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Oh… that shouldn’t happen!

I hurried inside. Even though I was wrapped up tightly again this time, it still felt a bit risky, since I had just woken up.

I had a warm cup of tea in hand, occasionally glancing at Calix as a curious smile spread across his languid face.

Indeed, the leech has finally completely fallen off, after all.

It seemed appropriate to pretend to meet Adrian for about fifteen days before smoothly moving on to someone else. I might not get another chance to bring up Adrian… but with the next person I meet, surely there’ll be an opportunity. Even then, I should say we were only meeting briefly and, as if to prove it, actually keep it short.

There is nothing that lingers in the mind quite as terribly as repetition.

“But someone who frequents the casino… that is worrying.”

“If he continues to play cards in the future, I plan to hit him on the head each time.”

“Invite me too. We’re very close, aren’t we?”

My eyes lit up. Since Calix said it like that, it felt like we could still see each other often going forward. It even seemed like breaking off our engagement a little sooner might be all right!

“Yes, we are very, very close. But I should ask him too. Since he might have to live the rest of his life with a deformed head, he ought to be mentally prepared.”

“I’ll try to control my strength.”

“There’s no need for you to try.”

Calix propped his chin on his knuckles. Perhaps it was his relaxed posture that made it feel as though we were simply sharing everyday moments together.

“But what did you like about that person, Charlize?”

“Uh…”

“Since it had not been that long, I thought there must have been something else you liked besides his blond hair.”

“His purple eyes were beautiful.”

“And?” Calix asked, as if he found it interesting.

Since his outside appearance has been completely used up, there’s nothing else to talk about. I had never liked someone for their inner qualities, so I shifted my eyes awkwardly before finding the appropriate words.

“I wanted to keep looking at him, even though he was just standing right in front of me.”

Who I’m talking about right now is actually Sasha—

At that moment, as the bluish light was driven away, it seemed as though the sun had risen… because a fragment of the future had begun to unfold.
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Count Philliam, unable to suppress his anxiety, bowed his head.

After receiving the antidote from the lady, he had wanted to use it right away, but he could not for the duration of one day, which felt as long as an eternity.

“…Grandpa?”

His trembling hand stopped for a moment. He could not lift his head. There were many moments when his hopes were tragically shattered, but he simply could not get used to the feeling. Still, if he didn’t muster the courage, he wouldn’t be able to see Aria with her eyes open.

And now, under the sunlight, the child had her eyes open.

The count’s face twisted with emotion as he spoke.

“Aria.”

“Grandpa, why… Huh?”

As if her own voice was unfamiliar, Aria touched her throat.

[image: ]

It seems that Aria is about to wake up.

My hypothesis that the specific time when the fragments of the future were visible was as long as the sun was up had proven correct.

As long as the sun is up… Even though I was the type to forget even the Day of Sacred Blessing, to such an extent that no piety could be found in me, that sentence still felt familiar.

It was because that sentence appeared at the end of every lesson in Theology, a mandatory subject at the academy.
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As long as the sun is up, you will be brilliant.
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I should summon the divine beast.

“It seems that Count Philliam’s granddaughter will soon wake up. I delivered water with dye dissolved in it and the dried Tuverrot flowers yesterday late in the afternoon, and from the fragment of the future I just saw, the count had waited a day, so it will probably be today.”

“The spy moved within a day. It could be because his autonomy was ordered, but it might also be possible that he had just been closely monitoring Count Philliam.”

“Could it be that Linix is not associated with him? Since they have the casino, there should be sufficient funds.”

“Philliam is a family that has grown through trade. They are still steadily trading with the eastern continent even now.”

I blinked.

“It seems money wasn’t the most important thing.”

“Should we compare what was actually loaded on the count’s ship with the recorded ones?”

He smiled like a boy who had just received a long-awaited gift. Surprisingly, he welcomed being put to use. It seemed that Calix, like me, had hardly any friends and found the concept of friendship to be precious.

…Precious. I suddenly became melancholic. Why describe such emotions so earnestly?

Even though I had only glimpsed a situation laid out in text, it felt as if I had experienced it myself, and the feeling was strange. I felt a very… strong sense of longing.

It was the moment my emotions were defined by a single, clear word that my heart thudded with an erratic rhythm.

“…Uh.”

And then, my consciousness slipped away.
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I failed.

Although her vision told her she was wandering through a deep forest shrouded in fog, she was still clearly breathing.

As she remained motionless, not even blinking, a subdued voice reached her.
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“Were you surprised? It seems to be a side effect of the poison. Your vision should be fine in about a week.”

“Why did I―”

“Please…”
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Duke Lienta exhaled a trembling breath.

[image: ]

“Please, do not utter those words at least.”
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With her vision blurred, she could not see her father’s figure. Charlize belatedly closed her eyes tightly and then opened them.

But it was the same this time as well.
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“What day is it today, father?”

“…The archduke has postponed his wedding. The empress is pregnant.”
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That would be the superficial reason. In reality, he had extended the time to protect his fiancée from the person who, after failing to poison Irian, had, out of frustration, consumed the poison herself.
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“Is that so?”

“You’re tired, aren’t you? You should rest some more.”

“Father.”

“Yes, Charl?”

“If I could do it one more time, I think I might do better. But that wouldn’t be possible, would it?”

“…”
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The duke, thinking it was a sentiment toward the archduke, held back his words.
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“If I’m able to move, I’d like to go to the temple.”
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The words that broke the strange silence were just as peculiar.
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My consciousness returned to the present, but I kept my eyes closed, lost in thought.

Until now, I had tried to deduce the nature of these unknown dreams, but I had not been able to definitively determine what they were. They were too different from the original novel, too intricate to simply be my imagination, and too disconcerting to be dismissed as mere dreams.

Only now had I become certain that they were not illusions.

These dreams are either the true original or the future.

If they were the future, such events would not unfold as things stood now—I prayed “Please!” desperately inside—it made more sense to see them as past versions of the future. After all, it wasn’t particularly surprising. Having reincarnated into a novel in the first place, it would be more awkward to suddenly be startled now.

Did I go to the temple to ask for time to be turned back? If that wish was granted, then the God of this world must be… No, undoubtedly a very, extremely kind being.

And then, I steadied my mind for something even more important than opening my eyes. With a trembling heart, I raised my hand and touched the back of my head. It was perfectly intact, without any indents or protrusions!

What a relief.

But the moment I lightly opened my eyes, I quickly shrank back.

“…This isn’t my room, is it?”

The space was bright with long streams of sunlight. I had never been here during the day, though I had come a few times at night. Now that I think about it, it’s a bit strange.

Scratching my cheek, I hurriedly slipped my feet into the slippers by the bed. Calix had kindly provided even the household staff with beds and bedding of the same quality as what he used. I hadn’t fully realized it while lying down with my eyes closed.

Having already stayed for a long time, I feel bad for staying any longer. Without delay, I ran to the door, but just at that moment, it swung open.

Thud!

My head was sturdy enough not to break no matter how often it hit the floor, so it just made a loud noise, but Leah was terrified.

“O-oh my goodness!”

Leah dropped the silver tray she was holding and, with her hands shaking violently, touched my forehead.

“W-what should I do? I-I-I’m so sorry.”

“I’m all right.”

“How could you be all right? There’s no way it doesn’t hurt. I should go and call the doctor…”

“It is a little painful, but it’s bearable.”

“You shouldn’t just endure it!”

And so, I eventually ended up back in bed again…

“You absolutely must rest.”

“Then, to my room…”

“No, that won’t do! Since your head was severely hit, you must stay lying down on your bed for at least a moment.”

No, this isn’t my bed. This is the archduke’s bedroom.

I had never known Gehrig was so dedicated to his job. Under his stern gaze, I had no choice but to lie back down on the bed again.

“My lady, you must be hungry, right? Since he said it was okay to eat, it will be ready soon.”

“Rather than that, Leah…”

Her eyes fluttered, as if in shock.

“T-to think that my lady would say ‘rather than that’ in this context.”

She muttered softly, but I heard it all.

Sometimes, people just want to talk to themselves. I wasn’t the kind of employer who tried to control every single aspect of my employee’s actions.

“Does Sasha know that I fainted?”

“Since His Highness the Archduke had strictly ordered discretion, Prince Sasha probably doesn’t know.”

How fortunate.

“And because there have been a few similar incidents, I have learned not to panic,” Leah said, her eyes holding depth.

O-oh.

“Umm, Leah… I’m fairly healthy.”

“Yes. My lady is healthy now and will continue to be healthy.”

“Of course.”

“Ah! The meal should be ready by now, so I’ll go quickly and be right back.”

“Mm-hmm.”

As I waved my hand to tell her to take care, Leah’s eyes wavered. With her lips tightly pressed together, she left the bedroom.

I really am quite healthy.

How awkward…
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Meanwhile, turning back time a little to late afternoon.

Calix turned a page.

It was a report on the investigation into a certain someone.
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The personal details, which seemed to describe a completely ordinary person with no particular distinguishing features, ended on the second page.
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“And there, I also made a good connection.”
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It would be a lie to say he wasn’t shaken at that moment.
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“…so naturally, I am drawn to him, right?”
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The moments Charlize spoke of love were unmistakable. There could be no mistaking it or confusion. That was a privilege only Calix had in this world.

Charlize does not love that man. Then, for what reason did she have to pretend to be in love with him? Charlize had arranged the situation as if she were the one who requested their engagement. Therefore, it might have been her plan to break it off after securing a suitable reason, all while making sure that no harm would come to House Elluiden.

Or… the person Charlize is looking for might be related to this man.

His blue eyes deepened. Charlize had already fainted more times than could be counted on one hand. Each time, she recovered without any lingering effects. However, there was no guarantee this would always be the case.

It was at that moment, as he was lost in thought and idly fiddling with the report, that the office door opened—and he heard the words he had been waiting for.

“The lady has awakened.”
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The hand that was tapping the armrest was unusually slow, as if wanting to deny its own restlessness.
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“Archduke Elluiden has found Baron Chiffon. He was certain that the baron was the acting owner of the casino, and he seemed to suspect him as a financial backer of the imperial faction.”

“It is reported that Lady Lienta won a bet against the bastard son of House Senac. He did mention what the bet was about, but there are some doubts.”

“Herez Berron, who had infiltrated House Baier, has ultimately died. The duchess has not moved from her manor in the capital. Should we try to recruit the servants?”
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At that time, he asked again.
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“Hasn’t Duchess Baier been investigating the travel records of those who passed through the North for the past fifty years?”

“Yes. That is correct.”

“To receive the documents, someone from the duchy must go. Assign a suitably clever person.”
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The duchess, who had been investigating the people who had passed through the North, eliminated Herez Berron. To call it a coincidence would be far too perfect.
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“With the antidote that Lady Lienta delivered to Count Philliam, his granddaughter was able to regain consciousness.”
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“Is it the lady or the archduke?”

However, in the end, there was only one person to eliminate: Charlize Lienta.

Even setting aside all other reasons, Calix Elluiden was too valuable to be eliminated. The current emperor was so foolish and dim-witted that it was clear he would engage in futile efforts to strengthen imperial authority if Calix were to disappear. The sheer thought of a mere tool harboring hope was enough to twist his lips.

Just then, someone knocked on the door.

“What is it?”

“Count Philliam is requesting a meeting. What should we do?”

Meetings were always held in one of the several manors he privately owned, chosen at random.

Even in situations where he suspected the disloyalty of his subordinates, he had never sent anyone in his stead, because he could trust no one.

Since I’ll be using a magic circle to come and go, it won’t matter even if the count is followed.

“Send a carriage for the count.”

“Yes, my liege.”

“Put the matter of poisoning that woman from Lienta on hold for now. Instead, Theodore Vanachell…” His long, stretched lips curled with malice. “It has been quite some time since Her Majesty the Empress has been with child, but do you think it makes sense that not a single banquet has been held?”

“I don’t think it makes sense.”

“If she was going to pretend to be pregnant, she should do it properly. Whether in the past or now, what’s lacking is always the same.” The man clicked his tongue, then added shortly, “I’ll give a hint to the emperor. Even though stability is important, it’s his first child, so it’s only right to start planning a celebration, don’t you think?”
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After eating and feeling sleepy, I intended to rest my eyes briefly but unintentionally dozed off.

This is a matter of physical strength. Since I can’t go around the training grounds, I should just wander around a lot in other places instead.

While I was lost in random thoughts in a half-dreamy state, the faint sound of pages turning reached me.

Right. This isn’t my bed. One’s bed was a sacred place.

I intended to get up quickly and move away, but my eyelids were too heavy. As I struggled, my eyelashes fluttering, a careful warmth touched me.

“You can sleep more.”

The voice that suddenly came was small and gentle. It wasn’t a noise that would wake me, but rather a warmth like a comfortable embrace that I encountered while tossing and turning.

Apologizing for repeatedly taking up his bed, I was about to ask Calix to call Livan if I fell asleep… Wait, no. Since it was clear Livan wouldn’t have the strength, I said to call Jay instead, though I wasn’t sure if I conveyed that message properly.

I quickly fell back to sleep.
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The temple was deserted.

Charlize walked with an indifferent expression, and those who looked on as if watching a spectacle whispered among themselves.

Amid those whispers, a clear voice called out to her.
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“My lady.”
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She stopped walking.

The person who had called her was Irian. However, Charlize’s gaze wasn’t fixed on her, but on the child—one who looked exactly like Calix—who flinched and hid behind Irian.
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“What’s the matter?”

“This is not a discussion to have here.”

“If that’s the case, then don’t bring it up. I don’t have any time to spare for you.”
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Irian firmly bit her lip.

It wasn’t that she was simply enduring humiliation.
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“Even if it is about something related to Calix?”
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Ah…

Charlize laughed fiercely.
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“If you want to enjoy such a reputedly profound love for a long time, shouldn’t you know your place? Otherwise, you might find yourself dead before you know it.”
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Her smile quickly faded, and her face became expressionless.
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“That I appeared to you as a dog who would foolishly follow you just because of that one name is enough for me to pity your foolish mind.”
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The poison could always be purchased again. There were a few more opportunities left.

Today, she went to the temple with the intention of having the habitat of the Tuverrot flowers there burnt down. The price for this was her plan to meet and negotiate with the Pope, to make sure that Duke Lienta would not have to pay for what she had done after her death.

At the moment she was about to step forward again…
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“My lady, please do not believe everything you see.”
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Irian’s face contorted, as if in pain.
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I awoke as if I had been pushed out of the dream and had a thought.

I will only be able to know the rest of what Irian said next time.

And then, I went over it again.

I was going to meet the Pope directly. Given the duke’s personality, he was unlikely to stand by and let Charlize be treated coldly by the Pope. He must have coordinated beforehand and arranged the meeting in advance. Then, he was either already conscious or no longer needed to pretend to be unconscious.

This time, without fluttering them, I suddenly opened my eyelids wide.

Oh… Calix isn’t here.

Awkwardly scratching my cheek, I flinched.

“Ah, it’s Leah…”

She was nodding off on the sofa.

Quickly getting up, I spread out and tidied the wrinkled bedding. As I did, something fell.

It was a note that had been folded once.
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I will go and read a storybook to Sasha. He still doesn’t know yet.
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How fortunate. I folded it twice as a sign that I had read it and turned to place it on the nightstand… Huh.

Once again, I found another note.
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I tracked the count. The meeting place was a small manor on the outskirts of the capital, and no one else came out besides the count.

[image: ]

It turns out that employing a dark mage was not in vain. With a sense of regret, I folded it twice to signify that I had read this too.

I felt sorry for Leah, who had stayed by my side, to suddenly be telling her to wake up from this far away. So, I walked over to the couch where Leah was sleeping.

Aiming for the shortest distance, I leaned my body to awkwardly dodge the tea table and found yet another note.
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My lady might have already guessed, but it’s likely dark magic.
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Somehow, it felt like I was treasure hunting, which was fun.

Wondering if there was another one left, I looked around and spotted a note placed on the windowsill. Although the distance was quite far, I could see it thanks to the light from the garden and the moonlight streaming in.

Smiling to myself, I unfolded the note.
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It is fortunate that you woke up safely again this time.
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The words, written calmly in elegant handwriting, were like a droplet causing ripples on a tranquil surface.

Adrian, let’s change it from about fifteen days to just one week. I have no confidence… No confidence to last six weeks. Sighing deeply, at the end of my suddenly raised view, I saw a white flowerbed neatly arranged like folded paper.

I felt sorry to arbitrarily assign meanings to flowers that already had meanings, but if I were to name this flowerbed, it would be: “Be careful!”

The subject, of course, was Calix.

I carefully woke Leah up, and together we left the bedroom. As I closed the door, I glanced back at the space for a moment. Perhaps it was because this was the place where I had dreamt the same dream twice for the first time.
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And the next day, after a very long time, news related to the empress arrived.

If the empress were to take action, I thought she would first call me regarding Illyden Forte, but… I looked down at the invitation in my hand with mixed feelings.

It was for a ball to celebrate the impending birth of the imperial heir.
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…Hmm.

The date written at the bottom was reasonably flexible, but what it implied was clear. It meant I had to go around the commercial district with Rosetta.

Still, I do enjoy meeting with Rosetta and Irian.

I carelessly placed down the invitation with my shoulders slumped. And then, I returned to the thought I had just been having.

I think it would be better to discuss with Calix the timing of the fragments of the future’s appearance and matters concerning the Pope.

I felt guilty for making Calix shoulder the burden of investigation alone, so I really wanted to look into it myself as much as possible. Even so, people must know their place.

“I’m not sure I can even if I wanted to…” Having been reborn, it would have been great if I had been endowed with a talent for gathering information.

Lamenting over the past of more than twenty years, I pressed the back of my left hand firmly.

― What is it?

“Isn’t this too cold a start between us?”

― That’s what I want to say. You must have called me again because you’re curious about something. Don’t you only think of me at times like this?

“Divine one…”

― What?

“You were feeling a sense of closeness with me?”

― …What?

“So, you were feeling hurt, weren’t you? I’m sorry.”

The divine beast remained silent, as if in shock.

If I said I had only called now because I’d been busy, it might resolve the situation, but lying didn’t feel right. So, I nodded deeply.

“Let’s meet more often from now on.”

― That’s not it!

“Instead of parting ways immediately today, I would like to spend more time together. What about you, divine one?”

― …Doing what?

“Hmm. After visiting the hallway on the third floor today, if things go well, I think I will go see Sasha.”

― What was it you wanted to ask?

I explained that fragments of the future were only visible while the sun was up. I also brought up something related to the Pope in passing.

― The “fragments” only appear as long as the sun is up?

I realized the meaning of that one sentence through the reality that had repeated several times. And once again, the divine beast did not know.

“Do you know anything about the Pope?”

― If it’s the current Pope, of course I do.

“By any chance, do you remember when you last saw him?”

― I think it was ten years ago.

“I see…”

― It’s because he’s inherently healthy! If he becomes too frail, I have to go and see if I need to replace him, but since he’s fine, there really is no need, is there?

I blinked.

“Does that frailty include losing consciousness?”
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Five minutes past nine in the morning.

His side profile was expressionless, his voice was no different from usual, and his eyes were hidden behind glasses.
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“They’re seeing each other?”

“She said she has taken a liking to him.”

“Surely, it’s not because of ‘that’ reason…?”

“Hmm. I know it’s not that, but it’s also true that I was jealous.”
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Calix smiled faintly.
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Lady Charlize, however, came early today!

Livan, after checking the clock, slowly began to get up. He recalled the words he had heard some time ago.
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“Why are you suddenly investigating this noble?”

“Charlize will be meeting him frequently in the future, but I am worried he might have approached her with ulterior motives.”
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“What about the archduke?”

As if envy had settled in his body, his shoulders slumped. “He must be spending a happy moment with Prince Sasha…”

“It must be nice…” Charlize said, her shoulders also slumped. “Sasha wakes up incredibly early, doesn’t he?”

“Prince Sasha?” Livan looked puzzled. “Well, around nine o’clock is still quite early for the young Prince Sasha, isn’t it?”

“Nine o’clock.” Charlize tilted her head slightly, then suddenly looked at Livan. “Yes… let’s say nine o’clock.”

“What is it?! What’s going on?!”

“Don’t try to know. You’ll only get hurt.”

“If it’s a matter related to Prince Sasha, even if I get hurt, it doesn’t matter.”

“Such determination… I understand. I’ll tell you. Sasha actually wakes up at seven o’clock.”

Livan furrowed his brow in confusion. “Seven o’clock?”

“Sasha starts to squirm and open his eyes around that time. He tries hard to stay still, perhaps afraid I might wake up, but because it’s so quiet, I can hear him breathing loudly.”

Livan’s shoulders slumped even more. “You’re just teasing me, aren’t you?”

“Actually, yes, a bit.”

“My lady!”

At that moment, the office door opened. Finally, Calix had come.
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The divine beast, quietly sitting in my pocket, muttered reluctantly.

― Didn’t you say you need to ask that human for a favor?

“Yes. That was the case.”

― He seems like he won’t listen.

“It’s all right. If Livan’s next scheduled day is later than mine, he said he would move it up twice.”

Livan looked at me with sorrowful eyes.

Unfortunately for him, I have yet to forget the times he manipulated me with his appearance.

“What were you talking about that was so interesting?”

“We were discussing what time Sasha woke up. You know, how Sasha wakes up early.”

“He does have a tendency to wake up early.”

“He says so too, Livan.”

“Yes. I heard it clearly.”

“Charlize.”

From the urgency in his voice, it seemed he was busy today. I immediately shifted my gaze to Calix.
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“Move that dark mage to a more secretive location. It will be troublesome if the magic circle is disrupted.”

“Yes, my liege.”

He crumpled his face in displeasure. Count Philliam’s words seemed quite plausible at first, but once suspicion took root, everything began to seem suspicious.

‘It’s regrettable to handle it this way, though.’

The hand that had been tapping the armrest stopped. He said, “Approach the count’s granddaughter. Make her take it again. But before that, it would be better to first approach Ronatus. The timing must be just right.”
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I just relayed the fragment of the future I had just seen to Calix.

“He really is a bad guy.”

“Yes. He really is a bad guy.”

Calix slightly narrowed his eyes, as if he were contemplating. “By the way, was there no talk about my lady?”

“That’s right.”

“It’s a little strange.”

As I looked at him with the question “What do you mean?” in my eyes, Calix answered.

“If I were him, I would have first thought of my lady. Since you know the antidote, no matter how much poison she is given, she will eventually wake up.”

I blinked awkwardly.

“Are they already looking at you from a different direction?” Calix asked, tilting his head slightly.

Since it had come to this, not saying anything also felt awkward.

“It seems they plan to administer that poison to me as well.”

Livan, who had been quietly sitting in the corner, coughed, while Calix’ gaze, still fixed on me, remained straightforward.

“The archduke already has a heavy workload, and I did not want to make you work more because of one noblewoman’s personal affairs.”

In front of him, for some reason, I felt like I needed to make excuses.

Calix smiled with only his lips.

“Was that the problem?” His soft voice was barely more than a murmur. “‘The archduke’ and ‘noblewoman’ are too formal to be used between us… as close as we are.”

