, I was with Calix, intently putting our heads together.

“How about this?”

When our eyes met, we gave each other a thumbs up.

I nodded, even while giving a demonstration, which made Calix laugh briefly and audibly.

“Charlize, you are fixated over that motion.”

“I am?”

“Yes,” Calix affirmed, his eyes still curved and tinged with the hint of a smile. “At first, you suggested doing it vertically, then horizontally, and now, since it stands out, you propose covering it with your left hand towards where people are.”

“…”

This can’t be… I was obsessed with giving a thumbs up! I wonder if I should have just quickly accepted what Count Decande was willing to give.

While I was in shock, Calix tilted his head slightly.

“How about this?”

Oooh! It was an extremely unnoticeable movement, besides being concise, it was a distinctive action that could not coincidentally overlap with anything else!

In my admiration, I accidentally gave a thumbs up…

T-this… Hastily, I folded my thumb and tried to rectify it, but Calix just crinkled his eyes and laughed again.

Seeing that, I felt that everything was going to be all right.

…It was a feast for the eyes.

Today, I felt like I could fall asleep happily, with a humble heart, without kicking my blankets.
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Thus, the Foundation Day ball dawned upon us.
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Exactly one week before the actual day the empire was founded, a commemorative ball was held grandly at the Greenity Hall in the imperial palace.

The lavishly decorated interior pleased the eyes wherever anyone’s gazes fell, and the melody of the orchestra matched well with the strangely elevated atmosphere.

“Have you heard that His Majesty the Emperor has bestowed an item on Lady Lienta?”

“That’s right. She will likely come wearing it today, won’t she?”

“And as another reward for saving the imperial prince, her partner would naturally be His Highness the Archduke.”

“Oh my.”

The ladies laughed faintly.

“In the end, she really made it happen, didn’t she?”

“It’s still uncertain because their engagement ceremony hasn’t happened yet.”

“Actually, Lady Ronatus might have a better chance…”

It was then that the palace attendant loudly announced the entrance of Calix and Charlize.

“Ah…”

In an instant, all eyes were fixed on them, with some also expressing admiration.

“If it’s just based on appearances, they match extremely well.”

Next to the archduke, who possessed a devastating level of beauty, she was the only person whose radiance did not diminish.

Charlize, coming down the stairs with an indifferent gaze, was dressed in a cream-colored dress.

“So the item bestowed by His Majesty the Emperor was earrings…”

Her half-tied silver hair, though unadorned, was splendid in its own right. So much so that it took quite a while to realize that overall, Charlize was dressed quite modestly.

“Really, just her face alone…”

“Shh! Listen.”

Around that time, the ball was strangely bustling. While everyone pretended not to look yet stole glances earnestly, nobody actually approached the inviolable area—until someone stepped in.

“Well, who do we have here?”

Jurgen Linix, the 25-year-old younger brother cherished by the empress and the heir to House Linix, was famous for his ticking-time-bomb of a mouth.

The eyes on his quite handsome face scanned Charlize, almost as if admiring her.

“It’s an honor meeting Your Highness. I am Jurgen Linix.”

Calix offered a customary smile.

“I hear you have finally found the imperial prince, congratulations. Since he is also a distant nephew to me, it warms my heart,” Jurgen said as he placed his right hand near his heart. “The late emperor must have also found peace.”

A moment of silence fell at the ball, but it was very brief. The death of the late emperor was fraught with many questions, particularly because he had distinguished himself in war for nearly ten years while still the Crown Prince, so his dying at a young age from a mysterious illness was…

“Indeed, I hope that is so.”

“If the imperial prince grows up as splendidly as the archduke… Ah, there would be no need to worry, since he surely will.”

It was a statement with a strange resonance.

“Why in the world is Lord Linix behaving like that?”

“Madam, is this the first time you’re seeing him? He’s always been like that.”

“But how can that be all right…”

“Well, of course, it’s because Her Majesty the Empress cherishes Lord Linix dearly. He grew up without even seeing his mother’s face, after all.”

Whether he heard the greatly lowered voices or not, Jurgen just kept smiling in a slimy manner.
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What an idiot.

The empress cared for her much younger brother, or more precisely, she pretended to care because she was using Jurgen as a front. She made money with the information she knew in this way.

Moreover, even to Calix, she often acted that way, so for her, there was no need to correct her brother’s stupidity that frequently reminded Calix of his origins. Since there was no other alternative to the throne, even if her younger brother caused trouble, it would not significantly harm her.

Calix was present, but because he had the blood of a dancer with unknown origins and was considered too young, the prevailing opinion at that time was that he was not suitable for the throne. Thus, the current emperor’s accession to the throne was a favorable case.

But now, Sasha has appeared. If he kept running his mouth the wrong way, he would surely get a scolding from the empress at some point.

That Jurgen… despite being a duke’s successor with quite a decent face and a suitably young age, was the kind of character who had hardly any fans.

“If the imperial prince grows up as splendidly as the archduke… Ah, there would be no need to worry, since he surely will.”

“Surely,” Calix responded indifferently.

“The archduke is most splendid in that aspect. Indeed, understanding oneself is the most difficult task, isn’t it? I feel it every time, Your Highness really is splendid,” Jurgen remarked, laughing heartily.

Despite being of similar age, his feelings of inferiority toward the person successfully leading an archduchy were expressed rather poorly. Calix probably planned to dismiss this situation as unimportant…

Ah, not a chance.

My conscience pricked at me. Originally, the person who should have stepped forward in this scene was Irian. She meticulously argued and protected her man. Meanwhile, Calix, upon hearing everyone just dismissively saying, “Tsk, Lord Linix really doesn’t know right from wrong,” and seeing Irian seriously getting angry in a situation where no one else took his side, was shaken.

I’m sorry…

Even if he received the same wound several times and no longer felt it realistically, it really couldn’t be that he truly didn’t feel it anymore.

Inwardly smacking my forehead, I then opened my mouth, “Lord Linix…”

I opened my eyes wide. Having had a few real acting experiences and also being one of the countless readers who disliked him, I very naturally adopted a tone of contempt.

“…have you also taken a liking to His Highness the Archduke?”

“W-what?”

“To make such a heartfelt confession in a place with so many onlookers, even more so right in front of me,” I declared, biting my lip hard. “I challenge Lord Linix to a duel—”

Calix softly caught the tip of my finger.

While I was at it, I tried to handle it thoroughly, but it seems that even this much is not allowed.

With a feeling of regret, I opened my mouth again, “I would like to challenge you, but that wouldn’t be appropriate, would it?”

“My lady, what are you saying right now?”

“A challenge?”

With an excited heart, I looked at Jurgen, who suddenly blushed and gave a loud, fake cough.

“A duel? How could I possibly do such a thing with a delicate woman?”

“Being two people with the same feelings, what does gender matter?”

“I’m telling you—that’s not it!”

“Then what is it?!”

“T-that…” Jurgen stuttered, scrunching up his face.

Does he think he’s the only one who can frown? If it comes to that, no one could match me.

Whether it was my facial muscle memories or not, I merely thought about making “that expression,” and automatically, my face took on that look.

“I-in any case, it isn’t like that!”

Jurgen, whose shoulders slightly flinched, disappeared while grumbling.

What a bastard.

After glaring intensely at his back, I belatedly felt eyes on my cheek and saw that Calix was looking at me with a peculiar gaze.

…Huh? I was a little flustered. If anyone else had said what I said, it might seem as though they were merely trying to spite Lord Linix, but coming from me, it would certainly appear sincere.

I-I knew he would notice. I quickly gestured for Calix to lower his head.

“Actually, I know that Lord Linix don’t actually like the archduke in that way. I just hated it because he dared to behave like that towards you.”

Calix laughed softly, then with a trace of a smile in his eyes, said, “Yes, I know that too.”

Thank goodness!

“Because my lady has never ended it at just that much with someone interested in me.”

“…”

I immediately became solemn. So, as if making a vow, I spoke resolutely, “Don’t worry. I will never like Your Highness in that way again.”

“…”

Calix blinked slowly, his lips slightly rising as if he might smile and he seemed about to say something. However, the sound of the trumpet announcing the arrival of the imperial family rang out first.
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Emperor Antonio was in an extremely good mood.
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“Is that really true?”

“Yes, it is true.”

“Such great joy has come!”
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Just when there was serious contemplation about welcoming a consort, the empress finally became pregnant. And, having received confirmation that the imperial heir was stable, his intention was to announce that joyous news today.

It was then that the one, who was always distasteful in the emperor’s eyes and whom he had almost always felt ashamed to call his “brother,” entered.

He must have wanted to rule as regent using that nephew of ours as a front. Swallowing a sneer, the emperor rose to his feet from the throne he vowed never to relinquish.

“I am pleased that everyone has attended like this.”

As the speech was nearing its end, the emperor looked for Calix again. His younger half-brother’s eyes were indifferent as always, but Antonio could not hold back his smile.

“And there is another thing to celebrate today.”

At the mere introduction of his words, the nobles exchanged glances.

Leisurely savoring the moment, the emperor turned his gaze to the empress, who then gently cradled her slightly protruding belly with her palm and lowered her eyelids.

“The empress is with child.”

The silence was very brief.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty!”

In response to the rush of congratulations, the emperor slightly raised his chin and then asked, “Will my brother also say a word of congratulations to make sure that his nephew is born safely?”

At this moment, the blue eyes that he had hated because he did not have them were not bothersome at all.

“In this situation, it seems there would be nothing more reassuring than the congratulations and best wishes given by you, Calix.”

The implication of that statement was clear: he was mocking Calix’ mother, who was an empress in name only, and had given birth alone, without even a midwife.
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There was someone who stopped the mouth that was so excited it was running wild without knowing its bounds.

“Your Majesty.”

Naturally, it was Empress Katarina. She glanced at Calix as if slightly troubled, then turned her gaze to the emperor.

“This ball wasn’t held to celebrate my pregnancy, after all.”

Hmm. It seemed that even the empress was angry. Indeed, although Calix hasn’t even shown any signs of trying to initiate a rebellion with Sasha, he’s already stirring up unnecessary resentment.

Empress Katarina was so cautious that from the beginning, she approached me with the sole intention of eliminating Sasha. She had never asked me to find anything out about House Elluiden, likely worried that by trying to do something more, I might just mess things up.

…Living like that, there are actually fortunate aspects. I gazed at the distant mountains.

In the meantime, Greenity Hall had returned to its previous atmosphere by the tacit agreement of all those who were present.

I caught sight of his side profile, his eyes half-closed, as if he was deep in thought. Already feeling uneasy, I was about to discreetly slip away at that moment, in order not to make things worse because of me.

“Charlize,” he said, his eyelids lifting to reveal his deep blue eyes, “I like you.”

All of a sudden? Weren’t you upset because of the emperor’s words?

My confusion was momentary, and our surroundings quickly became quiet, perhaps even more so than when the emperor announced the empress’ pregnancy.

…Hehehe. That’s right. I also didn’t know I would become this close to the archduke.

Filled with joy, I answered, “Yes, I feel the same.”

“Really?”

His tone was somewhat peculiar; it seemed like he was speaking calmly, yet it also carried a questioning note. I raised my eyebrows.

“I am also not one to lie.”

He chuckled a little, his long fingers lightly touching the tips of mine as if in jest.

Confused for a moment, I quickly regained my composure. Can this be…?

I swiftly pushed my palm in, applying slight pressure and holding his hand firmly for a few seconds in a handshake. Just as I was about to release our clasped hands, his fingertips lingered on mine, as if in regret.

I looked at the person facing me.

“I think I understand now,” Calix said, smiling with just his lips. “Truly… there is a long way to go.”

For someone like Calix, if there was a long way to go, time alone could solve it. Or is he talking about Sasha becoming the emperor? Since it would be hard for a child to become emperor. If that was the case, then the assertion that there was a long way to go was indeed true. I nodded my head in agreement.

This time, his smile reached his eyes. “I will do better.”

“That is a very good mindset.”

I did not forget to include appropriate flattery. I couldn’t believe the archduke asked me for a handshake first—it felt like our relationship had progressed to a new level.

As I was feeling pleased, Calix suddenly said, “Actually, Charlize, there was something I wanted to ask you, but…”

His voice, which could not be buried by the orchestra’s melody, carried a secretive tone.

Under the brightly lit chandelier, a languid smile more noticeable than the scattered light graced his face. He resembled someone who had finally found the answer they had long been searching for.

“Right. It’s true that I need to do better.”
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…
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He irritably pressed down his furrowed brow.

“Withdraw the matter concerning the lady for now. First, check if there really is an heir in the empress’ womb!”
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I’m freezing to death. It hadn’t been long since I recovered from a cold, and here I was, shivering on the terrace.

Expecting it to be like this, I put on a thick cloak and tightly tied a scarf around my neck as well, but…
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“My lady, I will take care of your clothing.”
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It was carried away in the hand of an imperial servant, who was thoroughly professional in spirit.

If only the emperor and the empress had not attended, then I could have kept it on!

Perhaps because something undetectable, even by magic artifacts, might be present without their knowledge, they said it wasn’t allowed.

Somehow, it seemed they were a bit harsher towards me, but… Quickly wiping away the tears that were trickling down, I cleared my vision and, with movements that minimized exposure, I carefully observed the garden.

How long had I been waiting? Finally, he has arrived.

I briskly jumped down from the terrace.

[image: ]

Greenity Hall was a structure where the garden, just like a fortress wall, surrounded the building.

The most secretive place was among the gardens, frequently used by nobles for various reasons. There, in a spot where it was common to lose one’s way and where footsteps seldom reached, a man looked up at the dark night sky.

Count Philliam turned around due to the noise made by deliberately stepping heavily on the grass. At over seventy years old and still commanding his family like a figure of authority, his gaze was piercing.

“Have you arrived?”

“I am sorry. It has gotten late.”

“No, it’s fine.”

If the young man before him was a rolling stone, then he was a stone that was set.

Despite being in a situation where he was neglected by his liege, to whom he had given loyalty for over twenty years, he did not harbor resentment.

Although the former Count Fernand had left so futilely, Count Philliam had understood from the beginning that the reward for their loyalty would be just to such an extent.

“Here, take this,” the count said as he handed over a subspace pouch half the size of a knuckle. “It has the power to suck in objects, so you must be careful when putting in or taking out items.”

“I will remember that.”

“If what’s inside needs to be removed, it will be white; if it can remain as it is, it will be purple; if there is nothing inside, it will be green.”

Perhaps that person is also thinking of me as a card to be discarded, I’m not sure, Count Philliam thought calmly.

Nevertheless, he should perhaps feel relieved just from the fact that there was enough trust between them to be assigned to handle important items that must be delivered in person, because at least he could still remain by “his side” for now.

The man in front of him seriously examined the subspace pouch.

For him, he must succeed in this task so that he might not have to undertake such exposed, high-risk tasks again, making his actions understandable.

Ending it with a brief thought, Count Philliam collected his composure.

It seemed that the other party felt the same, as he said, “Then, I will be going now. If it gets any later, someone might notice.”

“This old man will stroll a little more before returning home.”

The man who had secured the pouch between his molars then turned around.

Even though they served the same person, there was not even a trace of camaraderie among them, exactly the kind of relationship their liege wanted among his subordinates.
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I had thought about it before.
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In response to the young man’s words, he raised and then lowered his eyebrows.
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Empress Katarina did not allow anyone else beside her whenever she met her dogs; only private meetings were allowed. In that way, there was even a time she herself went to meet Lavette.

Then, it could only be narrowed down to one person.
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“Yes, the assassination attempt on Illyden Forte failed.”
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Theodore Vanachell.

However, this wretched novel was not described in detail at all, so there could have been more high-ranking noble supporters of Empress Katarina unknown to me. Thus, this time, even though I knew I was already somewhat suspected by “him,” it presented an excellent opportunity that I could not afford to miss to verify some things.

So, it really was Vanachell.

As soon as I confirmed it with certainty, I turned around and ran like mad. The stiff grass, hardened by the winter weather, painfully scratched my feet, but I was continuously preoccupied with other thoughts, not letting the shallow pain intervene.

Marquess Vanachell did betray the empress in the original novel, and in doing so, the marquess’ past was revealed, but… I’ll think about it later. For now, the most important thing was to put as much distance between us as possible.

My feet finally staggered, but thanks to running without stopping, I had become fairly distant from that place.

I’ll spend more money! I should buy a perfectly concealed subspace pouch too, right…?!

I hurriedly slipped my feet into my shoes, crouched down in a suitable spot, and hid myself.

My forehead touched my raised knees as fragments of the future chaotically burrowed sharply into my ears. This time, it was a bit strange; it was as if I had fallen into very cold water and was facing something terribly frightening.

My shoulders trembled, and unconsciously, I wrapped my hands around them.
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“Your Highness—!”
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It was a voice I knew; it was Livan’s. However, it was also of a kind I had never heard before—a heart-wrenching scream, as if he was being torn apart.

Although it might be just a single rough wave, once swept away by it, maintaining composure in that instant was difficult. Right now, it felt like one such moment. For me, who had never been to the sea, knowing such a sentiment was a bit strange.

Snap out of it.

Fiercely gnawing the inside of my mouth, I roughly opened and closed my eyes.

At the same time, I realized someone was approaching where I was; a presence that had become familiar to me even before I knew it. Why did I feel like I didn’t want to run away?

“Charlize.”

The neat resonance of his voice rang in my ears, making me realize that perhaps I had always hoped for someone to seek me out at such moments.

He bent his knees and lowered his head to meet my gaze. His gaze, which seemed to be closely examining my face, suddenly softened.

He spoke playfully, in a way that eased my mind, “They say that if such coincidences happen three times, it’s fate, and we are already at the second time.”

Casually embracing me, his arms were slightly chilled from the winter air. So I buried my head a bit deeper and pressed my cheek against his exposed nape, prompting Calix to pull me into a firmer embrace.

I knew that, with the current Calix, even if I asked, I wouldn’t be able to hear the answer. Nevertheless, a question I couldn’t help but ask lingered in my mouth.
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“Why did you save me?”

Why didn’t he just ignore Charlize Lienta? Was it because of his sense of justice befitting that of the male lead of a novel?
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“Tell me, Charlize.”
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What did he want to know? And why…

Pretending it was nothing, I lightly wiped my cheek with the back of my hand as I noticed a spot on his shoulder where a warm droplet had fallen in a round shape.
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Turning back the hands of the clock a little.

The vicinity of Calix was originally not very populated, primarily because it was a position that only those who have won the intense competition beneath the surface could seize.

This time was similar yet different.

Just after the emperor had blatantly provoked Calix, everyone glanced over regretfully yet lacked the courage to approach. Still, quite a few nobles dared to be brave; however, their hesitation to step forward was largely due to the mention of the tragically deceased empress.

For Calix himself, it was a remark he was accustomed to due to frequent mentions, though it mattered little to him; he was preoccupied with other thoughts.

“…”

Continuously, there was a feeling that something was troubling his mind, a feeling of unease that if things continued like this, the path that should be followed step-by-step would simply be recklessly trampled. Therefore, he might not have realized that he had been hesitating all along.

There was a moment when, no matter how much he tried to stop it from spilling over, it would escape between his fingers, and the overflowing emotions were such that they absolutely had to be defined with words. It seemed he could be satisfied with just that much, as if that were already enough.

But in fact, there had never been a time when that was possible, despite it seeming so.

A strange smile had crept into his chilly blue eyes, partially obscured by his lowered eyelids. It was directed at himself.

Indeed. It was impossible to expect that the things he had struggled hard against could be so easily wished for.

Calix suddenly lifted his eyes as someone approached him with big strides.

“Archduke Elluiden, I have something to say to you.”

It was Velliac Lienta.
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After the Foundation Day ball.

Although it was quite late, the lights in Duke Lienta’s bedroom were not turned off.

“Ahem.”

“Ahem.”

Duke Lienta sat facing the butler, passing him a glass of alcohol.

“Mrs. Melissa is incredible.”

“Didn’t I say so?”
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“Lady Charlize cannot always be a child in your arms, that’s just how things are.”
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The duke murmured timidly, “But the other party is none other than Archduke Elluiden, more than anything. Moreover, Charlize is only twenty-one years old, you know.”

“Her Grace was twenty-five years old when she married Your Grace, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, but my daughter is still too young!”

Neither of them mentioned that the duke had been just twenty years old at the time, as if it had been agreed upon.

“…Moreover, since we didn’t see her for a year, it’s okay to consider her as just twenty years old.”

“That’s right!”

Having cleanly resolved even the troubling thoughts they had, the two once again clinked their glasses.

Despite the low-alcohol fruit wine, the butler’s face had already turned red, and he repeatedly nodded off; meanwhile, the duke, feeling unable to drink more, just picked at the snacks.

With a gloomy expression, Duke Lienta reminisced about the events at the ball.
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“Archduke Elluiden, I have something to say to you.”
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It was extremely fortunate that his legs did not tremble even after he bravely approached, asked, and received an answer.
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“I alone am holding the lady in my heart.”
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I absolutely must not speak of this.
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“It seems I have ended up holding the archduke in my heart again.”
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While calming his trembling heart, Charlize, as always, greeted him with an expressionless face.
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“Father, I’ll be going first.”

“Where?! Where are you going?!”

“I’ve already lost interest in this event.”

“Ah. I-is that so… I can make it interesting!”
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I should have said something cool then!
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“Why did the apple turn green with laughter?”

“I don’t know.”

“Because it heard a sour joke!”

“I’ll see you next time.”
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And then, Charlize really just turned around and walked away.

Next time, there will be something better…

The duke dropped his shoulders. Despite the clever story he had devised after much deliberation with the butler, he was so gloomy that he could not be cheered up immediately.
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The next day.

As soon as day broke, I stormed into the office.

“Ah, you’re here again?”

Livan, who spoke nonchalantly, quickly escaped into the hallway faster than anyone else.

If someone were to see him, they might think it was a considerate act to make room for a private conversation to be comfortably exchanged; however, I knew. It was merely a struggle to secure his own rest time!

Last time, when I asked if working at a time like this, instead of slacking off, could let him leave work earlier, this was the response.
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“S-s-slacking off?”

[image: ]

Livan, who had sharply reacted, still gave me a reply while giving me a look.
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“If one can leave work at seven o’clock, it is only right to work hard, isn’t it? But if one has to leave at nine o’clock even if one works hard, what then?”
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Calix said that nine o’clock was the time to rest, no matter how much work was piled up.

Anyway, putting those unnecessary thoughts aside, I went inside. And I was a little…

…No.

Honestly speaking… I was extremely, incredibly surprised!

“Have you come, Charlize?” Calix asked, smiling softly.

I firmly gripped a nearby chair to steady myself.

…Oh my.

The result of all the parts I had sneakily glanced at was this magnificent. I felt somewhat dazed, but it was okay; this was usually how I felt when I saw Calix.

Today was particularly impressive, yet it was merely an extension of what I had already experienced. Thus, even as I frantically searched the world in my mind, I managed to sit down calmly.

“Wouldn’t it be better to just look straight away?”

Calix came close, his face particularly near as he rested his chin on his knuckles.

So it’s all good…! No! It’s bad…! Oh my…

Fortunately, the reflection of me in Calix’ pupils did not appear hideous.
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The hand drawing the curtains was wrinkled.

Count Philliam’s stern eyes softened immediately as he turned around.

“Aria…”

His eyes, looking at his granddaughter who had been asleep for five years already, were deep and affectionate, focused on the precious existence left by his only child who eventually died of the same symptoms. His only family.

The dirtied hands of a man who once only walked the path of righteousness now hovered in the air, unable to touch Aria’s hair. Her once beautiful black hair had become so pale from the long illness that it even had a bluish tint.

Even now, when it was difficult to see her once healthy appearance, everything was okay.

For this child, he would do anything.
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Lest the sentences I read might disappear, I couldn’t even blink.

I opened my lips and muttered incoherently, “The poison made from Tuverrot, that flower again. No, it might not be.”

Then, there was a warmth that touched me.

“Now, shall we stop doing it?” Calix asked. “If it’s something you’re struggling to see, it’s okay not to know. I’ll make it so.”

He really was the type to do that and more, so I tightly grasped his hand.

“No, I was just a bit confused.”

“If that’s the case, it’s a relief, but…”

Calix smiled faintly, and only then did I realize his face had been completely expressionless just moments before.

“Charlize, I am always worried about you.”

There was a part of the words he spoke in a monotonous tone that felt like it had become part of his everyday life.

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I scratched my cheek, snapped back to attention, and spoke, “Marquess Ronatus, too, had struggled on the brink of death after ingesting the poison made from Tuverrot, hadn’t he?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

As if to ease the tension, I glanced at his hand that was fiddling with the tips of my fingers and only then did I snap back to full attention.