Is that so?

“In a life-threatening situation, you should be able to ask a friend for help, right?”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. It’s written on page 174 of ‘If You Read This, You Can Also Become That Person’s One and Only Friend.’ In tough situations, reach out to that person. They will likely welcome it.”

Since it was already the fifth time, I didn’t think of it as a difficult situation, but then again, being threatened with my life could not be anything but a difficult situation!

“You’re right.” I nodded with all seriousness.

“…how desperate must you be… to even memorize that…”

Livan mumbled something, but I let it pass since it seemed unimportant.

“Don’t you need some time to rest today, Livan?”

“I really do!” he exclaimed before darting out like an arrow.

Calix smiled, as if to say it was time to speak.

After talking moderately, I made sure to mention all the important points without leaving anything out.

“…And the Pope did not lose consciousness. He was never in a coma.”
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“Rosetta, this is about my friend.”

That introduction essentially meant it was about herself. However, since it seemed unlikely that Charlize would frame her own situation as that of another friend, Rosetta briefly glanced at Irian.

‘Is it about you?’

‘No.’

Then it was certainly about Charlize. Besides them, she couldn’t possibly have any other friends, right?!

“Actually, I made another friend, and it’s about that friend.”

“I see. Please go ahead.”

Rosetta, already roughly anticipating her question, thought of an answer in advance as Charlize replied.

“She really dislikes going to balls, so how can she go there with a joyful heart?”

“…Wouldn’t it be fine if there is something she likes at the venue of the ball?”

“The problem is that the preparation is bothersome.”

“Well, her maids will handle the preparations anyway.”

“‘Sitting is torture,’ she said.”

Indeed, Charlize was currently almost lying down on the sofa.

A vein throbbed on Rosetta’s forehead. “Why did you even say this is about your friend?”

Charlize blinked her eyes rapidly.

“…You knew?”

“I knew as well.” Irian took a sip of coffee and smiled awkwardly.

“I, again… No, never mind. It’s time to go soon.” Rosetta, who had been about to say she thought it was going to be about romance, checked the time, and abruptly stood up.

Irian and Charlize followed with faltering steps.

“Mhm…”

The two exchanged encouraging glances.

Irian smiled slightly, finally seeming to understand why Charlize had pretended to be someone else while claiming she disliked going to balls.

“Today, we will be looking at dresses, accessories, and shoes!”

Whether it was because of the ball itself or because they hadn’t shopped together in a long time, it was, indeed, something that couldn’t be said in front of a happily excited friend.
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Time quickly passed, and it was the day of the ball… or at least, it would have been better if that were the case. However, only two days had passed.

During that time, the rumor that Count Philliam’s granddaughter had awakened had spread tremendously. The count might not have even needed to make a donation to the temple. But since it wasn’t my money anyway, I didn’t give it much thought.
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“When you meet him, say that you want to meet Charlize Lienta again. Mention your concerns about what I gave your granddaughter that led to her waking up. It’s not about asking for permission. Just let it slip in advance, subtly.”
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For that reason, I got into the carriage. I didn’t sigh this time.

I’m planning to become a walking enthusiast.

“My lady, we have arrived.”

And no sooner had my feet touched the ground than I nearly stumbled backward.

Gasp!

It was because someone ran up and hugged me. No matter how sudden the attack, it was so shocking that I couldn’t hold out… If Jay hadn’t caught me from behind, I might have ended up groping the back of my head with trembling hands once again.

“My goodness, Lady Aria!”

A woman, presumed to be her nanny, hurried over and bowed.

“You shouldn’t do that. My lady, you were startled, weren’t you? I am very sorry. Lady Aria, you should apologize as well!”

“Hng.”

Count Philliam’s manor, fleetingly visible beyond the tangles of black hair, was quite different. The space, holding an atmosphere akin to a temple long abandoned by all but the most faithful, seemed to emit a faint yellow glow. It seems they were able to match it exactly to his granddaughter’s taste because the count had a lot of money.

Lost in very worldly thoughts, I was brought back by Aria’s dejected voice.

“I’m sorry, my lady. I still think of myself as thirteen…”

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” I responded familiarly.

I knew it was rude, but I held back because I was curious. Despite supposedly having been bedridden for five years, Aria walked impressively well!

Could it be that the count bought potions for his granddaughter’s muscles? If that were the case, I would have wanted to buy them too…

While waiting for the next opportunity, I quietly followed along. Aria’s mouth didn’t stop moving the entire time.

From our first meeting, I found her personality very suitable as a confidante to the female lead.

“I was so amazed to hear that I had been asleep for five years!”

“I see.”

“I wanted to become an adult soon, and now my coming of age is just around the corner! I’m so happy. My grandpa even said he would hold a debutante ball just for me next year.”

“You must be happy.”

“I heard there’s a ball being held in the imperial palace this time. Are you also going, my lady?”

Just when my ears were about to go numb, Count Philliam arrived.

“Aria, you have been entertaining the guest well to make sure she isn’t bored. You’ve worked hard.”

The count, having gently sent his granddaughter away, went straight to the main point without any fuss.

“I have been instructed to maintain a relationship and monitor my lady’s movements.”

By any chance… I looked over the count with a suspicious gaze. He must have been brainwashed… but does the person who did it not know that the count didn’t use formal language with me?

Whether he knew my thoughts or not, the old count continued to speak politely.

“Since you, my lady, have given my treasure a second life, I must now correct my behavior.”

Aha. I tried to decline, but the count was firm. If that made him comfortable, I decided I might as well feel the same.

“Seeing that there were no other orders, it seems he is considering what to do with me.”

“Have you prepared an escape route?”

“To some extent, yes. I must be her solid ground until that child can stand on her own.”

Although she was near adulthood, his granddaughter was still very young. The concern ran deep, rooted in the death of her father and the absence of any trustworthy adults left in the family.

After a moment of consideration, I began to speak. In a way reminiscent of Duke Lienta, I had helplessly ended up becoming the chief meddler of this region… “Even if you are worried about your granddaughter, do not reduce your external businesses, especially trade. And, if possible, eliminating rising competitors might also be a good idea.”

“Yes, Aria’s hands must not get dirty.”

The count laughed, as if his own hands already were.

Nodding encouragingly, I asked, “Count, not only did you secure the funds, but did you also handle the goods he wanted as part of your business operations?”

As if retracing a distant memory, the count remained silent for a long moment before speaking. “I would need to check the documents to be sure, but to my recollection, there was nothing like that. Shall I gather the documents if needed?”

“Yes. Then, thank you.”

Thus, faced with the sad reality of returning home with work in one hand, I felt drained of energy…
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The plan being unexpectedly changed came at a very coincidental moment.
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“An order was issued for you to watch over Charlize Lienta.”
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It hadn’t been long since Adrian had heard such words from the lady.

Charlize, as if trying to make herself call him by terms like “my lord” or “you there,” seemed to be testing which ones would stick more in her ear, but she ended up saying something else.
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“Become my fake lover.”

“…Pardon?”
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Forgetting the manner of speaking he had maintained at the casino, Charlize haughtily raised her chin in response to the question he had blurted out reflexively.
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“Try to make Calix jealous. If you don’t want to, then offer up this much.”
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In the end, it was a sign that meetings with the lady would be ongoing.

If they heard about it, were they perhaps monitoring me?

Adrian himself was beginning to feel that the time for him to be discarded was gradually approaching.

He couldn’t be certain whether their plan, after letting him grow close to Charlize through this opportunity, was truly to have him eliminate her with his own hand. If that were the case, then indeed, he had not made the wrong decision.

The sender of the letter Adrian was holding in his right hand was Charlize Lienta.
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Last night, I couldn’t bring myself to ask the person with tired eyes to take on the work, so I chose to become tired myself.

Thinking a short nap would only leave me sleepier, I arrived at the large building after staying up the entire night. I am not confident… Not confident that I won’t fall asleep…

And of all things, I had to watch an opera. As I leaned against the soft seat, the corners of my eyes involuntarily grew warm.

“Sorry for being late.”

At Adrian’s words to come exactly at zero seconds next time, I nodded.
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And then, three grueling hours later, while chewing and swallowing the strawberry milk from the coffee house, I muttered, “The opera, it wasn’t very good.”

Adrian awkwardly smiled as he joined in on my conversation with myself.

“What aspect about it made you feel that way?”

By repeatedly using a tone a superior would use toward a subordinate, and tsk-ing several times, I’d gotten quite good at it.

“It’s a tragedy.” I looked down, stirring the milk with a straw. “The female lead is pitiable. Despite her deep love, she ultimately had to break up with the male lead to take care of her parents.”

“But the male lead was trash, wasn’t he?”

“Right. It’s better to throw such things away. But she should have thrown him away. Instead, she gave up because of her parents. And now, he will remain in her memory.”

“Even so, the female lead, though unhappy for a moment, would surely be happy in the future for having protected her beloved parents. And didn’t the parents also regard the choice of their daughter who returned to them as only natural?”

“That’s what I hated the most.” I lifted my eyes. “What’s the point of saying it’s not being taken for granted? In the end, she was made to sacrifice again, wasn’t she? A few times should have been enough. Why must she be perpetually bound to sacrifice?”

Adrian seemed a little flustered, so I looked down again.

“Well, I still thought it wasn’t famous without good reason.”

“Yes. Especially since the setting was so elaborate, you could tell a lot was invested.”

“You are indeed worldly.”

With that statement bringing the conversation to a close, since I remained silent, Adrian didn’t speak either. In the comfortable silence, a thought crossed my mind.

…It seems like it failed? The opera, for which I had entrusted Adrian with the reservation, had box seats, and the coffee house had private seating as well. So, no one was watching! With this, I meant to lay the groundwork for Calix to naturally bring up breaking off the engagement.

The rumor would only end up spreading very quietly. I guess I should at least still bring a gift for “my lover.” It pained me to give a gift that even Noah wouldn’t accept to a complete stranger, but there was no other choice. I will just have to casually pick out one cheap item from a stall.

“Let’s get up.”

“My lady.”

Adrian called me quietly. I tensed up and straightened my back.

Calix seemed utterly unaffected, but it felt awkward to ask him for a knight to accompany me while I was going out with another man, leaving my fiancé behind, so I came alone. At the very least, I was glad I had a gun strapped to me, just in case.

As I silently gauged our location, Adrian spoke.

“To what extent have you investigated my background?”

…Huh?
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Charlize mentioned an opera at a particular time of day, and there was only one production showing during that time slot.

The story followed a female lead who, because of her parents, was forced to become a minion of the villains and approach the righteous male lead.

The lady, who had kept her eyes lowered the entire time, slowly lifted her gaze… as if to signal that this was the moment she intended to say what mattered most.

“Why must she be perpetually bound to sacrifice?”

Is this why she approached me? With their impending marriage, it would have been most natural for Charlize to stay firmly within the archduke’s manor, fearing any change of heart. However, the fact that she made “such” a proposal briefly struck him as suspicious.

“To what extent have you investigated my background?”

She watched him intently with an expressionless face.

“Perhaps Ellu…”

“That name, don’t bring it up.” Charlize reacted immediately. “Because it’s all my own decision.”

Adrian slightly furrowed his brows before realizing. Whether those words were true or false didn’t matter. He was going to die once everything was exposed, anyway.

“My mother knows nothing.”

The lady just stayed silent. For some reason, it unsettled Adrian enough that he repeated himself.

“Unlike the parents in the opera we just watched, my mother is completely unrelated to this.”

“So, what you want to say is…”

“At the very least… please spare my mother.”

“That’s a strange thing to say.”

At her eerie voice, Adrian’s throat moved heavily.

“You do know that if you die, it will likely be difficult for her to keep living, right?”

“…”

“Are you asking me to protect your mother from your ‘liege’?”

In her continuously questioning voice, there were no signs of mockery, but the words she was saying were as sharp as a pointed edge.

“The answer is simple. You just need to live longer than your mother.”

The lady curled her lips into a smile.

“Betray him.”
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On the way back, I drifted into thought.

What’s this? I had no intention of recruiting Adrian. If I wanted to win him over, I would have had no choice but to target his weakness—his mother.

Since he had approached in such an underhanded way, I probably would have responded in a relatively decent way. But what reason was there for me to decide whether or not to help someone who was already living so diligently on his own?

It seemed he was convinced that I had him investigated, so under those circumstances, I tried probing a bit, and it ended up like this.
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“What do you need from me?”
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To become part of my romantic escapades…

I had only tried to kill two birds with one stone because of how things turned out, but truly, the ways of the world were unpredictable.
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“I am acutely aware that my strength alone is insufficient. If I betray him, as you mentioned, could you at least take in my mother? After all, she doesn’t have much time left.”

“I’m not telling you to die. Just find out who’s above you, and who’s above them. Look into it appropriately.”
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His neck is mine.

After compiling the various fraudulent gambling activities being carried out in the VIP rooms of the casino, I snitched to the capital guards, exclaiming, “The casino is absolutely not wholesome! Was it ever wholesome to begin with?!”

Afterward, I compared the documents I received from Count Philliam with the loading and unloading records provided by Calix until my eyes were about to fall out.

Then, I clasped hands with Irian as we followed behind Rosetta.

And upon hearing Livan say, “The archduke’s stamina is extraordinary!” I found myself more enthusiastically sympathetic than ever before. Calix, perhaps concerned by how gaunt I had grown, secretly gave me the medicine he had brewed himself, without Livan’s knowledge.

Time passed like that, and eventually, the eve of the ball arrived.

A letter sealed with the imperial crest was delivered to House Elluiden.
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The imperial chamberlain arrived at the manor early that morning.

That’s right. I had been by Calix’ side at the time, too.

“Tell him to wait.”

“Yes, my lord.”

It was clear it would be bad news, yet faced with the unannounced visit, he remained composed. After giving his orders with indifference, Calix turned his head.

The future had already unfolded just moments earlier.

As we were staring blankly at each other, he asked, “How was the opera?”

“I was sleepy the entire time.”

“Is that so? That’s fortunate.”

That was indeed the case. After all, I wasn’t the one who bought the tickets. Now that I think about it, I do feel a little sorry. Adrian, you probably don’t have much money… My situation isn’t great either, but at the very least, I could’ve bought the tickets.

“Next time, go with me. It will be more fun.” Calix smiled thinly. “We are ‘friends,’ aren’t we?”

Somehow, I felt like I had dug my own grave, but I nodded anyway. Now that we had gotten a bit closer, I couldn’t bring myself to do the heartless thing of putting him on the back burner.

“All right.”
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Such words should be used with caution in front of me.

If I must be cautious, it was because I couldn’t explain why. Hearing this sort of thing so often, various parts of myself were being unintentionally trained.

I briefly looked at the closed door. I already know what the chamberlain will say, because I’ve read the original.

It would be nice if we could leave Sasha behind, but that wouldn’t be possible. The emperor had made Calix not attend. If Sasha also expressed a desire not to attend at this time, the emperor might react with fury and unpredictability, thinking to himself, “Do you think I would harm my nephew?!” This was exactly why people should not do bad things.

That was how the accident ended up happening.

Could the current emperor be the one who assassinated the late emperor? There was a high possibility that the late emperor had died from the poison made from Tuverrot. Then, it’s almost as if he holds the current emperor’s weakness. Since he is easy to manipulate, “that person” might not desire a change in the throne.

What continued to bother me, however, was that the emperor did not properly appear in the fragments of the future I had seen.

Ha… I just wanted to read a fluffy novel, but I ended up being thrown into all this.

When I go to my room, I should read a picture book, I thought bitterly as I slowly began to leave the office.

“Ah, my lady, you were here?”

An expression of realization flitted across Livan’s face as he was entering angrily.

“What’s the matter?”

“It’s nothing.”

“All right. I can just go and find out myself.”

“My lady!”

Having a ruined reputation was generally a benefit. It was thanks to everyone knowing that I could really counterattack and still have plenty left over.

That was when Livan finally confessed, “During the hunting festival last winter, there was a disturbance, wasn’t there? At that time, my lord volunteered to be investigated.”

He volunteered? Although I was puzzled, I knew that pressing Livan wouldn’t yield a proper answer. So, I quietly waited for what he would say next.

“The emperor, stating that the incident at that time was not clearly uncovered, forbade his entry to the imperial palace.”

“Hah.”

I let out an incredulous breath.

Setting all else aside, Calix had already been to the imperial palace after the hunting festival last winter. It’s obviously just an excuse. It wasn’t that it hadn’t been addressed, but that there had been nothing to uncover, so it was quietly resolved.

…Is this matter an attempt to demonstrate that, even if Calix took it upon himself, it does not necessarily fall outside the legal jurisdiction?

A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I asked, “Was I also prohibited from attending?”

“No such statement has been made yet.” He added gravely, “Be careful.”

Even as he said that, Livan didn’t seem to believe Calix would truly be absent.

“Pass on to the archduke that he should accept the emperor’s command.”

“Huh?”

“In the first place, things are seen better from a distance, aren’t they?”

I lowered my eyelids a little to cover my eyes.

“I’m going to Lienta manor. I’ll be back.”

And then, I saw the boy’s crimson eyes.
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The next day.

Somehow, the maids’ hands seemed to continually wander under my eyes, and knowing the reason why, I became embarrassed…

“My lady, you may open your eyes now.”

…and very surprised!

I thought they would have covered the dark circles thoroughly, and that the makeup might end up heavy, maybe even lean toward the glamorous side, but it hadn’t. On the contrary, it was nearly transparent. Such skills… How impressive…

As I walked the path toward Sasha, I inwardly apologized for having underestimated the skills of the maids at Elluiden manor.

Just then, the child finished preparing as well, and we happened to meet.

“Lady Charl!”

“Hmm?!”

Sasha, who was trotting toward me, momentarily paused and tilted his head at my exclamation. I took the chance to form a gap between my index finger and thumb and caught him in it.

“Look at this, Sasha. You were just this tiny, and now you’ve grown so much!”

While maintaining the gap between my fingers, I ran swiftly and spoke excitedly, but the child simply blushed.

“T-that’s not enough!” Sasha exclaimed, moving his small hand earnestly. “This much!”

Somehow, it increased threefold.

With narrowed eyes, I looked back and forth between my hand and Sasha, then nodded in agreement. “It really is true…”

“Yes, it is!”

As I tried to lift Sasha into one arm, I exclaimed, “Oh my. Oh my. How heavy,” and quickly pretended to fail.

I made a mistake with a child who is very self-conscious about his height. Since genetically, he couldn’t possibly not grow up to be tall, I kept forgetting. While coaxing him along with soothing words, we ended up encountering Calix.

To be precise, it was inevitable that we would meet. He was waiting in front of the carriage. Calix was dressed in perfectly mature attire.

Sasha looked back and forth between us, then quickly slipped into the carriage.

“Oh.”

In an instant, as the small warmth escaped, I let out a belated sigh.

“…younger than seven…”

Behind me, I heard Livan muttering something. For some reason, I had a strange feeling, like I should be narrowing my eyes into triangles. Then, a clear voice reached my ears.

“I know you won’t like it.”

Calix gently grasped my hand, and a cold-textured object moved up against my finger. It was that relic, made as a pair, designed to transfer an injury from one wearer to the other.

“Promise me you will never take this off. Only then can I wait quietly at the manor.”

“What if I refuse?”

“Then I guess I’ll have no choice but to attend. I can’t help worrying.” He smiled lightly as if he were joking, but he was being serious.

I looked down at the relic, then lifted my eyes again.
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“I heard that you volunteered to be a witness in the investigation regarding the incident at the hunting festival last winter.”

“Ah.”

“Why did you do that?”

Calix, with his eyelids slightly lowered, wore a sullen expression as he busied himself with something else.

…I’m not sure it’s actually the case, but I have been losing objectivity rather quickly these days.

“Are you saying you should worry alone since it’s a matter you brought about yourself?”

His gaze, which held a habitual hint of a smile and was looking down lazily, slightly tilted.

“It’s the same for me too.”

I answered while looking straight into his eyes that met mine.

“Your Highness intended to attend this ball, and I am the one who advised against it.”

“That’s different.” He smiled faintly. “I’m the one who ultimately accepted my lady’s suggestion not to attend, so…”

Calix, who seemed to be about to say something, suddenly fell silent and stared into my eyes. His blue gaze, which had been intensifying, crinkled all at once.

“I will have the other relic worn by the man who imitated my face.”

“You are wrong. I mean, he is someone who tried to imitate Your Highness’ face and failed.”

“Yes. I’ll have the man who failed to imitate my face wear it. If I say I’m giving it to him, will you keep it on then?”

Calix is the type to take the shortest route rather than the safer one, even if it means getting hurt himself… I looked at Calix in suspicious, then thrust out my hand. I extended only my pinky and waved it in front of him.

Uh-oh… Catching sight of Jay’s shocked eyes as he stood behind Calix, I quickly unfolded another finger in an awkward attempt to cover it up.

“I promise.”

By now, even with my eyes closed, I could tell which hand was Calix’ and which belonged to someone else. Still, the temperature that touched my hand this time felt strangely unfamiliar.

With unwavering resolve, I firmly wrapped my pinky around Calix’ finger and tugged at his neatly tied cravat. “So, please, do not come to the banquet.”

“May I ask one question?”

“No, you may not.”

Hiding the cravat behind my back, I quietly stepped away. Calix absentmindedly brushed up his bangs and let out a soft sigh.

With cold resolve, I turned my eyes away from his disheveled black hair and quickly switched gears. “Now, you may do so.”

“Why are you… so skilled?”

For a moment, I was confused, wondering what it was, and then I realized.

“After I return, I’ll give you an answer.”

“All right.” Calix averted his gaze. “I’ll be waiting quietly.”
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The carriage came to a smooth stop.

“Hold on.”

“Yes.”

I tried to stuff Calix’ cravat into my pocket, but realizing I didn’t have one, I set it down neatly in the carriage and got out.

The mood in the banquet hall when I arrived was subtly tense. Everyone looked as if they had already heard the news that the emperor had not permitted Calix’ attendance.

Such expressions, in a way, were what I was most familiar with, so I was going to ignore it skillfully… but, well…

“Did you see that? Just how many knights are attached to them?”

“It’s probably not for the lady’s sake, but still…”

“I think it might actually be because of the lady. If things go even slightly wrong… with Duke Lienta…”

“Shh! You’ve gone too far.”

“They’ve been living under the same roof for a while now. That’s more than enough for them to fall in love.”

“But if that really were the case, why haven’t they had an engagement ceremony yet?”

“If they moved the wedding date up… then…”

Somehow, my ears had already become trained. I could tune people out without even covering them. That’s how far gone I was.

We came to a stop at a suitable spot, and Sasha, who had been tightly holding my hand, looked up at me with a small smile. As I gazed at him, the child I saw in my dream suddenly came to mind.

At some point in time, things were really bad between us.
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“If I could do it one more time, I think I might do better. But that wouldn’t be possible, would it?”
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The reason Charlize went to see the Pope was not to pray to God, but to pay the price for her own madness. She really wasn’t the type to plead with God to begin with.

At that moment, the sound of the trumpet announcing the entrance of the emperor and empress rang out.

The emperor, who began with formal remarks, swept his satisfied gaze over the nobles in the banquet hall. His eyes, which had seemed to linger especially long on me, finally moved on, and the congratulatory speech came to an end.

Livan shifted awkwardly. “L-let’s… d-dance.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Why would I feel bad? I only asked the lady for the first dance because I had no choice. I didn’t want you to be left with the sad memory of no one asking you. And now that I’ve been rejected, I’m actually quite happy.”

As I looked away from the grumbling Livan, I checked the direction where the child was. Beside Sasha stood Lucas and Duchess Baier, along with Jay and Jin.
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Theodore Vanachell used to pray to God on the last day of every month, because if he didn’t set a specific day, it felt like he’d end up pleading every night.

Today wasn’t the last day of the month. But there was no helping it, since there would be a ball on that day. So he had no choice but to pray today instead.

‘Who is it? Exactly, who…’

He was powerless. His efforts so far have never borne fruit. Not once. Perhaps that “someone” had even already been quietly taken care of by the empress to keep them silent.

‘It would be nice if the empress could at least let me know when she’s going to eliminate me.’

Theodore sneered at himself.
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Empress Katarina has caught on to Marquess Vanachell’s change of heart.

Her closest aide had turned against her. It was only natural to want to find out how far disloyalty had spread among her subordinates, and how many others might have had a change of heart as well. Her seclusion made sense now.

Then “that person” probably didn’t get proper information from Theodore, so maybe he’s already realized that the empress is distancing herself from the marquess. The marquess was a significant figure precisely because he was the empress’ closest aide, but he was just as risky an opponent, and now that risk had finally surfaced. “That person” will probably try to get rid of Theodore before Empress Katarina figures out his identity. He won’t simply discard or eliminate him. He’ll probably use the marquess one last time and then let him die somewhere…

At that moment, someone grabbed my shoulder.

I nearly struck their wrist with the edge of my hand out of reflex, but thank goodness I didn’t. If I had, I really would’ve come close to becoming a truly unfilial child.

“Father.”

“Charl!”

Duke Lienta subtly glanced around and then spoke to me in a whisper.

“…I heard.”

“What are you talking about?”

“About the person you’ve been meeting.”

“Ah…”

Since the rumors had always just been rumors, and the duke’s tolerance had grown strong, I figured this wouldn’t even be enough to make his ears itch. No matter how many other men I met, far from being seen as unfaithful, the only rumor that would spread was that it was part of some plan to make the archduke jealous. So I thought, at worst, people would just say, “She really gets up to all sorts of things.”

But then why is the duke’s face like that? Wait… instead of thinking I’m getting into all sorts of things, were people actually admiring my love for the archduke?!

“Go and try to meet others well.”

What?

“Loving only one person, don’t do it. Life is long.”

Hearing that from someone who had loved only one person his entire life… it truly was a new kind of statement.

“Should we call off the engagement right now?” Duke Lienta asked, as if he already had the annulment papers in hand.

“No.”

“Why not?!” the duke cried out, on the verge of tears.

“…Do you dislike the archduke that much?”

“That’s not it. It’s not that I dislike him personally… I’m just worried about you.”

I silently stared at the duke.

“If you must love so desperately, Charl, then love yourself.”

At that moment, I couldn’t tell what kind of expression my father had on his face when he said those words, because the banquet hall had suddenly been swallowed by darkness.
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“W-what’s going on?”

“Madam, where are you?”

“Waaah!”

“My child!”

The interior, which until just moments ago had been filled with an atmosphere that sparkled as if sprinkled with gold dust, was suddenly dyed in ominous hues.

Screeeech—!

When a tearing sound erupted from the musician playing the string instrument, the sense of dread grew even more.

“What is the attendant in charge of the door doing? He should be opening it quickly!”

“The others too. Why aren’t they drawing the terrace curtains quickly?!”

However, even after all that, nothing had changed.

“Did the attendant really end up in a situation where he couldn’t even open the door?”

Anxiety spread quickly, and among the more soft-hearted, there were already those in tears.

Duke Lienta reflexively gave his daughter’s hand, which he had just clasped, a firm squeeze.

“Charl, do not worry.”

“Yes, I’m not worried.”

Except when it involved Calix Elluiden, his daughter—who never showed strong emotions no matter the situation—fortunately, seemed the same this time as well.

“So please don’t worry either, father.”

“Of course. I’m not worried… Wait a second! Charl! There’s no way your hand could feel this grotesque. Whose hand is this?!”

“M-my lady?”

They’ve already noticed.

Charlize shifted her eyes. Feeling bad about adding even one more thing to worry about, she subtly reached for Livan’s hand but missed.

Ugh… I’ll just go and come back quickly.

Charlize squeezed through the panicking people and ran.

I do think Jay and Jin are probably handling things just fine, but this scene still seems suspicious. Darkness. Fear. A situation in which, because he knew someone nearby would protect him, he was able to keep going. The place is different, but it fulfills the same conditions as when Sasha awakened his divine power, doesn’t it?

It was at that moment that a small figure—one that could never be mistaken for the boy—faintly registered in her eyes, now adjusted to the darkness.

“Ugh.”

Charlize, who had gracefully dodged the attempt to strike the back of her neck, twisted the assailant’s hand and gripped it firmly.
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Before the opponent had time to react, Charlize, who immediately used the recoil to close the distance, struck the assailant’s forehead with her head.

Thud…!

Her green eyes, fixed on the gently collapsing body until the very end, were chilling.

This bastard dared to try and leave a bruise on my neck. The duke would seriously faint if he saw it. It would’ve been nice if I could tie him up for interrogation, but there wasn’t time.

Putting her regret into it, she kicked him in the stomach, as if telling him to stay properly unconscious, then kicked off the ground.

All around was chaotic, filled with screaming and crying.

Charlize briefly checked the top of the platform. Though it was still dark inside, she could make out whether or not there was a moving silhouette.

It seems the emperor and empress already covertly hid themselves. Given the situation, retreating quietly rather than shouting for protection and revealing their position was the more natural choice.

“Sasha.”

His small shoulders jerked in surprise. The child in Jay’s arms reached out toward the darkness without hesitation.

Charlize firmly supported his round head with her left hand and held him close, and only then did she realize that she had run to the point of being out of breath.

“There hasn’t been any approach from this direction, but it would be best if you took cover. I will guide you,” Jay whispered.

As she handed the child back to him again, Charlize said, “Go on ahead.”

Although he had already gone through a manifestation fever, Sasha’s divine power showed no visible signs of blooming. In the end, it must mean that, just like in the original novel, he had to go through some kind of “hardship.”

If divine power is only endowed when the child is pushed to a psychological extreme, then may the next plot development in the original novel never come to pass. That damn original novel, seriously… it’s just as detestable as that damn author.

“Pardon?”

It was the moment when Jay, who had impulsively taken Sasha into his arms, hurriedly opened his mouth to speak in an attempt to persuade her—

“This is just like the hunting festival last winter, right?”

“…”

Jay fell silent. The child, sensing the shift in atmosphere, urgently reached out his hand toward Charlize.

“N-no.”

“Prince Sasha…”

“Let’s go together. We have to go t-together.”

A sob finally broke through his desperate voice.

“W-we have to go together, but…”

“Sasha.”

Charlize bent at the waist and rested her forehead against the child’s. Between hiccups and quiet sobs, the child reached out with trembling hands to gently caress her cheek.

“If Lady Charl is not going, then I’m not going either. If we can’t meet again like last time… Ah!” Sasha hunched his shoulders, as if he had been pricked by a sharp thorn.

“Prince Sasha? Prince Sasha!”

“This is the same as back then… exactly the same… right?”

Amid his panting breaths and the small but urgent question, a calm voice suddenly rang out.

“Do you remember? When we ate chocolate last time.”

Was it because of her overly calm tone, or was it the warmth of her touch? The child, who had been blinking rapidly, now stared blankly at the person he knew was beside him, even if he couldn’t see her.

“Sasha’s chocolate was incredibly colorful, and mine was just plain chocolate.”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

“So when you asked why Sasha’s was different, I said it was because Sasha is a little boy… but…”

“I-I’m not a little boy.”

“Right. That’s what you said.”

Charlize let out a light chuckle, a sound Sasha cherished and held in his heart.

“Sasha ate my chocolate, said it was bitter, and started crying a lot. Remember?”

“I didn’t cry that much… I only cried a little.”

“That’s right, you only cried just a little. So Sasha got sulky, saying you still had a long way to go before you could become a big brother. And I said I’d wait, even if it took a really long time for you to become a big brother. You remember, right?”

As he wandered through their warm memories, the child unconsciously smiled faintly.

“Yes, that’s what you said.”

“That’s why you don’t have to worry. I’m definitely going to keep that promise, no matter what.”

The child, who had remained silent, bravely pulled his hand away from her soft cheek, just as he had done once before.

Charlize gently pressed her forehead against his, as if to say, “You did well,” then spoke again.

“Jay, make sure to go with Duchess Baier. Even if something happens, a way will present itself.”

“Yes, my lady. Let us go, Prince Sasha.”

The skilled knight, despite the dark surroundings, moved swiftly. Charlize stared at their backs for a long time, then turned away.

Sasha’s reaction was too strong. Could there be a similar scene in his lost memories? In the original novel, that period was ultimately never described, even after the child had grown up and come of age. It made sense. Calix isn’t the kind of person who would dig into those past memories, so it’s only natural.

The moment her silver eyelashes, which had been slanting downward, fluttered…

“Ugh!”

…a different assailant who had been stealthily approaching was struck squarely in the side and let out a low groan. Though not physically conditioned and relatively weak, she compensated with seasoned technique, and the impact of the blow was considerable.

As she grabbed the staggering assailant by the collar, her gaze—now directed toward the terrace—had turned cold.

Even if I’m someone who hasn’t learned swordsmanship, it’s suspicious that they came at me twice in a row without even a single weapon to threaten me with.

It was as if they had gone so far as to prevent, in advance, every possible scenario in which a single flaw might appear on her.

Surely, it’s not because they’re planning to sell me off as a slave…

“A-ack!”

The unhesitating steps came to a sudden stop, and it wasn’t because of the guy who kept being noisy. Charlize raised her eyebrows slightly.

Right. It really is strange.

The terrace was structured so that closing the curtains signaled there were guests inside. The purpose of this ball was primarily to celebrate the empress’ pregnancy, and members of the imperial family were present. How many nobles would really choose to slip out to the terrace and risk falling out of favor?

The fact that not even moonlight, let alone the lights from the garden, could seep in beyond the terrace was only possible through artificial intervention. To put it simply… like dark magic.

“Aaargh.”

As she put strength into the hand gripping the assailant’s collar and it was pulled even more tightly, he let out a choking sound.

“Ah.” Charlize suddenly let out a low sigh. “He’s dead.”

Perhaps thinking he no longer had any chance of fighting back, he bit down and burst the poison hidden between his molars.

Whatever it is, loyalty or something else, it really runs deep.

While slowly brushing back her fallen hair with her free hand, she let go of the assailant with a light toss, as if throwing him. If, just as expected, dark magic was indeed involved, then the one capable of casting dark magic of this level was undoubtedly “that person.”

Even though he commands dark mages and has other nobles as subordinates, that cautious coward brazenly did something like this at a ball in the imperial palace? Either he was cornered, or he had already designated someone to take the blame for this.

Then, naturally, one person came to mind.

Charlize’s gaze hardened.

Where is Theodore Vanachell?
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A hollow laugh burst out, cutting through the air.

Theodore closed his eyes for a long moment. It had been quite some time since any tears that might have flowed from the corners of his eyes had dried up.

The clear sky was now reflected in those dry eyes.

At that time, Theodore Vanachell, having lost his entire family, was nothing more than a student who had entrusted the position of marchioness to his clever younger sister and wished to spend his life sculpting. So even though he knew it was murder disguised as an accident, he had no choice but to play the fool, overwhelmed just by trying to protect the family his parents had devoted themselves to.

He had just barely reached the age when a legal guardian was no longer required, but as he rushed about trying to fend off the pack of jackals targeting the house of a marquess who hadn’t received proper successor training, three years had passed before he knew it.

Once things had somewhat stabilized, what filled his body was a deep sense of self-loathing. He intended to live the rest of his life for revenge. And once he succeeded, he planned to join his family. To do that, he knew that a death that left any trace would be problematic.

It was on the very day he covertly obtained and purchased deadly poison that the empress discreetly sought him out.
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“The marquess and I are quite similar.”
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Now that he thought about it, it was a classic tactic. First, show a weakness to moderately lower your opponent’s guard, then extend a hand like a savior. The young man fell for it easily.

No, age didn’t matter, because even now, I was still making the same mistake. Even if it took time, maybe I should have built up the power of House Vanachell, like Archduke Elluiden, and investigated it independently.

Three whole years had already gone by. He had hurried, thinking it would be impossible without the help of someone powerful since all the evidence had been destroyed, but even more time ended up passing.

In the end, he ended up in a state of being left like bait, having sustained a deep wound in some garden of the imperial palace.

It was at that very moment he heard the sound of grass being stepped on. It didn’t matter to him who would be named the suspect in his murder. But then…

“Theodore Vanachell.”

It was a low voice devoid of emotion, making it impossible to tell whether it came from a friend or a foe… but perhaps because of that, he could tell who it was.

“How could you try to let it go so easily? Well? Are you really going to take revenge like this?”

With her back to the moon, her face wasn’t visible, but her long silver hair was striking.

“Your revenge, I might be able to help with it.”

Just a moment ago, he had felt the regret that things might have turned out differently if he hadn’t relied on someone else’s help. And now…

Theodore found it all absurd and laughed bitterly at himself. “Me, take revenge? What are you talking about?”

Swallowing the blood that had suddenly surged up, Theodore continued speaking.

“I don’t know how you came all the way here, but you should just run. After all, you’ll become the prime suspect in my murder. Your father’s imperial pardon might save you, but the marriage you longed for so dearly… don’t you think that would become difficult then?”

“What? Judging by the way you’re not watching your mouth, you’re already acting like someone about to die.” Charlize nodded slightly. “Then, since you’re going to die anyway, put that life to good use before it’s gone.”

He didn’t know what she heard or where she heard it from, but Theodore just felt exhausted.

“Leave…”

“That so-called liege you served, how you even got involved with him, what kind of face he has, and who the hell he even is.”

Theodore instinctively turned his head at her words, each one spat out as if she were chewing through them.

“If you’re curious about how I came here, I’ll tell you. But that’s not what you really want to know, is it?”

With soft fingers, she firmly gripped Theodore’s chin and held it in place. He couldn’t possibly avoid the fierce gaze pouring down on him.

Charlize grinned, just enough to show her teeth.

“So, are you finally thinking of stopping the pity party?”
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In District 1 of the imperial capital, where noble residences were clustered, there was a street commonly referred to as the “imperial road.” As could be inferred from the nickname alone, the area—where the manors of noble families of different leagues were sparsely situated—was naturally located near the imperial palace.

Among them, the owner of the manor closest to the imperial palace was, without a doubt, Calix Elluiden. The lights of Greenity Hall, situated at the edge of the imperial palace, flickered into his office.

“U-ugh!”

His blue eyes, which had been reflecting the imperial palace, shifted to the side. At the end of his gaze was a man bound with thick rope wrapped around his upper body and arms.

When their eyes met, the man hurriedly snapped his mouth shut and let out a faint, animal-like sound from his throat.
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“Why haven’t we dealt with him, my lord?”

“Just because.”
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When Jay, seemingly puzzled, asked, Calix had given an answer like that. It may have come off as indifferent at first glance, but in truth, it was nothing short of sincere. For no particular reason, he just didn’t want that man to die easily.

Just then, the sound of knocking was heard.

Knock, knock.

“Lady Lienta instructed this be delivered to Your Highness.”

After opening the door and receiving the cup, Calix acted as if he were alone in the room and didn’t glance in that direction again.

Is this the fifth time now?

The liquid in the ordinary cup was anything but ordinary.

Beneath his messy, wavy hair that hadn’t been tidied, a hint of a smile flickered across his face once more.
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“What is this?”

“Uh… it’s something that’s good for the body.”
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In response to her strange tone, he lifted the eyes that had been fixed on the cup and looked at her.

Charlize spoke, her gaze shifting away ever so slightly.
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“I scrubbed him thoroughly, so he shouldn’t be dirty. I did think it might be more effective if I didn’t wash him, but honestly, that felt like a bit much.”

“Do you mean the divine beast…?”

“…Y-yes. I just submerged him in the water for a moment and took him right out.”

“It must’ve been hard. Thank you.”

“Not at all. He’ll do it if I help him with his tail exercises once in a while.”
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The efficacy of the holy water, made in a slightly different way, revealed itself at a specific moment, just beyond the bounds of his consciousness.

Unlike the endlessly recurring dreams he had in the past, which continued until he found the “right” answer, this one unfolded as if it were from the perspective of an observer. When he became an “outsider” and looked on in quiet contemplation, certain things appeared differently.

Could this really be just my imagination?

He had only now come to suspect it. The reason was…

“…Ah!”

Letting out a low exclamation, Calix’ expression twisted slightly as the empty cup rolled across the floor.

If the pain—like having the inside of his head violently torn apart with a hook—was all there was, then he would keep immersing himself in it until he found the answer. However, it was as if a huge, tightly shut door were blocking the way, and there was nothing to grasp. A blade-like emotion passed briefly through his sharp eyes.

Before he knew it, it had become a habit. His hand, which had been about to adjust his cravat, suddenly paused.

Calix, who had briefly smiled, absentmindedly cast his gaze beyond the window. Greenity Hall, visible even without any tools, was as dazzling as it had always been.

The sense of incongruity that flashed through his mind came in the very next moment. As Calix reached for the fallen cup, he suddenly blinked. His impatient hand rummaged through the desk until the magic artifact caught at his fingertips.

After confirming everything, the face that turned away from the window was blank.

“A-ack!”

The man, whose whole body had been lifted into the air along with Calix’ hand and then slammed down with a thud, lowered his head deeply and clenched his teeth inwardly as he realized the archduke’s grip strength was in a different league, utterly beyond comparison to his own.

Why did I so readily accept the request to impersonate the archduke?! I should’ve said no… stupid me. And shouldn’t they be going after the real mastermind instead of me?! It’s not like I was the only one behind this. Even if he had managed to defend himself, it would’ve been pointless, since he was already spouting completely unrelated excuses.

As Calix rolled the ring in his hand, he opened his mouth to speak.

“Parker.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Even if the emperor says he doesn’t want me to, I still feel like I should offer my congratulations. It just feels like the right thing to do as his half-brother.”

When his long-closed eyelids finally lifted, a faint smile lingered in his blue eyes. However, it wasn’t a smile born of genuine joy.
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Phew.

The brusque strategy seemed to have worked. I just happened to find out about it by chance and used that to solve the problem, but… I still didn’t really like it when the other person felt grateful to me. It’s just… I feel rather uncomfortable.

And just the same, the first person I was brusque to was none other than Rodante.

…But for some reason, he actually really likes me. I figured it was probably because I helped him reunite with Angel, but I only found out for sure yesterday. Still, I figured children these days just had quirky tastes and let it slide. But then, suddenly, a moment came to mind.

It was when Count Philliam, out of nowhere, treated me with respect. And all at once, a renewed sense of crisis hit me.

I’m not really good at managing personal connections… and they say someone who used to be close but then turned their back on you is scarier than anything else. I wasn’t a good person, but if someone mistook me for one and later realized I wasn’t, there was no telling how quickly their attitude would change. If it were something that interfered with prolonging my life, I couldn’t afford to overlook even the smallest thing.

So, thinking I “had something on him,” I dropped the formalities right away. If he stammered out, “T-t-this impudent…!” that meant success. I did think that grabbing Theodore Vanachell by the hair rather than the chin might be more effective, but then again, I was worried it might seem too brutal and cost me goodwill.

It looks like he’ll survive. The wound I’d briefly seen wasn’t clean and would probably take some effort to treat, but it wasn’t deep.

It seems like I was the one being framed, not Theodore.
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“Lady Lienta accidentally stabbed Marquess Vanachell, resulting in his death.”
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Isn’t that exactly the kind of accusation they were anticipating from a wound like his? It appears as though they only used their bare hands, probably because they were afraid I’d say it was retaliation for getting hurt first. Were they planning to knock him out and just leave him here like this? What outrageously wicked bastards.

I stewed in my anger. In this freezing cold, even I had almost ended up in the afterlife with him. I stared at Theodore with determination.

With one hand pressed to his abdomen and his body leaning against the tree, his face had gone pale.

“Seeing that you’ve come to me, I assume you’ve already met with the others before. You probably already know, but I’m under a curse. Dark magic.”

“Yes, I know.”

I plopped down on the ground in front of him and roughly tore a strip from the inner fabric of my dress, then handed it over.

“…Thank you.”

Because he mustn’t die, I silently waited until he could properly apply pressure. Theodore, as if he knew I’d been waiting for that moment, tied the knot and was the first to speak.

“I can’t speak of anything.”

“No, you can.”

I pulled off the ring. The cold touch that brushed against my finger made my heart grow heavy, whether I wanted it to or not.

I made a promise, but… My shoulders slumped at the thought of Calix being disappointed, thinking I couldn’t even keep such a small promise.

I steeled myself and aimed the ring at the back of my hand.

“I’ll make it so that you can.”

A tingling sensation spread through the area, and a bead of blood formed.

My attempt to get an answer from Count Philliam failed spectacularly. It was because the dark magic on him was stronger than my divine power. So, the plan was now to approach it from a different angle.

While clenching the holy relic tightly in my fist, I asked, “What I really want to know is his name, but I can’t make that my first question, because you might die on the spot. So, how did you end up coming into contact with your liege?”
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After briefly gazing at her cold expression, Theodore finally opened his mouth to speak.

“I am currently taking medication that dulls the sensation in my hands.”

A hand stained with blood came into view. It was clearly his, but somehow, it also looked like it belonged to his family.

“I was once ordered to investigate Irian Lafranche. I approached her as well, but strictly in the capacity of her senior, of course.”

He let out a bitter, self-deprecating laugh.

“I envied her and realized that I still hadn’t let go of my futile dreams. So I tried to buy something stronger, but it turned out to be poison. That’s why I looked for it on the black market.”

Charlize blinked, as if she were fed up.

“That’s a long introduction. I can’t figure anything out from this.”

Her harsh remark snapped him out of his painful past in an instant. Theodore shrugged his shoulders in an attempt to shake off the strange feeling.

“Oh dear. I suppose I should also explain how I ended up betraying the empress.”

“It’s obvious. After seeing her eliminate her subordinates without hesitation when things went wrong, didn’t you start to wonder whether anyone could really escape her grasp? No… more than that, would the empress really have allowed such an escape in the first place?”

“…”

Charlize raised an eyebrow.

“Let’s just say I understood.”

“If I may go straight to the point—”

The stench of blood suddenly surged up.

Suppressing it, Theodore continued, his words slightly slurred, “It was the same route as the empress. That… no matter how you look at it, it was—”

“Enough,” Charlize said, cutting him off before turning her head halfway.