“Count Philliam’s granddaughter, however, is also experiencing the same. To be precise, there is a symptom she is exhibiting that is similar to that of the marquess.”

“Which is?”

Rather than being a question born out of genuine curiosity, it was more about helping me to carefully unravel a jumbled mess.

“The ends of the marquess’ hair had turned blue, and so had Count Philliam’s granddaughter.”

Calix’ hand stopped for a moment; he smiled slowly, an action that seemed merely habitual.

“My lady, do you perhaps remember when I previously mentioned that there was something I wanted to know, so I had every noble in the empire investigated?”

“Yes,” I answered reflexively and blinked rapidly.

“I did it because I wanted to know who the person was who used poison on the late emperor.”

I became confused and fell silent.

“The late emperor passed away from poisoning, but the symptoms were unlike anything I had ever seen… so I was really curious.” Calix said, tilting his head slightly.

“The ends of your older brother’s hair also turned bluish, didn’t they?”

If that was the case, Calix would have had no reason to like the color blue…

The reason he frequently visited the Garden of Blue Roses might have been to not forget his vow of revenge for the late emperor, who died in such a way, a matter that might not be widely known. So, I became somewhat dumbfounded.

Then the title of the novel…
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“My work is going to be exhibited! The title has already been decided.”
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At that time, I only asked about the title after Irian suggested it, because I had already guessed the name Irian would have given her work.
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“It’s ‘Lily.’”
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Therefore, I thought Calix too would like the color blue, since it seemed each of the two main characters had their favorite words amicably included in it. The title of the novel, which I had not deliberately thought of, remained vividly in my mind.

Blue Lily.

That was the title of the original novel.
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The first thing I did was get up, and following my movement, Calix’ head tilted back.

“Are you leaving already, Charlize?”

In response to his pleading-like question, I made an effort to firmly suppress the desire to quickly sit back down.

“Yes, I’ll see you again tomorrow.”

“Not even tonight?”

“Yes, it will be difficult. I plan to eat both lunch and dinner elsewhere.”

“Is that so…”

His downcast eyelashes gave him a rather forlorn aspect. His expression was the kind that immediately made one want to say, “Would you like to have a meal together? Actually, since I haven’t made any actual prior appointments, I could just arrange them for next time!”

N-n-n-not a chance!

Having barely managed to regain my composure, I quickly and silently slipped out of the office.
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In my bedroom, which I reached after enduring with my eyes tightly shut, I became lost in thought.

The strange sense of discord that I had felt persisted in my mind like the dense texture of beeswax.

Blue Lily.

The reason this matter, which could otherwise be overlooked as the title having just really been chosen poorly, felt so unsettling was just one.

Like a guide to something…

…Because this novel seemed by no means a simple one.

I thought the reason the ends of Marquess Ronatus’ hair turned blue was due to a side effect of combining the poison made from Tuverrot with other substances. Since the granddaughter of Count Philliam and Marquess Ronatus showed similar symptoms, the fragment of the future I saw today might also be related to the same phenomenon. However, to this extent, it might be that originally, I had been lied to… That poison was not actually undetectable until just before death.

“That person,” too, likely hoped for Duke Lienta’s imperial pardon to be revoked. If he used the poison made from Tuverrot to the extent of tightly gripping and manipulating his subordinates, he must clearly be deeply involved with this poison.

I should have asked Calix why Tuverrot’s main habitat is the temple, whether it is cultivated by the priests just for its appearance, or if it requires special conditions!

While feeling regretful and glancing furtively at the door, I gave up.

“Right. I’ll just ask him tomorrow.”

The reason was simple. I’m… not confident. Even though Calix was just sitting quietly, I wasn’t confident that I wouldn’t fall for him.

“…”

With dignity, I accepted my sad fate.

And then, I firmly pressed the back of my left hand. A hexagram drawn in white appeared over my skin, and a faint light illuminated my vision.

Yup. That’s right. I am going to ask the divine beast.

Even though he was currently weak and shaky, he was similar to the gods of this world, so he might know something.

As soon as he appeared, the divine beast asked in an annoyed tone.

― What is it again?

“Are you busy?”

― No.

“Aha.”

I revealed the fact that this world was like something out of a novel and disclosed my unease regarding the two main characters and its title.

The divine one, who had been listening quietly, suddenly spoke.

― Strictly speaking, it might not have been a novel. Rather, it must have been something transcribed by someone who had glimpsed into this world.

“Yes, well…” Without claiming it as a moral victory, I brightly opened my blurred eyes as I continued, “So I was thinking, maybe the ‘lily’ is referring to me—Ah, no! No, not me!”

― There really is nothing you can’t say!

I clasped my forehead and bowed my head deeply.

How sad. It wasn’t like I was overflowing with self-love that I called myself a “lily,” it was just that other people called me that. I was given that nickname just so they could giggle whenever they compared me to Lavette!

I asked gloomily, “Then, what could it be?”

― How should I know? I’m going.

The divine beast, having said that, really abruptly disappeared.

I continued to rub my warm forehead with the back of my hand, letting my shoulders slump.

What a violent divine beast. He really doesn’t know anything at all!

While preparing to go out in a gloomy mood, I realized that it wouldn’t be long before the divine beast regained his strength, especially since Sasha’s manifestation fever had passed. It really was going to be very soon.

I should rip him off completely when the time comes.

With a mischievous grin, as if never having been gloomy, I energetically swung open the door.
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“If it isn’t the lady?”

Before leaving, I intended to see Sasha, but I found that Lucas was there. Perhaps noticing that I was making a foolish expression, Lucas took it upon himself to explain.

“I sent a letter stating that I would meet the imperial prince today. And that was as much as a week ago. I am different from the lady,” Lucas spoke as if boasting.

“I see.”

I nodded once and fiddled with Sasha’s hand, trying to focus in order to calm my troubled mind, but the child kept talking to me.

“By the way, are you going somewhere?”

“Yes. I’m planning to have both lunch and dinner outside.”

Sasha’s eyes widened.

I bent my upper body a little and whispered into his small ear, “But my number one friend will always be Sasha.”

A pink blush spread across his small face, and the child smiled faintly. With both hands tightly cupping my ears, his breathy, whispering voice could be heard.

“Me too. I feel the same.”

Laughing softly to myself, I straightened up again and held Sasha’s hand.

“The thing I just said was that I am the closest with Sasha.”

“Wasn’t that supposed to be a secret?”

“You would have gotten bored if you didn’t know.”

“What? I didn’t need to know, you know?” Lucas retorted, his arms crossed sulkily as he turned his head a little petulantly. “Then, what number am I?”

Huh?

“Did you forget how much you bothered me? I’m just curious because you came so often!”

“Wait a second…”

I folded my fingers one by one. Sasha. Duke Lienta. Noah. Mrs. Melissa. The butler. Irian. Sir Evans. Lavette. Rosetta. Sir Lauer—

“Enough!” he exclaimed, scrunching up his face. “I’m not curious anymore!”

I really can’t understand the emotional changes of this child… I futilely opened my hands that had been diligently counting.

Lucas, having gulped down the iced tea, spoke grumpily, “By the way, the lady surprisingly has a lot of friends, huh?”

“I mean, I included the employees too.”

“What? So you don’t actually have any friends, huh?”

I shrank back.

“I’m going.”

After getting up and limping out of the reception room, I had not realized…

“Now that I think about it, Prince Sasha, a friend whom I know told me that at the Foundation Day ball…”

…what Lucas had said to Sasha.

And how those words would bring about a storm.
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While riding in the carriage, I briefly reflected on “him.”

Not wishing for a change in the throne, monitoring the movements of Empress Katarina, dealing with dark magic, having subordinates among the aristocratic faction, and trying to cut off the limbs of Ronatus, a staunch supporter of the emperor—these were what I knew about him. Given his prickly beard, it seemed he was not trying to grow one. He was also in a contentious relationship with Rodante, who would have been a High Priest… I mean, if it’s looked at this way, one would think he is someone from the aristocratic faction.

I stroked my chin. Should I just cover my face and body with a robe, take the f-hole shaped relic, and climb over the walls of Count Philliam’s manor at night? And then I could make Count Philliam keep talking while hitting him on the shoulder until the holy relic reacted. Won’t it be fine?

For a moment, I was tempted, but then I gave up.

He man is cautious enough to enforce dark magic to make sure his subordinates don’t disclose anything, so in a situation where his identity might be revealed, who knows which spell might be triggered?

In the event that he was to use dark magic to disappear, there would be no way to catch him. Even the imperial court wouldn’t be able to catch someone who had deliberately hidden himself with the help of dark magic.

Still, it seems like a good idea to first try approaching Count Philliam. He had been loyal to “that person” for twenty years and seemed to have been feeling doubtful for quite a long time.

Hmm. Naturally, he should be feeling that way.

Beyond that, I didn’t have any particular thoughts about him. I hadn’t suffered anything at the hands of Count Philliam, so it would be strange to act like a victim by calling him “a man who will fall to hell!” It would also be ridiculous if I were to say, “It’s pitiable that he had no choice but to cooperate because of his son and granddaughter.”

In any case, while I was having these thoughts, the carriage arrived at its destination: the Eclisse manor.
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“Hello.”

“My lady?”

Rosetta, wearing an indoor dress and a shawl, let me in while giving me a curious look.

Following closely, the place we arrived at was the reception room. I carefully phrased the words “I’m hungry, let’s eat,” as it was the minimum courtesy required of an uninvited guest.

“I’m sorry for coming at lunchtime. There’s no need to skip your meal because of me.”

“This is lunch,” Rosetta said, as she lifted her teacup.

Slightly shocked, I put a piece of cake into my mouth.

“But what’s the matter? Shouldn’t you be spending a cozy time with the archduke by now?”

Huh?

Rosetta had a slightly sulky expression. I shifted my eyes and carefully set down my fork.

“It’s not that I’m upset that you didn’t tell me beforehand. Matters between lovers are for the lovers themselves. But still, as friends, you could share some things, right? Did you know? If someone were to see the letters exchanged between me and my lady, they might think they’re from a faithful servant to her master.”

“Lovers?”

“Yes. The archduke and you, my lady.”

“Huh? Huuuh?” I quickly shoved more cake into my mouth to replenish my energy before responding, “Not at all!”

Rosetta pouted her lips.

“Are you trying to hide it? After having such an affectionate conversation at the celebration ball, do you think it will go unnoticed? There are also people who say they saw you and the archduke having a secret rendezvous in the garden.”

It’s fortunate that there’s no need to spread the rumor separately about walking around the garden with Calix, since there are people who saw us…

That was the case. I had already intended to spread such a rumor. If “that person” had been watching me, seeing me disappear from the banquet hall on the day his subordinates were having a conversation might have added to his suspicions. Well, even so, if he was suspecting me more because of it, it couldn’t be helped. With that attempt, I had gained something worth the risk.

“Rosetta, think about it. If you were the archduke, would you be able to love me after everything that happened in the past?”

Rosetta watched me intently with a serious, contemplative expression.

“Yes… that was the problem from the beginning.”

“Right?”

“But then, why did you say that you like each other?”

“Because we have a close relationship,” I said proudly.

Rosetta made a face again before nodding. “If you say so. Anyway, it’s none of my business.”

She then elegantly drank her tea, looked up, and asked, “Well, why have you come?”

“Rosetta.”

I held her hand as though it were precious.

Rosetta, while wrinkling the bridge of her nose, still yielded her hand and asked, “Why are you doing this?”

“I… have a problem.”

As I continued to explain with a pitiful expression, Rosetta too soon became serious and listened attentively to my words.

“Really, that is a big problem.”

“Right?”

“Just trust me,” Rosetta assured, gently tapping her chest with her right hand.

I looked at the only experienced person around me with bright eyes and nodded greatly.

“Thank you, Rosetta!”

“What for?”

“You shine, Rosetta!”

“Now do you understand?”

Calling her cool, dazzling, great, and intelligent, I clapped my hands, and without hesitation, Rosetta nodded vigorously. And encouraged by her confident demeanor, I put my hands together and kept cheering for her.

I should have realized then… that Rosetta’s “experiences” were only through romance novels…
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Thank goodness. What a relief.

Chuckling to myself, I grasped my hungry stomach and climbed onto the carriage.

I was nervous because the conversation with Rosetta had gotten longer than expected, and I worried he might have already finished dinner, but fortunately, he had not yet.

“If you had informed me in advance, I would have prepared the meal more diligently.”

His words might seem like he was saying, “So why did you come without contacting me?” but Illyden was truly feeling regretful.

Hmm. True to the table of a frugal and earnestly trained knight, my beloved white bread was nowhere to be seen. There were only greens and a piece of meat.

It will seem like I am picking at my food if I just ate the vegetables, right…? But for me, who had clearer memories of my previous life, fresh vegetables had a truly heavier presence than meat.

After deliberating, I cut a large piece of steak and put it in my mouth.

Opening my eyes wide, I blurted out, “This is delicious.”

There was no need to pretend. It really was delicious.

Illyden’s facial muscles relaxed, as though he was relieved. “I’m glad.”

“But this dish, did Sir Forte make it? Since you mentioned preparing the meal.”

“Yes, I prepared the meal.”

He really was a second-class husband material. Unfortunately, to be first-class, his parents…

“Your leave of absence is ending soon, what are you planning to do?”

Even though he took a leave of absence once and then extended it once again, he still had about three months of leave left. If it were me, I would have thoroughly enjoyed such a vacation, relishing it like welcome rain and playing to the fullest. However, Illyden was different.

He wore a contemplative expression as he said, “I am thinking of returning.”

“I see.”

I quickly and swiftly stuffed vegetables into my mouth and also thought for a moment.

Then I guess it’s time to start…

Although he secured House Lienta’s support, it wasn't enough for the emperor, who was looking for an opportunity, to oust Illyden from his position as captain of the imperial knights. The line, no matter how much I thought about it, there was only one.

It is fortunate that the talks about Illyden being sincere in his knightly duties are widespread.

It was time for Illyden Forte to hear “How desperate must he have been…” and for Duke Lienta to hear “How many atrocities must his daughter have committed…”

Thinking it would be better to speak about it after finishing the meal first, I was just focusing on eating. It was absolutely not because the meal took priority over this conversation.

After sipping some warm tea served for dessert, I sneakily glanced at the man across from me. Despite his naturally colorful appearance, he was straight and neat. He tilted his teacup gracefully, his face bearing the look of someone who seemed never to have smiled casually.

This time, I did not quickly wipe under my nose. I had grown stronger.

“Sir Forte, in fact, I came here because there is something I want to talk about.”

…Somehow, although I started by eagerly eating the meal, this was an unavoidable act, driven by human instinct.

“You are the captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights, while House Lienta is neutral. Therefore, your future actions are likely to be interpreted politically.”

“I am prepared.”

“There’s no need for that. Let’s just make sure nothing appears political.”

His gaze turned towards me.

“Instead, you might hear things like ‘It’s unfortunate for Sir Forte, he’s so pitiful.’ And maybe even ‘He has no pride.’ Are you okay with that?”

Illyden smiled faintly and said, “Those are already familiar words to me.”

“All right.”

I immediately stood up without delay. Originally, I intended to arrive at four to have dinner together, but having arrived at five, it was already nearing six o’clock.

“Get ready to go out. I’ll be waiting for you in the reception room.”
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The boutique, ranked among the top three in the capital, always had customers. Recently, however, it had been even more bustling.

Madam Freesia smiled a little awkwardly.

…It’s all thanks to the lady’s beautiful dress. Her personality was indescribably chaotic, but it was a fact that her face was exceptionally beautiful.

It seemed there were concerns that if they wore something similar, the lady would accuse them of copying her and might even grab them by the hair. Therefore, the dress she wore only became popular to the extent of adopting the motif.

Just then, the bell on the door rang, its sound always a beautiful herald of money coming in. The madam turned around with a bright smile, which then suddenly froze on her face.

It was Charlize Lienta.

Perhaps because her silver hair was tied back, her cold expression especially stood out. As for the accessory she was wearing, it was only a necklace, rumored to have been matched with two other ladies, yet the thought that it was splendid still came first.

Really… even just looking at her face is giving me inspiration…

The madam quickly gathered her composure and approached.

Charlize, seated at the place she was guided to by a staff member, perused the catalog with an expressionless face. As the madam neared, her gaze, previously uninterested, shifted towards her.

At that moment, the flustered madam made an effort to speak in a soft voice, “Was the dress that you had made at our boutique fortunately able to satisfy the lady’s aesthetic sense? Thank you for visiting us again. Today as well…”

Uh…

The madam’s mouth twitched a couple of times. The lady’s presence was so intense that the madam’s gaze didn’t quite reach the person accompanying her, but rather than Archduke Elluiden, whom she obviously had in mind, it was actually Illyden Forte who stood beside her.

“Today, I came not for myself but to have some outfits tailored for Sir Forte,” Charlize said, placing the catalog on the table with a thump.

The staff members of the boutique were already asking other customers for their understanding when the lady tilted her head and continued, “And there’s no need to send anyone away today.”

The madam immediately gestured to the staff members. It wasn’t that the customers lacked money; rather, Charlize’s words carried an aspect that made them difficult to refuse, even as a matter of courtesy.

“From here to here. Get everything ready. Now.”

“Pardon? Yes. We will do so.”

And then, the lady truly had Illyden try on more than twenty outfits right there on the spot. The well-trained knight showed no signs of strain, making it seem as though this effort was hardly anything to him, but in reality, everyone present knew it was a tremendously tough job!

In the eyes of the ladies, who had been enraptured by the handsome man’s outfit changes, gradually, pity spread.

“That outfit suits him well. That one too. It’s just that he has such a handsome face…”

“It seems that the lady is buying, but why would someone who presumably isn’t short of money make him try on all those outfits?”

“Isn’t it just a feast for the eyes?”

“Oh my…”

The story became an established narrative once it was known that Charlize, in the weapons store, had said, “This sword is too crude to suit Sir Illyden’s looks.”

As a result, when Illyden Forte returned to his position as captain shortly thereafter, no one prefaced that matter with “against expectations” any longer. Instead, it was being said that Charlize Lienta must have pulled some strings as compensation.
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It was strange.

Clearly, it was Illyden who changed clothes and diligently wielded swords, but somehow I was the one who ended up exhausted. I staggered out of the carriage.

Shuffling and staggering down the hallway, I noticed an object placed in front of my room. Upon closer inspection, it turned out to be a chair—with Sasha sitting on it.

While I was bewildered, the child who was sitting quietly suddenly turned his head.

“Lady Charl!”

And then, he came running towards me. I thought I could endure it this time too, but my frail body just ended up embracing Sasha and falling backward. The back of my head, which had been fine despite fainting several times before, was safe this time too.

“W-what do I do… I’m sorry!”

I held the trembling child even tighter in my arms. After facing such a harsh world today, I finally felt like I could breathe.

“It’s okay. My head is sturdy.”

“Really?”

“Feel it.”

I placed my hand over the child’s hand to let him check the back of my head. His hand, having meticulously checked for any bumps, moved away, and the child, feeling relieved, breathed a sigh of relief.

I pushed against the floor, sat up, and asked, “Did you wait for me, Sasha?”

“Yes, I have been waiting.”

If I had known, I would have returned earlier. After all, it was supposed to end with just saying “that line” at the weapons store!

“I waited because I have a question I want to ask.”

“What is it?”

“Lucas told me…”

His introduction kept getting longer; it must be something really exciting. The child I was holding in my arms kept fidgeting, and even without seeing it, his shoulders were likely also twitching.

“…at the Foundation Day ball, Lady Charl and uncle…”

“Yes?”

“Y-you both said you like each other,” the child said, his face brightly flushing.

I nodded, then replied, “Yes. We did.”

“In that case…”

Sasha’s blue eyes sparkled tremendously. Although we were just sitting quietly together, the child’s cheeks were so flushed that his breath had a wheezing sound. I gently touched his burning red cheeks.

“…are you getting married?”

“Yes.”

“Are you getting married soon?”

“It’s not happening soon. Oh…” I hesitated as I was about to speak.

He’s a child who wants to have a baby cousin very much. It seemed unnecessary to keep saying “fifty years later,” especially since the engagement was going to be broken off anyway.

“Oh? I-in fifty years? Still in fifty years…”

The child’s shoulders, which had been puffed up, suddenly slumped down. Acting swiftly, I managed to get them to rise again.

“Before a time that can be considered as being in the distant future, it will happen.”

If we broke off our engagement, he could get engaged again right away… H-huh? Come to think of it, even if we broke off our engagement, it seemed like it would be difficult to do so immediately. Because other people would surely think that Calix was the one who ended it. Then, they would probably think that I would be extremely jealous of Calix’ new fiancée and would treat her badly.

Then, I must be the one to break off our engagement and get engaged to someone else first. This time, it seemed like that could actually be called a contractual engagement, as there were elements more significant and grander than the laws of novels in my falling in love.

“R-really?”

“Yes,” I affirmed, nodding vigorously.

The child placed his small hands on his cheeks and opened his mouth in joy.

That night, for the first time in a long time, we slept in the same bed.
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“The little hero diligently climbed the tower where the princess’ precious doll was trapped. Although he could have reached it quickly with the dragon’s help, he wanted to bring joy to the princess without any help, because that is who the princess is to the little hero.”

Having met again, the little hero was still scruffy this time, yet he had become somewhat more impressive.
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Like someone facing an important exam, I repeated to myself, “I have become stronger.”

Indeed, the disheveled aspects of a person who was flawless in every respect tended to offer a new and thrilling sensation. However—

I “have” become stronger, but then…

—if perfection was added to perfection and it exceeded a certain level, might the generally accepted truths no longer apply?

…stronger…

Seeing him like this was such an intense stimulus that my head finally went on strike. If it were so, my eyes should have joined in too, but they were still working very, very hard.

Calix, with his hair styled moderately and wearing a neat cravat, somehow exuded an ascetic vibe. The silver-rimmed glasses perched on his straight nose were clearly meant for work, yet they also appeared to be a device to enhance his appearance.

With his head slightly tilted, he blinked his eyes slowly as if lost in thought. It was the only movement on his otherwise motionless face.

Like someone watching a precise and delicate operation, I had been unconsciously staring, but then, I quickly came to my senses and sharply turned my eyes away.

“Tuverrot is a flower that the temple places great significance on, to the extent that a law was passed stating that taking it out without permission can result in a hefty fine.”

“…”

In that regard, I would be the person most frequently cited as breaking that law.

Having become somewhat solemn, Calix added, “The Tuverrot transplanted to Ronatus manor was in such a small amount and in poor condition, so it seems difficult to infer based on that situation…”

“I’ll bring some back.”

I pointed to myself with my index finger, while Calix just slightly tilted his head.

“I already have a history, don’t I? Moreover, one of the flower gardens in the manor has also been adorned with white flowers.”

If I were to ask a noble of a similar age to me, “What color are Tuverrot flowers?” I would more likely hear the answer “Isn’t it white?” rather than “It’s silver-gray.”

The incident in which Calix openly refused Charlize’s flower gift was still being talked about. Indeed, it seems everything has a purpose.

As I was nodding my head slightly, he spoke, “And you alone will handle the aftermath this time as well.”

His tone remained calm, yet a sharp smile seemed to pierce through his eyes.

“Charlize, I will not ask why you are taking care of Illyden Forte, but…”

Thinking something would be cold, one might carelessly touch it, only to find that it was actually hot enough to cause burns. His blue eyes, which I was now facing, were just like that.

“I dislike how casually my lady is brought up as a topic of conversation, almost like a casual greeting before diving into the main story.”

Feeling somewhat awkward, I just blinked and said, “Although news that I dragged Sir Forte around has spread widely, it will likely end up being perceived as just a jealousy tactic or something.”

Adding scandal to scandal had become a part of me, and even if more scandal were added here, it wouldn’t make a difference. And to that extent, this was a remarkably mild scandal for the Charlize Lienta!

“Compared to rumors that Sir Forte and I are having clandestine meetings behind Your Highness’ back, this is much better. It will not affect me or Your Highness.”

“The damage… has already been done, Charlize.”

Gasp!

My hand, which was trying to check for a nosebleed, inadvertently wiped my forehead instead. There was no cold sweat. And just as I was about to speak, attempting to somehow mend the situation, Calix belatedly smiled.

Was it because it was a rare type of smile? His lips suddenly caught my eye. I suddenly remembered a distinct mark, visible only from a very close distance—less than half a span away.

Strangely, my throat began to tickle. Was how the duke kept needing to clear his throat a family trait…?

While being in a state of mild shock, I heard his distinctively gentle voice.

“Was it Sir Forte who you went to meet after leaving my side?”

“Yes, it was him,” I confirmed, nodding repeatedly.