When her face turned forward again, it was only slightly furrowed and otherwise unchanged. Still, she had unmistakably spat blood. A red streak spread along the back of her hand as she wiped at the corner of her mouth.

“Ah.”

Charlize smiled.

An expressionless face, or one filled with anger—eyes that rarely showed any other emotion—now curved with joy. It was so beautiful that, once seen, it was hard to forget.

And yet, it sent a sudden chill down his spine.

“I needed to be sure. If I messed things up for him and it turned out he wasn’t actually the one, I’d feel so sorry.”

Charlize tilted her head slightly.

“But I guess I don’t need to feel sorry anymore, huh?”
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There was only one reason I hesitated: I couldn’t be sure Duke Linix was really “that person.”

In the original novel, he was someone who died easily at the hands of the empress. I could’ve believed he was just a moderately high-ranking subordinate, but I really didn’t think he’d be the one behind it all.

However, as I dealt with Adrian, I began to have doubts, because it turned out to be an even more finely segmented network than I had expected.

It was at that exact moment that the transparent framework, something I hadn’t even realized existed, shattered.
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Then, the one person located at the very top of that pyramid… Even if their mouths were sealed by dark magic so they couldn’t speak, and their weaknesses were held to make sure they could never betray him…

I mean, is there really any reason to go that far just to reveal his face to a bunch of people?

“…”

The fundamental question itself soon became the answer.
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My motto was “Let’s live a long, trouble-free life!” but somehow, it was turning into a “High risk, high reward!” kind of situation.

Still, it’s a success. I didn’t die, and I also found the answer. Since I didn’t have divine power strong enough to break the dark magic, I had no choice but to ask for help.

― You really are crazy!

After chattering for quite some time, the divine beast let out a series of heavy sighs.

― I shouldn’t have played along. Making the holy water in the first place… that was already my mistake.

I experienced the strange phenomenon of dreaming several times when I came into contact with divine power and faced Calix. So I wondered if it might have an effect on Calix too and gave it a try. However, he was still having those dreams.

I wished it would pass quickly for him too, like it did for me.

“Even if your mouth is crooked, you should still speak the truth. And you didn’t exactly play along, did you?”

Because the divine beast had completely run away, I even lost count of how many times I pressed the back of my left hand.

― You just don’t understand! You…

With a cute little sigh that sounded more like a “Ppiyuu” than a “Whew,” the divine beast simply said, “I’m off!” and disappeared.

It was just as I was giving a belated farewell, saying “Take care on your way,” that Theodore suddenly shouted, his face rigid with tension.

“My lady!”

Thinking we were about to be ambushed from behind, I quickly turned around—but there was nothing! What is it?!

“Ha…” Theodore let out a deep breath and, as if exhausted, pressed his fingers to his brow. “You redirected the cost of the restriction onto yourself, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did.”

I put up with it, but it still felt foul. Maybe it was because I died like this in my previous life.

“I wondered if you had blanked out from the recoil. You suddenly just stayed completely still.”

I was just having an honest conversation with the divine beast when, all of a sudden, I heard such ominous words. I gave him a triangle-eyed glare.

“Take back what you just said. It’s ominous.”

“Yes. I take it back,” Theodore replied, rubbing his face in exhaustion.

I was about to tell him to put in more effort, but when I noticed his hand trembling, I just turned away and showed my back.

“Get on.”

“…Pardon?”

“You can’t walk properly, can you?”

Theodore got on my back without saying another word.

Good. If he’d wasted time acting stubborn under the excuse of saving face, I was planning to land a punch on his wound. But his judgment of the situation wasn’t bad.

The problem lies elsewhere.

“…Since you spoke so confidently, I thought maybe you had taken something like a potion, but I see you hadn’t.”

“…”

As he tried to pull himself away from me, since I couldn’t even stand, Theodore muttered, “I know the way back anyway. And since you probably have nothing more you want to know from me, it doesn’t matter what happens to me, does it?”

“Why wouldn’t it matter?”

I staggered forward a few steps, once again stunned by how resilient my body was. Then I turned to check Theodore’s wound and complexion.

“I only intend to help shorten the time it’ll take you to find your target. I have no intention of going as far as taking revenge in your stead.”

“…”

“Don’t expect me to go that far. So don’t die on me, either.”

[image: ]

There were three exits from Greenity Hall: the door where the nobles were gathered, the corridor known to every long-serving servant of the imperial palace, and the passage we were on.

“We’re almost at the exit.”

“It looks like it’s time to prepare.”

Duchess Baier nodded slightly.

Their group consisted of five people, including two children. Considering that only five knights had been protecting Charlize and Sasha, not counting Livan, it was a small group.
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“Haha! Sasha looks like a very young child to me too, but it seems you see him as even younger. If you bundle him up like that, he’ll end up all alone and lonely.”
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Jay gritted his teeth.

A joke with that kind of hidden meaning had come from the emperor himself. Could His Majesty really be involved in this?

The platform he checked, right after securing Sasha’s safety, was in a state of chaos. The way the emperor and empress scrambled to escape revealed just how panicked they were.

Still, he probably wouldn’t use the ball held in anticipation of his child’s birth for a purpose like that.

Lucas, with his head firmly buried in his mother’s shoulder and his eyes tightly shut, burrowed in even deeper.

“It’s all right. I’m here.”

The duchess, who would’ve normally clicked her tongue and said that the head of House Baier must always remain composed, gently stroked her young son’s back.

Jay glanced at Sasha with a worried look. Since they had to move quickly, he was similarly in Jin’s arms, and only his small back could be seen.

Prince Sasha…

Jay also knew that Charlize hadn’t learned any martial arts. Because of that, his agreement to let her go at that moment could only be taken as an acknowledgment that Duke Lienta would never stand by and let her face danger alone.

And since the others are there too, she’ll probably be okay.

A chill gradually seeped in. It was a sign that the corridor was ending.

After exchanging glances, Duchess Baier opened the firmly closed door.

The outside, contrary to expectations, was silent. Instead, a wave of foreboding surged up.

“I will return to the banquet hall and examine the situation again.”

“Let’s go together. I’m entrusting Lucas to you.”

Lucas jumped down from his mother’s arms. The child swallowed hard and took Jin’s hand.

“The young master will be safe at the Elluiden manor.”

Once they confirmed the carriage had departed safely, they kicked off the ground and ran.

Since they still couldn’t rule out the possibility that someone might be lying in ambush near the secret passage, they tacitly headed toward the main entrance of the banquet hall and eventually let out a quiet sigh.

“What the…?”

The magical lamps, shooting dazzling multicolored beams into the sky, were still on. A beautiful melody drifted softly through the curtain, slipping out and reaching even this far despite the considerable distance, gently tickling their ears.

Duchess Baier muttered sharply, “Could it be…”

The duchess took off a brooch and threw it into the air.

Shot like an arrow from the fingertips of a knight who never slacked in training, the brooch suddenly dropped straight down, as if it had hit an invisible wall, falling unnaturally.

Jay grimaced. “It must be magic.”

“That might be the case.”

After muttering curtly, the expression on Duchess Baier’s face suddenly changed.

“There’s a chance they might even attack every carriage leaving the imperial palace.”

A person who couldn’t possibly be just someone’s family hurriedly turned around.

The duchess, who had been gritting her teeth, reacted swiftly to the unfamiliar presence she sensed at that moment.

Jay merely raised a brow in puzzlement, as the deliberately revealed presence was familiar to him.

“There is no need to worry. The assassins who had been lying in ambush have all been eliminated by our side.”

“Parker.”

His appearance was essentially the act of signaling that Calix had arrived at this place.

“But where is my lord…?”

Parker sensed what Jay was thinking, but he had no choice except to remain silent. He, too, was just as clueless about the archduke’s whereabouts.
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“I suppose not everyone managed to escape. Jay will be here, so share the situation with him.”
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Calix’ words sounded like a quiet instruction not to follow him.

“My lord probably figured out that Greenity Hall is being surrounded by a barrier.”

That’s not…

Parker suddenly looked in the direction his lord had gone. More than anything else, it felt more accurate to say the archduke was telling him to stay here and guard this place.

At some point, Duchess Baier narrowed her eyes.

“It seems like the barrier has been lifted.”
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A person couldn’t live doing only the things they wanted to do… that was just the way it was.

As such, having no choice, I moved while supporting Theodore.

“I’m sorry. I am indebted to you.”

“Don’t try to talk your way out of it. Just pay me back.”

“Yes. I will not forget.”

The sound of deflating laughter was heard.

Rather than me, it seems like he should be worrying more about himself. Even if it hadn’t seemed that deep to me at first, I realized too late that it might have been quite a blow to someone who just sat and looked at documents all day.

Still, there was nothing I could do. I just sighed to myself and walked in step.

“My lady… it turns out you are unexpectedly considerate.”

“Because I’m not strong enough to just drag a patient along like that.”

I will not forget your subtle tone, Marquess.

“Surprisingly, it seems you can’t just pass someone by.”

“If it were now, I think I could quietly pass by.”

“Yes. Quietly, then.”

“If you’re acting like this because you’re losing consciousness, then don’t ask me questions. Just talk about yourself.”

“Shall I do that?”

His voice continued intermittently. I forced myself to focus on his words, ignoring the damn memory that kept trying to surface.

When that didn’t help either, I deliberately tried thinking of something else.

Rosetta should be fine, since she’s probably with the other young ladies. And Irian… Rosetta must’ve looked after her. She likes Irian, even if she pretends otherwise. Is it because she saw me before Irian? Rosetta does know she doesn’t need to pretend to like me more, right? And the duke… Duke Lienta had likely overcome far worse crises than this, so he should be fine. Besides, given that the trap had been set for me from the start, it seemed unlikely that any other threats would suddenly appear.

“My lady… your expression isn’t looking good.”

I knew my own face probably looked just as bad, so I kept my mouth shut instead of pointing out that his didn’t look any better.

My gaze kept falling downward. Maybe that was why I noticed it later than Theodore did.

“Over there, someone’s coming.”
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“Have you figured out who it is?”

The garden, now cloaked in darkness, was silent. Perhaps out of concern that the other person might hear his voice, Theodore whispered with his head lowered.

When his upper body naturally leaned forward a little, it must have strained the area where he’d been stabbed. He let out a quiet groan and, for a brief moment, leaned his weight against me.

The fact that I didn’t push Theodore away at that moment wasn’t because he was a patient.

I had come to truly hate the act of supporting someone who was injured, and I was already doing my best to endure it. If shoving Theodore off meant he’d end up rolling on the floor, then fine—I would’ve rolled with him. I had no intention of putting up with it any longer.

The reason I stayed still at the time was simply because I was focused on the faint silhouette.

To think I would end up meeting him here. It was unexpected, and yet it also felt as if I had somehow seen it coming.

It was a strange kind of ambivalence.

“Charlize.”

Just as I recognized him from this distance, Calix recognized me as well. For some reason, the mood shifted slightly. As my awkwardly lowered gaze came to a stop, it landed on my hand, encrusted with dried blood.

Ah, that’s right. Before he could misunderstand, I figured I should clarify that Theodore’s wound wasn’t my doing.

I had only lifted my head with that thought in mind, but before I realized it, the distance between us had shortened considerably.

Without asking a single question, Calix took Theodore away.

“I pay my respects to Your Highness the Archduke. This wound was not inflicted by Lady Lienta, but by someone else—”

“I know.”

When a composed-toned reply cut him off mid-sentence, Theodore’s gaze changed.

“Were they apprehended before they committed suicide?”

“Marquess Vanachell.” Calix smiled loosely. “I know for a fact that Charlize didn’t cause the Marquess any harm, no matter what the situation was.”

Even if it were true that I stabbed Theodore with a sword, Calix’ response made it clear that he intended to make it seem as if I hadn’t.

It happened again. I started feeling strange again. My throat trembled hard. I nearly let it show… then mentally smacked myself on the forehead!

Likewise, Theodore, having caught on to the implied meaning, no longer made any attempt to salvage the situation.

“This isn’t something we should be discussing here. Charlize, are you all righ—”

Calix blinked slowly, his eyes fixed on my lips.

“Is that the marquess’ blood?”

From the tip of my tongue that had absentmindedly touched my lower lip came the metallic taste of iron.

His blue eyes darkened. As if retracing the moment, Calix slowly rubbed beneath my lower lip with his thumb. It was exactly at that moment…

Oh.

…my heart lurched violently.

T-this can’t be. Since it seemed fine even when our eyes met, I thought it would just pass by, but…? I guess this is how I’m being repaid for the lie I told about needing to be in contact with him to see the fragments of the future…

I reached out my hand without thinking. It wasn’t a gesture made in expectation of anything, but more like instinctive flailing—the kind someone might do just before falling off a cliff.

As I was about to close my eyes, I placed my faith in the imperial gardener’s hopefully unyielding professionalism. A hand grasped mine without letting go, firmly supporting me.

“What’s wrong? Are you not feeling well somewhere?”

I thought I was going to faint, but strangely enough, I felt fine. Still… Something definitely doesn’t feel right.

“My heart…”

“Your heart?”

“It’s beating too fast.”

As I abruptly held out my hand, Calix pressed his thumb to the spot where my pulse was throbbing.

The sensation of his touch on the inside of my wrist felt especially intense, likely heightened by the cold winter wind.

“I didn’t realize I was tense, but I guess I was. Maybe I’m just starting to relax a bit now. You know, people naturally tend to loosen up when they see someone they’re close to.”

…What in the hell did I just say?

I really should’ve kept my mouth shut. It felt like I was about to get reacquainted once again with that soft, fluffy embrace of unconsciousness.

“That too, is it something you found out by reading that book?”

I glanced at him, wondering if he was teasing me, but Calix, still expressionless and focused on checking my pulse, only tilted his head.

Charlize’s interpersonal relationships… really, they’ve all been exposed. Completely exposed.

“No, it’s from experience.”

“Experience?”

“Yes. Experience.”

I emphasized it by pronouncing each word clearly. In response, Calix just smiled gently.

“But you were tense? Surely you don’t mean the marquess actually harmed the lady?”

“No…”

…It was me. I almost harmed him.

“Anyway, it would be best to take Marquess Vanachell to the carriage quickly. I wasn’t able to treat him properly.”

The outer layer of my dress looked too grimy earlier, so I had torn the inner fabric instead, but even then, I could already see with the naked eye that the blood had thickly soaked through.

I’ll take the left arm. Calix can take the right.

It was just after I looked at him that he began to walk away with dragging steps.

“Do you need support, Marquess?”

“I’m all right, Your Highness.”

What…?

Overcome with a sense of betrayal, I glared at Theodore, then came to understand.

Right. He’s a marquess, so I guess it’d feel wrong to accept help from an archduke he’s not even close to. Wait a second. I’m just a lady, though?

Regardless of the struggle I was going through alone, the atmosphere remained peaceful.

“All right.”

Calix, who replied in a flat tone, extended his hand, as if offering an escort… To me.

“I’m fine, though?”

“Unfortunately, I am not.”

Could it be… Sasha failed to escape? If that were the case, it made sense that he would need human warmth. I ended up needing it too!

Because the hand that grasped mine in return came a little late—and even felt quite desperate—I screamed “Ahhh!” inside my head. I wanted to ask right away how things were going, but with Theodore there, I had no choice but to hold it in. It wasn’t hard to hold back.

After all, I had already swallowed a lot of questions.

The garden grounds of the imperial palace are enormous, so how did we meet?

I hadn’t expected Theodore Vanachell to have a hole in his abdomen, but the fact that I met him wasn’t a coincidence. This time, I reached him by walking the path I had seen through Calix, with my own feet.

That’s right. In the fragment of the future I saw, I was unconscious.

…I shouldn’t let my guard down.

While silently reflecting on myself as we walked, the carriage finally came into view.

Oh, there it is.

Then, all of a sudden, my field of vision was filled with Calix. And a moment later, I heard an unfamiliar voice.

“My lord, you’re already he—”

G-gasp!

The coachman, startled, inhaled sharply.

“He’s tight-lipped and has worked for me for a long time. No word about this will leak out.”

After a moment of silence, Theodore spoke. “Even if this matter leaks out… I will handle it on my end. I’ve caused you enough trouble. I will greet you formally at a later time.”

“Marquess.” His tone was monotonous. “You’ll be getting proper treatment soon, so you won’t need that piece of fabric anymore. It’s already soaked and doesn’t seem to be doing you any good.”

Huh?

Even so, if that were removed, there was a risk that even the healed parts would burst open again. I was confused at first, but then I realized it belatedly.

So that’s why…!

If, by any chance, Theodore had a change of heart and claimed I attacked him, and submitted the inner fabric of my dress as evidence that we were together at the time, things would become complicated.

Theodore let out a short “Ugh,” and handed over the piece of fabric. I just reached out and took it right away.

“I sincerely hope you don’t forget Charlize’s kindness.”

Because I couldn’t see his expression, under other circumstances, I might have thought it was hard to tell whether those words were a threat or advice. But it was Calix.

It was precisely because he was the one who said it that I felt a pang of guilt.

Kindness? That’s barely… Maybe because I was next to an actual good person who saw the world kindly, I seemed even more like a bad person.

“I will remember it well.”

Theodore, too, perhaps dumbfounded by the word “kindness,” gave a response that was just subtly delayed. Eventually, the carriage departed.

Around the time it seemed the carriage had probably gone far enough, I looked around and then hurriedly asked, “Did something happen to Sasha? And Lucas?”

“The one something happened to… was my lady.”

Calix’ blue eyes examined me once more. His gaze, which had seemed fixed intently on a certain spot, suddenly drifted away.

“Ah…”

As if out of habit, he reached to adjust his cravat and let out a soft exclamation.

Now that I think about it, I said I wouldn’t take off the ring, and Calix said he wouldn’t come to the imperial palace. Since neither of us kept our word, it would be nice if we could just call it even.

Calix, too, was looking at my left hand, as if he had the same thought at the same time.

It isn’t there.

As I subtly raised my hand, as if telling him to just look comfortably, Calix caught the tips of my fingers.

“The secret passage connecting to the main entrance of Greenity Hall is quite long. Since it’s a forgotten passage not even marked on any maps, our enemies probably didn’t even know it existed, so they likely didn’t go overboard using dark magic that came at a cost.”

His bare fingers, freed from his gloves, gently touched the back of my hand. While carefully checking for any wounds through the sensation in his fingertips, he continued speaking.

“The children made it out safely. Since the assassins in hiding were already eliminated in advance, they might have already arrived at the manor by now.”

When I muttered, “That’s a relief,” Calix lifted his eyelids.

“So, my lady, it would be best if you returned to the manor now. Just go to sleep thinking of today as just an unusually tiring day.”

“I—”

Then, in the very next moment, the sweet sound of the string instruments suddenly stopped. Calix seemed to sense the disturbance as well and turned to look at Greenity Hall.

“It looks like the barrier has been lifted.”

There was a strong possibility it had naturally been released over time. After all, time had passed—talking with Theodore, helping him walk, talking again, and even riding off in the carriage.

Right. Now that I think about it, he gave “me” an insanely generous amount of time to “take Theodore out,” didn’t he? To think “that person” wanted to screw me over this badly. I won’t be satisfied with just giving him a small taste in return.

It was when I was burning with determination, still keeping an eye on the direction of Greenity Hall just in case. His calm gaze that had been watching me suddenly narrowed sharply.

“That blood… it couldn’t be…”

At the same time, something rampaged violently through my insides.
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My upper body collapsed forward on its own… but before I could hit the ground, Calix, already in a lowered stance, caught me.

Ah—

I buried my forehead against his firm shoulder. The pain was so overwhelming that not even a groan escaped me, and all I could do was part my lips and clench my teeth in silence.

“Charlize, bite down here.”

In my blurry field of vision, his hand came into view. His calm voice continued, as if to soothe me, or perhaps to gently persuade.

“If you keep doing that, you’ll hurt yourself more.”

Why? Just… why?

I knew this feeling because I had already experienced it before.

It’s dark magic.

Even as I was overwhelmed by pain and slipping in and out of consciousness, it wasn’t hard to figure out. It was simply thanks to that: the dark magic that had been controlling Greenity Hall had disappeared, and the cost of the dark magic placed on Theodore had grown stronger.

What this meant was clear, with one being that both were the work of the same dark mage, and the other…

I was really lucky.

At the time I got an answer from Theodore, the dark mage’s power had been split in two and was weakened. I thought I had paid the price then, by sustaining internal injuries from what couldn’t be neutralized by divine power, but as it turned out… that wasn’t the end of it.

To think that even just that, which would end up as nothing more than crumb-like debris, had this much force.

It looks like this won’t be easy. But I will survive… no matter what.

“My lord!”

Far off in the distance, as the familiar voice faintly reached me for the last time, the thread I’d been clinging to suddenly snapped.

I sank into the familiar abyss.
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Though his face was calm, the fingertips checking her breath trembled. Charlize’s breathing was shallow and slow, but unmistakably there.

Calix lifted her limp body into his arms.

“They’re only late because they tried to escape first, but they’ll be pushed out soon. Please, hurry and return—”

Jay, who had been speaking quickly, suddenly faltered. The hand hanging limp from Charlize, cradled in Calix’ arms, was drenched in blood. His horrified gaze lingered on her.

“Returning home. And after that?” Calix asked in an emotionless voice, holding Charlize more tightly, as if he were trying to hide her from the world.

Hurriedly looking away, Jay continued, “It would be best if you just returned home for now.”

“The children? Duchess Baier?”

“We all escaped together. Prince Sasha likely already arrived at the manor with Lord Baier, while the duchess returned to Greenity Hall as soon as the barrier was lifted.”

“All right.”

“I will guide you to the carriage.”

Parker led the way, Calix followed without resistance, while Jay covered them from behind.

The lady’s softly fluttering silver hair was clean. However, her hand was stained with blood. And contrary to the expectation that she would be inside the banquet hall, Charlize had appeared from outside. She must have escaped before the barrier was deployed. Did the intruder act a little later than anticipated?

Jay quickly dismissed the thought. The people he needed to protect were currently by his side, so assessing the situation could wait until later. The important thing right now was to escort the archduke and the lady to the manor.

For that reason, when Calix set foot on the ground again after safely laying Charlize inside the carriage, Jay couldn’t help but feel somewhat flustered.

“My lord?”

“Jay, see to it that you return with Charlize.”

Calix retied his cravat with a relaxed touch. Perhaps because of his disheveled hair and hands stained with dried blood, the archduke exuded an uncanny atmosphere.

“Well, it’s because I have to attend to Duke Lienta. Charlize is close with her father, so he’s probably really worried.”

“If that happens, the emperor will be able to publicly mention the fact that my lord visited the imperial palace against his orders.”

“It’ll be all right,” Calix responded calmly. “I only came to visit and congratulate my older brother. What about that is so strange?”

Jay didn’t try to dissuade him a second time… because behind the archduke’s calm smile and blue eyes, a vivid rage was lurking.
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If this atmosphere could be visualized, it would resemble silk tinged with blue.

What cut through the cold-toned air and ambience was a voice imbued with unexpected tenderness.