Calix narrowed his eyes, seemingly to smile, as he continued, “So it was true that after leaving me—who is in my lady’s grasp—you went and met Sir Forte, had dinner with him, visited a boutique and a weapons store, and gifted him items that suited him…”

Oh… It was all true, but there was something strange about just agreeing that what he said was right.

“Is this what feeling hurt is like?” Calix murmured.

Hearing the words he just said, they were indeed enough to really feel hurt. As soon as we became close, he seemed to treat me like a prized possession, tightly held in his hand, desperate to build other connections…

“That was just so that Sir Forte could return… In the first place, I am not close with Sir Forte.”

“Right.”

Even with his melancholic expression, he responded earnestly, and the more he did so, the more strangely guilty I felt. With all my heart and soul, I made excuses.

“…So now, there probably won’t be any reason for us to see each other again.”

“That’s right, Charlize.”

My non-existent eloquence quickly hit rock bottom. When Sasha takes his oratory lessons, I should try asking to be included too… However, my hastily made resolution lasted only for a moment.

After groaning about it for a bit, my eyes shone brightly as I declared, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”

“…Hmm?”

It might have just been a part of his kind habit of responding to anything I said, but I decided to interpret it as him showing interest in my proposal.

“Since I have inflicted hurt upon Your Highness’ heart, Your Highness should also inflict hurt upon me.”

Calix, who had been sitting with a straight posture, suddenly moved his right hand, seemingly to either stroke his chin or cover his lips. Then he said, “I don’t want to do that.”

If he had just said he disliked everything, I too would have been sullen, but he immediately suggested an alternative.

“Instead, could you grant me a wish?”

“A wish?”

Can I really grant a wish made by His Highness the Archduke…? Nevertheless, for now, I nodded.

Without my knowing it, Calix had given me a lot of help. Therefore, I should have also helped him without his knowing, but instead, I became a bad person who inflicted hurt on his tender heart.

I’ll do anything!

I burned with the determination to try to resolve this as much as possible.

“Then…” Calix trailed off, slowly lifting his eyelids. “Give me your tomorrow, my lady.”
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…I have a feeling that something tremendous is waiting for me.

On my way back after dinner, I walked down the hallway with my shoulders slumped.

Huh?

It seemed I had picked up another strange habit, because the place I was walking through was the hallway where Calix’ office was located.

As I was hastily trying to go down, I again encountered in the hallway the presence that appeared so often that now, if not seen, I find myself peeking around and looking for.

The person who, if we didn’t meet, made it feel even stranger, was the first to greet, “Good evening, my lady.”

“Why is your face like that?”

Casually opening his mouth to speak, he suddenly furrowed his brows and asked, “What about my face? Is there something on it?”

“Yes. Something very, very big thing is stuck on it.”

“What is it?”

He vigorously wiped his face with the back of his hand.

I continued to look at him seriously as I replied, “Happiness. Anticipation. Something like that.”

Livan placed a fist to his mouth, coughed, and then laughed.

“Is it that obvious?”

“And there’s one more thing: positive energy.”

“Please stop teasing me, my lady.”

Where had the gutsiness gone of him who used to clench his molars even against the rumored crazy person who beat people while a music box was playing?

Now, he was laughing heartily. Cautiously, I took a step back.

“I’m on vacation tomorrow.”

“…Vacation?”

“Yes. Vacation.”

And Livan, seeming to have just realized that his rest was being disturbed, slowly moved away with an increasingly sensitive expression.

I stood still and bowed my head deeply.

Tonight, I need Sasha’s warmth… Even though a harsh tomorrow awaits, I would be able to endure with the warmth of that moment.

How much does he intend to exploit me by even sending Livan away? Nevertheless, Calix seemed to have confidence that I could do it. As long as I could help, that was enough.

Wiping away a few tears, I quickly fled down the hallway and then forlornly knocked on Sasha’s door.

“Sasha.”

The sound of rustling bedding was very faintly audible, and the pitter-patter of feet gradually got closer.

“Lady Charl!”

Last time I fell backward, so perhaps because of that, the child, instead of hugging me, tightly grabbed and shook my hand.

I then picked up the child with one hand and tilted my head.

“Hmm? You’ve gotten heavier.”

“P-please put me down.”

“It’s a good sign. Your height might soon shoot up quickly.”

“…Really?”

“Yes, in ten years, you might even be taller and more handsome than the archduke.”

“Do you think so?”

His voice was filled with anticipation, a clear indication that he was looking forward to the future. This was also a very good sign.

I gathered my strength in my weakening resolve, determined not to become an irresponsible adult who recklessly kissed his soft cheeks. Wondering whether such self-control could also be learned, I managed to lay the child down safely onto the bed.

“Which storybook should I read tonight?”

I always started with these words, and it likewise always ended with the “Little Hero” series in my hands.

I had asked the same question again, but this time, instead of his usual response, Sasha’s shoulders flinched.

…Huh?

“This time, I would like to read to you, Lady Charl. Would that be okay?”

“Of course.”

I placed a pillow by Sasha’s side and flopped down next to it. Sasha, sitting with his back against the headboard, carefully tidied up my hair.

Is this also a family trait? I suddenly remembered how Calix often did this.

After withdrawing his soft fingers from my face, the child pulled out a storybook from under his pillow.

Hmm? That’s…

It was the very first storybook that Calix had given Sasha as a birthday gift, written by the author of “The Little Hero and the Brave Princess” exclusively for Sasha.
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And the following day, I came to realize a few things.

One of them was… “There was no need for ‘that.’”

A day leading up to the Foundation Day ball, in anticipation of the appearance of someone mimicking Calix’ face using dark magic, Calix and I had devised hand signals.
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A lot of force was put into the hand that held the storybook open.

Sasha carefully pronounced each word with care.

“—That’s how, n-nevertheless, she gladly closed her eyes, for she was waiting for eternity.”

Melancholy spread in the child’s eyes. It was a storybook that he definitely wanted to read to Charlize, as he went so far as to keep it separate rather than placing it on the bookshelf. Although he had practiced diligently all this while, he ended up making a mistake in the final sentence. With drooping shoulders, he weakly closed the book.

At the edge of his gaze, he noticed that she was already deep in sleep.

Ah… As if to ask when he had ever been sullen, a faint smile spread across the child’s face.

Carefully, he got up, placed the book on the bookshelf, and with each returning step, a sense of pride overflowed within him.

Despite the brutal reputation that clung to it like a label, the music box, now playing, was more beautiful than anyone could imagine and produced a melody as elegant as its appearance.

“Sweet dreams,” the child whispered very softly as he tightly closed his eyes.

A peaceful silence settled down like a warm blanket.
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The still eyelids, which had not moved, suddenly lifted, revealing clear green eyes beneath them. Charlize glanced once at the sleeping child’s snow-white cheeks and then moved silently.

The hand that was absently scanning across the well-arranged spines of the books found the title it was searching for and pulled it out.
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The Lovely Prince Was Happy Forever
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She opened it and roughly flipped through the pages until she found the line she was looking for.
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The prince said, “Keep your promise.”
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Her expressionless green eyes shifted slightly as she read the next sentence.
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“If you feel no emotions at all, I said I would take even hatred. And I still do not find the princess bothersome.”

…

“So, open your eyes.”
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The voice that whispered close to her ear was soft, composed, and desperate.
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“You said you wouldn’t leave me. So, open your eyes.”
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Charlize placed the incomparably suspicious storybook back onto the bookshelf.

Thunk.

The small noise carried a cheerful aspect to it, like a puzzle falling perfectly into place.

Charlize narrowed her eyes.

Yes, since when have I ever been cautious with my life?

The affection she received by chance was actually delightful. She truly did not want to lose it. Since she had never acted cautiously before, when she tried to do so, she just ended up looking like a complete coward.

At dawn the day after tomorrow, I will raid Count Philliam’s manor. So, by striking the count’s shoulder or wherever, she would certainly find out “his” identity. If he hides using a dark mage, I will reveal that it is possible to detect dark magic in the imperial court, and even if it means becoming a wandering dark magic detector, I will definitely find him.

It had long been since she crossed the line to feel guilty about threatening someone who was an actual grandfather.

She went out to the hallway and practiced her swing for an hour. Then, Charlize quietly entered the bedroom and lay down on the bed.
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And the following day.

“W-welcome, my lady.”

An opportunity for physical training, specifically endurance training, had arrived.
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Enduring the first time without knowing anything was hard, but the second time, knowing what to expect, was even harder.

I wiped my forehead and caught my breath.

By the way, the boutique’s madam was very flustered to see me, wasn’t she?

The boutique had quite a few male customers today. I thought she might be a person of great ingenuity for using rumors to promote the boutique; however, that didn’t seem to be the case.

The madam, struggling, personally refilled the desserts as soon as they were empty, because she was paying close attention to my reactions! She opened her mouth, seemingly ready to hurriedly make excuses at any moment, but upon seeing Calix, she repeatedly closed it again.

Thanks to that, I gorged myself.

As such, after leaving the boutique and while walking through the shopping district, my weary feet suddenly stopped.

Those skewers, they look similar to what I ate on the way to the temple last time. Because the owner chose the location poorly, there were hardly any customers, but even on this street, one could see various types of skewers.

“Would you like to eat some?”

Oh my God!

Before I knew it, Jay had come next to me, and I awkwardly shook my head.

“Indeed, it is not the kind of food that the lady would eat,” Jay remarked, smiling mischievously.

“And His Highness?”

“He should be over there. I’m sure he’s doing well.”

“Let’s go.”

Just then, the sound of fierce horse hooves suddenly came.

“Out of the way!” the coachman kept shouting repeatedly with a flustered face.

Well-dressed people, just as flustered, hurriedly backed away; I quickly dodged as well.

Fortunately, the horse quickly regained its calm, reducing the incident to a minor disturbance with some occasional grumbling; however, there was one problem.

“Uh…”

“…His Highness is still doing well, I presume?” Jay muttered in a bewildered manner.

It was strange that the horse would suddenly lose its senses on the main road. To think it as merely suspicious… Isn’t it just too obvious that someone wasn’t using their head? However, if I were the target, they might have thought that there was no need to use their head.

It was the moment when I was following Jay and looking off into the distance…

“Charlize. You were here.”

Seemingly from running, he stood before me with slightly labored breathing, disheveled black hair, and even slightly furrowed brows. However, even as I looked at the face to which people’s gazes clung as if enchanted, that within me remained calm.

Huh? For the first time, I faced Calix with an extremely peaceful mind.

“Your Highness, have you come?”

“Yes, Charlize. Are you all right?”

Both yesterday and today, I read fragments of the future through Calix. Yesterday, I saw that evening, and today, I was focusing intensely on the final stages of my swing practice.

So, I thought there was nothing wrong, but it seemed that was not the case.

Just now was the time he should have called me “my lady.”

I tensed my facial muscles with a humble heart.

…Could this be dark magic?

“I was very surprised when you disappeared.”

“Yes. Me too.”

“There are too many people here. Shall we go somewhere a bit quieter?”

“That is a very good suggestion.”

Jay was an exceptionally quick-witted knight. When he subtly pointed at him with his eyes, just my nodding was enough for Jay to display an expression of understanding the situation.

“Your Highness, let’s go.”

“I will be—over there,” Jay said, winking as he tactfully stepped aside, as if for a lover.

‘Be careful.’

‘Are you going to His Highness?’

‘No. I must stay by your side, my lady.’

‘Then you’ll keep watch carefully?’

‘Don’t worry!’

In that brief moment, we wildly exchanged conversation, with only our lips moving.

‘All right.’

The potential threat to my life had now also been eliminated.

I grabbed his wrist and moved with firm steps to an area not far from the bustling crowd. Having stepped only halfway into the alley, I observed him.

“Charlize?”

Just in case, I did not respond at all to the questioning tone in which my name was called, and I pulled his face towards mine with both hands, narrowing the distance between us to about a span.

The color of his iris is different. Calix’ blue eyes revealed their true value at close range. Near his pupils, there were hints of amber, making them mysteriously captivating and somehow more difficult to look away from.

“Charlize. It’ll be troublesome if we do this outside…”

Did they perhaps use leather and a voice changer? I was stroking under his ears and below his chin with my fingers when suddenly a shadow fell over my face.

“…however, if you want to, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

What is he talking about?

Even as I blinked in confusion, the distance between us was steadily being narrowed.

For some reason, becoming displeased, I tried to push him away by hitting his forehead, but instead found myself being pushed back. At the same time, an arm, clearly defined from consistent training, wrapped around my abdomen, and something solid securely supported my body.

I merely tilted my head back to check. That was enough, as I already had an idea who the owner of this warmth was. Despite that, the reason I deliberately tried to check was nothing special… I nearly lost my eyes because of that imposter!

Beneath the lips bearing a faint smile, his beauty mark was the first thing I saw. As if noticing my gaze, Calix lowered his head, and within his curved eyes, his irises bore a strangely cool light.

“I was worried.”

His voice was undoubtedly gentle and outstanding.

During that time, Jay had subdued the man impersonating Calix and made him kneel.

“Being alone, you must have been bored, but now you will probably find motivation.”

I tried to turn my body to face Calix, but I couldn’t move, as if I was fixed in place. As I stood there puzzled, Calix suddenly smiled.

“I’m sorry, Charlize.”

He released his strength slowly, as if regretfully.

After a short struggle, I succeeded in turning around and asked, moving only my lips, “Did you not send Herez Berron to Baier manor?”

For some reason, his smile felt particularly soft.

“I don’t understand why he needs to be given to House Baier. It is the result of your efforts to capture him alive, after all.”

Calix tilted his head, truly puzzled.

From his point of view, it makes sense. Moreover, Lucas had previously been involved in the incident just before Sasha fell into the lake. Thus, for Calix, there was absolutely no reason to consider the circumstances of House Baier.

However, it was only now that I realized: he was acting a bit strange. Normally, he would have relaxed his arms first and not suddenly closed the distance between us like this. Hmm.

I stepped back first, and then he reached out his hand. Before I even realized it, my left hand was caught in his.

“Just for a moment, please.”

“Understood. I’ll do so.”

Although his answer was incomparably docile, he was still holding my hand. With no other choice after having offered my left hand, I approached the man and sharply struck the back of his neck.

“Agh!”

While he collapsed and smashed his face into the ground, I wondered if it was just an act. To check, I lifted his eyelids, and indeed, he had fainted.

I shifted my gaze to Jin, who had arrived with Calix. As if anticipating my question, Jin awkwardly moistened his lips.

“There was a minor surprise attack.”

It must have been to prevent Calix from coming straight to me.

“They scattered some kind of powder. Thanks to my lord immediately rectifying my position, I did not inhale it, but my lord did.”

Somehow, his manner of walking seemed a bit strange; it appears he must have suddenly fallen down or something.

“Did you manage to secure any of the powder?”

“Just a small amount.”

“It would be best to return to the manor immediately.”

Jay gestured with his eyes, seemingly to signal the coachman, who arrived shortly thereafter. Jay then handed him a pouch and dragged the unconscious imposter into the carriage.

It was at that moment that Calix suddenly asked, “Are you leaving already?”

“Yes, I must.”

“Hmm.”

He buried his face in my shoulder. Although I still didn’t know exactly how that powder worked, the fact that it troubled two people indicated it was a very wicked thing.

I patted his back encouragingly, conveying a sense of “What can I do for you?”

Calix raised his head. Because his face made me want to grant any request, a crisis occurred, but with Jay’s help, we were able to quickly return to Elluiden manor.

I wondered whether a knight of the Black Night had contacted this side in advance, since the person who greeted us was not Gehrig, perhaps because his specialty was different.

While looking at the powder that had been transferred to a glass vial, the doctor opened his mouth, “It is not poison.”

In fact, to them, whether that powder was poisonous or not wasn’t very important. Calix had immunity to almost all poisons, a trait common among male leads with tragic pasts.

“Then what is it?”
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“It is a substance that is gradually becoming known, but…” he trailed off, holding back his words.

It seems that it is not due to a lack of certainty.

The doctor’s throat heaved greatly, as he must have swallowed emotions such as anger.

In any case, as long as it was not poison, that was enough for me.

“By any chance, might I be able to use this much?”

Saying “this much,” I pressed my thumbnail to half a joint of my index finger.

“As much as you want.”

What Calix was saying right now couldn’t be easily believed, so I carefully observed the expressions of the doctor and Jay.

“Please do so.”

They readily accepted. Good!

Although I should promptly leave now so that only the actual members of the archduchy could have their meeting, as was proper, the reason I was still holding my position like a tactless person was just one.

“…”

Somehow, my eyes, having become highly trained, often proved useful. I stealthily glanced over, and although Calix’ expression was no different from usual, the moment our eyes met, I knew his eyes would round up and his lips would curl up.

Could it be that it wasn’t him who was meant to be poisoned, but someone around him instead? It was very, very, very plausible. This was because, for the third time, I had flirted with crossing the checkpoint of the third round of my life.

It was then that the door burst open and Livan entered in a hurry.

“My lord! What happened?!”

It was indeed the perfect time to slip out quietly. After bowing silently and attempting to leave, Calix caught my fingertips. Despite the barrier of the glove and there being no possibility of direct contact, a sensation of heat somehow arose.

“I will do what I need to and come back.”

His deep-set gaze seemed to fill with tears, but it was only for a moment. As Calix slowly let go of my hand, before our hands could fully part, I intertwined our fingers and clasped them tightly.

“I really will come back.”

Therefore, there was no need to maintain such a composed demeanor in the face of loss. It seemed like he had a lot, but in reality, I realized he was someone who had lost everything.

If it must be let go, then I will be the one to do so.

It felt a bit strange because it seemed that, in the original, Charlize had died with exactly such a feeling.
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“It’s slippery, so please be careful, my lady.”

It seemed that all underground dungeons looked similar, as this place had a structure much like the one in Lienta manor.

Amidst the blue-tinged twilight, I saw a figure glaring at me with sinister eyes, and the thought I had at that moment was just one.

His spirit isn’t broken yet. His face was gaunt, but otherwise, he was fine. I wrinkled my nose. This is why I intended to send him to House Baier.

There was legislation that nobles could only be punished through a trial by nobles. Of course, everyone quietly violated this law, and Calix, being outside the legal jurisdiction from the beginning, had not been concerned. The issue was that if the emperor caught on, it was obvious he would somehow make a big deal out of it.

Until Sasha comes of age, the only way to preserve the throne and prevent Calix from acting as regent is by attacking him. Therefore, it will surely be exaggerated that he treats nobles like flies.

Therefore, because of the possibility of Sasha being taken by the imperial family, House Elluiden couldn’t conduct a more “rigorous” interrogation.

Because of the uniqueness of their territory, House Baier would have had plenty of excuses to slip out of trouble even if they were caught, so they’d probably never hesitate to conduct such interrogations.

Exhaling briefly, I closed the distance. Then, I suddenly blinked, remembering that when I heard Herez Berron was here, I had a thought.

Lately, I’ve been so busy that I haven’t been able to pay attention to that bastard; it really has been incredibly busy.

If I had thought further, my thoughts might have included something like, “Though he wasn’t directly involved, considering that Duchess Baier was just waiting for Calix to hand him over, was it really true that she was thankful to me?” and “Anyway, the duchess must have been burning with anxiety.” That would be about the extent of it.

I came only with that level of thought and sentiment.

…I really hate that bastard.

It was because Lucas no longer simply felt like the young lord of House Baier. Even though we wouldn’t even look at each other without Sasha, the grumbling and pouting dishonest little child and I had become somewhat close.

Trying to manipulate the child to his advantage, the scum who did not hesitate to use harsh words had a face that was too intact. So, I kicked the bars of the cell hard with my foot.

“What have you done so well to still have that look in your eyes?”

A dull sound echoed throughout the large space.

“Tell me, what exactly is so unfair that you are making that expression?”
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Finally!

When Charlize Lienta appeared, Herez shuddered.

Only “that person,” the master of dark magic, could do it. While he was imprisoned, even communication was impossible. He stewed in his anger from a sense of powerlessness for a long time, until a realization flashed through his mind.

…That’s right.

In any case, the remainder of his life was bound to be miserable. Having failed to contribute to the greater cause, he was to be discarded. Although he couldn’t meet all the conditions and it would be a one-time attack, he could at least still manage to inflict permanent damage on the lady.

Come closer.

At the sight of her emotional display of kicking the bars, Herez laughed inwardly.

Clang—

If things continued like this, the locked door would be opened, and she would come in. Then, just as he anticipated, Charlize rejected the knight’s dissuasion, bringing the key to the lock.

Click.

It turned, and the door swung open. Even when dealing with an unbound person, her strides revealed signs that she had lived a life without hardships.

Finally, when Charlize grabbed him by the hair and met his gaze, Herez, without letting the best opportunity slip by, cast dark magic. However, it did not take long for his eyes, filled with triumph, to be overtaken by confusion.

“This can’t be possible… Why?”

The blood flowing through his vainly opened lips indicated that the dark magic had been forcibly interrupted midway.

“What?” Charlize asked in a low voice. “I was curious just what amazing thing you were planning to do that made your eyes sparkle like that. Was it to bite your tongue and scare people?”

Herez bent his head in confusion, muttering, “It shouldn’t be like this. It just shouldn’t.”

At that moment, she forcefully lifted his head.

“I was thinking of sending you to the mines after breaking the ligaments in your ankles…”

His pupils, which had a dull warmth, suddenly dilated.

“…but then it would be a regrettable matter to Duchess Baier.”

Herez’ face turned pale. He was well aware of Duchess Baier’s cruelty. Despite this, he had managed to console himself that everything would be all right, and even while imprisoned, he had always firmly kept his mouth shut.

It was all solely thanks to dark magic. Even if it couldn’t be used immediately, it was because he sensed the possibility that the power could explode if he were driven into a critical situation. Indeed, a being with immense power was such precisely because of that.

With the thought of returning to “him” again, he tried not to say anything.

“Are you scared?”

Charlize asked in a gentle manner, causing Herez to strain his face into an even deeper scowl and glare at her.

“Then, depending on how you answer my question, my decision might change.”

There was no time to think about her unexpected proposal; without warning, Charlize struck his cheek.

“You just tried to activate dark magic spell and failed, didn’t you?”

“W-wha…”

The question that came at him right from the start contained content beyond his imagination. Had it merely been about whether he was a dark mage, he would not have been disturbed. However, she was already convinced of the existence of dark magic.

As he became flustered and started to stammer, Charlize tilted her head.

“Ha.”

It sounded almost like a sigh.

Herez said hastily, “You’re wrong, my lady. To even think of dark magic—like something out of a ridiculous book you read…”

“Enough with the pointless chatter.”

A lady who was only raised delicately shouldn’t be able to do this, yet Charlize seemed very skilled at this kind of thing. She tightened the conversational noose appropriately and never gave him time for repeated thoughts.

“When you made this contract, do you remember the face of the person you met?”

She asked questions at irregular times that were unrelated to each other, and the interrogation continued with queries that were impossible to escape by giving impromptu answers without having prepared false answers in advance.

“Communication was done… ugh… through a messenger bird…”

At a certain point, Herez gave up trying to lie. Even when he cleverly spoke lies that matched up, Charlize saw through every single one as if she could see right through them.

If that’s the case, it’s better to take what can be gained.

The fact that it was merely self-justification was unknown only to him.

Around the time when the sharp sounds echoing irregularly throughout the large space began to subside, Charlize muttered disdainfully, “It hurts, huh?”

She rose to her feet, her swollen, reddened palms hidden in her gloves.

“You must have been lonely because you were alone; that’s unfortunate. Your accomplice is scheduled to come in tomorrow.”

“W-what is that supposed to…”

Surely, if he were to answer, did she not say that she would not send him to Duchess Baier?! His face, reddened with anger, had flared up into a bright red.

“I never said that. I did say I might consider it.”

“If I am guilty of anything, it is only that I followed orders! Is the lady taking her anger out on me, instead of on the person who actually did wrong?”

Unable to contain his anger, Herez shouted and then stiffened belatedly.

“It’s annoying, but ‘he’ chose well,” Charlize remarked, sweeping back her hair that had fallen.

With her back to the only light, her green eyes, now clearly revealed, appeared devoid of warmth.

“Did that man tell you to tell Lucas that the duchess did not love him? Did he tell you to precisely point out what kind of mindset he needed to have to live in his own home? Did he also tell you to tell him that everyone in that manor hated him?”

The creaking sound of his breathing immediately provided the answer.

“Actually, you’re someone who doesn’t know how to do anything but thinks you’re so great and acted as if you were important. You enjoyed manipulating the child of a powerful person with your words, and now, it seems like you still think that you and I have made a deal.”

Charlize lightly trampled on the wrist of Herez, who had reached out to catch her foot that seemed about to move away any moment.

“Who do you think you are for me to make a deal with you?”

“Aaagh!”

“Stop overreacting.”

While laughing scornfully as she exited the prison cell, Charlize found the curses coming from behind her to be, on the contrary, quite friendly.
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I understand now.

I wondered why I felt this way, and now I knew why: I felt sorry for Lucas. I wasn’t sure if it was even something to be sorry about, but that was just how I felt.

Next time we meet, I should tell him to hit my leg once with his fist… If he said he wanted to do something else, I had planned to tell him to go ahead.

And I also felt disgusted.

That bastard…

At times like this, I would quickly go to sleep and end the day, but sadly, my day could not end yet. Miserably preparing to go out, I suddenly muttered, “Ah, right.”

Calix said he would be waiting for me.

…It seems like it would be better not to see him, doesn’t it? He was currently in a state of intoxication from inhaling a strange powder.

However, the dilemma was momentary. I carefully chose my outing clothes, laid them out on the bed, and then covered them with a blanket.

Because I promised… and if the situation really seems not right, then I’ll just come back.
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Upon arriving at the office, I knocked on the door, but it was quiet.

“Hmm.”

I slightly opened the door and peered inside; finding no one, I closed the door and moved on.

Since he needs to rest, they might have given him medicine to help him sleep…

Just then, my view suddenly brightened.

As I turned to look at the large window in the hallway, the garden, bathed in brilliant white moonlight, came into view. I sighed and checked the time once again.

“It seems unlikely, but just in case.”

Perhaps by the time I return to Elluiden manor from Count Philliam’s estate, it would already be daylight, and I might not even be able to finish the day’s tasks.

At some point, my dejected steps suddenly stopped… because I had found the person I was looking for.
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I closely observed Calix.

It was already quite late, and the night had deepened. Although the magic lamps placed here and there emitted only a subtle light with low brightness, he was easily visible.

He seemed no different than usual, yet there still seemed to be something off. Hmm…

“My lady?”

Ah, he got better. It was a relief.

While walking, I thought about it, and concluded that the powder they scattered was probably intended to make people “soft.” I would not deny that my personal feelings influenced my choice of that word over “foolish.”

Calix slightly twisted his gentle gaze as he asked, “Was there an incident?”

“The incident happened to Your Highness,” I answered, becoming disheartened.

“Are you okay?”

If I hadn’t been distracted by watching the skewers, I would have stayed close to Calix. We could have avoided the carriage together, and then the imposter wouldn’t have been able to approach us, so there wouldn’t have been an attack.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s really I who should apologize. I ended up leaving you alone with someone whose identity is unknown.”

“It was not just the two of us. Jay was standing only a short distance away.” And then, becoming disheartened again, I added, “No, if only I had been less distracted by the skewers…”

“Were they that delicious?”

Hmm. In fact, there was no need to even think about the answer. There was a reason why only flies were swarming at the skewer shop I saw today: the quality of the meat wasn’t very good, and the sauce was made quite strong to cover that up.

Duke Lienta had probably never even tried street skewers, so…

“It’s not that. It’s just that I… umm…”

Occasionally, memories or regrets from my previous life would flash through my mind, and this was one of those moments. However, I can’t say that. Anything I said would sound strange, so I just spoke with a sense of resignation.

“…If it’s about eating, anyone would get spirited.”

“Then let’s go.”

“To the skewers?”

A hint of a smile spread within his blue eyes as he answered, “Unfortunately, Charlize, their doors would have probably already been closed by now.”

“…”

To Calix, I must really seem like a total skewer-obsessed maniac right now. I didn’t even really like them that much!

Really… it’s the truth…

Sadly repeating to myself an excuse that would only sound pathetic if I said it, I trudged after Calix.
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A few moments later.

I moved my fork, half in a daze.

“It’s very delicious.”

“Have some milk as well. You might get a stomachache if you eat too fast.”

“But it’s so soft and fluffy…” I boldly defined the great feast with words and praised it. “Is this French toast?”

“Yes.”

Despite watching Calix make it from the side and knowing the entire cooking processes, I still couldn’t believe it.

It was made with only bread, milk, and sugar, yet it turned out so delightful. The world of gourmet food was vast and endless… The years I lived in ignorance were regrettable!

As I swallowed the tears that welled up with some milk, Calix exchanged our plates. He then neatly cut into his untouched French toast with a knife.

“Um, it’s okay. Please have some too, Your Highness.”

His hand, which had been moving effortlessly as if he were slicing through a cake rather than the moist, soft texture of the bread, suddenly stopped.

Having chuckled briefly, Calix resumed his movements as he said, “This way is more rewarding, you know. Thank you for enjoying the food I made.”

“It’s nothing, really.”

One refusal was enough. I smiled as I polished off the bread, and along the way, albeit belatedly, I internally smacked my forehead.

I just ate too much with Calix right in front of me!

“Did you often have French toast?”

Otherwise, there was no way it could have been so easy to make. I would trade sleep to have this any time!

“Hmm. That’s right.”

“How did you come across this recipe?”

“Doing this makes any kind of bread soft,” Calix replied in an offhanded manner, lightly tilting his head.

It felt like I was witnessing a fragment of the past of the person named Calix Elluiden, not just the male lead of some novel. That… was somewhat of a strange feeling.

“So, has your mood improved?” Calix asked, placing his left hand over the back of his right hand and loosely smiling with his chin propped on them.

“…Did it show?”

“Just a little.”

The thought of evading it crossed my mind briefly. Even though he had spent time and gone as far as to prepare a meal—doing it twice, it might seem like he was dealing with a beast that knew no gratitude.

I quietly put down my fork.

“You know, that tutor who harassed Lord Baier…”

“Yes.”

“I wasn’t thinking about him at all, and for that, I feel sorry for Lucas.”

“Why?”

“I had become quite close with that child, but I had forgotten about the person who hurt him.”

“However, has it not been long since you became quite close with the young lord?”

“That’s true, but still, that is just how I feel.”

Even as I spoke, I did not think he would understand. To someone like Calix, who had been leading a family from a young age and making only cold, pragmatic decisions, it might seem foolish. So, I added, muttering as if to myself, “It just happened to be that way.”

“I know that feeling too.”

I was gloomily chewing the French toast when I slightly lifted my head.

“That moment and now are different and judging the past with one’s current emotions is clearly irrational, but…” Calix trailed off, slightly tilting his head before he continued, “If a person could act rationally in all things, then there would be no reason for the existence of emotions.”

Unintentionally, my gaze wandered over his beautiful face.

“So I, too, owe you many apologies, Charlize. But if I were to say something like this, you are someone who would feel even more sorry.”

“T-that…” Of course, I should be!

As I was stammering, Calix smiled with his eyes.

“Please just give me this one chance. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this and finally got the chance to speak.”

I opened and closed my mouth, then finally shoved a piece of French toast in and nodded.

“Thank you,” Calix said, smiling faintly.

Somehow, I felt like I had become a bad person taking advantage of a good person. I looked at Calix with the same feelings I once had when I looked at Noah.

He seems like such a good person. In a world dominated by ranks, it was fortunate that he was an archduke.

I quickly finished the French toast.
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In the path leading to each of our bedrooms.

I didn’t know why I ended up saying such things at the end of our conversation. It might have been the French toast I had just eaten that softened my feelings. Or perhaps it was because I arbitrarily felt a sense of similarity, and the illusion that we had grown closer flowed in, riding on the moonlight.

It wouldn’t have been because of the kindness he showed today, as he had always been kind from the beginning.

“It just occurred to me, Charlize.”

I turned to look at him.

“If something happens to someone with whom you have a close relationship, it’s worrisome, but how close do they have to be for it to really be worrisome? Right?”

“Right…”

If I had known a bit earlier, I could have quickly dealt with Herez and sent him to House Baier.

“In that case, how about getting closer to someone with whom absolutely nothing will happen to, and trying to gauge that?”

As if extending a hand, he said, “Today, I had something else I wanted to say. Please allow me to share your burden too. I don’t want to just watch you handling everything alone.”

His voice, slow and distinct, continued, “My lady, I will make every effort not to become the subject of any of your worries.”

I found myself wanting to gladly grasp it.
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Lying face down on the bed, I threw a punch as the chronicles of my past unrequited love shouted at me.

“Hey. You’re really in danger!” was what they said.

To that, I replied, “I know already! I’ve known it since a long time ago!”

My love had always been uniquely paced and never intersected; given the circumstances of my previous life, the people I briefly fell in love with were mostly trash. Being in love didn’t turn trash into flowers, and since these fleeting infatuations were so short-lived, no further mishaps occurred in my already tangled life.

“Well, I did die like that in the end, but…”

In any case, it was a good decision to go visit Rosetta just in case.
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“…Are you worried that you might fall in love with the archduke again?”

“Precisely, I’m worried about getting caught loving the archduke. I will certainly come to love him again at least once. It’s certain.”

“‘At least once’ is not quite right. Twice, no. Even if I counted one year as once, it would be… six times, wouldn’t it?”

“If you count it that way, regrettably, it’ll turn out to be eight times.”

“Then just give up. Whether it’s eight times or nine times, it will be the same to the archduke, won’t it?”

“My heart feels different. That’s the problem…”
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Just like last time, I changed my clothes with a gloomy expression.

With this body, trying to go a bit faster could have meant leaving too soon, so instead of jumping from the second floor, I simply silenced my footsteps and escaped Elluiden manor.

Thanks to Noah, who had prepared two horses and was waiting for me, the sad tragedy involving only my two legs no longer happened.
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Around the same time.

“Has Charlize arrived safely?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“I see…” he said, as his eyes, profound and submerged like the color of the deep sea, became serene. “Well done.”

The knight then exited quickly.

At some point, his gaze, directed beyond the window, suddenly shifted.
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In the shopping district, Calix immediately realized, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, the moment Charlize had moved away, leaving him behind.

[image: ]

“My lord, shall I wait near the lady?”
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Despite knowing that a knight of the Black Night was concealing himself and guarding Charlize, Jay still asked such a question, seemingly with a slight smile.

Why does it seem like she’s the only one who doesn’t know?
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“Simply put, it is something that causes one to lose their rationality.”
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It was expressed indirectly, but everyone present knew.
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“C-crazy bastards…”
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It was that which was covertly circulated in the shadows. When it came to its most common use, it was administered to the main participant in a bet intended for confrontation.
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“Then, their intention must have been to provoke my lord in the shopping district and escalate the matter to find fault.”

“That must have been the case. Has this kind of incident happened before?”
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At that time, Calix answered, saying there were very many.

The time when the thudding of his heart, impossible to be real, was louder than the noise of the trigger being pulled—it was a signal flare announcing a new sensation he had never experienced before.

He didn’t even know whether it had been planned since then.

It was about losing the only thing he could have during a time when he had nothing. As he became increasingly thirsty and more anxious, even the act of waiting turned into a painful affair.

And yet, at the same time, the wait was enjoyable.
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“Be careful with that powder, Charlize. It could be dangerous.”
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At that moment, he wanted to grant Charlize everything she desired, while the doctor and Jay probably did not even seem to consider the purpose deeply.
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“It’s something that causes one to lose their reason.”
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While watching him open his hand as if letting go of something he had been holding onto tightly, Charlize had an unfathomable look in her eyes.
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“Perhaps I should even try to make a lot of moderately close relationships from now on. I feel foolish for realizing it so late. It’s because I lack experience, so if I have more, I will probably become more adept, right?”
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“Do it only for me.”

He skillfully hid the words swirling in his mouth under his tongue.

When looking at Charlize, he often—no, frequently—became anxious. She was someone who, while acting as if survival was her utmost priority, still seemed as though she would calmly close her eyes if death were to come, while saying, “It can’t be helped.”

He became endlessly anxious, as if he had already lost something, and at such times, nothing else mattered.

Their relationship was all right as it was, even if he merely carried the same weight to Charlize as other people. If he could become heavier, firmly plant his feet, and continue living, it seemed he could be satisfied with just that alone.

She had always been in the realm of the incomprehensible. So, he was able to understand how paradoxically he became whenever he thought of her.
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“Please allow me to share your burden too.”
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Even if it was dressed up as a proposal, it ultimately seemed as if his indecent mind had leaked out.

It was like the feeling, akin to the persistence of not wanting to lose sight of her at the edge of his gaze, lingering even if she was out of sight.

Everything was no longer unfamiliar.

Calix turned around; before Charlize returned, it was his turn to do his part.
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At dusk.

The office, with its indirect lighting turned on, felt more desolate rather than cozy.

Count Philliam rubbed his face with his hands, his wrinkled hand trembling as it swept down his face.

The catalyst was a letter that arrived late yesterday afternoon. Even after checking it for the tenth time, he could not control his emotions at all.

“Who in the world…” the count trailed off, clenching his fists tightly.

What will happen if I were to present this letter to “that person”?

He could be pleased that he did not go along with the current of betrayal and came to him instead. If so, Aria’s survival would be untroubled for a while. However, claiming that there was a reason for trying to involve him in a betrayal, they might attempt to eliminate him.

Then Aria, the child who was like sunshine itself, would never again experience warm sunshine and would simply die as she was.

The old count once again checked the stiff handwriting style that showed no trace of personality.
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Marquess Ronatus. Hair ends turning blue. Count Fernand, who periodically administered poison to control the marquisate. Charlize Lienta.
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At first glance, it seemed unkind, yet it could not have been any kinder. Apart from him, there was no one who understood the situation. His subordinates were just like parts of a machine, each only doing their own job.

Count Fernand sent an assassin to Charlize Lienta, and the enraged lady referred the matter to the noble court.

The count received a very rare sentence of ten years of hard labor, surely the result of a collaborative effort between Velliac Lienta and Calix Elluiden.

At that time, Count Philliam sensed that Count Fernand’s reckless actions were the result of “his” commands.

…Intended to flawlessly abandon Count Fernand. His face was contorted, but the paper in his hand was not crumpled at all.

It was at that moment that he heard it…

Knock, knock.

“Who is it?” the count asked with a tired face.

What returned was not a voice identifying itself but the repeated sound of knocking. As the count frowned and looked at the door, his eyes suddenly changed. He quietly opened the drawer and, in an instant, was about to grasp the dagger inside when…

Bang!

The sound of someone kicking the door resonated. It was as if, after quietly knocking once or twice, their twisted nature couldn’t ultimately be hidden.

By chance…

Count Philliam put down the dagger he was holding and opened the door. There stood the person he had expected to see.

Instead of exchanging unamusing pleasantries, the count asked, “Was that letter from the lady?”

“I thought I had made it clear, but it looks like I’ll have to be even more blatant from now on,” Charlize Lienta responded, arching her eyebrows.

After a brief silence, the count stepped aside.

“Come in. Although it seems I won’t be able to offer tea.”

“That’s fortunate. I wasn’t planning on drinking any either way.”

He immediately wanted to ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue, but because of his experience, the count managed to sit down quite calmly first.

“What brings you here?”

Charlize blinked, and then, suddenly, without warning, her fierce gaze pierced him like an arrow released from a bow.

“I have come here myself, risking danger to protect what needs to be protected. But do you, Count, plan to simply watch and preserve your own well-being until the end?”

Her overly direct words, exposing even his own weaknesses, had a profound resonance.

“The tasks I must undertake are not for cowards. Take this as your answer and go, Count. Run off to ‘him’ and report that Charlize Lienta had sent such a letter and had even come to you herself.”

“Indeed.”

Without hesitation, Charlize rose from her seat but paused momentarily at his ensuing words.

Count Philliam spoke as if clutching the remnants of a broken bubble, “Did the lady really cure Marquess Ronatus? Then, can you also make my Aria rise again?”

“So long as the count’s granddaughter has been poisoned by the same poison as the marquess.”

…Was it really poison, after all?

“I will guide you.”

House Philliam, a family that grew based on trade and accumulated wealth, owned a three-story manor in the capital. Nevertheless, the count’s life was confined to the first floor, as his granddaughter’s bedroom was arranged there to make sure the family doctor could immediately treat her if a crisis were to occur.

“Aria…”

The count looked at his granddaughter with deep affection, while Charlize observed the girl, who had fallen into a deep sleep, with a scrutinizing gaze.

“The ends of Marquess Ronatus’ hair were close to sky blue, but the Count’s granddaughter has a deeper color.”

Her expressionless face remained, yet she appeared to be intently thinking about something, not even blinking. “Is this what the ‘blue’ written in the text would be like…?”

The sentiment seemed strange and without context, but it was hardly surprising. Charlize Lienta had always been like that. From the beginning, she was not typically rational, making any of her subsequent actions difficult to predict.

“The marquess had been like that for three years, and Aria, for five. Their situations are not quite the same.”

The count remained composed, having not expected that the circumstances that had bound him for over twenty years would be easily resolved.

“Count, have you never doubted your liege?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

An unexplainable symptom brought down his only son, and in that incomprehensible situation, the count sought God, begged, and finally worshipped a being that was not a god as if “he” were one.

However, such moments could not be eternal, and his doubts gradually increased. Was it truly just a coincidence that he met, by chance, the person with the sole solution in a situation that seemed like an unavoidable natural disaster?

“But my children’s lives were hanging by a thread, and doubting would not even have changed anything.”

“What did you give in exchange?”

“It was funds.”

“Have you ever conspired in human trafficking to offer a sacrifice for dark magic?”

“You might not believe it, but there was nothing direct. The division of labor was very clear. However, I cannot say there was no influence at all,” the count spoke self-deprecatingly. “But is that really important? Having lived by doing dirty deeds, is it significant that I did not commit the dirtiest deeds?”

“It is important to me,” Charlize answered, before indifferently lowering her gaze.

At the end of it was Aria’s hair, tinged with blue. She then continued, “Because the person I do not want to lose worries a lot. If I say that I compromised with the worst of the trash, they will definitely cry, fearing that I might fall into hell. So, I must maintain the line.”

Her words, resembling a playful tone at a glance, had no hint of laughter in them. Indeed, when her eyes eventually met his, they were devoid of warmth.

“Was dark magic cast on the count as well?”

“That seems to be the case.”

“Then, please wait for about five minutes.”

Upon hearing her words, Count Philliam momentarily harbored uncertainty about whether the lady was a mage. If the fact that she’s a mage is revealed, House Lienta would have nothing more to gain, and it would only be bothersome. It wouldn’t be strange to hide it…

“No. Two minutes should be enough.”

“…My lady?”

“I will be coming back angry.”
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At early dawn.

The interior of the bedroom, into which a bluish light had seeped, was perfect—except for the owner of that very bedroom.

Who would have thought Marquess Vanachell would betray me?

Katarina’s eyes shone fiercely; subsequently, another fingernail mark was engraved onto the old object she tenaciously clutched.
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Theodore Vanachell.
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“Congratulations on your pregnancy.”
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He was always kneeling on one knee at Katarina’s feet, both seemingly finding it more natural to be closer that way than sitting face to face with a tea table between them.
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“Thank you for your greetings, Marquess.”
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At that moment, Katarina was smiling contentedly, but now she was shifting her eyes and biting her thumbnail.

Thuck. Thuck.

Katarina, who belatedly caught the irregular noise, irritably pulled her hand away. A habit she had long buried deep in her memories was now trying to resurface.

What is his intention? What does he hope to find out, or rather, is it even correct that he is hoping to find something out? To cast dark magic on me… Her fingernails deeply imprinted crescent marks on her palms.

Not interrogating Theodore right there and instead opting to keep an eye on him was certainly a reasonable decision, yet the feeling that she had made a mistake kept striking her mind.

“It’s all right. It was thwarted in the middle. It cannot harm me,” she told herself, biting her lip and closing her eyes for a long time.

Only after repeating those words to the point of nausea did she raise her eyelids. Then, the scared little girl transformed back into the calculating empress.

Katarina rose gracefully, sprayed perfume on the inside of her wrist, and with a deep smile spreading over her face, lightly rubbed her wrists together, looking in the mirror.

In order to flawlessly eliminate someone of the stature of a marquess, substantial funds were essential.

“Father will probably be happy after a long time.”
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Despite having arrived at Elluiden manor, changing clothes, and even laying down in bed, it was still dawn.

It ended earlier than expected.

It was all thanks to Count Philliam, who had already been suspecting “him” since long ago, so there was no need to prove that “Marquess Ronatus had the same symptoms as the Count’s granddaughter, and I was able to wake him up.”

It felt like there was a misunderstanding regarding the matter with Count Fernand, but… Well, since they weren’t even truly allies, it seemed there was no need to explain each and every detail.

It seems that their division of labor really is in effect. The count knew only the basic information that dark magic existed and that a price must be paid to invoke it; he really was just providing the funds.

“So, is that why he ended up casting only one dark magic spell on the count?”

I glanced down at the back of my left hand.
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― More delicately!

“…”

― …If you’re unable to, just consider doing “this” instead.
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Even though I received special training from the divine beast, my divine power worked only on Sasha. I thought I was just going to be mistreated, but it turned out that there were indeed effective results.
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“What is the name of the count’s liege?”
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Although I almost ended up with accusations of murdering Count Philliam. Hmm…

It was a spell that surpassed the dark magic that had been cast on Herez Berron. He made sure his subordinates didn’t properly know each other’s tasks and, fearing they might reveal his identity, had already cast dark magic on them. Moreover, even though Count Philliam was not directly involved with dark magic, and there would have been many ways to escape had he informed the imperial family, he still cast it on him so strongly.

“Well, he is someone who has a lot to lose.”

Even if the fact that he employed dark mages was discovered, escaping would mean the end of it all because, naturally, he would not be able to continue his current way of life.

Is it because he is fearful, or is it because he is cautious? Either way, thanks to that, I couldn’t even arrange enough sleeping time as I was busy playing twenty questions with the count!

“And it seems that they did not use dark magic on the imposter.”

Today, because of the dark magic that bound the count, I heard a future that had not yet been defined with specific words.

Even so, I still intended to try interrogating the imposter.

“Considering he tried to get close to my face, it seems there might have been something to it.”

Anyway, I diligently wrote this in the journal too.

Instead of relying on verbal promises, I trusted in signatures; however, I did not make a separate contract with the count. This was because the collateral was his granddaughter’s life.

If he really wants to save her, he wouldn’t betray me. Thinking this way, I felt like a terribly malicious person, but since I never strived to live kindly, I wasn’t particularly sad.

From the start, even before Count Philliam, I had Erich Ronatus as a collaborator. His role was to step in on my behalf for potentially dangerous matters. Come to think of it, it’s about time to make use of Erich again.

Illyden Forte had already returned for quite some time now.

The claim that Duke Lienta supported Illyden Forte because of his daughter, rather than for political reasons, was uncomfortably accepted—but not by the emperor, the empress, or the other nobles.

Empress Katarina would never accept and get over the sense of alienation alone; the only difference was whether it would be buried sooner or later. It seemed that even if he was captured and eliminated, peace would not immediately follow.

Sighing sorrowfully, I finally made a wish to the rising sun.

Please let me live long…
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Before his promise of betrayal, I had indeed felt the determination to kill him instantly.
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“I heard that Charlize Lienta has visited the Count’s manor.”

“I was just about to tell you that.”

“Go ahead.”

“The lady herself claimed to have treated Marquess Ronatus and, since she can also treat my granddaughter, she requested the provision of funds.”

“It’s been known that the Count’s granddaughter has fallen into a deep sleep.”

“The marquess also did not regain consciousness for a long time, so I think it might not be an over assumption.”

“Hoh.”

The gesture of tapping the armrest was more than relaxed; it was quite lively.

“Funds… Isn’t House Lienta also not lacking in funds? I don’t know what else kind of business she is planning to start again.”

Previously, the business she had started had utterly failed, so no matter how much he cherished his daughter as a father, as a businessman, he would certainly feel uneasy.

“It’s not that…”

The count hesitated.

At the sight of a very rare expression from the stubborn old man, he urged him to go on, raising his eyebrows.

“…It seems she has fallen into gambling.”
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It seems there really was no way to tell that the dark magic spell had been triggered and stopped by divine power.
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Anyway, because of that, I came home.

“Holding your hand really brings back memories. You were so small, just like a leaf, but you have since grown quite a bit.”

Duke Lienta had a distant look in his eyes. If my memory served me right, I graduated from holding hands with him before I was ten. At that time, I was nothing less than a rampaging wildcat; yet, to think he looked back on that time with fond nostalgia.

Where did he find any pleasantness in that? Perhaps the person born with the mentality to live the happiest in this world might be the duke.

“Father…”

When I held on a bit tighter, the duke snapped out of his reverie and looked at me. Meeting his eyes, which were full of deep affection, I spoke as if to affirm him.

“I think I will be frequenting the casino often.”