“So, you’re saying it was a failure.”

His face, clouded as if in pity, appeared gentle, but anyone who knew his decisiveness would have no choice but to feel a chill down their spine.

The duke painstakingly moved his stiff tongue and replied, “Archduke Elluiden disobeyed the emperor’s order and appeared in the imperial palace. Since a power struggle is likely to unfold for a while, we’ll probably have a few more chances to try again.”

The fact that the target of that attempt was not the imperial prince, but the lady, was no longer surprising.
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“The imperial prince possesses divine power. If he becomes filled with despair, pain, and sorrow, he will prove even more useful.”
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Since that was the case, the small, unresolved question of why Charlize Lienta hadn’t been targeted until now was set aside.

From his perspective, it was something he had no need to know.

“Duke, do not be afraid,” the benevolent voice went on, almost as if casting a spell. “I believe in your usefulness, the kind that hasn’t failed me in decades. So wouldn’t I be doing everything I can to keep your identity from being revealed?”

The man’s words were always right, like those spoken by a god. His family prospered, managed to grow in power while avoiding the emperor’s scrutiny, and his daughter rose to a position where she could influence the throne at any time.

It would be even better if he now entrusted me with the task of transporting “that.”
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“It would be best to hold off and see what happens with Count Philliam. I know his granddaughter is just as capable as the duke’s daughter, but she’s far too closely connected to the emperor. Unfortunately, we have no choice but to look for someone else.”
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If it had been true that she was pregnant, the plan was to eliminate the emperor and place her child on the throne, but in the end, it was a lie. She had probably planned to conveniently bring in a child from one of the collateral branches of the family.

Unlike his foolish daughter, who thought it would be fine as long as she didn’t get caught, he knew it wouldn’t end just because that one thing was resolved.

That was when Duke Linix made up his mind.

As expected, I’ll have to dethrone…

The man who looked down at the duke’s eyes, burning with resolve, covered his mouth with one hand, leaving his emotions unreadable.

[image: ]

The carriage passed smoothly through the front gates of Elluiden manor.

What could have happened…?

The blood wasn’t only on Charlize’s hands and chin. It had spread even to her lips, which he had assumed were simply red from makeup.

If the blood had come from a deep wound, there was no way my lord would have failed to give any notice.

Jay, who had been feeling somewhat disoriented, reached out his hand as the carriage came to a stop. Then, it happened.

Charlize lifted her eyelids, just like someone who had only closed her eyes to rest.

…Could it be that she didn’t actually lose consciousness?

Setting aside his confusion for now, Jay said, “It’s fortunate that you’ve regained consciousness.”

“Where are we?”

“We’ve arrived at Elluiden manor. You opened your eyes at just the right time.”

Her probing tone was merely a habit.

Charlize suddenly looked at Jay. Her dry gaze passed over him in an instant, but the strange feeling he had at that moment did not disappear.

“Sasha and Lucas?”

“Since there was no contact from Jin, who was accompanying Prince Sasha and Lord Baier, they must have arrived safely.”

He hesitated over how to answer if asked about the whereabouts of the archduke or Duke Lienta. But unexpectedly, Charlize didn’t ask further and simply stood up.

Jay swallowed hard and stepped down from the carriage a moment too late. Charlize was already off in the distance.

What just happened?

Strangely enough, today had been nothing but a series of mysteries.

However, all that mattered was that the lady had made it to the manor safely. Jay didn’t hesitate any longer and mounted his horse.

Naturally, his destination was the imperial palace.

[image: ]

Even if no word had been sent in advance, news of her passing through the main gate should’ve reached them. However, the small figure who should have rushed over immediately to wait for Charlize was nowhere to be seen.

Could something have happened to him?

Wearing a grim expression, she hurried to the entrance and asked, and the servant replied.

“Prince Sasha had arrived safely. He seemed tired and went to bed early, so we weren’t able to inform him that the lady would be arriving soon.”
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He once had a strange dream a very long time ago.
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“Isn’t it strange that the lady cherishes you?”
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The voice sounded like a whisper.

The thing that had once mercilessly attacked his weak spot came back and, once again, violently tore through his insides.
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“You were abandoned again, weren’t you?”
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That’s not true.
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“She dumped you on someone else like you were just a burden.”
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You’re wrong. Lady Charl isn’t like that. Lady Charl will come back.
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“I suppose so. She has to take care of you, after all. But what if you weren’t the imperial prince, and she wasn’t a noble lady? What if your family collapsed right now and you ended up living on the streets, struggling day by day?”
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…
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“Would she come back even then?”
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Lady… Lady Charl… When we parted, she was worried about me. She said kind things to me, and then…
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“People are always like that when they abandon someone. That way, the other person won’t follow them right away.”
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…
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“Idiot.”
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“Ugh…”

His field of vision clouded over hazily. The child, who had been gasping for breath, silently wiped away the tears that had welled up in his eyes.

After sitting blankly with his head bowed for a moment, he suddenly rose to his feet in a fluster.

It’s really dark… I wonder if Lady Charl is back…

With the intention of asking a servant, Sasha stepped out of his room and ran down the hallway.

At the bend in the path to the right, his leg suddenly gave out, and just as he braced himself for the pain to come, he tightly shut his eyes.

His body was then lifted upward without warning.
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Sasha was not surprised, because amidst the unfamiliar scent, he felt a familiar warmth he could never forget.

“Lady Charl…”

“Yes, I’m here.”

Her damp, silver hair swayed. The sound of footsteps crossing the silent hallway was calm and even. Even his small heart, which had been pounding wildly, gradually returned to a steady rhythm.

“Did you just wake up?”

“I-is it that obvious?”

Could there perhaps be a pillow mark on his face? Or maybe his hair was a complete mess, he had no idea. As if he hadn’t just been gloomy at all, Sasha frantically moved his hands.

Charlize laughed softly.

At the rare sound, Sasha hesitantly raised his head. Her expression was indifferent, as if she had never laughed out loud, but he had definitely heard it.

“It doesn’t seem like a fever, but your body feels warm.”

“…Lady Charl feels cold.”

Sasha, always and without hesitation, leaned more deeply into the embrace where he longed to feel at home.

“You’ll be less cold now. Whenever it is, I will do this for you.”

Being by Lady Charl’s side… I understand it now.

What the voice in his dream had said wasn’t wrong. It claimed that when people became unfortunate, the weight of things that were never important to begin with tended to feel heavier.

Therefore… it was wrong. To Lady Charl, I’m not a useless child.

Even now, the memory he had cherished so dearly was still warm. There had been a moment that felt just like what the voice had described. And in that moment, Charlize said the very words Sasha had truly, deeply longed to hear.

He decided not to doubt any longer. After all, there was no need to.

“…Lady Charl.”

“Yes?”

She was someone who responded even to his smallest murmurs. She never missed a single one.

“You know, Lady Charl…”

“I like you, Sasha.”

His round eyes, wide with surprise, crinkled beautifully. Sasha smiled happily.

“Me too. I really like you too.”

“That’s right…”

Charlize lowered her head and gently pressed her forehead to the child’s.

“…Even a long time ago, we were the same.”
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…

[image: ]

“Are you being sincere?”

“Wasn’t something like this the only thing you ever expected of me, to begin with?”
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Charlize’s lips twisted sharply.
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“I’m going to die on my own anyway, and the motive fits, so I’m the perfect person to eliminate the imperial prince, aren’t I?”

“It’s because your reasoning doesn’t make sense. I just don’t understand why the Tuverrot colonies have to be damaged to this extent.”
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The man’s facial features didn’t look as if someone had haphazardly painted them on.

She couldn’t even guess what kind of expression she might be wearing, since the only person across from her was simply glancing around in boredom.
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“If you knew, would the answer change?”

“Not at all.”
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And then, the scene changed.
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“Hello, my lady. W-what a coincidence.”
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All she did was plan a coincidence and reach out her hand a couple of times, but…

[image: ]

“This is a thank-you gift. They’re finger cots… I heard you read a lot of books. I’ve tried using them myself, and they’re really good.”

“T-thank you, my lady.”
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…the child quickly let down his guard, perhaps because he had been waiting for someone to do just that all along.

He acted like a stray young beast who had never known love, even though he must have been loved enough. It was laughable, pathetic, and foolish…
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“My lady, what are you thinking about?”

“I was thinking… it would be nice to meet you again.”
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At that, the child tilted his head and smiled brightly.
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“Then let’s meet again tomorrow, too.”
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The Tuverrot colonies had already completely burned. It was the day their negotiations ended when the Pope made his move.

Charlize simply blinked in silence… and said nothing.
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I stayed by Sasha’s side as he slept.

Whether it was the Pope himself or the priest she met instead—since a mere lady couldn’t be granted an audience with the Pope—either way, I was able to make sense of her reasoning that the man could not.

It was to keep the nobles in the empire from finding out about her decision, so that, even if they suspected her, they still couldn’t be sure. So they could still believe that “Lady Lienta” would never make such a dishonorable choice.

Charlize, you fool.

Could she really have gotten rid of Sasha in that scenario?

“…”

After checking his soft, steady breathing several times, I quietly got up and slipped out of Elluiden manor.

…Because I was aware of the risk Calix has to bear in order to smuggle me out.
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The emperor’s private quarters were in turmoil.

“Who… Who would dare?!”

Emperor Antonio, who had been stomping aimlessly, suddenly stopped, his face contorting as a strange realization spread across it.

“…It could only be Calix.”

Empress Katarina, who had been sitting on a soft sofa the entire time, gnawing on her thumb, swallowed a smirk.

As though waiting to see where Emperor Antonio’s thoughts would lead, she tossed out a carefully measured remark.

“Archduke Elluiden?”

“Yes… there’s no doubt about it! I had a feeling it was suspicious how readily he agreed.”

“Could it be because of how he once upset Your Majesty during the hunting festival last winter?”

“Yes.” Antonio clenched his fist tightly. “He volunteered to be investigated.”

Calix was the Emperor Emeritus’ legitimate son and was considered a direct descendant of the imperial family under imperial law.

Even though he knew he was outside the legal jurisdiction…

His voluntary submission to an investigation, in hindsight, could only be viewed as an act of mockery.

“And in the end, because the archduke ended up being a key figure in the incident, he prevented the situation from escalating any further.”

The empress’ words, heard just at that moment, gave weight to what he had already been speculating. They might have been able to pin the blame on Charlize Lienta and retrieve the duke’s imperial pardon, but of all people, Calix stepped in.

In the end, it was discontinued before they could even attempt it. But had they not stopped and simply pushed forward, the result would’ve been more or less predictable.

To think that my memory and the memories of others could differ this much… Someone must be lying.

He would have spoken quite seriously, subtly scrunching one eye. While mocking him inwardly, he would smile outwardly with feigned innocence, as if doing nothing of the sort.

And while mocking the choice Calix had made back then, thinking he had landed a blow using that as a pretext, his heightened emotions suddenly plummeted.

“He dared to try and intimidate me… Me of all people?! Did he think I would cower?!”

This should be enough.

If she had provoked him even a little more, that man—consumed by his jealousy and sense of inferiority toward his more talented younger brother—would have lashed out recklessly.

That shouldn’t happen.

The damage would be immense. Even if he succeeded, just how many nobles would become desperate to scavenge even the scraps of a once-great house that collapsed overnight? Katarina had no intention of behaving like a wild dog.

Only the imperial prince needs to be eliminated, and after that, I’ll use the spy I planted within Elluiden manor to slowly devour it from the inside.

That spy was Charlize Lienta. Katarina set the timeline for this task to fifteen years.

Had the lady been a little smarter, it might have taken less time. But in the end, I have no choice but to wait for the kind of trust only time can build.

The way she rested her cheek in her palm, as though regretting how things had turned out, felt all the more natural for that reason. Katarina, who let out a heavy sigh, clenched her teeth.

They must’ve confirmed there’s no imperial heir in my womb. Are they targeting me now?

Half of the emperor’s assumptions turned out to be correct: the purpose was to intimidate.

In that case, I can’t just sit still either, can I?

It was at that moment…

“Your Majesty!”

Emperor Antonio shouted irritably, “What is it?!”

“An additional carriage from House Elluiden has arrived.”

“What?”

A loud crashing sound came from behind the door, and moments later, the emperor stepped out into the hallway.

“It’s not just passing through, but arriving? What are you even talking about?!”

“I-I also… That…”

“Move aside!”

Faced with the emperor’s menacing energy, the attendant quickly stepped aside.
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As chance would have it, the last person to leave Greenity Hall was also the highest-ranking one among them.

In the course of it, countless gazes crossed. The lights had turned on, and the commotion grew louder. However, once they realized that no one had been hurt and no damage had been done, the nobles inside regained their composure.

Aside from the few who still remained in shock, even the nobles who had rushed out in a panic were probably already hurrying back to the banquet hall.

Duke Lienta raised his eyebrows. His gaze landed on the captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights, Illyden Forte.

“Since nothing seems to have happened, I suppose an inquiry won’t be necessary.”

Illyden, who had been guarding the passage connected to the banquet hall in case of an emergency, escorted the imperial family all the way to the palace and returned, yet his face remained so neat and composed, it was hard to believe he’d done all that.

“It is His Majesty the Emperor’s command that all guests return home immediately.”

“It seems I still have further tasks to complete, so everyone may go ahead.”

“Is it really okay for us to do that?”

“Well… anyway, I’m scared, so I want to get out of here quickly!”

“Could it be that Duke Lienta is trying to confirm something while he has the chance?”

“What? More importantly, isn’t His Grace someone who stays out of factions?”

Even though the emperor had called for their prompt return, it was impossible not to feel the pressure of being the first to step out the door.

It was then that a certain pale-faced noble finally took a step forward.

With his tall frame and elegant features, the man had an aura that made it hard to look away once you noticed him. And yet, he seemed completely at ease, as if detached from the others.

Although not active in high society, his was a face everyone here recognized. Then, all of a sudden, he smiled in a peculiar way.

“Am I very late?”

As if released from a grip they hadn’t even realized was suffocating them, a ripple belatedly spread through the banquet hall.

“His Highness… Archduke Elluiden?” someone muttered, almost like a sigh, at the appearance of someone they had completely not expected.

Velliac Lienta’s eyes also narrowed questioningly.

Haven’t Prince Sasha and Lord Baier already been spirited away? It wasn’t just the children who had disappeared. The two knights and Duchess Baier were with them as well, but that’s not strange. The duchess has a duty to protect the imperial family, after all.

Even so, that meant there was no reason for Archduke Elluiden to go so far as to disobey the emperor’s orders, appear here, and prepare a countermeasure.

Velliac also wasn’t particularly pleased with the commotion.

Charlize still hasn’t returned.

If it meant retrieving his imperial pardon, the emperor was the kind of person who would have no problem framing Charlize as the mastermind of this incident. However, because his daughter acted unpredictably, that imperial pardon was bound to be needed at some crucial moment. It couldn’t be used up so fruitlessly.

With Illyden Forte opportunely here, secretly searching for Charlize will…

Velliac’s throat moved roughly as the sudden realization struck him: the archduke wasn’t wearing any outerwear.
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…By any chance, did Archduke Elluiden already meet Charl?

The explanation that he had no outerwear because he gave it to Charlize seemed plausible, and Velliac’s expression momentarily relaxed.

While the archduke held everyone’s attention, Charlize could quietly slip in.

But at the same time the thought of relief came to him, a wave of worry rushed in as well.

Whatever happens, just avoid the third terrace, Charl.

Three assailants had been subdued there, though for some unknown reason, two were already down—so in reality, they only had to deal with one.

She’d probably be really shocked if she saw something that gruesome.

The duke, having been lost in vague thoughts, soon found himself puzzled again because of the person who entered right after.

Duchess Baier…? Even with Elluiden manor being close to the imperial palace, it wouldn’t have been possible in this amount of time. That would mean Duchess Baier didn’t stay by the imperial prince’s side to the end.

The implication was that there was no external danger.

Did Duchess Baier see this as nothing more than an unfortunate coincidence?

After all, there had been as many as three assailants who infiltrated the banquet hall, although none of them were armed.

“…”

In the midst of the incomprehensible situation that defied logical understanding, Duke Lienta’s eyes hardened as he grasped the one thing that could be deduced through common sense.

A kidnapping attempt to force negotiations?

He wanted to rush out immediately and shout for Charlize, but if she had already met with the archduke and aligned their story, doing so would only ruin everything. The duke desperately studied him, trying to discern Calix’ intentions.

Meanwhile, Calix, having heard a rough account of the situation from Illyden Forte, furrowed his otherwise graceful eyes.

“I see… Did Her Majesty evacuate safely?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“That’s a relief. Were there any other damages?”

Since Illyden had not been at the scene at the time, another knight stepped forward to answer in his place.

“I greet you, Your Highness the Archduke. I am Geoffrey Antre, a knight of the First Order of the Imperial Knights. There were no casualties, and it was presumed to be a simple accident. His Majesty the Emperor has granted permission for everyone to return home without questioning.”

“Hmm.”

Calix let out a low hum, as if slightly confused… and at the sight of the archduke’s reaction, the nobles who had just been standing around awkwardly began to stir.

“Could it be that this wasn’t simply an accident?”

“Even His Highness the Imperial Prince had withdrawn from the scene.”

“It was the same with Lord Baier, too.”

“Wait a moment. Now that I think about it, Lady Lienta is nowhere to be seen either.”

“Well, since the knights of Elluiden were following her so closely, isn’t it likely that she just evacuated to a safe place?”

“Indeed, that must be the case.”

“But if this wasn’t an accident, then who…?”

Just then, Jeffrey cautiously asked, “Is there another problem, by any chance?”

“On the way here, I came across a few assassins in hiding.”

“Pardon?”

“When I arrived in a rush, I saw blood splattered on the floor of the carriage station. That’s why I assumed something might have happened… but it was dark, and the ground was just dirt, so I may have been mistaken.”

“Go check and report back,” Illyden ordered.

At his command, two knights rushed out. It was at that moment that Duke Lienta, who had merely been watching the situation, stepped forward.

Archduke Elluiden is currently escalating the situation.

The archduke must have understood the emperor’s true intentions as well.

If the matter were dismissed as a simple accident, there was no telling what justification the emperor might fabricate later. And so, he was deliberately inflating the incident… just enough for everyone to accept that, even though she was the duke’s daughter, her status was still merely that of a noble’s daughter, and that couldn’t be ignored.

“Since they were unarmed, I was initially planning to report it only to the captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights. But after hearing His Highness’ words, I realized this isn’t a matter to be taken lightly. Taking advantage of the darkness, three unidentified assailants managed to infiltrate the banquet hall.”

Sounds of shock and exclamations rang out briefly.

“Were they captured alive?”

“One of them is still breathing.”

All gazes turned simultaneously toward one place, where a composed face appeared as the curtain was lightly pushed aside.

Charlize, with her hair pulled up into a single bun, tilted her head slightly. “Why are you all looking at me like that? It’s not like I personally beat them up or anything.”

No trace of anything could be found on her face, which bore a wry smile.

In an effort to steady his trembling breath, Duke Lienta clenched his teeth, the muscles in his jaw standing out with deep relief.
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I didn’t want to make an entrance that grabbed everyone’s attention like this!
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‘I’m dying.’
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After running recklessly in this feeble body, it felt like my head was spinning.

The secret path I had seen in the dream just moments earlier wasn’t large enough to ride through on horseback.
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‘The clever horse I parted with along the way has probably gone back to Elluiden manor by now.’
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I had hoped to quietly slip in through the main entrance of the banquet hall and blend in as if I weren’t even there, but that would have been a problem.

[image: ]

‘I can’t even listen in on what’s happening inside right now.’
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Fortunately, Jin escaped through the secret passage connected to Greenity Hall and reportedly went straight to the carriage. That means very few people know Jin slipped out of the imperial palace. Therefore, we decided to say that I had been hiding with him on the terrace.

There were signs that someone was here, but it just felt really off, so I came to this terrace to check, and… There were not two, but three.

For no particular reason, I ran a hand over the back of my neck and glared into empty space.

“My lady.”

Illyden’s eyes were clouded with worry as he approached to check the area I had gestured to.

“Are you all right?”

“As you can see.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

After whispering softly and finishing our brief conversation, Illyden, who had already checked the terrace, called the knights over.

While I was subtly avoiding Calix’ gaze and watching the intruder with the knights, the duke called out to me.

“Charlize.”

“Father.”

Oh, it’s Livan. He was right by Duke Lienta’s side.

When I raised my eyebrows in praise, he suddenly snapped his head around.

Huh?

Livan, turning back to look at me again, bit down hard on his lips and let out a heavy sigh.

“It’s a relief.”

He mouthed the words quietly, just like that. Feeling sheepish, I ran a hand over my cheek without thinking, then came to my senses.

Do I believe in our father-daughter bond?

“Charl, you weren’t cold, were you?”

“Yes, I was fine. Sir Jin lent me his outerwear.”

“Still, it must have been cold. Why didn’t you come in sooner?”

I believe in it!

“Amid all the people too busy just shouting, I couldn’t help but worry that the one father personally captured might escape.”

“Charl…”

The duke’s eyes… were extremely dry!

I guess it’s a relief. I had been worried that if his eyes got moist and the tears started falling, my already-lacking dignity might crumble even further. Thankfully, though, things had worked out in the end.

Honestly, it was all a bit of a blur.

“So Jin stayed behind alone, to keep watch on them.”

Calix smiled wryly.

“That…!”

The duke, who had caught his breath after his voice jumped an octave with that single utterance, spoke again.

“You really didn’t have to worry that much. What I hate more is the thought of you being in danger, Charl.”

“I also agree with father-in-law’s words, Charlize.”

It could be said that the fortunate thing was that Duke Lienta had his back to the nobles… because his face was completely overtaken by shock.

“Cha-Charl…” the duke muttered weakly, before staggering hard.

As I hurried to support him, I murmured bleakly, “How grueling it must have been for father to capture those bastards…”

While inwardly repeating “I’m sorry,” I glared at the innocent nobles.

Those who had been watching with fascinated expressions, as if enjoying a spectacle, flinched. However, it was impossible to tell why even the two knights who had gone out on Illyden’s order and rushed back in also flinched.

Is their courage really that small? The people in Lienta’s were also really small.

And in that moment, overcome by a strange sense of nostalgia, I found myself staring without realizing it.

The knight shouted briskly, his back held stiffly upright, “His Grace the Archduke was right. The bloodstains are definite. The injury seems to have been quite deep, and the amount of blood was significant.”

Oh… I’m sorry for not realizing the gravity of your condition, Theodore.

I, having dismissed what happened as barely an act of kindness, took a moment to express my regrets to the marquess.

Illyden asked, “My lady, since you were on the terrace, did you perhaps witness anything?”

The answer to this question had already been decided even before I returned to the imperial palace, during the time I walked the way I had read about through the fragments of the future.

But why did “that” memory of Charlize suddenly come to mind just now?

What had seemed like a chance meeting of our eyes turned out to be the result of him watching me the whole time.

It was the very moment Calix moved his lips to speak—

“His Majesty the Emperor is en…”

Before the attendant could even finish speaking, Emperor Antonio appeared.