“W-what? What?!”

“Father. Please listen to me until the end.”

The duke nodded with a confused face. So, to continue… I must strike quickly and finish it.

“Didn’t I tell you previously that I entered this engagement because there was something I want to find out and must do?”

“That’s right.”

“That matter is now before me.”

“Was it about going in and out of the casino?!”

“Shush.”

The duke firmly closed his mouth again.

“I think I can find it at the casino. No, I will find it.”

“It’s dangerous there.”

“I will not become addicted.”

“I trust you, but…”

I was someone who had loved another for nearly ten years. Naturally, he worried that his daughter, who did not easily change her mind once she had made a decision and stepped in, might just settle down there.

“Every time I go, I will bring along Sir Evans.”

“Wouldn’t I be suitable?”

“Of course.”

The duke’s shoulders formed the shape of a steep mountain.

“If we really must go in, then t-t-that too must be something that needs to be done, right…?”

“Card games? Well, we will have to go through the motions.”

The duke bowed his head deeply.

“Then if it’s not possible for me…” Hesitating as he caught his breath, the duke finally succeeded in continuing what he was saying, “What about bringing along Archduke Elluiden?”

“…Uh.”

This time, it was I who had to catch my breath.

“That won’t do.”

“W-why do you say so?”

“It’ll be dangerous. It’ll be very dangerous.”

It really would be very dangerous.

Today, as soon as I saw the fragment of the future, I said, “Fortunately, it was what I expected. Please read this when you have time,” while handing over the paper as if throwing it, and then disappeared quickly.

Behind me, it seemed like Calix answered with a “Yes” in a voice tinged with laughter, but I did not have the courage to look back.

From now on, I should suggest changing our meetings to nighttime.

I wasn’t sure when it started, but our meetings shifted from five in the afternoon to nine in the morning. Since starting the day with a feeling of enlightenment felt good, I continued going every morning. However, the world had now become too bright, and everything was unnecessarily clear, which was a problem!

We just need to make eye contact, so we should just meet in the hallway at night.

I clenched my fist tightly and, without thinking, raised my head; then I saw the duke, who had stiffened.

“Are you saying that you, Charl, will be engaging in activities too dangerous for Archduke Elluiden to accompany you?”

…And so, the “Preventing the Duke’s Fainting” plan, which I had expected to take about an hour, kept getting longer and longer, ultimately taking more than three hours.
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I’m already exhausted…

With sad eyes, I looked at the main gate of the casino, having been informed that the carriage could only go this far.

As I walked along meanderingly, I saw many things. In fact, while one might associate a certain setting with a casino, surprisingly, this place had a very bright atmosphere.

Only nobles and commoners with a certain level of assets are allowed to enter; could that be the reason why? If one ended up degenerating into an addict with bleary eyes, entry itself would seem impossible. It wasn’t merely because of the casino. It seems the owner here has really gone crazy over money.

Just then, the sound of children laughing could be heard. Although a lot of money had been spent on landscaping, the fact that running on the lawn with shoes on was permitted made me feel like there was something important I needed to know.
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I understand why Duke Linix began coming here. It seemed that this place had satisfied even the taste of that man who was steeped in aristocratic principles to the bone.

“L-let’s go, my lady,” Sir Evans stuttered, gulping down his saliva.

I patted him lightly on the shoulder and reassured him, “Sir Knight will just be watching.”

I was confident that I would not become addicted to the casino, having already experienced it before. It was solely Sir Evans I was worried about!

I wonder if I am just needlessly ruining a good person. It would be fortunate if he continued just clinging to me like this.

Anxiously looking at Sir Evans, we entered the casino.
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Gasp!

“I…”

“Ah!”

“I—”

It was a place designed like an amusement park, made so that even families could visit on holidays without any reluctance. Although the casino was said to be a place that only those of age could enter, I inwardly cried out “Why?” but it amounted to nothing.

It seemed to be just a bit of conscience on their part. The exterior at least maintained appearances. The interior was truly magnificent, and it even seemed more ornate than the Greenity Hall in the imperial palace.

A life-sized solid gold lion statue greeted visitors. Intricate marble sculptures, which made people closely observe them, uncertain if they were real people or just statues, appeared commonplace here. Not to mention, there was even a giant fountain!

It’s terrible. It’s truly terrible.

The smell of money wafting to my nose was very intense. It was as if they were publicly declaring, by mobilizing the dealers, that cheating was unnecessary to swindle anyone’s money.

Having reached a suitable position, I stood firmly like a tree that had taken root.

“Isn’t that Lady Lienta?”

“Why is the lady here…?”

“Perhaps the archduke is also with her, is he not?”

“I saw her when she came in, and she was alone.”

I came in with Sir Evans, though—there were two of us.

The nobles’ perception of escort knights was perceptible. Having turned into a gambling hellion, I slyly glanced towards Sir Evans, intending to ask him if he felt offended.

However, as if he hadn’t just been subtly admiring everything his eye could see, Sir Evans was the epitome of professionalism.

Hmm. It’s a bit different, isn’t it? It wasn’t that he was being unexpressive; his face had just stiffened.

Following his gaze, I saw four middle-aged men at the end of it.

“Hey, you lot. If you do so well, what am I supposed to do?”

“So, when we said we were going to continue, instead of backing out, shouldn’t you have gone along?”

Surprisingly, the ones laughing heartily were individuals whose names I remembered. In my efforts to find Count Fernand, I foolishly memorized the registry and incidentally ended up memorizing their faces as well.

I’m smarter than I thought. I had thought my skipping a grade at the academy was achieved solely through perseverance, will, and fighting spirit. But it turns out, I was actually born with an excellent brain and had really just chosen to live that way.

Feeling somewhat bitter, I finally heard the words of welcome I had been waiting for.

“Hello, Lady Lienta.”
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In a vast forest owned by no one.

The split sunlight that squeezed through the gaps in the leaves reached what appeared, at first glance, to be an ordinary cave. However, inside, it glittered so brilliantly that it required no mere scraps of sunlight.

The boy, who had been walking and carelessly kicking gold coins aside with his feet, bent over. He seemed to be trying to fit together a round holy relic that was split in two, before he deeply sighed.

The only reason the boy formed a contract with a human, who wasn’t even of imperial blood, was that his divine power wasn’t depleted when he manifested at the will of his contractor. Moreover, he was content with being able, even if just occasionally, to meet the young imperial prince. However, for some reason, like water returning to a dried-up well, his divine power began to surge back.

Whenever he was certain of the prince’s safety, the boy would briefly visit his nest, which he had not cared for in a very long time.

He did not know if it was because of some kind of premonition.

After all, this was how it was found.

“…She isn’t sane.”

The boy shivered.
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“I know the author of the original novel.”

― Don’t call it a novel. It is someone’s record of having glimpsed into this world.

“I know the person who glimpsed into this world and left a record of it.”

― Do not assert that they are one. Could a mere human possibly glimpse into this world?

“Are you insulting humans in front of a human right now”

― …So, who is the “person” that left the record…

[image: ]

At that moment, her green eyes truly sparkled.

That was surely madness!

[image: ]

“They were someone who mocked me, the person who had died after drinking poison, by using my epithet as the title of the ‘record.’”

― What? All of a sudden? No, before that, how do you know that?

“Please promise that you will not hit me.”

― If someone hears you, they’ll think I have bad manners… All right, fine!

“I have read about this world in the form of a novel. Perhaps I am the only one, so I thought there must be a specific reason it was me, rather than it being mere coincidence.”

― Surprisingly, you can also think calmly… Keep talking.

“In that novel, I drank poison that turned my hair blue as a side effect and died. My nickname in it was… Lily.”

― …So you’re the Blue Lily?

“And while I cannot be sure if they are one and the same, there is another suspicious person who is writing storybooks in this world. It’s very strange.”

― What do you mean?

“I saw something strange in a dream—no, I heard it—and the person who wrote the storybook knew about it too. In terms of timing, they knew about it even before I did.”

― By any chance, are you talking about that storybook the child likes? If that’s the case, wouldn’t that man know the author’s whereabouts? He even commissioned that for a birthday gift, didn’t he?

“You know quite a lot, don’t you? Anyway, I too casually asked the aide and was told that the author moved after receiving a large sum of money from Calix. Then it’s not just about knowing their whereabouts but about actively searching for them. What a cunning, suspicious person.”
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She was busy with various things, so they hadn’t been able to talk for a while, and then suddenly, things turned out like that.

What in the world happened?
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“I won’t let them go…”

‘Crack.’
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The boy flinched, feeling as if he had heard that same sound again.
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“Quickly retrieve all your divine power. As a reward, instead of what I previously wished for, please tell me who that person is. It seems they won’t be found before then, and it wouldn’t be good to ask Calix or Noah to search for their whereabouts, as that would involve them too much.”
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Normally, upon learning someone’s identity, wasn’t it usual to think about how to properly avoid them? However, when asked, Charlize just tilted her head, alluding to the contrary.
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“Avoiding changes nothing. Then, at least, I’ll have the chance to let off some steam.”
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They were someone who glimpsed into this world, recorded it, and could also inform others about it.

And surely, that very person knows that better.

“She really is crazy.”

The heavy sigh he exhaled traced a long path and lingered in the air.
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“My lady, I heard you cleaned out the casino?”

I was sitting next to Sasha, waiting because I had heard Lucas was coming. But as soon as he saw me, that was what he said, making me flinch.

“H-how did…”

“How did I know? The rumor has already spread far and wide.”

“…I did do it so that rumors would spread.”

“Is there any chance of you becoming a professional gambler?”

His innocent words struck me to the bone, causing me to dejectedly hang my head.

“Even so, I only did it twice.”

“Probably so, since you only played two games.”

“…Why do you know about it in such detail?”

“The rumor has spread everywhere, you know?”

“Lucas, if you take the path of an informant, you will surely succeed. It’s clear…”

He shrugged his shoulders and said, “Ah, Your Highness, this is what the conversation is about…”

Sasha, who had just been quietly blinking his round eyes, listened attentively to Lucas’ words.

That was the case. I did too well. I shouldn’t have done so well. It seemed that including me in the scheme to completely exploit me would be unlikely if caution was not taken.

“This should be fun after such a long time. I mean, everyone else has been boring.”

Lucas gallantly shook his tightly clenched fist. It felt as if a cream puff was swaying in front of my eyes, but perhaps because my energy was drained, I didn’t feel very hungry.

“I’ll do better than the lady.”

“I’ll do well too, Lady Charl!” Sasha exclaimed, gently shaking his fist as well.

Thus, the card game, unmatched in its purity, began.

“Now, see this card? The person holding this joker card at the end loses.”

“Don’t you know this either? See the number on top here? If the numbers match, you discard it. If this remains until the end, you lose.”

Since I’m at it, I might as well practice losing, I thought, and practiced my glare as well.
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After a fierce battle full of sparks, Lucas, having secured eight victories out of ten, confidently straightened his shoulders and left the manor.

“My lady, how far do you intend to follow? Unfortunately, you can’t come to our home today. I have a dinner appointment with my mother.”

“Lucas… I’m sorry.”

I started the conversation by admitting that I had forgotten about Herez Berron.

“I thought it might be better not to tell you, but it felt like I was deceiving you. So, after thinking about it some more, I have to ask—do you want to hit me? Here. And look, there’s no guard around.”

“Argh! Are you crazy?”

Lucas, with his face turning red, hurriedly lowered the hem of my dress.

“You know, my lady…”

“Yes?”

“You really have no friends, huh?” Lucas asked, looking at me as if he felt pity. “You know, I too had forgotten about Herez Berron. From the beginning, it’s not something for the lady to feel guilty about. On the contrary, you revealed that Herez was a bad person.”

“Lucas…”

“You, my lady, deal with everything else so nonchalantly, yet why do you dig in strange places?” Lucas, with his arms crossed in front of his chest, quickly turned his head before continuing, “Even if you do nothing, you’re still my friend, and if you do something, it’s, of course, appreciated. You must cut ties with those who take your care for granted, and words of thanks should never be forgotten.”

Lucas, with his cheeks turning red, spoke grumblingly, “That is to say… thank you.”

[image: ]

Around the same time, at Lienta manor.

Evans practiced his swordsmanship ceaselessly with a frighteningly hardened expression.

“Why is Evans working so hard?”

“I don’t know… I’m scared…”

“The straw doll has already been split into as many as five pieces!”

“Huh. And he hasn’t asked for a sparring partner?”

“I don’t know… He’s a savage…”

“It just seems like he is doing it alone?”

“Why is he acting like that all of a sudden?”

“I don’t… Ack!”

“I heard he went to the casino with the lady, did something happen there?”

The eyes that looked at Evans were anxiously clustered together, yet the protagonist, receiving their gazes with his entire body, did not actually notice it.
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“Evans. My son. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you. Doesn’t House Lienta give you any time off?”
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At the words of a certain baron who claimed to be the knight’s father, Charlize told Evans to do as he pleased.

There must be a reason his father suddenly approached. With no choice but to accept, he kept a close watch on Charlize, making sure to maintain not too much distance from her.
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“You’ve become just like a dog that follows its master.”

“I guess I must have taken after father.”

“A-a-ahem.”
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His father struggled to suppress his anger, and Evans, as expected, was certain he had an ulterior motive.
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“Were you targeting the lady’s visit?”

“Why do you speak like that? I just thought that since you often escort the lady, perhaps this time, from afar, I might be able to see my son.”
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His father, who shamelessly raised his voice, eventually handed Evans a piece of paper.
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“Read this alone in a quiet place. Once you’ve read it, do not forget to burn it!”
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In fact, that paper had not been burned and was in his pocket.

Evans, with a sharp gaze, checked the ruined target and then set down his wooden sword.

He was never one to hesitate. He just needed to sort out his emotions before telling the truth to his lord.

“Noah, you also don’t know why Evans is acting like that, do you?”
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Before Noah could even answer, another knight interjected, “How would Noah know? Don’t interrogate Noah!”

“I-I… W-w-what?! I would never do that! How could I do that to our Noah?!” the knight exclaimed, on the verge of tears, as he waved his hands.

“Yes, I know.”

The knights, who had been looking at the situation with narrowed eyes, widened their eyes again.

“If you are angry or upset about something, you must definitely tell us instead of suffering alone, all right?”

“That’s right. We will always listen!”

Noah smiled only for a moment; the emotion in his eyes, as he watched Evans moving farther away, was that of concern.
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Glance. Glance.

His eyes busily moved back and forth between the clock and the door—an eccentric behavior that disappeared as if washed away after a certain time had passed.

Velliac Lienta focused intently on processing the documents with a strangely dejected face.

At such a time, the sound of knocking was heard, and a flash of color brushed past his eyes, which were becoming close to a deep green.
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“All right. Were there no other matters apart from that?”

“There was.”

“But it seems you can’t speak about it right now.”
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“Come in.”

The door opened, and the person who appeared before him had clear eyes, as if all complex thoughts had been washed away. Velliac gave him a fleeting smile.

“I met Baron Chiffon, my father, at the casino. This is the note he handed to me at that time.”

Velliac unfolded the paper that was folded twice.
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Every time Charlize Lienta enters or exits the casino, accompany her, inform me, and stall for time.
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As for money, losing it was not regrettable, regardless of the amount. However, if it involved targeting Charlize’s possessions, then the story changes.

Velliac cast a look that told him to explain in detail.

“There were no other words besides that. However…” Evans trailed off, swallowing dryly.

Every time this happened, Evans thought it was only fitting to remove “suddenly” from the sentence stating that the duke, who had once served as chancellor, had suddenly become the commander-in-chief.

“The choice you are making now does not help me in deciding whether to maintain your affiliation. Keep this in mind.”

Evans smiled faintly and began, “As you may also be aware, Duke, Baron Chiffon belongs to the imperial faction.”

He continued in a measured voice, “As for the lady, she has not yet formed a relationship with Archduke Elluiden… but she is in a situation where such a relationship might possibly be formed in the future. I dare to respectfully suggest that you discern the situation in detail.”

“All right.”

Velliac once again directed his gaze at the paper. After a while, his eyes, strikingly similar to those of his only daughter, returned to Evans.

“Sir Evans, you may return now.”

“Pardon? Yes! At your command.”

Evans, quickly recovering from his confusion and having saluted, left the room.

Velliac, now alone and lost in thought in the quiet space, eventually began lightly tapping his fingers on the desk before grabbing a pen.
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Late at night.

Calix turned the page with listless eyes. It had been quite some time since the insomnia he thought had disappeared had started again.
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His eyes, which were indifferently reading the textbooks during his academy days, suddenly grew intense.

It was the morning of the first day of the semester when, five minutes before the first class started, Charlize stood in front of the lectern.

With just that, the surroundings became quiet, and everyone looked at her.
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“The seat next to Calix is mine. In any class, it’ll only be mine. Remember that.”
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And as if commanding him to take careful note himself, Charlize fiercely glared at Calix.

I thought it was just on a whim. He thought that because he kept ignoring Charlize, she was just continuing out of stubbornness.

Although thinking of the past made him feel full of regrets, the reason he continually looked back and reflected on it was to make sure he did not make the same mistakes again, especially having once missed the opportunity because of them.

The past, which he had mulled over countless times, remained unchanged.

After placing the thick book and glasses on the bed, Calix reached the window with a leisurely step.

I have made arrangements to make things easier to reveal, which should make it more comfortable for Charlize.

From the third floor of the manor, the white flower bed deep in the garden looked like tiny blossoms.
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“It is said that growth itself is possible without special conditions.”

“It is unknown whether both types of Tuverrot growing in temples and non-temple areas can produce potent poison.”

“How unfortunate.”
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His gaze suddenly dropped downwards.

“Oh.”

Charlize was staring blankly up at him.

“Hello, Charlize.”

He longed to become a part of Charlize’s everyday life.

She just blinked and said, “Hello. So you were still awake.”

“Yes, that’s right. Why is my lady outside?”

“I was definitely not trying to spy on Your Highness, I was just taking a walk.”

“Hmm,” Calix murmured. He then leaned on the terrace railing and laughed deeply before asking, “Are you allowing conversation from this distance?”

“Yes, this much is fine.”

“It’s too far.”

“Let’s narrow it down little by little every day.”

Calix laughed again, and with his gentle voice, as if whispering, said, “Yes. Let’s do that.”
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“Yes. Let’s do that.”

My heart trembled violently.

C-could there really be such a coincidence?

Because of that imposter, I felt so irritated that I stepped out to at least breathe some winter air, not expecting at all that I would end up seeing Calix.

I was on the first floor, and he was on the third floor, so fortunately, his face wasn’t clearly visible.

“Are you coming from the dungeon?”

“Yes,” I answered, feeling proud. “I have come to know almost everything that needs to be known.”

Although the swing I had honed for Count Philliam ended up being used on someone else, it was not a waste of effort, as it proved useful.

His identity was that of a back-alley thug who had happily accepted the job for the promise of a hefty payment.

Later on, even just discussing the situation at that time with Calix would have immediately exposed everything, so I had intended to simply write it down and take care of it right away.

“He was merely someone used for a one-time purpose. It wasn’t dark magic but an elaborately crafted piece of leather on which an illusion spell had been cast. It was a misunderstanding on my part, wasn’t it?”

“A misunderstanding?” Calix asked, resting his elbow on the railing and his cheek on the inside of his wrist, tilting his head.

“When he brought his face close, I wondered if perhaps it was possible for him to do something by breathing in my breath,” I answered, awkwardly scratching my cheek.

While quietly sitting and listening to Rosetta’s story, I found it too difficult to remain still. So, as I moved around while still listening, I accidentally discovered a title that sparked “that” misunderstanding.
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“‘A Secret Agreement with the Dark Mage.’”

“T-that… Just a moment. My lady!”

“Am I not allowed to read it?”

“Yes, you can’t.”

“Really?”

“…Ha. You can read it.”

“Thank you, Rosetta!”

“My lady, if you were to fall in love with the archduke, didn’t I just tell you to just love each other?”

“That’s right.”

“And you, my lady, said that it could never happen.”

“That’s right.”

“Just show that expression; then it will be fine. If it doesn’t work out, just love him anyway. Express it. You’ll tire of it more quickly than if you keep it to yourself. So, just get caught and end it there. Love is naturally like that.”

“Rosetta, you seem like someone who has a lot of experience with love.”

“Well, it’s somewhat similar.”
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Unlike other books that researched and described dark magic, it seemed unusually thin… I ended up witnessing a wondrous world.

Rosetta, clearing her throat, snatched it away and chased me out.
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“In a book owned by Countess Eclisse, though it lacked supporting evidence, there was a phrase that seemed not to be there without reason.”
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The breath shared between the two lips was more powerful than anything, marking the beginning of an unbreakable contract.
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“Suddenly, that sentence came to mind, and so, I thought it must be dark magic, but after interrogating him, I found out that it wasn't, so I was a bit surprised.”

“That man brought his face close to my lady…” Calix, surely also wondering if it was strange, muttered softly.

I was nodding in agreement when I suddenly exclaimed and responded, “Yes, that really bothered me.”

“Yes, it’s very troubling.”

For some reason, it suddenly felt chilly.

I really shouldn’t catch a cold like this. I promised Sasha that I wouldn’t catch any more colds this winter, and we even made a pinky promise about it. I wrapped myself more tightly in the blanket and opened my mouth.

“Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes. See you later.”

My eyes sparkled.

“Has the day passed?”

“Yes. It just did.”

“Can I go there now?”

“Hmm,” Calix murmured, his voice low and resonant in his throat.

If it’s not possible, then there’s nothing that can be done… but it is regrettable!

Fortunately, he agonized only very briefly before his gentle voice, carried on the wind, answered, “Come quickly, Charlize.”
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Calix was waiting for me, holding a thick blanket.

Like a wild animal, I warily took the blanket from him and wrapped it around myself, over the blanket I already had.

“Isn’t it too dark?”

“This is enough.”

Calix’ eyes sparkled, as if to leave no doubt that he was the male lead, clearly visible even by the light of the scattered emergency lights alone. He leaned against the door with a languid air lingering about him.

The moment I cautiously took a step closer, he said, “Charlize. Hold my hand.”

Calix lifted his downcast eyelids and in that very brief moment, a fleetingly glimpsed fragile emotion seemed so vivid, as if it could be grasped by the hand.

“Otherwise, it just feels as though you are not here.”
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Surprisingly, the hand I had hesitantly held was now being clutched tightly by me as I felt more and more anxious.

Why can’t I see it? How could this be? Can I no longer see it anymore?!

Having been engulfed in a cauldron of grief, I finally managed to move my lips.

“Are you okay now?”

“Yes.”

After closely observing his seamlessly formed smile, I rapidly recited, “Maybe because it is dark, I couldn’t see the future. Oh, it’s not that the future is dark, but rather that the surroundings are. That makes it hard for me to see Your Highness. When it gets light, I will come to your office. Have good dreams!”

Fearing that Calix might say something, I ran away quickly and collapsed with a thud upon reaching my bed.

“If it doesn’t appear, that won’t do…”

Still, I had yet to confirm “his” identity; with only the details obtained through Count Philliam, it was difficult to pinpoint him…

Casino. Casino. Casino.

…because the information was punctuated with only that one word!

Visits the casino. Count Philliam’s money goes into the casino. Holds an attachment to the casino.

“He is either frequently coming and going as a regular customer, or he is the actual owner himself.”

The owner of the casino was likely a noble. It wasn’t just about having a lot of money or a discerning eye; the key was initiating the first step to get nobles to visit.

He has connections extending to the nobles. He may be a commoner with nobles as allies, but in this world, the nobles treat even their escort knights as if they were invisible. Still, just in case, I should keep that in mind too.

That reminded me of the person who, for the first time, made me suspect whether everything in this wretched novel was just carelessly described except for the main characters.

“Linix.”

Empress Katarina is not exactly well-off, yet Duke Linix is lavishly spending money on gambling. Despite this, she has kept the duke alive for a long time. They even tried to lure out a servant of House Lienta through the casino to strike at me.

She merely watched her father’s downfall, and it was unknown whether she was simply making appropriate use of him. Although it was said that they were not involved, it made sense; thus, I considered the possibility that House Linix might be involved with the casino.

Jurgen Linix is too foolish to consider. I heard that because we had that argument last time, he had been grinding his teeth and badmouthing me behind my back. Hmph.

He was known as “someone who seemed dumb in day-to-day life but strangely had good business acumen.” In fact, it was just that the empress, considering it beneath her to step forward directly in money-making, used Jurgen as a front to handle various matters.

Both he and I had equally squandered our family’s reputation.

Anyway, even if I exclude Jurgen, I’m not sure whether it’s the empress or the duke… If someone from House Linix really was the casino owner, I would feel uneasy about digging deeper through Noah.