“…tering!”

The nobles moved to show their respect, but the emperor raised his hand to stop them.

A quiet tension spread through the room at the unexpected decision from someone so deeply steeped in authority.

Emperor Antonio spoke, as if chewing his words, “Did I not make myself clear, Archduke Elluiden? If so, why are you here?”

“As your younger brother, I’ve been weighed down by the fact that I hadn’t even offered you a word of congratulations.”

“So you ignored an imperial command?”

“Was it an imperial command?”

Calix slightly tilted his head and smiled faintly. However, I could still catch the vivid emotion spreading like flames in his blue eyes.
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It was a hair-trigger situation where no one dared to even breathe deeply.

A servant rushing frantically through the crowd, among people holding their breath and merely hoping the sparks wouldn’t reach their own families, stood out precisely because of that.

“Your Majesty! There is something urgent I must tell you.”

Emperor Antonio, his expression stiff and disapproving, glared at the servant before leaning in to listen.

What could be so important that even the usually lengthy greeting would be skipped? I tried to heighten my senses and eavesdrop, only to realize I didn’t have those kinds of skills right now… With no better option, I stole a glance at the emperor, and surprisingly, I got something out of it.

The look in his eyes is strange. The fury that had been surging just moments ago, swollen to the brim, had vanished as if washed away.

Suddenly, he was calm.

“I suppose I should be going. You all may take your leave as well. And Sir Forte, organize the details and report back tomorrow.”

The emperor, who just moments ago had been trembling with rage and looked ready to slap someone, suddenly appeared relaxed and composed.

As if becoming rational all of a sudden weren’t enough, he even gave Calix’ shoulder a couple of light pats.

“Were you really that eager to offer your congratulations? I’ll be expecting you to show it through your actions rather than words from now on. After all, my child will be your nephew too.”

Why is he suddenly pretending to be a kind older brother? It had such a ridiculous air to it that him tacking on an “Honestly, this guy…” at the end wouldn’t have felt out of place.

Because I knew what the empress was capable of, I had reason to be suspicious.

Such a sudden and suspicious change… Could she have already made her move?

Given the circumstances, it appeared that subjects could be controlled by making them hear a specific word. While it was unclear whether it only worked once or multiple times, if this assumption was correct, then it was truly an extraordinary ability—one that could rightly be described as being “inherited through blood.”

At this point, I should probably be wondering to myself, “Then why did the empress die like that?” However, it turned out there might be not one, but two possible original plotlines.

This is confusing. Don’t tell me there are two versions just to throw me off?

I scrunched my forehead in frustration, and before I knew it, I realized I was being pulled along by Duke Lienta, my hand tightly gripped in his.

“One had taken their own life, one was unconscious, and one was captured alive. None of them were armed.”

I had already more than fulfilled today’s quota, and while walking was a bit of a bother, I allowed myself to be dragged around without resistance, knowing I’d caused my father trouble.

Meanwhile, Calix was nowhere to be seen, perhaps having already returned to the manor.

“Thank you for your cooperation. Please take care on your way, Your Grace. I also hope that Lady Lienta returns home safely.”

After exiting the completely empty banquet hall, we continued down a similarly deserted path.

He remained silent the entire time we were walking. Is he planning to ask me once we’re inside the carriage? After all, it really wasn’t the kind of thing that could be discussed inside the imperial grounds.

As I mentally ran through possible responses, I stole a quick side glance at the duke.

His shoulders are slumped heavily.

“Charl… I will not oppose it any longer.”

“Huh?”

“I-I will support you.”

“Huh?”

“When that day comes… you will invite this father of yours too, right?”

“Huh?”

The duke, shooting me a reproachful sideways glance, spoke again, his voice drained of life.

“I’m talking about your wedding day… I had hoped it would be far off in the future, but even so, I already prepared a speech. I’ve worried it might not be good enough, but I never once imagined I wouldn’t be able to attend…”

“Huuuh?”

Perhaps because this “Huh?” was unusually long, the duke only now seemed to realize something was strange.

“Are you not going to marry the archduke?”

“…Life is truly unpredictable…”

“All right.”

The duke, used to hearing the same answer from me, responded as he always did.

“Then, Charl, is it that you still don’t want to get married, but His Highness does?”

“Father, think back on all those years. Do you really believe that?!” I held back the urge to throw those words at him and simply stayed silent. Calix must have had a reason for deliberately saying t-that “word” out loud.

Perhaps taking my silence as confirmation, the duke looked slightly relieved.

“I see. So that’s how it is. Ahem, ahem.”

The duke’s shoulders settled back into place.

Oh dear… Today, the lights went out, he held hands with Livan and even caught the assailants.

The duke had already been startled three times, and quite severely at that. Even food dropped on the ground gets picked up within three seconds, but startling father, who had the disposition of a rabbit, a fourth time just didn’t sit right with me.

I already knew the Pope wasn’t unconscious but was merely keeping his eyes closed. So then, it was just a matter of finding out why the duke and duchess had met with the Pope. Since I was seeing the duke anyway, I had planned to take care of it today, but given how things turned out, I now plan to have breakfast with him tomorrow and ask then.

Actually, I had wanted to wait at Lienta manor for the midnight bell to ring, then grab the duke by the shoulders and ask him, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Sasha, whom I had left behind.

Since Elluiden manor is on the way to Lienta manor, I should try asking to be dropped off… in front of the main gate… Just the thought of doing any kind of exercise that was practically training left me completely drained.

At the place I had trudged to, I encountered something unexpected.

Even when I blinked, it was still there.

Isn’t he upset with me?

“Charl, what are you looking at… Ah.”

The duke climbed into the carriage in a rush, like someone afraid of something.

“Charl, are you going to Elluiden manor?”

“Yes, I should.”

The duke cracked open just the carriage window and reached out his hand longingly.

Without thinking, I grabbed it tightly, and the duke’s eyes…

I won’t be tricked aga—Oh.

…were moist.

“Be careful on your way.”

“I will. You be careful on your way too, father.”

“All right…”

“I will visit you tomorrow.”

“All right!”

And then, the carriage sped away in a flash.

It was the moment I found myself, for some reason, chasing after its rear, steeped in a strange sense of sentiment, when a feeble voice, heavy with exhaustion, came from behind me.

“My lady.”

“Li…van.”

His were truly the eyes of someone determined to carve out his own rest time.

I felt like I might be pierced by his intense gaze if I kept walking slowly, so I hastily wiped away a tear and broke into a full run. But before I could feel any sense of accomplishment, Livan had already slipped into the carriage.

“Charlize, take my hand.”

Without thinking, I placed my hand on his.

Calix’ large hand, now free of his tightly worn gloves, was warm. Only then did I realize my hands were bare. I had rushed over without even thinking to grab my gloves, and this was the result… Oh.

The awkward feeling quickly faded when I noticed my bite marks, stark against his long, perfectly aligned fingers, and I turned pale.

…It should disappear as soon as it comes into contact with divine power, right? Just like when I tried it on Leah, it could end in utter failure, but if it succeeded, it might even relieve his fatigue, so there was nothing to lose.

I applied a bit of strength to my fingertips.

It’s… actually working. My fingertips grew warm, as if they’d been soaked in hot water.

I kept telling myself it was a relief, even as Calix, whom I had only glanced at from the corner of my eye, remained as expressionless as ever.

I quietly huddled into a corner. The inside of the moving carriage was quiet. Livan was on the verge of fainting, and I was clearly feeling cramped for some reason, despite the spacious interior, while Calix had his eyes closed.

I thought he had just closed them for a moment, but it seemed he had fallen asleep, as his eyes twisted faintly, as though caught in a painful memory.
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The carriage arrived at Elluiden manor in no time.

A certain someone quickly got down and disappeared in an instant, like a shot arrow.

Livan, aren’t you just a frail worker who only ever sits at his desk? It seems this talented individual still hasn’t found the right nest where he can truly shine.

Lost in thought, I creakily turned my head.

“…Hmm.”

If his expression had been gentle, I would’ve just assumed the carriage was comfortable and jumped out right away too, but his brows were furrowed.

What if he gets wrinkles too soon from doing that?

There was a reason I was so anxious. His face wasn’t the type to be ruined by wrinkles. That hint of subtlety would only add to his charm, and it was bound to become something uniquely appealing. Handsome men with bad personalities are my type… so this is dangerous. Even if it ended quickly, seeing a new kind of charm might make me fall in love with him all over again.

With the mindset of saving my future self, I placed my index finger on Calix’ shoulder.

“Your Highness, we have arrived.”

There might be two versions of the original novel, but in both, he was the male lead. So, he seemed like the type who’d snap his eyes open and swat someone away even if just a fingertip touched him, yet his eyelids didn’t even twitch.

“Your Highness… Archduke Elluiden.”

When I gently and awkwardly shook his shoulder, Calix faintly murmured something. It sounded like a single flowing word, but before it reached my ear, it scattered like the sound of the wind, and I couldn’t make it out.

I had just given up on waking him and was leaning back to fetch a strong-looking servant when, all of a sudden, his eyelids lifted.

It felt as if I had witnessed the fleeting instant before an entire world faded away from his eyes. A strange sense of dissonance swept over me like a wave, as though I could reach out and grasp it at any moment.

His blue eyes, which had seemed subtly stirred, were then once again veiled by his eyelids.

Even so, just that fleeting glimpse had been enough to bring everything to a perfect close, and the moment remained vivid in my mind.

“Charlize?”

The distance between us was excessively close… I was close enough to feel the very shape of his voice.

Right after I blinked once, I quickly stepped back.

It must have been strange. It was absolutely strange! I swear I never tried to steal that thing that starts with a “K,” goes through “IS,” and ends with “S” while Your Highness was asleep. Really, Archduke, I didn’t!

This must be why people should behave properly and live right from the start.

Calix, who had been quietly watching me as I all but became one with the carriage wall, calmly turned his gaze away.

“It looks like we’ve arrived.”

“Yes. That’s why I was trying to wake Your Highness.”

“Mm-hmm. Thank you.”

“Right. So, I went closer to shake you, but…”

“Charlize, let’s get off.”

“Yes. I was trying to head back with you, but…”

“Mm-hmm.”

As the wind blew, his beautifully tousled black hair moved with it. And beneath it, his face, too, softened like a flower swaying in the breeze.

Calix looked like he was in a good mood, like someone who had finally found something he had long been searching for.
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My heart clattered and rolled around wildly, as if it had turned to stone. The places where it struck throbbed with a sharp, lingering ache.

As I stood frozen from the unfamiliar sensation, a hand that had approached naturally helped me down.

“Charlize… why did you tell me not to go to the imperial palace?”

His watchful gaze was delicate, and the strength in his hand was appropriate, but with such manners, there was no way to tell what he was feeling right now.

I was a little late in answering the question, as it had fallen outside the bounds of my expectations.

“As Sasha grows older, the scrutiny around him will likely intensify, so I thought it would be better not to be at odds with the emperor, even from now.”

In the original novel, the emperor was not wary of Calix at this time. Nevertheless, Calix ultimately became the target of a purge order in the spring of Sasha’s fourteenth year. So it was in the hopes that the timing wouldn’t be moved up.

“When did you know that something like this was going to happen today?”

“This morning.”

“I see.”

Calix’ face, which I glanced at out of the corner of my eye, looked relaxed.

“But I broke my promise and went to the imperial palace. I’m sorry.”

“No, I also broke my promise and took off the ring. And as it happened, His Highness arrived at just the right moment, so Marquess Vanachell could be taken care of more quickly.”

It turned out that if the marquess, who was gravely wounded, had died at that time, it would have been a big problem.

The price I promised Theodore was to tell him who his target for revenge was. That wasn’t harder than dealing with Adrian. Because… Calix had muttered “that” to himself at Theodore Vanachell’s funeral.

I snuck a glance at Calix, only to meet his gaze and immediately look away.

“It’s a relief that His Majesty stepped back today.”

“Is that so?”

His voice was calm.

“Even going forward, His Majesty will likely keep nitpicking everything, pushing my lady into crisis just to revoke the duke’s imperial pardon… and he’ll raise hell doing it.”

Calix, who had always been moderately reserved with his words, suddenly poured out such shocking remarks in a relaxed tone, as if they were no big deal.

By any chance, did he accidentally inhale that strange powder again…?

My trembling gaze, after locking onto Calix’ frowning, disapproving eyes, began to tremble even more.

“Am I supposed to just keep watching him do that?”

“…Should we just return it?”

I had been thinking that was the problem too.

Unlike before, I plan to live quietly now, so I’m not going to cause any major trouble that would require the imperial pardon anyway. On the contrary, it was precisely because of that very immunity that I kept getting dragged into major incidents!

That petty emperor must’ve forgotten how precious a second life is. If he had actually died and come back to life like I did, he would never be able to forget it.

“By then, he’ll do everything he can to prevent House Lienta and House Elluiden from forming an alliance, so aside from whether or not the imperial pardon exists, nothing will change.”

“There’s one more difference. He will probably try for about a month and then stop.”

“Why?”

“Because if it becomes clear that our engagement has definitely fallen through, he probably wouldn’t go so far as to make House Lienta an enemy?”

“Why?”

“That…”

I was about to answer but stopped. The conversation was going nowhere. Even the feet that had been moving slowly finally came to a stop. And then, I realized there had been a moment like this before.

“To be honest, the first thing I wanted to ask was how my lady was doing, but I didn’t. Because even if you weren’t okay, you would’ve said you were.”

It sounded as if a whispering voice was coming from somewhere very close.
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Although they were already “close,” there were still many things they could not and did not say to each other.

“One of them is still breathing.”

When Charlize appeared in the banquet hall, he was worried, but then, he saw a look of relief in her eyes. They were the same in that regard.

And in that moment, Calix finally grasped something that had always seemed just out of reach. Their relationship was just idling. While there were relationships that could “progress” through some kind of turning point, there were also those that could no longer do so. The dream from just before added certainty to that suspicion.

It completely changed everything.
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“Would breaking off the engagement with Irian fix things? If I just did something, anything, would this stop?”

“You… You’ve got it all wrong.”
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Charlize came, claiming she had made a deal with the temple regarding Sasha.

She said she would attempt to assassinate Sasha, so she asked him to stop her… and to forgive her. In doing so, she asked him to exclude the temple from this incident so that House Lienta would be protected. In return, she staked her own life.
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“Yes. Maybe the reason the imperial prince keeps lingering in my mind isn’t because I developed some petty attachment to him in less than a month, but because he reminded me of you. Maybe I still love you. But what does that even matter?”
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Charlize, who had been quietly chuckling, muttered with an emotionless face.
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“It’s a relationship that’s already over, anyway.”
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He couldn’t tell exactly what that dream really was.

However, the only thing that was certain was that the Charlize there truly was Charlize. She worried that he might get hurt, reacted when their hands touched, and got flustered when their eyes met. But maybe, for Charlize, it could no longer be called love.

Perhaps it was just a fleeting sparkle, like shattered shards of glass that would never return to their original form.

“Everything I said to you, my lady, wasn’t just meant as something between friends.”

Why was he so afraid he might not be able to have it all, when in truth, he had never had any of it to begin with?

He wanted to stay by her side, feeling anxious forever.
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The moment just before taking the medicine with a heavy heart, when I unconsciously gave my lips a light swipe with the back of my left hand.

“—!”

I nearly lost my precious front tooth forever… and in such a meaningless way…

― What?! Is your head made of stone?!

…all because I was at the end of a full-force headbutt with the divine beast that popped out without warning.

My head was thrown back in an instant.

Dizzy… I can’t believe even this is enough to make me feel dizzy. For some reason, it felt like my condition was only getting worse.
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“When you get back, could you tell me what the ball in the imperial palace was like? I’m sooo curious! I just want to imagine how dazzling and beautiful it must be. Please? Please? Please?”
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I remember nodding involuntarily, dazed by Aria’s relentless stream of words.

When I meet Aria, I’ll have to desperately ask Count Philliam where in the world he bought the potions he had her take. If it cost an enormous sum of money, I suppose I’d have to think about it, but…

While I trembled with sorrow at my harsh reality, the divine beast suddenly began shaking his head wildly.

― What a nasty smell! A very dark energy is wafting out!

To think he would describe my will to live in such a way… though his words aren’t exactly incorrect.

Even in the midst of it all, I tightened my grip on the medicine bowl I still hadn’t let go of and spoke kindly to the divine beast, who was desperately trying to block his nose with his chubby little arms.

“It’s a relief my tooth didn’t get knocked out. If it had, moss might have already started growing on the divine beast’s body.”

― Your tooth is not the problem!

To say it so easily just because it’s someone else’s body… I stood up after sullenly watching the divine beast bury his nose in the medicine bowl, lift it, then bury it again.

“Then, I’ll head to Sasha now.”

― This, what is it?

“It’s medicine.”

― This nasty thing?

“Medicine is supposed to taste bad.”

They say the better it is for the body, the more bitter it tastes. And this one even smelled so bad that I couldn’t bring myself to let Sasha catch a whiff of it, so I was going to drink it here instead. But still…

― You look like you have no energy. Isn’t it because you drank this strange thing?

“I haven’t even drunk it yet.”

I staggered to my feet.

It seemed my concentration had been broken by the divine beast suddenly popping out. But in the end, the voice I’d been coldly ignoring echoed once more in my ears.

“…Divine one, if we’re not friends, then what are we?”

― Strangers, what else would we be?

“Right? But…”

It didn’t feel like a wall was being built. If anything, it felt more like tearing one down and showing what was inside. While constantly thinking of Calix, I came to realize it anew.

I… I didn’t want to be hated by Calix. Wanting to show that my love would be short-lived, and wanting to let him know that after that, I could move on and get along well with him as a friend… both of those things. It was all because I didn’t want to grow apart from Calix over one mistake.

Just as I grew sullen again and was about to take the medicine, the divine beast mumbled something, as if he found it strange.

― That thing, no matter how you look at it, is really strange. It’s likely even poisonous.

“…What?! How could you say something so important this late?!”

I almost brushed it off as, “The divine beast is just chattering again,” and let it go in one ear and out the other.

I asked seriously, “Is there something that stands out to you?”

― There isn’t.

The divine beast, who had answered confidently, muttered again about how strange “that thing” was.

Hmm. It’s something I’ve been taking consistently since I was little, so…

My gaze flickered over the murky brown liquid. Once I started finding it suspicious, other questions followed one after another, as if a string had been pulled.

…I didn’t even ask what kind of medicine it was. Since I only take it about once a week, I also thought maybe it was more concentrated, and that’s why it tastes worse… After glancing at the divine beast, I gestured for him to come over.

But just as he began scampering over, he backed away again.

― How dare you order me around?! You come here!

Pretending to be coy, I approached, holding the medicine bowl with less care than before, and extended my hand.

“Please take a look at my divine power.”

― All right.

And then, I downed the medicine all at once. Whether I take it for ten years, or ten years and one more day, it’s all the same in the end.

― T-t-this, didn’t I say it was strange?!

“Now, please take another look.”
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With a look like he was staring at a hopelessly disobedient younger sibling, the divine beast let out a long sigh, making a “ppiyuu-ppiyuu” sound, and placed his arm on me.

― …All right.

“How was it?”

― It’s very weak.

“That, I know. Was it different from just a moment ago?”

― Hmm.

The divine beast, as if confused, tilted his head from side to side.

While watching the adorable sight, I carefully asked, “Would you be able to remember my divine power being about this strong… for at least a week?”

― Did you think I wouldn’t even be able to do just that?!

With blurry eyes, I watched his small figure turn away briskly.

He didn’t give me a definite answer… As expected, I shouldn’t rely only on the divine beast.

I fumbled to unwrap a piece of candy and put it in my mouth. The lingering aftertaste of the medicine made me feel like I was going to cry.

To think I would even drink something poisonous with my own hands… I used to like this awful aftertaste because it felt like proof that I was becoming stronger, but now, it only tore at my heart…

“By the way, what brought you here all of a sudden?”

― Other than that child, what other reason would I have to come?!

I see. He really isn’t called a divine beast for nothing. He even noticed that something happened to Sasha today.

When I held my hand out downward, the divine beast scampered up and settled on my shoulder.

I searched my memory and deliberately spoke in a flattering voice.

“Divine one, it seems Sasha still loves the lizard doll. Its fur has even gotten all matted down. Can you believe it?”

― Heh. Hmm.

“So, speaking of which, do you happen to know anything about the Pope?”

― What in the world does “so, speaking of which” even mean?!

Even though the divine beast responded like that, he still told me everything without hesitation.

Fox-like, seems dark-hearted, probably in his mid-thirties but looks about ten years younger due to divine power, he forgot his eye color, but his hair is platinum blond… Basically, there wasn’t a single thing worth using!

Could he be just a puppet divine beast? He didn’t even appear to have much strength, seemed confined to the lake, and honestly looked like he was being treated like some useless relic shoved into a back room… How unpleasant.

We slipped into Sasha’s room as quietly as darkness.

The face of the child, deep in sleep, was calm and peaceful.

― Hoh.

The divine beast scurried down and placed his arm against Sasha’s cheek.

― Well done. You’ve broken through a barrier. It seems you’ll be able to bloom properly soon.

The divine beast chattered away excitedly.

― Soon, I’ll be able to talk with you too, not just that crazy human!

I felt the divine beast, who had been spinning round and round in place, suddenly look at me.

― What are you thinking about again…? Now I get scared whenever you’re quiet!

The divine beast, who had been grumbling, looked at Sasha again and started bouncing around with joy once more.

I gazed out the window, as if I were doing it absentmindedly.
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Though it felt slow, time flowed unmistakably on… and at last, that moment came.

The dragon buried his nose deeply into her hair.

The princess asked, “Are you afraid?”

“I was a little worried the first time.”

“You’re being way too full of yourself.”

With her eyes still closed, the princess giggled.

The dragon muttered sulkily, “Would you like it if I were afraid that you might not have a next life?”

“Hmm. That’s not so bad either. I kind of want to see you being afraid of something too.”

The princess, pretending to be serious, smiled faintly.

“Ah… See you next time.”

Those who dared to even speak of him adorned his name with every noble word imaginable. For a man like that, there was nothing to fear. There was no way the princess wouldn’t be granted a next life.

More precisely, that was exactly why this couldn’t be the end.

“All right. Let’s meet again.”

His response was a little late.

Could that be why? This time, he was late.

The moment the princess regained the memories of her previous life came only after they first met and some time had passed.

With a face that seemed to want to believe it was only because she hadn’t yet remembered her previous life, the princess said calmly, “I understand our past connection. But I have someone I love now, so it can’t be helped.”

“Is the person you’ll one day realize you don’t actually love more important to you than I am?”

“What’s the problem? From what I’ve heard, we weren’t even in a relationship to begin with. If it’s friendship you want, I can still give you that. So don’t even think about touching the person I love.”

The dragon was engulfed in an unfamiliar emotion.

“We weren’t in the kind of relationship where we could express it in such a manner.”

“Then what was it?”

The princess stared impassively at the unresponsive dragon, then blinked.

“All right, let’s just say we were very close.”