“It’s not even about testing loyalties; it just feels strange.”

It seemed like it wouldn’t work with Erich; he was too inadequate. The duke would be horrified—

I burrowed into my blanket.

Since worrying won’t change anything, I might as well conserve my energy. Today, I have to go to the casino again. I had intended to go every other day, but since I could no longer see the future through Calix, I needed to become more diligent.

I’ve been grateful up until now.

Internally offering a sorrowful farewell, I tightly closed my eyes.
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“That’s right. I can do anything for you.”

Pressing his forehead against hers, the dragon said, “If I give you the creeps, there’s nothing I can do about it. That’s why you shouldn’t have saved me then. What’s the use of regretting now?”

The lips that were muttering incoherently stopped.

Despite being considerably shorter, the princess embraced the dragon, who willingly lowered himself.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

The dragon burrowed deeper and deeper, which the princess calmly accepted.

“It’s all my choice. That part too, I must bear.”

“Am I merely a burden you have to take responsibility for?”

“It’s quite similar.”

The princess chuckled softly, as if amused, while the dragon furrowed his brow.

“Now that you’ve become a burden, I’ll try putting my other baggage on top of you. Then it will be easier to move everything at once.”

“You…”

“I’m just kidding.”

She giggled.
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Her kingdom had long been destroyed, but she was still a princess.

[image: ]

“Have you never thought that it’s only right for a princess, who lives a finite life, to spend her life with a being also given a finite time, like her?”
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She was strong. She couldn’t be worn down.

However, everything always came crashing in without warning, and the princess, too, at the yet unfinished end of her life, might eventually become devastated and come to hate him.

He was confident that he could swallow that hatred as well, without leaving anything behind…

“For you, nothing is too precious.”

…even if it were mere platitude.
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Before going to bed, I said a personal farewell to the fragments of the future I had grown fond of.

…That was the case.

“Uh…”

Livan, who had been working passionately, glanced back at me. Perhaps because of the shocking incident Calix experienced last time in the shopping district, he had since taken to hiding his presence in the hallways.

He, who had forsaken even rest to work, made time to look back at me—I could only imagine how foolish my face must have looked. However, it couldn’t be helped!

What? Why did it appear?

Of course, I was thankful that it became visible. If it had taken form, I would have been so happy that I could have circled around it on my knees.

“Charlize?”

I flinched, stepped back, then quickly ran to Livan’s desk and reached out my hand to ask for paper. Almost instantly, Livan handed over a stack of papers.

Tap.

Quickly understanding that it meant for him to go far away, I then placed the paper against the wall and wrote on it.

Calix slowly spread out the stack of papers.
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I saw the future. I must go to the casino again this time.
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Tap.

On the back of the paper I wrote on, there was a reply.
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What kind of future was it?
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How should I summarize it?

After agonizing about it, I picked up the pen again.

Tap.
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He was smoking a cigar while playing cards.
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Was there a separate area for smoking cigars?

[image: ]

Last time I went, there was no one smoking cigars. It seems to be allowed only in specific areas.
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It’s another dangerous situation, I see.
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I wonder if he might be the casino owner. Could you please find out who that is for me?
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I will do that. Then, will it be possible for you not to go until then?
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I’m sorry for being shameless, but that’s not possible.
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“Hmm,” Calix mused, smiling strangely. “Charlize, you don’t have to apologize. I like your shameless side.”

As I grasped the paper again, Livan, with his lips tightly bitten, glanced at us sideways.

“Um, I’m here too, you know?”

“I see.”

“My lady. Like that, with words… No, that’s not it. Please continue using paper.”

Livan, who had flared up, suddenly calmed down, leaving me the only one confused.

Did he get stressed out because of work?

It would have been regrettable to become a person with such a ruined personality at such a young age, but I quickly calmed down upon remembering his bonus amount and my reputation.
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I will be back.
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This time, his response was a bit delayed.

Is it because it’s bothersome?

At that moment, I agonized over whether to say it was all done, wondering if the spacing of his replies was meant to tell me not to send them so often.
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Come back safely.
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Calix waved his hand holding the pen, his lips curving into a relaxed smile.

That was why, in front of the person involved, I couldn’t throw away the paper he gave. So, I just tucked it into my pocket.
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“My lady, you seem lacking in energy today.”

“Yes… I lost.”

“What? But you just won.”

Sir Evans tilted his head in confusion, and inwardly, I answered.

I failed to achieve a mental victory, so it was only right to say that I was defeated. I moved with a gloomy expression. I should have lost, but I couldn’t concentrate and ended up winning again.

It was on full display: the people who abruptly averted their gazes, fearing they might make eye contact with me.

“This time, how about just the two of us doing it harmoniously?”

“That sounds good. It’s going to be thrilling!”

People were also hastily starting rounds… At this rate, it seemed I wouldn’t be able to join any game and would just end up stamping my feet around.

Just as I sighed heavily, as if I were smoking a cigar, the employee who had guided me before approached, smiling with dedicated professional spirit.

“Hello, my lady. May I guide you to a more interesting place?”

Instead of answering, I turned to look at Sir Evans.

I wonder if I could take him along…?

While I was contemplating, Sir Evans just smiled.

“I’ll think about it for a moment.”

“If you are inclined, please raise a hand. I will attend to you immediately.”

As the employee moved away, Sir Evans, covering his mouth with his hand, spoke in a volume only I could hear, “I too am confident that I will not become addicted, because I have seen my father’s condition several times and know better.”

“I’m worried because Sir Evans is dazzled by and weak for flashy things. Remember how you gasped the first time we were here?”

“I don’t do that anymore…” he trailed off, awkwardly touching his cheek.

I continued to stare at Sir Evans with troubled eyes. Based on the atmosphere, it seemed to be a place where people with some money, who must have already been frequent visitors, were covertly shown around. If so, I would have guessed it to be more glamorous rather than gloomy.

If something there were to capture Sir Evans’ heart, it would truly be a disaster.

I haven’t visited often, but seeing that I’m already being called, do they think I’m mistaking beginner’s luck for skill and becoming arrogant? Then, they would probably try as much as possible to prevent me from leaving until they had properly fleeced my money.

Thinking of going alone, I suddenly worried about wasting more of my precious life than I had expected.

“Most importantly, having seen various things while escorting the lady myself, even I felt that way for just a brief moment. Other knights will likely feel the same, if not more so.”

“Sir Knight, you are quite proactive today.”

“While I have always been sworn to protect the lady, I now commit to doing so wholeheartedly.”

As if he was ready to kneel on one knee to prove his determination, I quickly said, “Okay, I got it,” and raised my right hand to stop him.

Sir Evans flinched momentarily but did not pull his upper body back; his expression remaining resolute.

I wasn’t trying to hit him…

I quickly came running and then trudged along behind the employee who was guiding me once more.
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“Oh! I see a new face.”

The one with a purple mask, puffing on the end of a cigar, raised both arms as if embracing the air.

“You’ve come at just the right time. The game just ended. Miss Squirrel, take a seat over there.”

Among those occupying one seat each at the table, there was also an experienced group that could coordinate with just a light glance.

The masks, meant to cover faces, were merely for show. Her silver hair and green eyes, however, fleetingly appeared and gave her away.

We’ll make a lot of money for the first time in a while.

The two men laughed as the game began simultaneously.
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It was just a mask to put on, with animal ears attached for the ease of calling.

I chose uneasily, as the colored masks seemed to have already been quickly taken by everyone else.

While enviously looking at the men in colorful masks, I twitched my eyebrows.

Finally, I’ve lost. Though it was clearly visible that they conspired to take my money, well, it was all right.

Originally, in my previous life, not only did I die a miserable death in lieu of the person I trusted, but I also had a history of being foolishly betrayed.

My money, I’m sorry. The new owner was a worthless guy, so I was sure my money would quickly find another one soon…

It was at the moment I was smoothly becoming a sucker that someone intervened, “You two there, since this lady is here for the first time, are you giving her an initiation? Then, how about including me too?”

“Did you come here after drinking somewhere? I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Where is the bell to call the staff…”

“This guy! Ah, I see. I understand.”

“It should have been done sooner.”

…

I grew gloomy while holding my cards. In the next round, too, the person with the purple mask caused a disturbance.

This table is rigged.

I hastily finished the game and quietly stood up.

There’s nobody who didn’t smoke cigars—none at all.

As if merely looking around, I walked leisurely then stopped appropriately, as if captivated by a statue. Then, I reflected on the fragment of the future I saw.
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“That’s good. Though it was not intended, the lady has come of her own accord,” he said, narrowing his eyes and smiling contentedly. “Perhaps the opportunity to plant a spy in Lienta has arrived. The marquess should keep a closer watch on the empress.”

Theodore Vanachell remained silent, speaking up only when his liege raised his eyebrows.

“The empress is keeping an eye on me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am certain.”

It was confirmed that, indeed, there was nothing in the empress’ womb.

Given that he was a close confidant of the empress, there was no expectation that he would last long, yet it ended sooner than expected.

‘It’s better to discard him before getting caught.’

He skillfully concealed his ruthless intentions.

“Then, in order not to appear suspicious, it’s top priority that you keep as low a profile as possible. If you’ve already fallen out of the empress’ favor, there would be no point in having cared for the marquess, would there?”

No special preparations for going out were necessary.

He planned to spend time smoking a cigar for the first time in a very long while.

He let out a short laugh as he entered the casino.
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Theodore Vanachell naturally had his reasons for playing the villain in the original novel.

There was no appropriate age to lose one’s family, but there certainly would be times when it would hit the hardest. For instance, having a big fight prior, or rejecting a suggestion to go somewhere because it was bothersome. Such moments—trivial decisions in everyday life that cannot really be called mistakes—end up deeply embedding themselves in one’s heart.

He had lost his parents and sister.

It was after he rejected their proposal to go on a trip to a resort city planned around his winter break from the academy, choosing instead to stay alone at their manor in the capital. Meanwhile, the other members of his family died in an avalanche.

I even remember the name of the city that became their final destination: Angel.

Theodore glimpsed the grim truth from the purposely damaged wheel—that no matter what, he would inevitably lose his family. Motivated by this, he swore loyalty to the empress to avenge his family.

So why did he suddenly change course…? Did the empress make him feel that there was no hope?

Katarina was someone who, the more useful Theodore was, the less likely she was to give away the truth. Having been an observer, he might have known that fact even better than I did.

Any thoughts about Marquess Vanachell end here. At that moment, by closing and then opening my eyes, I broke off my thoughts about him.

“Miss Squirrel! Come over here. I’ve saved a seat for you,” the man in the purple mask called out, gesturing for me to come quickly, while continuously waving his hand.

Why is he so nice…? Never mind, I came here to try to experience as much as possible.

Repeating that resolve to myself, I endured the annoyance and slowly sat down in the seat.

“Are cigars allowed only here? Why is everyone puffing out smoke here?”

As I frowned and asked in passing, the man in the purple mask chuckled.

“Well, yes. Naturally, places where you can receive privileges are limited.”
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Feeling exhausted in both mind and body, I decided to go to the second most innocent person I knew.

“Cha—rl!”

It was the duke.
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Together, we had an early dinner, went for a walk, and enjoyed teatime. The duke was very pleased with just this much, which left me feeling strangely drained.

I’m trying to save the duke, but I’ve ended up making him feel lonely.

The duke was the parent, and I was the child, but it seemed as though the roles were reversed right now. I, the parent—who had a precious child, the duke—needed to work to feed and care for him well, and consequently, it actually resulted in spending little time with him.

“Father, today isn’t possible, but may I stay here for one week starting tomorrow?”

“Huh?”

The duke, who was just blinking, seemed about to smile but then suddenly waved his hand, and blurted out, “N-no, there’s no need for that!”

“…”

They say children suddenly grow up before you know it. It was a brief moment of an absurd illusion, but I vividly felt the truth of those words.

“Now that I think about it, those siblings have been diligent in their studies recently. I’m considering hiring a tutor for them.”

“If you would do that, I’d be grateful. Rodante and Ange…”

The name, which I used to pronounce nonchalantly, took on a subtle nuance and ultimately remained vividly in my mind with a certain discomfort.

“Charl?”

“…The children will like it too.”

“If that’s the case, that would be fortunate,” the duke replied in a tone of little interest.

“Since I’m here, I’ll stop by my room and see the children too. I’ll come again next time.”

“Yes, you must come again.”

The duke’s eyes were brimming with emotion as he saw me off at the main building’s entrance. Repeatedly declaring “I will not get hurt” and “I will stay healthy,” I watched him vigorously nod his head, reminding me not to forget.
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After meeting Rodante and Angel and arriving at Elluiden manor, it was already around nine o’clock.

The reason I proposed staying, excluding today, with the duke was definitely not because my heart skipped a beat when I saw the always relaxed man gently show vulnerability only to me. Rather, it was because there was something related to the fragments of the future that I wanted to check.

At dawn, I pondered how I might accidentally encounter Calix closely, but no matter how much I thought, only the hallway came to mind.

“Just hanging around in the hallway would look suspicious to anyone.”

…Still, things are better than before. It would be suspicious in an ordinary way, after all!

I was confident that even if I was caught loitering in the hallway where Calix’ bedroom was located, Livan wouldn’t even glare at me.

“I want to see Sasha’s face.”

The child, who always moved according to a schedule, should be washing up crisply by now.
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Upon arriving hurriedly and knocking on the door, instead of an answer, the door opened a little.

“Lady Charl?” Sasha murmured, opening his mouth just a bit.

…A triangle shape.

Delight appeared in his gently blinking eyes as the child flung the door wide open.

“Have you come to sleep?”

“Is that okay?”

“It’s always okay.”

“Then just a little… Oh, are those pajamas I haven’t seen before?”

“Livan bought them for me,” Sasha answered, smiling proudly. “We were playing hide and seek. I won.”

Playing with Sasha and even giving him gifts… The broad, goofy smile that Livan might have made was vivid, as if he were right before my eyes.

Oh. I quickly shook my head vigorously to clear it.

“Let’s also play that together next time.”

“Yes!”
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With the storybook open between us, Sasha was on the left side, and I was on the right, each of us holding it harmoniously as I read aloud.

No one within Elluiden Manor could play the part of the princess gleefully tormenting the wicked king better than I could.

It was an enthusiastic performance…

After wiping his forehead, I covered the sleeping child with a blanket up to his neck.

Will it be hot because the fabric is thick? I lowered it to his shoulder line, but his neck seemed too bare, and it appeared he might get cold. After repeatedly lifting and lowering it several times, I compromised on a midpoint.

At just the right moment, I quietly left the room.

“There’s a chance of encountering him anywhere, rather than just staying in the room.”

I gazed regretfully at the door I had closed with my own hands, then forcefully composed myself and turned my head sternly. Undoubtedly, the top priority was the hallway.

Sneakily wandering down the hallway on the third floor, I suddenly blinked.

Hmm?

The voice was so faint that it was hard to identify, yet I could still recognize it.

It could be due to an occupational habit carried over from my previous life, or it might be because the nobles, while talking about me, were so busy telling others not to mention my name and saying “Shh, shh!” that my ears have naturally become sharp.

Meaning, the place I had arrived at was in front of Calix’ bedroom door. Realizing this, I hastily turned around.

“Charl—”

Why did he say my name like that? With that kind of voice…? Things became complicated, and although I looked menacingly at the door, I hesitated.

Suddenly, I remembered the words he had spoken before.
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“Please allow me to share your burden too. I don’t want to just watch you handling everything alone.”

[image: ]

I did not respond to those words… More accurately, I never intended to answer them at all.

I pressed my palm against the door and sighed deeply, then I decisively lifted my head.

We’re quite close, aren’t we? So, Calix, please do not misunderstand.

I was not just pretending to have given up, acting to make him lower his guard, and aiming for the right moment to sneak into his bedroom.

Sobbing, I grabbed the doorknob.

It can’t be helped if I am misunderstood.

Fearing that I might fall in love with Calix again, I had been diligently avoiding him. However, this was a different issue—I was worried about Calix. I was really worried.

Click.

The open window, with all the curtains drawn back, allowed the moonlight to pour in completely. Under the pale and delicate rays, his face revealed just that much of an expression.

I placed my hand on the bedding, to which the cold winter wind clung.

“It’s not real. It’s a dream that will disappear when you open your eyes.”

After mumbling that and shaking him a few more times, his eyelids lifted. The fierce look within his blurry blue eyes suggested he hadn’t fully escaped from the dream yet. However, the moment our eyes met, those sharp emotions quickly subsided.

“Charl…” Calix muttered weakly and blinked his eyes as if he couldn’t believe it. “Why are you…?”

His throat quivered as if he had just swallowed his words. It seemed like I had also appeared in his dream.

Recalling Calix’ expression just now, I grew solemn. Indeed, it seems I am an unpleasant memory for him.

With a mix of concern and a sense of responsibility, I spoke up, “When you only hold it in your heart, the weight feels especially extraordinary.”

“…”

“So, um, please continue speaking. If I tell you about a dream I often have, would it help you be more at ease?”

Calix chuckled with a low voice.

“You…”

It seemed like he was looking for the right words, and also like he was catching his breath.

“You… fell into a lake.”

He pretended to speak with ease, but his breath eventually trembled with unease.
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“Sometimes our hands couldn’t reach, and at other times, they did. At times we were both submerged in the lake, and at other times, I was alone.”

Just when I happened to be wandering in the hallway, coincidentally, it seemed he was not experiencing a nightmare with a bad ending.

“Finally, having escaped the lake, I thought the dream would finally end, but well, it seems not.”

“So the dreams always begin the same, but the outcome changes based on Your Highness’ decisions?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps… did the dream continue?”

“Hmm.”

I waited calmly.

“Only a vague feeling remains. I remember the moment I first dreamed, but… actually, isn’t it that moment?”

Calix blinked slowly.

As expected, this was strange. It was suspicious that his dream ended only after a specific choice was made.

…A lake.

The thought occurred to me that the lake Calix mentioned might not be the lake at the temple, partly because he did not mention Sasha. Perhaps it was mere speculation that arose because I knew of another lake into which Charlize had fallen.

“Were there no other peculiarities?”

“My senses had dulled, perhaps because it was a dream, I’m not sure. My lady looked uncomfortable, and although I wanted to help, I couldn’t even touch your hair.”

His eyes, which had been looking down at his hand, slowly closed and then opened in a languid movement.

Calix is said to have severe insomnia. It was mentioned in the original novel as well, because during the long nights, Calix often thought of Irian.

Anyway, it’s a relief that sleep is coming to him.

“Then, I’ll be going now.”

“Already?”

“Yes, it’s already half past eleven.”

“Would it be troublesome for my lady if I asked you to stay a bit longer?”

His face was too beautiful to just walk away from; it couldn’t be done. And when I was sick with a cold, he took care of me…

“That’s right. The reason I was walking around the hallway on the third floor was this: I remembered Livan, who used to rest there, and I just wanted to experience a new world of rest myself, so I was merely peering around. Then, thinking you might be having a nightmare, I came in.”

I was absolutely not wandering around with any suspicious intentions!

“I’m glad to have met the lady just then,” Calix said, smiling briefly. “It seemed like you were telling me that you were safe.”

His voice was undoubtedly calm, but it weighed on my mind. So, I said the answer I had thought of just moments before.

“It’s not a problem. I’m not even sleepy yet.”

“There should be a chair, right?”

Feeling awkward standing there blankly, I unnecessarily pretended to look around the bedroom and then spotted it.

It was somewhat cold—I had forgotten because I was wearing many layers of clothes.

“Should I close the window?”

“Hmm.”

Momentarily, Calix smiled faintly and nodded his head with a subtle expression.

Is it because he was embarrassed for having left a broken hinge unattended?

It just so happened that I ended up living diligently solely to save my father, but you see, I was notoriously lazy, second to none in that regard among people.

As a rule, the person who could open a window could also close it. However, the hinge I had confidently checked was, in fact, intact.

…Huh?

Bewildered, I closed the window and sat on the chair that Calix had brought over while I was doing so.

“There’s a book my lady liked; would you like to look at it again after a long time?”

“…Me?”

Perhaps even Calix might have a copy of “If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend.” I didn’t particularly like it, but I did read it as often as I liked something else. But how could he have known how often I read it before?

Anyway, trying to read it again to supplement my lack of practical experience wouldn’t be a bad idea, I guess.

And then, I became confused again.

“It’s an academy textbook. You always had it with you.”

“It wasn’t the textbook, but Your Highness that I liked.”

To think that Charlize had read it thoroughly enough to memorize all such things—truly, a person in love was great.

While browsing through the textbook here and there, I casually looked up because the surroundings were excessively quiet, only to see Calix smiling a little awkwardly.

“I feel like someone who resorted to shallow tricks just to hear those exact words.”

“I won’t misunderstand.”

“You can misunderstand, Charlize. Actually, I’m not sure if it really wasn’t there to begin with.”

It was a tone that was somehow heavy, like a danger signal that announced the start of my love ringing out.

I hastily opened my mouth, “When Your Highness said that there was a book I liked, I actually thought of a different book.”

At the sudden change of topic, Calix obediently followed along.

“What was it?”

“It is ‘If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend.’”

“The title is quite unique.”

“Still, the content is good. I have it, shall I lend it to you?”

“I will read it diligently.”

“I’ll be cheering you on.”

“Thank you, Charlize.”

Judging from the ticklish way he was speaking, I was reminded of something similar happening during the strange powder incident. He seems sleepy. It was natural for people to lose part of their reason when they were sleepy.

“Charlize.”

“Go to sleep.”

“Should I go to sleep soon?”

“Yes.”

“How resolute.”

If Calix stayed awake just a little longer, I could confirm the results of my hypothesis that “no fragments of the future can be seen after the sun has definitively set.”

It’s certain that it only appears at specific times, and I have seen fragments of the future only in the morning, during the day, and around the time before the sun sets. So, it might only be possible during those times.

Despite this, I still hoped that Calix would quickly go to sleep. Hurry up and fall asleep again. If he woke up completely like this, he would clearly remember what the dream was about, but if he fell asleep again, the details would become faint and blurry.

If it was a memory that caused that expression on his face, I hoped it would quickly be forgotten.

“Since my lady wants it so, I will follow,” Calix said, and then he firmly shut his eyelids.

It was truly mysterious how, even with his eyes closed, anyone could still tell that he was handsome. As I was stealing glances, he suddenly smiled, his eyes still firmly closed.

“I can feel your intense gaze…”

“Shall I recite a storybook to you?”

“If it’s a storybook, are you talking about ‘The Little Hero and the Brave Princess’?”

“Yes, I have it memorized,” I declared, my eyes sparkling.

Perhaps wondering whether there were sentences emphasized or repeated to brainwash Sasha, I thoroughly scanned through the material and ended up memorizing it naturally.

I will definitely unearth a storybook more fun and interesting than “The Little Hero and the Brave Princess,” one that perfectly suits Sasha’s taste. For now, it was enough if I became more thorough.

Even though such thoughts were running through my head, my mouth fluently delivered the contents of the storybook.
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“You’re amazing, Charlize.”

“Since you’re still awake, I’ll start the second volume.”
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Fortunately, my throat did not become hoarse.

While he was sleeping, I looked down at the man who still wore a cold expression even in his sleep.

I wonder if the dream that Calix is having and the dream I am having are similar in nature. If that were the case, strange dreams might also be visiting Irian, the female lead of the original novel.

“…”

Actually, I wanted to ask Calix in the garden where he had come to find me at that time…

Why did you save me, who had fallen into the lake? Why did you cry? Why… did you act as if you loved me?
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Evans straightened his back stiffly.

The expression on the face of the lady sitting opposite him was blank as she looked out the window, offering no comfort.

W-why did she ask for us to sit together?

As usual, they were on the road leading to the casino.

Although such words prefaced an unsavory destination, Evans also knew that Charlize truly had not taken a liking to gambling. The person involved had mentioned it directly, but more than that, it was the fed-up look in her eyes that largely conveyed this.

“Sir Knight, you have been escorting me since before, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How was I back then?”

“Pardon?”

At the unexpected question, he was perplexed for only a moment before Evans soon became deeply engrossed in thought.

“My lady… I had never seen anyone who lived more diligently than you.”

“I indeed ardently chased after the archduke.”

She didn’t mention his name…

At the academy, where only seniors, peers, and juniors were present, it was an unwritten rule to call each other by name. Nonetheless, they still attached “Lady” or “Lord” before the name.

It was well known that Charlize would immediately tighten the force at her fingertips if someone just called her name! In fact, Charlize called everyone by their name alone, equally and naturally, and this included the archduke.

Just as Charlize resolutely called Calix by his name, the archduke also referred to Charlize solely as “my lady.” Because of this, there was a time when Charlize requested to be expelled, which left the duke suffering miserably with swollen eyes…

“Why did I do that?” Charlize asked, tilting her head. “Why did I go to that extent?”

Inwardly, Evans also agreed with her statement. This was because, until Charlize abruptly started hovering around his vicinity, she truly had no connection at all with the archduke whatsoever.

What might have caused the lady to let herself be absorbed in the archduke for such a long time?

“Sir Knight.”

“Yes, my lady.”

At that moment, the lady seemed immersed in nostalgia, trying her best to revive her memories. Therefore, the question that came to him was something beyond what he had expected.

“Are you really planning not to tell me the contents of the note Sir Knight’s father passed on?”

Evans’ eyes shook.

“You told my father but kept it a secret from me? I thought the time we had spent together was not insignificant.”

“H-how did you know?”

“The gaze between the two of you was intense and deep. It was the kind of look unique to people who shared a hidden secret.”

As his embarrassment soared beyond the threshold, Evans was, on the contrary, able to remain calm.

“…Please be careful with your choice of words, my lady.”

“Tell me.”

“The content was that whenever the lady enters or leaves the casino, I should contact him.”

“How were you told to make contact?”

“It was not written down, but in such cases, it is usually customary to inform the staff in advance, so it would have been enough to just pass it on through a staff member.”

“What did father say?”

“The duke made no particular order. Naturally, I have not been in contact with my father!”

“Good,” Charlize said, narrowing her eyes and smiling. “Please make contact with him from now on.”

“My lady…”

Evans moistened his dry lips and struggled to begin speaking.

“…It could become dangerous.”

“What’s the problem? Sir Knight will be there with me too, right?”

Charlize tilted her head, while Evans just blinked rapidly, taken aback by her nonchalant tone as if she were stating the obvious.

“Yes, that’s right.”

After a moment of silence, he continued in a firm tone, “I will always protect you, my lady.”
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Yesterday at dawn, I met the divine beast for the first time in a long while.

Having been to the casino, spent time with the duke, cozied up with Sasha, and met Calix, I slyly pretended not to notice the divine beast and once again got struck on the back by a lightning-fast tail whip.
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“Divine beast, when will your divine power be restored…? It doesn’t seem like it would be far off, I think.”

― Why do you ask?

“Since divine power and dark magic are opposites, could it not neutralize dark magic? So, when all your divine power returns, can you tell me a bit about it…”

― This being does not involve himself in personal matters.

“Sasha looked at the lizard doll and showed curiosity, asking if real lizards also looked like that.”

― The time period you were asking about, I also do not know.

“Then, though it is far insufficient compared to the great divine beast’s divine power, and it can’t even come close to matching the divine one’s toes no matter how much it develops, can my divine power not still grow stronger?”

― Divine power is something one is born with.
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The divine beast must completely recover his divine power for the next major event to properly unfold.

By messing up the flow of the original plot and provoking “him,” I immediately faced limitations in obtaining useful information through the fragments of the future.

Eventually, I decided to choose a brute-force method.
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Identify the identities of all the people entering the special room.

It was a very, very small consolation that women and men with long beards could be excluded.

Life was too short to enjoy even simple pleasures like rolling around on a comfortable bed. Yet, when I thought about a future filled with endlessly repeating outings just to meet grimy people, only tears came.

It has been a very long time since I had teatime with Sasha. Only Livan and the butler became happy.

Therefore, I had no choice but to welcome the baron’s scheme.

“Good.”

My first option, intending to become an easy pocket to pick, was discarded.

I will proceed with option two, which involves conquering everyone to stimulate people’s competitive spirit and to be approached by many. No matter how it was, since he was Evans’ father, I felt sorry about having him be the first target. However, seeing Evans’ face, it seemed it would be all right after all. Since his voice is very loud, it will attract attention.

I smiled wickedly. The second ones will be the guys who were targeting my money.

And then, I quickly became exhausted and blinked slowly.

As I searched through the Register of Nobles, I was only able to sleep once it was late. Amid the people I met last time, there just happened to be a blond man. Among the nobles, that was very common. Fortunately, since a mask was worn and the age could be approximately inferred, I managed to finish by dawn.

Adrian Senac.

The name I finally unearthed was somehow familiar. If it’s not because of the original novel, then he must be someone I met before remembering my previous life. If it was the latter, the fact that I, who during that period had an interest in no one else equally except for Calix, came to regard him as familiar, undoubtedly indicated an intensely entangled relationship.

When I was groaning, Evans asked in a very cautious voice, “Then, may I inquire why you asked about matters related to the archduke?”

The duke must have ordered it. Because Sir Evans did not seem curious at all!

If that was the case, I would feel sorry to merely gloss over it, as if nothing had happened to the duke during those times.

“Sir Knight, you know too that I’ve changed a lot.”

“Pardon? Yes…”

“I now have the leisure to look back at the past, and so, I was just curious about myself from that time.”

Although I often thought of it separately, the Charlize who had loved Calix was also me. Just because I suddenly remembered my previous life, I was not confident that I wouldn’t be shaken again when confronted with the triggers that made me fall in love with him.

I must prepare thoroughly. Yesterday was especially dangerous. It seems the time has come to try Rosetta’s second suggestion.

The first one—confessing—I only pretended to listen and responded, but I never thought about it again.
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“Pretend to love someone else. Then perhaps he won’t even be able to think that you love him?”

“I’ve also thought about that several times, but there’s a very big problem.”

“What?”

“It’s a very serious problem.”

“What is it?”

“There is no one more handsome than the archduke.”

“…You’re not really going to fall in love, so what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I don’t have the confidence to pretend to love someone else.”

“You could just keep sticking by his side. From the beginning, your facial expressions haven’t even been very clear. And as for chasing His Highness—ah, sorry. Even then, when you were in love, you never made lovey-dovey eyes at him or anything like that.”

“…Rosetta, you’re so great!”
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In the original novel, the way Charlize looked at Calix was typically described as “persistent,” with “eyes so heavy they do not waver,” and “obsessive”—all repetitions with similar significance.

The descriptions that were tediously repeated must have embedded themselves so deeply in my mind without me realizing it—to the point that I had never thought to ask how my face appeared from someone else’s perspective!

It seemed I should do something similar, so I tried to at least prepare my facial expressions, since I’m not confident in acting, but… What had felt like years spent in sighs was surprisingly resolved.

Would it be enough to repeat it with just three or four people? Having once loved for a long time, it seemed shorter now—I think I could just say that. We could even maintain a completely non-awkward friendship, even after breaking up!

If possible, it would be better if those three or four people shared similar features. Of course, they should be features that Calix did not have—so that he would seem like an exception to my tastes… Although that really was the case.

In any case, I burned up with enthusiasm.
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Lucas’ cute voice seemed to be faintly coming from afar.
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“My lady, I heard you cleaned out the casino?”
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Now, I had become able to nod confidently to that question.

That’s right. I really cleaned out their pockets! Especially, I cleaned out the two men with bad habits so thoroughly that for a while, they wouldn’t even be able to think about joining the game.

This money needs to be sent somewhere else. If it became known that I made money this way, I could almost see the image of the duke, trembling with worry that I might become too interested in the casino.

It was as I was walking and thinking about where to send it…

A purple mask.

Those with golden hair were familiar to my eyes, perhaps because of the painful memory of having intensely studied the Register of Nobles. It’s better if I know immediately who they are, depending on the situation.

Since I could only remember his facial features and couldn’t just roughly guess, a lot of effort went into it.

Adrian was heading toward the building, and I was heading toward the main gate, so we naturally ended up passing each other. At that moment, a realization flashed through my mind like an intuition…

Ah.

No matter how difficult the problem was, if one knew the approach, it could be solved. So, after shifting my direction slightly, I then remembered Adrian.

The name sounded familiar, yet I couldn’t recall when I had met him. What remained in my memory was his appearance. Now, Adrian’s excessive goodwill was no longer surprising.
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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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I pursed my lips.

“Sir Evans, before going to Irian, a place has come up where I need to stop by briefly.”

“Yes, I understand. Where should I tell the coachman to go?”

“Count Philliam’s estate.”

“…Pardon?”
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Scritch, scratch.

The pencil that had been moving diligently suddenly stopped.

Angel, with her brows drawn together, pressed her lips tight.
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“Angel, have you ever lived in a city where the seaside is visible?”
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It was an out-of-the-blue question.

When she answered “no,” Charlize said, “I see,” and flopped down on the sofa.

Although it was clearly a very lazy action, it only appeared relaxed. Was that the reason? She ended up saying such words to the lady, who appeared leisurely for once.
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“You don’t need to take the exam. I’ll pay to get you in.”

“What if I keep failing even after getting accepted?”

“Just keep attending, you seem unlikely to fail anyway since you’re always so diligent.”
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…Diligent.

Indeed, Angel was diligent in everything. She earned money with such diligence that it bruised her knees, supposedly to avoid having it all taken by thugs who demanded payment for providing a place like a barn. She tried to earn more than her quota to meet Rodante quickly, working to make money away from the watchful eyes of the orphanage teachers.

However, Angel knew it was not because her nature was especially industrious; it was simply out of desperation.
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“Angel!”
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His round eyes grew larger as if he couldn’t believe it, and his voice was filled with joy. Even now that he had become a full-fledged young master, he remained gentle and kind.

It was to such an extent that Angel ignored her own brother until the very end.
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“Just a moment.”
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At that time, Charlize rested her chin on the back of her hand and looked closely at Angel.
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“Your ambition to graduate as salutatorian from the academy is commendable, but why did you say your reason for doing so was to support Sasha?”

“That…”
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Fearing that the lady might lose affection for her, she was too frightened to speak the words she wanted to say in that moment, and they cowardly lingered in her mouth.

Bell—no, the imperial prince—always followed me even though I did nothing for him. Truly, I did nothing for him until the very end.
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“Choose the path you want to take. Sasha will like that better too.”
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Scritch, scratch.

Angel moved the pencil again.
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“And from the beginning, remember, you are young and still too young. You don’t have to choose just one path already.”
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…I should have spoken a bit more kindly.
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“Next time, I’ll bring Sasha too. Let’s play together once more.”

“Does my lady only think about playing?”
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Somehow, becoming embarrassed, she kept fidgeting.

Memories were like stones that protruded unexpectedly, and like a person tripping over them, Angel momentarily hesitated, then moved the pencil even faster.

Being admitted to the academy was already something to be grateful for. She planned to resolve the tuition on her own, all the more because she assumed Charlize would think of the money spent on her and her brother as insignificant.

Angel really did not want to be weak anymore.
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During a drowsy afternoon.

Livan had become very sentimental.

What was I even thinking…? Could it be that the shock was so great because the young archduke, who was undoubtedly thought to be seven years old, had actually been eleven? There were still often times when he felt that Archduke Elluiden, amidst the adults’ circumstances, was like a boy who had been wounded.

Only then would these past few days make sense!

Upon reflection, it was a sudden attack that occurred while he was leisurely chatting with the lady. But why did my thoughts drift towards deciding to work hard?

At the periphery of his squinted and narrowed field of vision, the book held in Calix’ hand suddenly caught his attention.

Read This… You Can Also… One and Only…?

He wasn’t sure when he started reading a book with such a cryptic title, but there weren’t many pages left.

What is he reading so intently?

While he was feeling puzzled, Calix called him with a strange expression on his face.
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“Livan.”

“Pardon? Yes?!”

If the call he received was because he hadn’t done his work properly for just a brief moment, Livan, biting his lower lip tightly, planned to immediately run to Sasha.

“Would you like to read this once?”

“…Yes?”

Livan slowly rose from his seat and furrowed his brow.

“I thought the title was strange… Is it a book with seditious ideas?!”

If that was the case, then Calix was indeed working. Feeling guilty for daydreaming and having fun by himself, Livan quickly raised his voice.

“I will read it!”

“All right.”

“…I will read it.”

Still holding the book, Calix responded in an offhand manner, “I told you to do so, Livan.”

Livan just stuck his head out and read its content.

“This is…” he trailed off, his eyes wide and trembling as he turned to his right. “This is why people should not work too hard and should live their lives. If not careful, the misguided idea that even things that cannot be known through books might be thought knowable through them might sprout.”

Although it was subtly mixed with a bit of jest, it was sincere.

It couldn’t be helped! This is completely like “studying romance through books,” isn’t it?!

While closing the book, Calix muttered, “Don’t be like that.”

“Why do you say so?”

“It’s someone’s favorite book.”

“…”

Only now, at the end of his lowered gaze, did the title become visible.
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If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend
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“That person said this book was good for building friendships, but it seems the ‘friend’ here refers to ‘that’ kind of friend.”

“The lady…”

“Livan.”

“…Could the person who must not be named truly understand that the ‘friend’ in the title refers to ‘that’ kind of friend?”

“Well…” Calix began, smiling mysteriously as he recited a sentence that had particularly captured his attention.
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“…The lady came to visit?”

“Yes. She suddenly visited without notice and asked to convey her apologies.”

Her visit, both sudden and direct, led Count Philliam to assume the worst.

Perhaps there was a problem with the antidote, and she intends to break the contract?

Charlize did not give the antidote. Considering the nature of their deal, it was not a ruthless decision but a natural course of action.

If Aria were to wake up, the news would immediately be delivered to “that person.” He would then realize that the antidote had been used as a condition to conspire with the lady, leading to the count’s swift elimination. Should that occur, the lady would never be able to learn what she wanted through Count Philliam.

He hurried to the reception room.

“Have you arrived?” Charlize asked, then she raised her eyebrows and sat down again.

He thought all his emotions had been eroded by the cruel passage of time, but perhaps it was the glimpse of hope that followed which made the count helplessly anxious.

“I have come to speak about the antidote.”

“The antidote…” he echoed, unable to feel happy about the unexpected proposal since there had been no progress. “Is there a reason for your sudden change of heart?”

“I had planned to gather information about ‘him’ through the count and narrow down the scope from there, however…”

“However?”

“It’s happening much faster compared to what I expected.”

It was a vague answer, so the count just remained silent, still looking wary.

As if it were none of her concern, Charlize opened her lips, “I will deliver it within three days.”

“Just three days…” the count murmured, barely swallowing the words that burned like scorching hot coal. “Is it possible?”

His hand, clenched into a fist, trembled, unable to suppress the intense emotions. Upon noticing his exposed agitation, her dispassionate gaze met it, but only for a very brief moment, as Charlize immediately continued speaking.

“When your granddaughter awakens, go first to ‘that person.’ Then say that although Charlize Lienta gave you a potion, you did not trust it and left it unused. Mention that a servant administered it to your granddaughter, who then woke up. You can vaguely choose that servant from among his spies. You should also subtly hint to the spies that I delivered a potion.”

“My lady,” the count spoke gravely.

He could have just nodded, pretending not to know, but his reason for not doing so was not some trivial sense of conscience. He had abandoned all emotions like conscience when his granddaughter, following his son, lost consciousness.

It was solely for Aria.

He worried that she might live with a heaviness in her heart, unable to even thank the person who pulled her back from beyond consciousness.

“I’ll be honest. I am in a hurry, but rushing tends to lead to mistakes in unexpected areas.”

“You think I am going to die.”

“Remember, the most positive way to describe the lady’s current choice is, at best, ‘optimistic.’”

At that moment, the count realized that her green eyes, which he thought were calm, were actually not calm at all.

Charlize suddenly laughed, then said, “You should worry more about yourself rather than me. It would be regrettable to part ways without spending proper time with your granddaughter, who is just about to awaken.”

After a moment of silence, Count Philliam returned to the main point.

“There is a flaw in the lady’s suggestion. Wouldn’t ‘he’ find it strange that his own henchman administered the antidote to Aria?”

“Have you, Count, ever thought that your granddaughter’s condition might be all right just as it is?”

“That…”

“That wouldn’t have been the case, right? Because her condition would have been unstable. Thus, you became more desperate, didn’t you?” Charlize asked expressionlessly, then continued, “A weakness tends to be more useful when it is appropriately manipulated rather than just being held in one’s hand.”

“…If Aria wakes up, I will make a large donation to the temple, making sure that the news spreads far and wide. With that, I will make it known.”

“I will be going now.”

Even after Charlize had left the manor, Count Philliam remained seated, staring blankly and unable to leave for a while.
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Adrian Senac.

He was the illegitimate son of a humble family who, under the pretext of his mother’s safety, was blackmailed into working as a gofer. Fearing his conspicuous purple pupils would give him away, Adrian thought his true identity might someday be discovered.

However, he belonged to a different class than most people, living a life in close contact with death. Instead of succumbing to despair, he offered a single piece of assistance as compensation to the person who would suffer because of the goods he delivered.

Is it because Adrian is worried that he might wander as a lost soul after dying as well? I too had such worries once.

Anyway, the reason Adrian saved me, who was nearly exploited, was likely because he soon planned to procure poison to use against me. If his purpose was to sell me some, there would be no reason to act kindly twice, so the likelihood of being poisoned was high.

Already… How many times has it been…? Perhaps because of the numerous threats to my life, to the extent that I could thoughtfully count them on my fingers, I had become quite composed.

“My lady? There was a thud, are you all right?”

“Mhm. I just slipped for a moment.”

I hurriedly climbed onto the seat again.

I’ll try targeting Adrian. He knew how to neutralize the poison made from Tuverrot, meaning he was not going to be just some low-level henchman. From whom he received orders, from whom that person received orders, and where that person lived—all could be traced back. Inevitably, it would lead to “that person.”

And he…

“My lady, we have arrived.”

I got out of the carriage fine, but then my legs gave out, and I ended up falling into Irian’s arms, who smelled of paint.

She… seems happy.

“My lady?”

“…Irian appeared in my dream, and suddenly I wanted to see you.”

“Me too.”

“Did I appear in your dream too?”

“That’s not it, but…” Irian trailed off, then smiled faintly. “I… wanted to see my lady too.”

While looking at the world’s strongest and kindest smile, I clutched my chest and murmured, “How dangerous.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s nothing.”

After shaking my head, I gestured with my eyes to Sir Evans, who, maintaining a somewhat composed expression, took it out.

“Irian, it might be cold, so wear this.”

I wrapped my scarf tightly up to Irian’s nose and draped my coat over her. Although puzzled, Irian quietly accepted my touch.

“…could do it.”

“Warm up first.”

“I will do…”

“Let’s go.”

Soon afterward, I witnessed her sparkling hazel eyes and plump cheeks smiling as if amused, despite unexpectedly facing the wind.

From the very start, having completely destroyed the original, I wondered if Calix had perhaps become the sole main character. However, Irian, after all, was still a main character!

Then, might there be something going on with her as well? I furtively stole a glance at Irian.

“It was fun.”

“What was?”

Since it was obvious my hair would get all messed up, I had tied it up before coming, allowing me to simply shake my head once. Instead, I swiftly tidied up her brown hair, but soon after, I hurriedly stopped my hands.

Her hair, which had been beautifully disheveled as if intentionally styled that way, became weirder the more I touched it… “L-let’s go inside.”

“It’s cold, isn’t it? Let’s head inside quickly.”

I sheepishly followed her hand, feeling anxious as she led me.

“There was something I didn’t understand in the novel Countess Eclisse was reading, but I think I figured out why the male lead fell for the female lead.”

Irian smiled slightly.

“The male lead doesn’t feel the cold, so he wears light clothes, but the female lead is concerned about that and picks out outerwear for him. I thought it might just be bothersome, but it wasn’t.”

In disbelief, I asked if I was the female lead by pointing at myself, and Irian just smiled while nodding her head.

“Uh… thank you.”

When I timidly expressed my thanks, Irian smiled again and asked, “What for?”

So, like this, I’ve become a main character.

After quickly shaking off the strange emotions, I spent some time idly viewing Irian’s work before reluctantly climbing aboard the carriage heading to Elluiden manor.
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Irian was not having such dreams at all.

It was strange, yet not strange, that only Calix was experiencing it. They were the main characters of this world, but I was seeing things through Calix that I couldn’t see through Irian.

It wasn’t visible through Rodante again either. Regrettably, it seemed as though the cycle had become incredibly long. I almost became an ardent supporter, nearly visiting the academy regularly just to check; however, it seemed that would not be necessary.

I rested my forehead against the window and continued the thoughts that were interrupted when we arrived at Lafranche manor.

“He” does not wish for a change in the throne, but… As of now, Sasha was just seven years old, too young for Calix to have sufficient justification to rebel against the emperor.

The emperor is being very quiet. It wasn’t just an act; he was actually quiet. Perhaps because a successor had been conceived, he no longer cared about the late emperor’s direct lineage, or he might have deliberately avoided checking up on him, as if to convince himself there was no need to worry.

“He” also wasn’t initially targeting the duke directly. The person who set the trap was me. Even though the ultimate goal might be the elimination of Duke Lienta, for now, it was me. So, in fact, even up until just a little while ago, it was not at all strange that I was the target.

This was because he had a clear purpose: maintaining the current imperial power.

Duke Lienta claimed to maintain neutrality, but as a human, he was susceptible to change. He must have thought that the power of House Lienta, which had not yet been handed over to anyone, was a concern. What could be his reason for wanting to keep the current emperor on the throne?

It was simple. His goal must have been to maintain or improve his current situation. Likely, maintaining the throne itself was not the objective. After all, he was someone who tightly sealed his subordinates’ mouths with dark magic to preserve his current lifestyle.

His lifestyle must be closely connected to his surrounding environment. If he must hide himself, having become a fugitive, it is an environment that cannot be sustained.

It was as if I vaguely knew but couldn’t quite grasp it. I grimaced, keeping in mind what I had thought, and sprawled out on the cushion.

In the original novel, it was not until almost a year later that Charlize would come into contact with the poison made from Tuverrot, with Adrian acting as the intermediary. The other major trends in the original flowed similarly, but this one advanced unusually fast.

Tomorrow, I must meet Adrian.

Having made the decision for a comfortable remainder of my life, I stepped out of the carriage. Although I intellectually understood my grueling schedule, my heart absolutely could not accept it. Thus, I found myself walking weakly, dragging my feet involuntarily.

“My lady.”

I just ended up jumping on the spot…

“Did you come after doing something bad? Why are you so surprised…? Just a moment. What’s with those eyes?”

Livan backed away as I fervently continued to ponder whether it was possible to erase certain memories from a specific time period.

However, reluctantly giving up on these worries, I asked, “What’s the matter?”
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“That is what I would like to ask,” Livan answered reluctantly.

Looking around, I realized we were in the hallway on the third floor.

Since we’ve already met, I should ask what I’ve been meaning to ask him. I humbly accepted the bad habit ingrained in me.

“Do you happen to know where Sir Jay is?”

“He will not return until tomorrow. He has gone to find someone.”

“I see,” I said, nodding ruefully.

“Aren’t you curious about who that someone is?”

“Yes?”

After I responded indifferently, Livan looked at me with a cloudy gaze and suddenly asked, “By the way, what were you really thinking about earlier?”

“…you…”

“Yes. Please speak.”

“I thought you looked like a small animal with fluffy fur.”

To think that he even went as far as to ask again. As if to prove he wasn’t a raccoon, his intuition was indeed remarkable!

“…Pardon?” Livan asked, visibly flustered. As his confusion deepened, his eyes clouded further. “That… all right.”

“…”

“It is fortunate that you are the successor to House Lienta. You will probably spend the rest of your life smoothly.”

After leaving behind an untimely blessing, Livan quickly turned to leave.

I furtively glanced at his retreating figure. His eyes looked a bit strange.

“Ah!”

The training must have ended.

Seeing that the sun had slowly set and the knights’ training had ended, I discarded my useless doubts and quickly went down the stairs to communicate with Noah.

And then, at dinner time, I will meet Livan again.
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The next morning.

Livan sneakily glanced at his lord, who was neatly adjusting his cravat while looking in the mirror.

I had even thought about rushing to the boutique to find fabric that wouldn’t wrinkle after just one adjustment…

If there was one thing that had not changed between then and now, it was his lord’s face. Rather than being unsightly, it was a face that inevitably appeared thoroughly prepared.

Come to think of it… Livan checked the time almost with an animal-like instinct. It’s already eleven past nine. The knock that was supposed to sound exactly one minute ago had not yet come.
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Then, it finally arrived, four minutes later than expected.

“Charlize,” Calix breathed, smiling faintly.

If it had been before, Livan would have devoted himself to controlling his trembling facial muscles, but now, he just felt pity for his superior.

My lady, isn’t ten years more than enough time to become experienced? Then why aren’t you…?

If Jay, who went to catch the author of the book, returned, he would have already been prepared to chatter away with the setting moon as his companion.

It was then that Charlize, entering with a blank face, caught sight of Livan and hesitated. Her expression shifted subtly… almost mysteriously.