He came to know fear.

The man who had come to fear so many things now became cautious, became full of thoughts, and became desolate. Even when meeting the princess in her next life, and the one after.

This isn’t just another one…

A dragon’s life was eternal, but those words were no different from saying he lives only once, with no next one to follow.

Even once is already too much.

That was the beginning of everything.
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Morning came, whether I wanted it to or not.

Having stayed up all night, I washed my face with the water Leah brought, as if caught in a storm, then stood in front of the door, unsure of what to do.

It’s not just because I didn’t want to see Calix. I had already planned to go straight to Lienta manor from the start…

In the original novel I read, the full-fledged struggle for the throne began only after the magnitude of the divine power Sasha possessed was revealed.

The empress had fire in her eyes, trying to get rid of Sasha.

Empress Katarina knew about the existence and nature of dark magic. Since she had been closely involved with her father, it was possible she had been entangled with it from a young age. I’m not sure if she’s picked up on the fact that dark magic was involved in what happened at the ball, but since even I know they’re trying to confirm her pregnancy, she’ll probably focus on the dark mages first.

I smashed my wishful thinking with my fist and stepped onto the stairs leading up to the third floor. Trudging along weakly, I surprisingly didn’t run into the person who usually inhabited the hallway—not even once—until I reached the door.

Is he working hard again? It was a relief, because I had decided that, for the time being, I would only meet with Calix in the presence of a third party.

However, Livan wasn’t in the office…

“Livan applied for a sick leave today because his body was aching all over.”

It turned out the talented individual had indeed found the right nest. Livan Richt, frail and feeble, had just enough stamina to sit at his desk… and nothing more.

“You accepted it on the same day?!”

“Charlize. I’m not a cruel superior, you know.”

Calix smiled as if he were disappointed.

“You must be very busy today. I’ll keep it brief and be on my way, so would you be able to spare just a bit of your time?”

“As much as you want.”

I was about to say thank you, but Calix spoke first.

“I’ve been doing this for ten years. If I can’t handle it on time just because Livan’s not here, that would be embarrassing.”

“However, aren’t you tired?”

“Even so, I’m all right.”

His voice was gentle.

I stood before him, feeling like I wanted to grab Livan by the hand and drag him over that very instant. For some reason, I hesitated.

Then, thinking that was even stranger, I suddenly lifted my head.
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“It’s not a bad thing. With this opportunity, we might even be able to weed out those who dare to look down on us and think House Linix is on the decline.”

The duke’s thin lips curled upward.

“Everything is for House Linix.”

The red liquid inside the transparent glass swirled in a way that felt almost prophetic, as if it were foretelling someone’s future.
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Hmm. It was abstract, but it carried a sense of foreshadowing.

The moment I snapped out of my brief contemplation, thinking I needed to speak quickly, I felt a stinging gaze. H-huh?

When I sneaked a glance out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Calix was looking at me.

Maybe it’s because he still believes I can see the future. I hadn’t realized it before, but it seemed Calix had been helping me all this time with a very sincere attitude. As expected… what a kind person!

I exaggerated a blink to signal that I had finished seeing the fragment of the future.

“The one I had always referred to as ‘that person’ turned out to be Duke Linix. However, it seems he’s not the leader but is serving someone else.”

Calix listened attentively as I continued my explanation. It was a familiar situation, as he never interrupted midway to address his own doubts first.

After I finished, I waited for his questions. He did ask, just as I thought he would, but it was different from what I had expected.

“Then, my lady, how do you want to deal with Duke Linix?”

Though I was a little confused, I replied with grim resolve, “I will kill him.”

“Duke Linix is the kind of man who values the prosperity of his family as much as his own life. So how about making him watch it all fall apart before he dies?” Calix added in a flat tone, as if merely explaining, “The duke isn’t interested in personal fame. That’s probably why he pretended to be a gambling addict.”

“So, you’re saying we should start by taking down that long-standing group to shake the very foundation of the past.”

“Hmm. If we look at it broadly, it’s correct.”

Calix smiled.

“But then we’d have to wait too long, wouldn’t we? I’m not too pleased about that either.”

I glanced at the man who, in the original novel, was described as the kind of person who would patiently wait decades if that were what it took to strike at the right moment.

“I had already waited far too long.”

Well, the late emperor was killed by the poison made from Tuverrot. So even for Calix, Duke Linix and that so-called master of his were practically his enemies.

I vigorously nodded my head. “That’s right. Please don’t wait any longer.”

At that, Calix smiled, his eyes curving.

“Yes, I won’t wait anymore.”

His elegant hand lightly tapped the tips of my fingers. Thinking warmth might be what he needed, I slid my hand in his.

Calix gave our tightly interlocked hands a playful squeeze a couple of times, then loosened his grip and spoke in a matching tone.

“By the way, Charlize…”

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“Why did you pretend to be lovers with Adrian Senac?”

As I flinched and began to pull my hand away, Calix grabbed it.

“There’s nothing between you two, right?”
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To think that an opportunity would come like this!

My eyes sparkled.

“It’s similar… because we broke up not too long ago. We barely lasted about a week, really. That’s how short-lived my love is, short enough for even Your Highness to think the same.”

I casually tacked on the words I shouldn’t forget to say.

“Still, it’s not like there’s nothing between us. We decided to stay good friends. I just sorted out my feelings a little too well, you see.”

I didn’t know how Calix figured out there was nothing between us, but the fact that he was the male lead of an entire world? That alone explained everything. Main characters, after all, tended to be multitalented by nature.

The clock I checked without thinking was already showing a little past half past nine.

Ugh. If it were Duke Lienta, he probably would have been waiting since morning, and I worried I might have made him skip breakfast. He’s already low on energy. I’ve got to at least feed him a hearty meal.

Thinking I should hurry off since Calix must be busy as well, I subtly slipped my hand away, but just as it was about to slide free, it was caught at the very last moment, and his half-lowered eyelids, as though lost in deep thought, came into view.

“That you’ve sorted out your feelings, and that you’d stay friends…”

“That’s exactly right. Just like how things are between Your Highness and me.”

Even as my eyes, dead from exhaustion, were still trying to shine, Calix suddenly smiled.

“Ah.”

It almost sounded like a sigh.

I used the opportunity to finish pulling out the hand he had caught. But just as I was about to say, “I’ll be going now,” Calix suddenly asked a question.

“Then you’ll be staying in touch with Lord Senac for a long time as well…”

“Yes, that’s right!”

“…and meet from time to time, too?”

W-was I really supposed to go that far…? What a hassle. Adrian probably wouldn’t be too happy about it either. Still, if I said, “That’s not the case,” here, I might end up only seeing Sasha once a year, so I nodded.

“Yes, I suppose.”

I did nod, but I felt a pang of guilt… maybe because of those eyes, as if they had seen through my lies.

I will see him from time to time. With a grief-stricken heart, I made up my mind. That should be enough, right…?

“Exactly like us?”

I nodded my head repeatedly, having regained my strength. “Yes.”

“Hmm.”

Calix let out a low chuckle.

“Tell me we’re different.”

“Yes. Different.”

Calix immediately covered his lower face with his hand.

Because it really was true, I said it without hesitation. It’s not that I didn’t mean it. It only came out quickly because it was true. So, I spoke again.

“Adrian and Your Highness are different.”

“That’s right. We are different.”

Calix tilted his head, as if he found it regrettable.

“To begin with, I’m still being called that. ‘Your Highness,’ I mean.”

He asked gently, his blue eyes soft, “Do you not want to say my name anymore?”

“That’s not it, but…” I trailed off, thinking to myself as I glanced at Calix.

Would he be able to handle it? Perhaps Calix had no intention of building a happy family. Being madly in love with him for ages, even becoming his fiancée, then coming and going from his manor claiming they’re just friends, and now even calling her husband by his name. What woman wouldn’t feel heartache over that…?

I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life being hated by someone. I mean, I’d probably sleep restlessly. That wouldn’t be good for my health. Especially when this body’s already falling apart as it is…

“What kind of thoughts are you having again?”

“I was worrying about my health.”

“That’s a relief,” Calix muttered quietly. “I thought my lady had absolutely no interest in things like that.”

That’s not true at all!

“How about meeting with a priest? Gehrig might not look it, but he’s actually quite skilled. Since other doctors probably won’t be of much help, seeing a priest might not be a bad idea.”

I knew the reason for my fainting. Since it was related to divine power, it seemed like the temple might hold the answer, but because I couldn’t exactly confide in anyone, it would only end up being a meaningless trip.

But if someone who faints all the time is always around a growing child, it might make the child develop an anxious personality, so from an uncle’s point of view, it’s only natural that he’d be concerned. So as far as Calix was concerned, my refusal would be the more troublesome option.

“Yes, I understand. But I think my father might worry if it’s done under ‘House Lienta,’ so… I’m sorry, but could I please meet with one under ‘House Elluiden’ instead?”

“I will do as you say.”

“Thank you. Then, if you would kindly have a knight accompany me, I’ll be on my way.”

“Is it because you think I might be busy?”

When I nodded in agreement, Calix let out a low sound from his throat.

“The reason my lady has come to worry so much about work is probably because of Livan’s influence. But Charlize, there really isn’t all that much to do in House Elluiden.”

For a moment, the past flashed before my eyes.

I mean… the fact that my impression of Theodore Vanachell’s wound was different from everyone else’s… then I guess it’s not too much for Calix to handle on his own.

“Right. Even if I don’t go with one, nothing will change. At most, the process might take a little longer because the knight has to state he’s from House Elluiden. But even that won’t take five minutes, I know that much.”

“However… if I really were as busy as you think, I would’ve found a way to make time, even if it meant working without rest. Sometimes, I find myself wanting to be irrational when it comes to you.”

At the end of his calmly flowing words, spoken as if they were just another part of everyday life, Calix looked at me and smiled languidly.

“What I’m saying is, I want to be with you.”
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If Calix had come along, saying he wanted to be with me today too, my heart might have worked so hard in such a short time that it would have worn itself out.
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“Duke Lienta probably wouldn’t want to see me with you today.”
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Come to think of it, I wonder if Calix knows what Duke Lienta’s disposition is really like. Given that his daughter had once been the second-most closely watched individual by the people of the archduchy, it seemed likely they had already investigated our house thoroughly.

And since House Lienta was also a family of some standing, it wasn’t located far from the capital, so the carriage arrived in no time.

The trio that had been standing in a row at the front door came running over.

“Charlize!”

“My lady!”

“Oh my goodness, your face looks terrible!”

I flinched at Mrs. Melissa’s sharp remark, right at the end.

“Surely you’re not eating only as much as bird feed just because His Highness the Archduke said he likes people who eat lightly?”

“Not at all. I actually eat a lot.”

There was even a quiet rumor that I liked mealtimes, one that, specifically, made its way to Sasha. The child even went so far as to write down what today’s meal was—messily, of course—just to tell me.

It let him practice his handwriting, and it gave me an early dose of happiness… truly a wonderful, two-birds-with-one-stone kind of thing.

“Have you had breakfast?”

“Of course, I did.”

“I haven’t yet, so…”

“To be honest, I only had a tiny bit! Let’s eat together.”

After finishing off a breakfast fit for a banquet, I patiently waited until the duke’s teacup was completely empty this time.

“Father.”

“Yes, Charl?”

Good. The duke looks happy, likely because he’s so full.

“When mother was pregnant with me, His Holiness the Pope requested a private meeting. I would like to know what he said to you then.”

Worried that the duke might once again pretend not to hear and slip away, I had already checked the escape routes well in advance.

However, the duke said nothing and simply stayed right where he was.

“Charlize… this makes it the third time. You must be asking again because something seems suspicious to you.”

“Father’s words are correct.”

Duke Lienta’s eyes darkened.

“Charl… perhaps the problem was that I did not properly answer your first question. Yes, I was surprised. In two respects.”

I reached out and covered the back of the duke’s hand with mine. The duke, his face still twisted in pain, managed a faint smile.

“One was that you knew His Holiness the Pope had made such a request. After all, the letter had arrived in great secrecy. And the other… was that I was afraid Charl might misunderstand. That much is true.”

“Are you talking about the fact that my being born was the decisive reason for the worsening of mother’s chronic illness?”

“Yes… but that isn’t true,” the duke said desperately. “Iris was frail by nature, and she was even told from the beginning that she likely wouldn’t live past twenty. So in fact, you could say she lived longer than the doctors expected.”

So is that why the duchess got married at twenty-five? Noble ladies typically married in their early twenties, and considering she had someone she shared romantic feelings with, it could even be said that she married rather late.

“The Pope’s summons wasn’t because the pregnancy was a burden on Iris’ body, but because you were frail, dear. Perhaps it was thanks to His Holiness’ blessing that Charlize was safely born into this world.”

In other words… Duke Lienta was feeling grateful to the Pope.

Since I found it strange that something puzzling to me didn’t seem puzzling to the duke, I asked again, “Is there a reason you had to meet in secret?”

“Given the circumstances at the time, understandably, there could have been all kinds of talk. The first blessing one gives after becoming the Pope naturally carries a different kind of weight. That is why a member of the imperial family always received it. If we weren’t careful and it became known that it was bestowed upon the child in another noble’s womb, it could be blown out of proportion—not as the Pope’s choice, but the temple’s—and misinterpreted as the seed of rebellion.”

I found myself wondering, even though I hadn’t meant anything by the question.

“Is the Pope now the same person as the Pope at the time?”

He said it was the Pope’s first blessing. I had always thought it was a different person, since the divine beast had said the Pope was in his mid-thirties. Even so, the thought of asking the duke remained…

[image: ]

“I will tell you everything you’ve been curious about. If you just wake up, I will tell you everything, really everything… I can do that. Please. So, please.”

“When you first came to us, like a gift… His Holiness the Pope had sought us out.”
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…if only because he already knew the answer.

“Charl…”

The duke made a face as if to ask, “Why are you stating the obvious?”

Ah, as expected, it’s not…

“Of course, it’s the same person.”

“So he was at most in his mid-teens at the time?”

“The position of Pope is succeeded based on the magnitude of divine power. Age, gender, and status don’t matter. The next Pope’s age, however, would generally be in the mid-teens too.”

“Is it because potential candidates mainly enter the temple at that time?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Then…”

I was aware that it wasn’t a question that really needed an answer. If anything, what mattered more was where the medicine I was taking came from.

Even so, the person in front of me wasn’t someone I needed to carefully choose my questions for, as if he were someone I only had a brief, limited time alone with… He was my father.

“If one’s divine power is stronger than that of the Pope of the time, does that person immediately become the Pope?”

“That’s not the case. Because there’s still much to learn, they will remain in the position of a priest for about two years or so.”

“That priest position… do you mean the High Priest?”

“That’s right.”

The duke suddenly laughed, asking why I was pretending not to know.

I knew almost nothing about the temple, so little that I even forgot the Day of Sacred Blessing. But I did know the term “High Priest.”

That was because, in the fragment of the future I first saw through Rodante, that was the boy’s position.
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According to Duke Lienta, the preparation period was about two years, so the Pope I meet in the dream must truly be the current Pope…

It was fortunate. Rodante would probably never know, not ever, but still… it was because I didn’t do something that reckless to him, like lying in wait for the chance to have those flowers, nicknamed “Wings of God,” burned down.

By the way, it seems Rodante’s divine power is very strong. I wonder if he might end up wasting his talents just because of me.

After thinking that I should try having a conversation with him about it, I also made sure not to forget the most important thing at the moment.

“Father… that nasty medicine I take regularly, where does it come from?”

“It’s from the second clinic along the road leading from the central plaza of the Hipin district toward the imperial palace. They’re well-known for their skill, so many nobles visit. Sometimes, even members of the imperial family come. It’s that highly regarded.”

“…You really know it in such great detail?”

“Of course. You’re the one taking it, Charlize. How could I not know?” Duke Lienta asked, raising an eyebrow.

While fumbling awkwardly after somehow feeling uncomfortable, just as I was about to quietly slip out of the dining room, a shocking declaration came like a bolt from the blue.

“But why are you asking that? Are you hurt somewhere, by any chance? This won’t do!”

“Huh?”

“Since you’re already here, go get a check-up.”

“Huh? No, no. I’m fine. I’m really…”

Flustered for a moment, I actually smacked myself in the head without thinking, and the duke’s wide eyes turned moist, as if he might burst into tears any second.

“…I’ll get the check-up.”

After watching the duke clap his hands with a heavy heart, I ended up undergoing a tearful examination not long after.

As I lay sprawled out after finishing everything, the family doctor asked seriously, “Is there perhaps anything that’s bothering you?”

“Hmm.”

I instinctively looked away from the doctor’s eyes, which were blazing with passion.

I want to brush it off as nothing. I really do. But I, of all people, was someone who cherished my small and precious health. I’ve already suffered plenty, so I might as well suffer a little more.

“Actually, my heart aches at times.”

“Pardon? Excuse me? What? Huh? It does?!”

The doctor jolted to his feet and adjusted his glasses.

“Under what circumstances? Don’t tell me… it happens even when you’re just sitting still? Oh no… oh dear…”

“Hold on. Calm down.”

“Hng.”

“The situation is different every time, but it often happens when I see a specific person.”

The doctor, who had just been lightly shrugging his shoulders, suddenly made a strange face.

“…A specific person?”

“Yes. It really aches, and it feels heavy, like my heart is rolling around.”

“By any chance, is that specific person His Highness the Archduke?”

“You truly are an expert physician!”

As I exclaimed in admiration, the doctor opened his mouth and adjusted his glasses several times.

He must be feeling shy.

“That…”

He looked like he was about to say something but suddenly glanced around and lowered his voice to a whisper.

“Where is His Grace?”

“He’s probably working hard in the office.”

“If my lady wishes it, I will conduct the examination, but…”

“I do not particularly want to.”

“Though you’ve probably already guessed it to some extent, it’s probably not an illness. And it’s not an abnormal medical finding either.”

I’m only like this because I absolutely have no idea.

When I stared at him intently, he cleared his throat in embarrassment.

“Didn’t you say you ended up holding the archduke in your heart again?”

“Ah, that’s right.”

“That’s what it is.”

I raised an eyebrow, as if to ask, “What are you talking about?” But the doctor only let out a soft chuckle and looked at me as if I were his fully grown grandchild.

Oh… given the context, it really does seem like that’s what it is. Love was like a faint breeze. Like something that passed through a patch of silver grass, like gentle ripples that gently stirred the heart.

Maybe because my face looked quite confused, the doctor’s expression kept changing constantly.

He asked, his voice trembling wildly like a goat, “Ah, was I wrong? Oh no, oh dear…”

“Right. You’re right!”

I stammered out an excuse.

“I think… it really might be love.”

…Huh? The unintentional words I had spoken echoed in a strange way.

What pulled me out of that odd mood was the doctor’s voice, sobbing as he said it was a relief.
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I’m exhausted.

Since Angel was also always there, I wondered if her room had perhaps been moved to such a cramped space, so I went to check…

“Brother Rodante is probably at the training grounds.”

“Oh okay.”

…but he wasn’t in the annex, which meant I had been walking nonstop.

The training grounds I arrived at just like that gave off a nostalgic feeling.

Right, there was a time when my body was a total wreck compared to now… so I’ve decided to go easy on myself.

“Since I’m the farthest from the food tod—Oh! My lady?”

“Sir Lauer.”

At the sight of a familiar face I hadn’t seen in a while, I strode forward. Sir Lauer hopped in place and bowed.

Maybe it was because I had been at Elluiden manor thinking about the future archduchess, or maybe it was because of something needlessly emotional that stirred me up, or maybe it was because of the doctor, who supposedly had a marriage arranged by the elder members of his family… that I ended up asking “that” kind of question.

“By any chance, are you married?’

“N-n-n-not at all!”

“Really? But is there someone you’re seeing?”

“I-I-I-I don’t have anyone right now, and I don’t plan to in the future either!”

“Ah, I see. That was too personal, wasn’t it? Sorry.”

“N-n-n-not at all!”

Come to think of it, Sir Lauer said he hadn’t eaten much. Maybe that’s why he hurried into the building. That feeling… I know it all too well.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being unsettled.

“Is that you, master?”

At that moment, perhaps because he heard my voice, Noah came out of the building with his eyes wide in surprise.

It looks like Noah’s rabbit-ification is underway too. It’s like he’s being reborn as a true Lienta.

“Is something the matter, by any chance?”

“It’s nothing serious, just…”

Noah’s gaze, once filled with worry, softened. I, on the other hand, started feeling awkward again and fumbled stiffly.

“…because Rodante is here.”

“Ah, Rodante.”

Saying he would guide me, Noah strode out briskly. I followed close behind as he began explaining various things.

“He often comes here during the knights’ break time to practice swordsmanship alone.”

“Rodante knows how to wield a sword?”

“Yes, after all, it’s considered a basic skill. His fundamentals were in place.”

I absentmindedly looked down at my palm. It didn’t have a single callus. I did win when sparring with Illyden, but it was purely thanks to my sneaky scheme. Hmm.

“Should I learn swordsmanship too?”

Noah, who had been thinking deeply, asked cautiously, “Won’t the duke be very worried?”

“He probably would.”

On top of that, stamina was my biggest problem. Maybe it really is better to just fire away with a gun. I should ask Calix to help me get a magic artifact with a silencing function.

And then… I got scolded by Noah.

“I couldn’t bring myself to tell you because the magic stone in the communication device had run out, but… I heard you often went to the casino.”

“Ah, that…”

“I know. I’m sure you didn’t go there for pleasure or curiosity. Even so, that place is a very bad one. So from now on…”

While I was saying things like “Yes, I was wrong,” “Yes, I won’t do it again,” and “Yes…” among other things, my eyes suddenly lit up.

“Look, there’s Rodante!”

“Let’s continue the remaining conversation next time.”

Since I couldn’t make Noah wait endlessly, I would just have to make time and come to Lienta manor again.

As I trudged weakly toward him, Rodante—who quickly turned his head at my unfamiliar presence—hurriedly set down his sword.

This time, his crimson eyes didn’t reveal any fragments of the future.

I already had a feeling it would be like that.

“Can we talk for a moment?”
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Around the same time, at Vanachell manor.

The old butler, his hair streaked with gray, spoke almost as if pleading. “My lord, wouldn’t it be better to rest a little longer? You haven’t even been able to properly summon a doctor. Your wound is healing slowly, isn’t it?”

After all, since rising to the position of the head of the house, Theodore had never taken this much time to recover.

“No, I’ve already rested enough.”

Even with a worried expression, the butler could no longer stop him and left the office.

In the office where he was now alone, Theodore covered his aching abdomen with his palm and closed his eyes for a long moment.

Looking back, there were many puzzling aspects. Among them, one stood out the most.

How did the lady come to know about “that” group?

At that moment, there was a knock.

“Lady Lienta has visited. I’ve brought her to the reception room for now. What would you like me to do?”

“Let her know that I will meet her right away.”

The timing of the visit was overly coincidental, but it didn’t feel suspicious. It was the kind of moment when such a visit made sense.

As he opened the door to the reception room and stepped inside, Charlize, who had been sitting in the chair, rose to her feet.