The time their gazes met stretched longer. As a subtle silence lingered in the office, Livan, confused, found himself glancing back without realizing it.

Calix’ eyes seemed to be asking, “What are you doing instead of going out?” and also “Why would Charlize be looking at you?”

The lord he knew was rational in every matter. Having eliminated any feelings towards his opponent, he always waited for the right moment to strike, capturing his adversaries in one decisive move—a thoroughness akin to control. Thus, whether it concerned his first love or last, Livan believed he would approach it with the same intellectual rigor, however…

“…”

Livan immediately decided on his next move.

“Please speak comfortably.”

“Wait.”

He tried to briskly dart out, but she suddenly caught his wrist. Livan was dumbfounded by her surprisingly quick hand movement.

“Take this.”

Unexpectedly, what he had received from Charlize was a round candy.

“Thank you…?”

“You can go now.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

While furtively alternating glances between the candy and Charlize, Livan made his escape.

[image: ]

Why did she give me candy…?

The question became even more intense as he wandered the hallways sucking on the candy, through an accidental encounter with Leah.

Gasp!

Having worked together for a long time, Livan was well-acquainted with Leah’s character. As he intended to pass by with just a light bow, she handed something over to him.

“Thank you… but why the candy?”

“My lady instructed that if I encountered the aide, I should pass it on.”

In that brief moment, Leah, who had moved five steps away, showed her pocket stuffed with candies.

“…Do you have any idea why the lady might have instructed you so?”

“I’m not sure,” she responded. Her voice, carried faintly by the distance, was barely audible.

Livan, with question marks wildly floating above his head, found himself standing motionlessly in the hallway for a while.
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After Livan left the office, I quickly checked the future.

On the off chance, I mentally exclaimed, “Show me Adrian!” but it was in vain. Feeling downcast, I noticed a pen in the corner of my vision.

I waved my hands slightly and said, “Pen and paper won’t be necessary.”

“Are you going to talk to me now?”

“I am not sure what tomorrow will be like.”

“That’s too bad. But will the distance between us remain like this?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm,” Calix murmured, chuckling briefly. “Come a little closer, please.”

Oh.

After Livan turned out like that, I wondered if perhaps Calix might also be similar, which worried me.

“Can you not hear me well?”

“No, I can hear you well.”

Aha.

“I said it because I wanted us to be a bit closer.”

I quickly recalled the image that I had diligently scribbled for fifteen minutes earlier in the morning.

Blond hair glittering in the sunlight… But I’m tired of blond hair now. The nobles really were just full of people with that hair color!

An annoying smile… Just a moment. Erich is starting to come to mind.

A complete jerk to everyone else and shows kindness only to me. Though if he’s rude to Sasha too, I feel like I’d punch him in the face.

…This was unbelievable. My already-ruined tastes have really gone completely to ruin.

While I was crying inside, a characteristically gentle tone was heard, “You don’t have to go to me, Charlize. I will come to you. If you dislike both options, this distance is fine too.”

I quickly reached the spot in front of Calix. My going to him and his coming to me were different. Just… the feelings were different.

“Hm? Thank you.”

Calix squinted his eyes and smiled.

The moment I saw his smile, the image of the rude blond in my mind dispersed like dust.

I desperately held onto my sanity and opened my mouth, “It seems something serious has happened to Livan.”

“Livan?”

“Yes,” I confirmed, nodding seriously.

On this account, I made up my mind and gave up on the paper. It’s not really something I should leave a record of, is it?

“It’s a little, no, quite a presumptuous thing to say.”

“There’s no such thing as presumptuous between us,” Calix stated, raising his slender lips. “We have a close relationship, don’t we?”

“Have you finished reading the book?”

“Yes. It was very informative.”

“Right?”

“So, I’m thinking of meeting the person who wrote it.”

“Did you like it that much?”

“Shall we meet its author together?”

“No, thank you.”

I felt proud, then suddenly realized something and quickly steered the conversation back to the earlier topic again, “It seems that Livan needs to rest. He has become very strange.”
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“My lady, would you like some more of this?”

“For you to offer such kindness is strange indeed.”

“…Is this level of kindness really worth mentioning?”

“Livan, you are just one step away from insulting the chef’s masterpiece right now.”

“Anyway… this level of goodwill is what exists among friends.”
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As he chewed the food, Livan sent a wary look, softly muttered, and thumped his chest.
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“I too know that this is meddling, but it’s because I feel sorry. I feel really sorry.”
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“They say people change before they die, so he must simply be very tired. While Livan is resting, your workload might increase, but since it will just continue to increase should he die, how about granting him a leave of absence now for the long run?”

Calix just tilted his head.

“Does it really not matter if Livan dies? He’d probably feel a bit hurt by that.”

A somewhat lowered voice then followed, “Everyone dies.”

As if hiding something, Calix lowered his eyes, allowing the sunlight to gather on his eyelashes.

“The acting casino owner is Baron Chiffon. He is the father of Evans Chiffon, a knight of Lienta. Since even the baron does not know who the real owner is, having to continuously trace back their link has caused a delay.”

“Is it Linix?”

“Yes.”

It was surprising, yet at the same time, it wasn't. However, there was one thing that truly was surprising. Why, then, did the empress in the original novel try to earn money to the extent that she had to do business under her younger brother’s name?

The answer to my question was obtained in no time.

“However, it seems there are restrictions that prevent the empress from personally managing the casino funds. Although I haven’t secured the original documents yet, that is likely why the duke is being kept alive.”

“Those holding positions at the casino seem to have very deep loyalty to Duke Linix.”

“Even though the empress intervened, the situation has not changed, so perhaps that was the case.”

It had been over ten years since Duke Linix was completely ruined. Nevertheless, this thoroughly maintained loyalty—wasn’t it akin to dependence?

“I heard you visited Count Philliam’s estate yesterday,” Calix began, his lowered eyelids lifting to reveal the clear blue eyes beneath. “You don’t need to explain in detail. It’s okay if I only know just the fragmented parts, I don’t need to know everything.”

His voice finally reached my ears.

“What should I do, Charlize?”
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The area reached by the light of the antique chandelier was, in reality, more vulgar than anywhere else.

If we were required to put on masks, they should have prepared a design that completely covers the face.

If that had been the case, Adrian’s lips would surely have been twisted to the fullest extent.

The moment it was reported that Charlize was frequenting the casino, Adrian was almost immediately summoned.

[image: ]

“With her personality, it’s inevitable that she would make enemies. Pass it on to the appropriate person.”
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And so, despite being a bastard from a viscounty on the borders, he ended up playing poker with such an amount at stake.

“Will the lady be coming today?”

“I hope so. This time, I will certainly win!”

“Your bluffing is still the same.”

“Isn’t it about time for the Goddess’ blessing to start running out?”

Adrian, appearing uninterested, casually listened while pretending to focus on his cards.

There had always been much talk about Charlize Lienta, but recently, it had increased even more. However, surprisingly, there were no crude criticisms or mockery. Unless she became someone with hollow eyes, for now, it was merely, “The lady is showing her eccentricities again.”

“Shh. Shh! Here she comes!”

It might have been because of those extremely vivid eyes, which made the earlier giggling seem utterly insignificant.

Raising her eyebrows, Charlize said, “Finally, we meet.”
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Adrian suddenly raised his arms.

“Has it been three days already? It’s been a while!”

“Everyone else, get up—except for this one.”

The people at the table immediately stood up and scattered in all directions, with some among them mouthing off and vowing to teach Charlize a lesson.

What’s this?

Adrian snickered, trying hard to hide his look of suspicion, and asked, “Why are you acting so frighteningly?”

Without answering, Charlize sat down heavily.

“Let’s make a bet.”

“A bet?”

“What kind of bet would it be with something like this?”

“What to do? My luck has been particularly erratic today. I’ve lost a lot of money even before Miss Squirrel arrived, so I’m not sure if I can raise the stakes to your desired amount.”

“It doesn’t matter, because the reward won’t be money.”

Has she realized?

Adrian was simply composed. Internally, he clicked his tongue at how troublesome it had become, never having been genuinely sincere about such dirty affairs.

However, one puzzling aspect remained: if she had found out about the plot to poison her, the lady, whose nature it would be to immediately grab someone by the collar, would have already reacted as such. Yet, she stayed silent.

There’s no need to know.

A loyal subordinate might take risks to uncover the target’s true motives, but Adrian had no such intentions. For him, the best possible future was always dying a violent death. If he came to know of death, he could not be certain that his life would not turn desperate. The excuse of doing it to protect his mother could only be made to himself.

He was already living a life deserving of death.

“Then, I will refuse. It’s too scary, you know?”

As he intentionally shrugged his shoulders to their fullest extent while trying to get up, he accidentally met her green eyes at the edge of his vision, seemingly restraining his steps.
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“If that’s the case, I understand.”
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That guy, he has good intuition. I meekly nodded my head. It can’t be helped.

There was no other way but to kidnap him at night. This was what I wanted to ask Jay: when, by any chance, he might be available.

I plucked Tuverrot flowers today. Anyway, I was already risking my neck messing around with “that person.” So, since there was no need to act covertly, there were also some conveniences. As for the fine, I’ll pay it after receiving the exact amount from Count Philliam.

I couldn’t afford to just let it go nonchalantly. While there was no fault in the money I earned from the casino, considering the duke’s blood pressure, I passed it all to House Lienta’s aide.

I wonder if I contributed well… As I recalled that time with moist eyes, the image of the duke’s tear-filled eyes naturally came to mind.
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“Charl… I momentarily doubted you. I am sorry. You are truly a kind-hearted and admirable child.”
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The duke, having heard about it belatedly, said he would return part of the money I had handed over as an allowance. I merely refused because it somehow felt like I was laundering money, and that made me uncomfortable.

Rather than being a daughter who only caused trouble, I thought being well-behaved would be less stressful, so I steadfastly endured, but it proved endless.

By the way, wasn’t the identity of the owner discovered way too easily? If someone else had been tracing it, I definitely would have thought they had deliberately let it slip. However, because it was Calix, I was stumped.

Even if that weren’t the case, I had intended to bite quickly; ultimately, however, it was a matter of mindset.

If it was deliberately leaked, I should just focus hard to make sure it isn’t hastily swept away. Being perpetually tense, which wasn’t good for my mental or physical health, could shorten my lifespan.
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“What should I do, Charlize?”
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“…”

While rolling the round chip in my hand and lost in thought, I suddenly widened my eyes.

“My mind has changed,” Adrian stated, smiling slightly as he took a seat. “The bet, I will accept it.”

I hoped that things could be resolved through conversation.
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And a moment later…

“Oh no. It’s a total defeat again this time. This is why I should have given up on being reckless long ago!” Adrian exclaimed, clicking his tongue and flicking the cards he was holding onto the table.

Meanwhile, I was stroking my chin, having entirely different thoughts.

…Come to think of it, he’s blond, isn’t he?
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Leaving Charlize behind, Evans walked through the lobby with a stiff expression.

“Excuse me, isn’t that the lady’s escort knight?”

“The lady again…?”

“Everyone, calm down. In a game that’s just for fun, surely the lady wouldn’t participate, would she?”

“Indeed. She completely cleaned out the place!”

“Morally, it’s too much.”

This was the second reason he was roaming around the lobby.

At first, due to a habit ingrained in his body, any talk involving Charlize’s name was automatically tuned out, which inevitably led to difficulties. This habit had developed from years of being in a demanding work environment, where paying attention to every sound would excessively drain his mental energy and make it impossible to endure properly.

It was his colleagues who helped him when he was engulfed in frustration, with Noah’s contribution being especially significant.
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“H-hold on. I’m scared.”

“What if the lady accidentally hears us and thinks we are mocking her?”

“Noah, that’s impressive. Only the voice is different; how can the manner of speaking be so identical? You would have been successful even if you had taken a different path—”

“Ahem, ahem!”

“—Even so, being a knight truly seems like your calling!”
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Thanks to that, he was able to overcome his occupational habit in a short time and be reborn anew.

At that moment, an employee appeared in the distance.

As soon as he gave a slight nod, the employee naturally turned around and headed off, likely to convey the news of Charlize’s visit to Baron Chiffon.

Evans’ eyes became subdued and deepened.
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“Sir Knight, I have come to say something regretful to you. I think I will come into conflict with your father.”
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This statement was not heard inside a moving carriage, but in a garden of Lienta manor.
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“I’m not saying you should choose between House Lienta and House Chiffon. Your lord is the duke, not me. However, it might become difficult for you to continue working as my escort knight.”

“Despite Baron Chiffon’s suspicious request that I notify him whenever the lady visits, the lady did not dismiss me. Therefore, how could House Chiffon be more important to me?”
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In the first place, he was a knight who wished to break away from his family.
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“And I have already sworn. I vowed to always protect the lady. I have been, am, and will continue to be a knight of Lienta.”
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As he turned his head, as if dismissing his father who was hurrying towards him, the muscles on his jaw stood out.
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Meanwhile, around the same time, at Chiffon manor.

“Lord Evans has informed us that the lady has visited.”

“They say someone who learns to steal late in life doesn’t realize how the night passes, and that’s exactly what this is. It’s truly ridiculous.”

“Shall I help with the preparations?”

“No need. Rather, were there any other movements from the lady?”

This was not something he had been ordered to do, but it seemed “that person” was keeping an eye on Charlize, so he was looking into it.

Although he might have received the information through another subordinate, understanding his liege’s intentions should always be helpful, shouldn’t it?

“I heard that she visited the temple today. They say she picked some flowers again.”

“Tsk. Even with age, her senselessness remains the same. Contact ‘that person.’”

“Yes, my lord.”

The door closed, and Baron Chiffon clicked his tongue.

“If he was going to handle it so well, why did he make that face?”

Evans, his third son, grew up without hardships thanks to his father’s hard work and became proud on his own.

All of that being possible is all thanks to me!

Barely having a foothold in the capital, the baron decided to elevate his humble family and quickly aligned himself with the emperor. While engaging in behaviors that others avoided, he secured a place for himself, and, as if by fate, grabbed a golden opportunity.

Even if the identity of “that person” remained unknown, whether he was a vagrant on the streets or something else, it did not matter.

It was when he got up to take the opportunity to look around the room, which displayed expensive artworks, that a mere servant—not even his butler—flung open the office door.

“My lord!”

“What are you making a fuss about so loudly?!” the baron immediately yelled out.

“M-my apologies!”

Despite clicking his tongue in disapproval, the servant was still able to speak in an urgent tone.

“His Highness, Archduke Elluiden, has visited.”

“T-this crazy… You should have said that first!”

The servant’s shoulders trembled slightly.

“When? When did he arrive?!”

“J-just now…”

“Twenty minutes, no, ten minutes, no, tell him I will see him in five minutes!”

“Yes, my lord.”

The baron, staggering, leaned on the desk.

“The archduke, for what reason…” Fortunately, he had never shown disdain for the archduke, though many aspects were troubling.

The baron poured water into a glass, gulped it down, swallowed hard, and exited his office.
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The room, which was certainly the most splendid reception room of the baron’s estate, was excessively ornate.

In a space where anything seemed likely to fade, he knew of someone who would not.
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It was the night Charlize was there, as he lifted his eyelids.

Through a coincidence that seemed like a miracle, the sleepless night disappeared and instead, replaced by something that filled its place.
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“Don’t confuse people.”

“…”

“I hate you.”

“…”

“Let’s never meet again. We both want that, don’t we?”
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Even though he tried to reach her, what he caught in his hand was ultimately just empty air.

Could it be because of that? From a certain point, he began to wait for the end of that dream. Therefore, if the moment—repeated so often that it couldn’t be remembered and dispersed—was finally fixed and passed by, there were things he wanted to say to Charlize then.

[image: ]

“Everyone dies.”
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But in the end, will you truly be alive?

The sudden question that arose could not be erased.
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“I apologize for making you wait so long, Your Highness.”

His sharp eyes were now directed toward Baron Chiffon.
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Why exactly did he visit?!

Baron Chiffon ground his teeth inwardly. Even as he made his way to the reception room, the answer that had eluded him, despite deep thought, failed to emerge this time either.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“As an unwelcome guest, I must endure this much,” Calix answered, raising the corners of his slender mouth.

The baron’s palms had become soaked with cold sweat, prompting him to continuously rub his hands on his trousers.

No one had anticipated that the young archduke, born of humble origins and supported solely by the affection of his late half-brother, would rise to such prominence. Fortunately, amidst these unforeseen developments, the archduke lacked the legitimacy to usurp the throne in a non-peaceful manner during a peaceful era.

But that, too, is now in the past! After the imperial prince appeared, the situation changed.

When news spread that the alliance between the neutral House Lienta and House Elluiden was on the verge of completion, the imperial faction was fiercely shaken behind the scenes. However, the disturbance quickly subsided as the archduke merely acted like an uncle protecting his young nephew.

So why did he seek me out?

On the surface, Baron Chiffon was a pitiful noble who acted desperately, eager to enter the core of the imperial faction like a magpie. As a result, he was a well-recognized noble within the imperial faction, and there was no one who did not know this fact.

After a light exchange of introductions, the baron carefully began the conversation.

“However, for what reason have you visited…?”

“I want to ask a few questions, that’s all.”

“I am not sure if I can be of any help to Your Highness.”

“There’s no need to worry. It won’t be difficult.”

“…Pardon?”

“It will be simple.”

Only when the drapes of the archduke’s customarily gentle smile were lifted did the baron realize that the face opposite him had a cold expression.

“They are questions that just require honest answers.”

Calix smiled broadly, causing Baron Chiffon to instinctively flinch, his shoulders shaking.

“Because my fiancée frequently visits the casino, I became worried and conducted an investigation, and it turned out that the owner is the Baron.”

…So this is why the lady had been visiting the casino!

He was certain that the lady frequented the casino to create an appropriate reason for the archduke to make a visit. After all, she was someone who would follow anything he said, while, for the archduke, whatever happened to her reputation wouldn’t have mattered.

The baron quickly racked his brain, concluding that disclosing the extent of what could be uncovered through an investigation might be the best option to avoid suspicion.

“Yes. That is correct.”

“With the assets of the baron’s family, it seems like quite a difficult scale to manage.”

“Together with a few like-minded individuals, we have joined forces. In reality, I am just the one dealing with complicated paperwork.”

“I see.”

His nonchalant expression instead led to an ominous feeling.

“But why do you ask?” the baron asked, making an effort to put on an amiable expression before continuing, “I am aware that a casino is not the most reputable place. However, although it’s delicate to say, surely I’m not here to be interrogated by Your Highness, right?”

“I did say that all you had to do was answer honestly… Was that too much of a difficult concept for the Baron to understand?”

The atmosphere, which had been relaxed, suddenly became tense from that remark onward.

“Who is the person who entrusted the casino to the Baron? How did you end up joining them?”

The baron could only swallow his saliva.

Really, just what is this…?

The question, which was practically the answer to the confusing doubts filling his head, finally came.

“Is ‘that person’ politically aligned with the Baron?”

Is the archduke already trying to keep the imperial faction in check? The archduke might not have known that the casino was considered a financial lifeline by the nobles of the imperial faction.

The baron thought busily, gauging how much it would be safe to disclose.

“Baron, I would like to resolve this matter through conversation as much as possible.”

Although it was said in a truly monotonous voice, he couldn’t help but be convinced, remembering that it came from a man outside the legal jurisdiction.

“T-that is to say…” he stuttered, trying to answer as vaguely as possible, his back drenched with cold sweat. “Really, there is nothing more to tell you!”

Despite his very desperate words, Calix smiled faintly as if unimpressed.

“Right. Even the baron, I suppose, needs time to think.”

The baron, whose spirit had been drained, got up belatedly.

“Take care as you go,” he said, offering a moderately bowed head as if in a courteous greeting, all the while lost in his own thoughts.

I must immediately inform “that person” about the archduke’s ambitions!

And so, he failed to see that Calix’ blue eyes, looking down at him, were utterly devoid of warmth.
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Livan originally preferred being indoors.

The times when Calix went out typically served as Livan’s unofficial rest periods. However, perhaps feeling agitated and overheated, he quickly decided to join this outing for some fresh air.

Of course, the fact that it was the butler who would enjoy today’s dessert with Sasha had the most influence on his decision.

“I will not be needing tea.”

Shortly after being guided to a place prepared for the archduke's close associate, Livan turned back and left because the excessively extravagant taste reminded him of someone.

I wonder if everything is all right…

Despite his worried heart, he saw that Calix, whom he met a moment later, had a face no different from usual.

Having swallowed his concerns, Livan then got into the carriage.

“What should we do about Baron Chiffon?”

“Keep monitoring him. It seems like he will soon deliver the information.”

As Calix accumulated wealth and expanded the family’s influence into one that no one could easily dismiss, it became difficult for him to avoid deep involvement in politics.

At the time when his nephew’s death was considered certain, the archduke had to locate his whereabouts and sacrificed many things, including political allies, to prevent the imperial court from taking his remains.

“Is it because of the lady?” Livan surmised, appearing somewhat troubled.

“There’s no need for that expression,” he said, his blue eyes tilting slightly. “This is nothing at all compared to what I will do in the future.”

“What exactly is Your Highness doing for the lady…? And rather than speaking to me, how about speaking directly to her?” Livan asked, feeling stifled again and actually choking up.

“Unfortunately, it will be useless. We are already in a ‘close’ relationship.”

It was something he wanted to say both to the Charlize of that world and to the Charlize of this reality. The truth was, he had been in love with her since a long time ago. Within the steadfast gaze of her green eyes, he was able to remain unbroken.

If he were to recklessly reveal his feelings completely, Charlize’s actions would be predictable; she would avoid him. He was now getting closer and, if he got even closer, she might have accepted him, as if being swept away by the currents. However…

“It’s not enough.”

It was momentarily unclear whether the voice that suddenly muttered was his own.

Calix furrowed his gentle eyes, a sense of unease leaving a sharp afterimage. It was a sensation that had become very familiar before he even realized it.

After sighing deeply, Livan changed the subject.

“If the emperor, frightened and trembling, says he must protect Prince Sasha in the imperial palace, what would you do?”

A curious smile spread across his otherwise expressionless face before he spoke.

“If that happens, it can’t be helped.”

“Do you intend to place Prince Sasha on the throne?”

“There is no reason it has to be Sasha.”

He did not want to give such a lonely and cruel position to a child.

“Since there are many substitutes, trying to choose one among them would be fine.”

Livan quietly nodded his head.

[image: ]

I had finally become able to escape that dreadful space.

Tomorrow, I will persistently follow Livan around, even if it annoys him, and I will definitely exchange our teatime slots. Hehehe…

Even the act of laughing sinisterly was only for a moment, because suddenly, I had a thought.

…Adrian, it seems like there might have been a misunderstanding.

[image: ]

“Try to repeat after me. ‘Him.’”

“Him.”

“Good. ‘My liege.’”

“…My liege.”

[image: ]

Well, what could be done about it? The carriage had already left.

I also asked the butler to pass a note to Calix when he returns.

With a careless posture, I flopped down on the bed and clumsily closed my eyes.

[image: ]

And then, around seven o’clock the next morning, I swiftly crossed the familiar hallway on the third floor like an arrow and knocked on Calix’ bedroom door as if it were my own room.

“Charlize.”

While personally opening the door, he stepped aside, as if to invite me in.

Not a chance! He seemed like someone with no sense of crisis. Had I lacked even a little self-restraint, Calix would have already been in big trouble.

I suddenly grabbed his wrist, immobilizing it so he could not move, and looked up at him.

It’s not appearing.

About twenty minutes remained until my speculation could be considered certain. If I were going to admit that I was making such a hypothesis, I would have already done so. Therefore, with the remaining time, I decided to bring up the second important point.

“I intend not to go to the casino anymore. Even though there was a reason, I apologize for frequenting such a place, especially as your fiancée.”

“Not at all. Have you finished what you intended to do?”

“Yes,” I answered, nodding my head. “And there, I also made a good connection.”

Calix slightly tilted his head.

As his black hair softly became disheveled, I forcibly shifted my gaze and continued speaking, “Even though he is flawed, he is a nice person. It will likely be a brief encounter. You might not know this, but my feelings naturally pass quickly.”

It couldn’t be helped, even if it was awkward. Calix probably had no interest in my romantic affairs, so I might not get another chance to say, “Actually, my love is short-lived!”

“I prefer blonds, and his hair just so happens to be the exact color I like, so naturally, I am drawn to him, right?” As I said this, I opened my eyes wide, sparkling with excitement.

Calix, who had been quietly looking at me with an expressionless face, as if his emotions were erased, suddenly smiled briefly.

“It’s not that chilly, is it, Charlize? You might catch a cold again if we continue like this, though.”

[image: ]

To be continued…
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