“Please have the maid leave for now. It’s uncomfortable having someone behind me.”

“If I do that, we don’t know what the loose-lipped ones might end up saying.”

Theodore smiled, looking slightly perplexed.

“Has there ever been a time when it wasn’t like that?”

In response to her indifferent tone, Theodore dismissed the maid as though he had no other option.

“Work has been busy, so I found I had no choice but to bring certain documents myself. Next time, if you let me know about your visit in advance, this won’t happen.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Her green eyes slid downward.
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“There may be a spy among us. It would be better to conduct the main conversation through written notes. As for the paper, my lady, you’ll retrieve it afterwards, correct?”
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“That said, I’m curious about what brought you here.”

“I kept thinking about the bust you made, Marquess. I’d like to purchase it.”

At that, Theodore’s throat quivered.
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“The one who attacked the Marquess in the garden… he didn’t start spouting strange things like ‘This is for my liege,’ did he?”

[image: ]

“No. Perhaps even because there was the possibility I might survive, he probably held his tongue.”
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“Once you recover, go there and say that Charlize Lienta was acting strangely. That it didn’t seem like I had been poisoned, but that I suddenly started coughing up blood.”
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Charlize’s eyes were calm.

Theodore opened his mouth with effort. “I’m sorry. I’m quite attached to that sculpture, so I have no intention of selling it.”
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“If you’re thinking of setting a trap, you might want to reconsider. It’s a closed, long-established group. They won’t be easy to deal with. The risk will likely be high.”
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“It’s not a trap.”

[image: ]

“That’s a shame,” Charlize murmured softly.
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“Understood. Then I’ll need to first create a situation where that side orders me to watch the lady.”
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“Don’t force it. Only do it if you’re able to steer the conversation in that direction.” “It’s not difficult. Then we’ll just need to come up with a suitable reason to share information frequently…”
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Theodore, who had been lightly tapping the paper with his pen in deep thought, finally moved his hand to write.
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“How about I act as the lady’s lover?”
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He assumed that Charlize had learned about the group of dark mages through Archduke Elluiden.
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“His Highness the Archduke, as if he were angry, might come looking for me. And didn’t you also recently create a fake lover, my lady?”
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“Fake lover?”
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“Yes. Was… it actually real?”
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“Hmm.” Charlize tilted her head. “If you change your mind, please let me know anytime, Marquess Vanachell.”
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“No way. Anyway, something else would be better than that. I’ve also already got something in mind.”
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The moment her expression shifted into something strange was brief, and in the end, her green eyes simply narrowed.

Since Calix said he would take action, it’s certain they’ll take the bait. I’m curious how quickly.

It took exactly half a day.
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After wrapping up the conversation with Theodore and heading back, something felt off.
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“…And didn’t you also recently create a fake lover, my lady?”
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I hadn’t worried about being labeled as having an affair. I had acted already knowing the other nobles would just chalk it up to being “part of a plan to make the archduke jealous.” But to find out it was actually true… and that even Theodore Vanachell thought that way?!

Loving a few people, quickly ending it, and staying friends afterward… This really feels pointless. After going in circles, it felt like I was just ending up right back where I started.

Like my suddenly plummeted confidence, even my shoulders drooped. It felt like I was just wasting my energy.

It kind of feels like just breaking off the engagement and running away might be the better option. After all, they do say when people grow physically distant, their hearts grow distant too…

“Did everything go okay when you met Theodore Vanachell today?” Calix asked as he added more marshmallows to my hot chocolate.

I nodded and took the cup, accepting the drink gloomily.

…It’s just that, in a place like this, there was just no way for any distance to grow between us.
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“―So, I’m thinking we could just be friends who go to dessert cafés together.”
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Theodore looked a little bewildered at first, but I was sure that once he started exploring the world of desserts, he would fall completely in love with it. I won’t make the cowardly excuse that none of my personal feelings were involved. They were absolutely, totally, undeniably mixed in… A whole lot of them.

It was then that the large hand holding the glass caught my eye.

Because the emperor was wary of him, his hand hadn’t been able to properly train in swordsmanship, so at a glance, it looked smooth.

Ah, now that I think about it…

“Your Highness, would I also be able to obtain a magic artifact that reduces gunshot noise? After all, the sound is a major drawback of guns.”

Calix set down the glass.

I wonder if I had been too blunt about wanting to secretly punish the bad guys.

“Have you ever used a gun before?”

“I practiced a lot for the hunting festival.”

I subtly averted my gaze and stared off into the distance. I had hoped the quick-witted man wouldn’t catch on to the meaning behind it, but so much for that.

Calix smiled softly.

“The weather’s nice. How about practicing a bit? It’s been a while.”

“All right.”

After we changed clothes, he made sure to bring along a brand-new gun, one that had never been used—not even once.

I’ve been walking nonstop today…

Still, having pushed past my physical limits a few times, it was bearable. The green grass, which I thought would’ve shriveled in the winter, was still the same. The wind had turned cold, but the soft flutter that tickled my ankles remained unchanged.

As I took it all in, Calix adjusted the magic artifact.

“It’s okay to do it now.”

Bang!

The gunshot was noticeably quiet, and the bullet, though aimed at the target, veered far from the center.

“Since hunting is mostly done with rifles, a gun will probably be a little confusing at first.”

Calix placed his hand over mine. Despite his cold appearance, his hand was always unexpectedly warm.

I flinched for a moment and turned to look, but Calix’ eyes, fixed on the target, appeared simply indifferent.

“Now.”

“…”

“Pull it.”

And so, I did.

Why was it that the warmth I felt lingered more vividly than the gentle smile that said “Well done” when he saw the bullet pierce the dead center?

It was at that moment that a knight I had never seen before appeared.

“My lord!”

Calix whispered naturally, “You can call him Parker.”

“Lady Lienta, it’s an honor to make your formal acquaintance. I am Parker Lewentin, a knight of the Black Night.”

Unlike the two easygoing knights of the Black Night I knew of, he was truly the textbook example of a knight.

Parker reported quickly, “The event is scheduled to be held in the format of a treasure hunt. The nobles who were in Greenity Hall at the time are the invitees.”

Having finished his report, Parker politely bowed and quietly took his leave.

“You’ve practiced well…” Calix smiled softly. “And now, it looks like you’ll get to put it to real use, Charlize.”

“You turned it into a treasure hunt on purpose, didn’t you?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Calix answered without hesitation.

I gripped the body of the gun tightly.

“…Don’t tell me you’re planning on getting yourself hurt.”

“Hmm.”

Calix tilted his head. His eyes, staring at the target, were deep.

“Are you worried about me?”

“Of course I’m worried.”

“Why? Because we’re close?”

His face is calm, and his voice steady, but somehow, I get the feeling something is… off. Still, it felt like nothing more than a momentary illusion, because when his eyes turned to me, they…

“If one of us, either me or my lady, has to pay the price, it’s better that I do it.”

…were marked by vivid golden sparks encircling his pupils.

“Because I’m more worried about you than you are about me.”

His lips parted slightly.

It felt like I had probably asked something along the lines of, “Why?”

“Well… maybe it’s because this isn’t just the kind of worry that comes from being in a ‘close relationship.’”

Many things in the world happen, progress, and end before we even realize it. All change begins with awareness. I’ve only just become aware of it now, but the moment it first began to take root must have been much earlier. Maybe it was the day I saw his face that simply happened to be exactly my type. Or the day he willingly cut through the tough knot of memories from my previous life that had been binding me. Or maybe… it really was just an utterly ordinary moment. Something that might have passed without a second thought, had I not known, can, the moment it’s noticed, swell into a wave big enough to engulf my entire body.

The trigger had long since been pulled. And like all sudden premonitions, it swept through my mind with a chill.

“Your Highness…”

“Yes?”

Calix’ previously expressionless face, like that of a sage captivated by a headache-inducing discipline, tilted slightly for just a moment.

“Ah.”

His dilated pupil quickly narrowed into a curve.

“Did you understand?”

In that moment, the one thought that came to me was relief.

Not because it was some dramatic situation, but because it was happening within an ordinary moment—and for that, I was thankful.

I didn’t want a sudden, lightning-like realization to accompany feelings I would have to fold away all too quickly anyway…
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“Why did you act like you loved me? Why did you look at me like I was the only one you could see? Why did you hold onto me like I was all you ever needed?!”
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…especially when the delusion of being impressive was something Charlize had pushed to the point of making people sick of it.
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Livan sneaked a glance over the documents.

Charlize was just the same as usual, while the archduke, somehow, seemed to be in a good mood.

“I’m planning to take Rodante to this event.”

“Isn’t he that boy from House Tatis?”

“Yes,” she answered, her face clouding slightly with concern. “He said he wanted to come along.”

Livan clicked his tongue inwardly.

Tsk, tsk, it looks like a certain someone is upset.

After Charlize left, Livan let out an exaggerated sigh. There was no way he was going to miss the perfect chance to tease his superior.

“He’s only fourteen, isn’t he? Are you seriously jealous of a child right now?”

“I wasn’t jealous of that child.”

Calix let out a dry chuckle and rested his chin in his hand.

“It already wasn’t much to begin with, so I just didn’t want to share what little time I had with her.”

“…”

I don’t even know what I was thinking when I started this conversation.

With that, Livan resolved that, just for today, he would skip the distractions and finally get to bed early for a proper night’s sleep.

“Come to think of it, they say they’ve identified the location of the author who wrote that storybook. Shall we bring them in?”

“No, there’s no need for that.”

“May I ask why?”

“Because Charlize already knows.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you really want to know, Livan?”

“No, not at all. I absolutely don’t want to hear it!”

Calix spoke before Livan could burst out, his tone lightly amused.

“The classification of my emotions.”

Provoked, Livan suddenly shouted, “Did you hear it from her yourself?! If you haven’t, then there’s no way to know. Do you have any idea how dense she is, despite how she looks?”

After the time they met in their childhood and were still naive, it could be said this was his first desperate outburst in a very long time.

Shaking his head as if to clear it, Livan stepped out into the hallway to regain his composure.

If only it had been a perfectly hierarchical relationship, he probably would’ve just been whispering with Jay about how scary late-blooming romances were. But because the archduke was someone who felt like a friend, yet wasn’t quite, Livan just felt all tangled up inside.

He wouldn’t even allow me time to date. And now, he’s the only one who gets to?

Livan, pressed up against the window, gazed sorrowfully at the garden.

Is that… the lady?

He rubbed his eyes, but before he even realized it, his shoulders had hunched, and a shiver ran through him.

N-no way… did she hear me say she was dense?

Livan was filled with dread as he watched Charlize diligently dig the ground in the garden.
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A shovel was a luxury.

As for me, I didn’t need a shovel. Because with the double meaning that word carried… I couldn’t even let my fingertips touch it!

Since thrusting my hand into the rock-hard frozen ground could cause a wound and lead to infection, I looked for a soft spot instead.

In a flurry, I dug up the ground with my bare hands. And then, as if pulling something out from the left side of my chest, I grasped at empty air and, just like that, forcefully pressed my palm down into the hole.

“That felt good.”

It was a kind of ritual.

After working hard to restore the ground I’d dug up, I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. When the time comes for me to leave Elluiden after breaking off our engagement, my plan is to leave everything behind here.

And then, I reviewed the fragments of the future I saw today.

It feels like the closer I get to the truth, the more things get unlocked… because both last time and this time, the text referred to “that person” as “Duke Linix” instead.
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“A treasure hunt?”

“Strictly speaking, no. But it is an event where people will be carrying firearms.”

Duke Linix stroked his chin.

“It certainly seems like a trap. It’s just too perfect for eliminating someone, isn’t it?”

“Should we keep an eye on it?”

“Prepare things for now. If the empress attends, take care of her. If she doesn’t… then the lady…”

The duke narrowed his eyes and, as if displeased, spat out his words with a puff of cigar smoke.

“…we’ll need to kidnap her.”

Even if torture were involved, it should be fine. After all, the lady likely wouldn’t be able to come out of it unscathed anyway.
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Wow…

With this, it seemed their plan was to achieve the triple crown of kidnapping, torture, and murder.

I sank to the ground with a thud.
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“My lady, my lady!”

As soon as she got off the carriage, Aria came running over like a baby squirrel.

“How was the ball at the imperial palace? I heard the exterior lighting at Greenity Hall was really impressive. I’m so curious!”

“They launched it toward the sky, and I have to say, it really was beautiful.”

“Right? It would’ve been nice if grandpa had gone and told me about it too.”

Count Philliam did not attend. The official reason was that he didn’t want to waste the little time he had left with his granddaughter, who had miraculously woken up. But in truth, he was just playing it safe.

In the end, it turned out for the best. At that age, if he goes walking around outside on a cold day like this, his heart might freeze.

Just then, Aria clasped her hands and cast a bright-eyed gaze into the empty air.

“Ah, me too… when will I be able to meet my male lead?”

“H-huh?”

All of a sudden?

Charlize, with trembling eyes, frantically searched the empty air where Aria’s gaze had landed.

Could it be, that poison… If you wake up from it, does it give you some kind of enlightenment?

Although the first person to wake up was the marquess, there hadn’t really been a chance to meet him, since he was focused on strengthening House Ronatus’ foundations. And Lavette, having sidelined her useless older brother, confidently rose as the next head of the house and was helping her father by his side.

“Partly because a private tutor still hasn’t been assigned, and partly because my friends have become distant, I’ve mostly been reading novels.”

Aria’s eyes sparkled.

The novels she’s been reading seem to be the same genre as the ones Rosetta enjoyed as a hobby.

“I see…”

“I want to experience a love like that, one that feels destined.”

“You’ll be able to do it. After all, people can do anything as long as they’re alive.”

“That sounds strange. You talk like someone who’s about to die!”

It’s not far off…

With her strength drained from sobbing inwardly and wiping away her tears, Charlize sank deeply into the backrest.

“My lady, you’ve experienced love too, haven’t you?”

That question felt truly unfamiliar… since a person bold enough to bring up love to Charlize was basically a rare species.

“I have.”

“What was it like?”

“It was like gentle ripples.”

“So boring!”

Then, fidgeting again, she asked, “Don’t you want a fated, passionate, fiery love too, my lady?”

Even just staying in place is already difficult. I don’t wish for a wave strong enough to make my body stagger.

“Not really…”

“So boring!”

Aria sulkily snapped her head to the side and stamped her feet on the ground.

“Even so…”

Charlize, who had been staring blankly at Aria’s lively, moving feet, tilted her head.

“You, my lady, will definitely come to experience it.” Aria smiled bashfully. “Because His Highness the Archduke is incredibly handsome!”

Charlize opened her eyes wide. “You… Your insight is amazing…”

“Aria, there you are.”

“Grandpa!”

Aria sprang to her feet and scampered over like a puppy, throwing herself into her grandfather’s arms.

“Were you bothering the lady again?”

“No! My lady, you enjoyed talking with me, didn’t you?”

When Charlize nodded to show she agreed, Aria narrowed her eyes in a pout, clung to the door of the reception room, and said, “When you’re done talking with grandpa, you have to talk with me too!” Then, she closed the door.

Because the matter was too important to waste time, Charlize got straight to the point.

“It’s nothing else. I came because I found something suspicious while comparing the loading and unloading records…”

Count Philliam’s expression changed as he listened.

Through what she said, he realized Duke Linix hadn’t been observing him because of a curse passed down through two generations, but because it was highly likely the trip had also been an attempt at stowing away.

“Have you confirmed it?”

They couldn’t estimate how many spies were within Philliam manor, and because he couldn’t root them out immediately, they had simply been left alone.

That was the current state of affairs.

If caught, he could insist that he gave Charlize the boarding records merely because the lady had asked for them as compensation, and claim he had no idea of her true intentions. The snake-like Duke Linix would certainly still be suspicious, but that much had to be endured.

Still, the count personally reviewing the records carried a different significance. And because of that, doing nothing left him feeling heavy-hearted.

Charlize shook her head.

“I’ve noticed you often handle Arasfix wood. Is there a particular reason?”

At that, the count’s stiff expression suddenly softened.

“Ah, this must be a rather unfamiliar item for you, my lady. It’s something favored in the eastern continent.”

“If it’s favored in the eastern continent, then surely there would be quite a few nobles in the empire trying to imitate it and deal in it without much thought?”

“Its durability is weak, and it’s not even suitable for making furniture. I heard it’s favored in the eastern continent because of a specific symbolic meaning.”

Charlize asked what that symbolic meaning was.

The count furrowed his brow as if trying to recall something, and finally, he answered, “The eastern continent’s language and the imperial language are different, but occasionally there are words with similar pronunciation. In short, that’s the case with ‘Arasfix’ and ‘Arastysa.’”

“Arastysa.”

“Yes. The meaning is said to be ‘One step closer to God.’”
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I got out of the carriage, completely drained of energy.
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“She didn’t take any potions. Instead, I regularly paid a healer and a priest to keep Aria’s legs from stiffening.”
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Please let me be born in my next life into a world where bookstore employees are obligated to ask, “Do you know how much of a headache of a life you’ll live if you end up being reborn into this novel? So, are you still going to read it?”

Since I had been mostly reading bright, innocent, and wholesome storybooks in this life, I wasn’t too worried right now, but I was already worried about my life after the next.

In the end, I bowed my head deeply.

If it’s come to this, I guess I’ll have to investigate the temple too.

It could just be a coincidence. But there were all those days I kept fainting whenever I came into contact with divine power… not to mention the fact that I could only see fragments of the future during the day.

And now, even the sudden appearance of divine power.

At this point, I couldn’t help but be suspicious. In the original novel, the temple still seemed cooperative, even if it was only testing the waters until Sasha’s divine power had clearly awakened. Come to think of it, that was suspicious too. I couldn’t believe the temple hadn’t rotted in this damned world that was somehow not supposed to fall apart!

Is it… that the version of me in the dream died at the hands of the temple? Maybe what’s happening now is the manifestation of the wish I’d desperately clung to in that moment of death? I would have done my best to steer clear, afraid I might die the same way. But Charlize, before she regained the memories of her previous life, would’ve gnashed her teeth and snarled, “I’ll kill you all,” without a second thought. Because Charlize’s venomous resolve was absolutely unhinged.

My feet, which had been trudging feebly, came to a stop upon reaching my destination.

I sharpened my gaze, searching for suitable soil, but quickly became confused.

…That looks crumbly. Could it be fertilizer or compost and not actual soil? At any rate, there’s no way to tell just by looking.

Just as I was looking on sadly…

“You came earlier than I thought, Charlize.”

Calix smiled as he set the documents down.

Maybe it was because I had become aware of my feelings that his smile felt all the more intense.

This is bad… Blond hair. In any case, dazzling eyes. A complete jerk to everyone else. A blunt, straightforward personality. Hands marked by his struggle to survive. A face that glittered like sunlight. A smile free of calculation. Just a slight tilt of the head, and our eyes would meet… that small of a height difference. A loafer.

However… I had grown tired of blond hair. I had come to know the comfort of affection, and I now knew the past of the man who seemed never to have experienced tragedy. I had witnessed various kinds of smiles, and I had come to love a sea I had never seen.

Still… there are at least three parts of him left that aren’t to my taste. This couldn’t be changed, so it should be all right.

Sure enough, there was a stack of documents on the small table.

“I came out because the weather was nice.”

“You’re working even outdoors? As expected, you really are diligent.”

“Hmm. More than that, I wanted to meet my lady first.”

Calix strode over and looked down at the garden. His lashes, lowered at a gentle angle, caught the sunlight, and shimmered faintly.

“I happened to see it while passing by… Livan was clinging to the wall next to a window on the third floor, his head just sticking out as he looked down at the garden. I got curious about what he was doing, so I looked, and there was my lady.”

“Pardon?”

I rejoiced.

After finishing the ritual, I walked in circles around the garden to calm my mind, and it seemed Livan had been watching me. I was bored, so this worked out nicely. As I thought, I never intended to live my whole life with that level of stamina.

While I was wearing a pleased expression, Calix had a subtly sulky look on his face.

I quickly turned my gaze. This is dangerous. That honest expression… I keep fooling myself into thinking it’s only for me.

Come to think of it, Calix said we weren’t even friends.

I guess that’s true…

“Charlize, you seem to be having some strange thoughts right now,” Calix said, smiling slightly to the side. “Livan said that my lady was a little slow on the uptake. So…”

He fell silent for a moment.

“…do you remember everything I said to you the other day? The part where I told you that everything I said wasn’t just meant as something between friends?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think it meant?”

“That we weren’t even friends.”

Calix’ eyes softened. “Tell me a bit more in detail.”

“Aren’t we comrades who developed affection while running toward the same goal?”

A flicker of confusion briefly passed across his elegantly relaxed face. I quickly, if a little sheepishly, corrected myself.

“We’re comrades running toward the same goal.”

“You’re saying what we have… is just that of mere comrades.”

Huh…? I tilted my head at his subtly reflective tone.

To Calix, Charlize Lienta was the kind of person who had suddenly confessed her love to him without any reason, spent ten years chasing after him, and tried to destroy every one of his relationships that didn’t involve her.

“It’s very different.”

A breeze like softly baked white bread blew in under the warm sunlight. Calix, being the male lead, was of course perfectly fine, while I, in that instant, was momentarily blinded.

This too, I must grow used to. If I just stay still, it will pass.

As I stood there in a daze, a soft chuckle reached my ears.

“Ah, so that’s what it was.”

I felt a delicate touch.

He tucked my hair behind my ear, and though his hand withdrew slowly, it didn’t linger, but it still carried a clear, unmistakable weight.

It would have been enough just to lose myself in his bright, sparkling blue eyes, but then he smiled, and it was almost too much.

“What I mean is… I love you.”

Then, my vision went dark.
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Even though dying had always been the plan, she had offered it like it was some kind of price, yet felt no guilt.
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“…I said I’m going to die.”
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After all, this man was hoping she would die anyway. Granting his wish… that was all it was.
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“I said I would die, leaving everything behind.”
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In other words, there was no knowing why he had that kind of expression.
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“It’s all so easy for you. Emotions, deals, even life itself.”
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Calix muttered, his face full of fury, as though he were chewing his words.
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“If you’re going to mock me, I’ll just go back.”
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Charlize clenched her teeth.
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“Change the terms.”
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Calix covered his eyes with his hand.
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“Live. If anything, I would rather you live longer than I do.”

“Do you know?”
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Charlize scoffed, meeting his vivid blue gaze.

The reason for this kind of response to words that clearly meant “Stay alive, endure everything, and suffer” was, indeed, to mock.
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“Right now, you’re acting like someone who’s afraid his lover might die.”
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It seemed like the prank of a god with nothing better to do.

A brief moment that could only be called momentary. Charlize witnessed the flicker of agitation that surfaced. His blue eyes, faintly visible through his fingers, wavered in confusion.

So, in other words, she had done something stupid again.
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“Hmm.”

It seems to be crying out, “Don’t be fooled by the way he acts as if he loves you.”

I groggily sat up.

She interfered, tormented, and threatened at every turn… only to then say she was heading off comfortably to the afterlife ahead of him? Even with the most angelic personality, anyone would be furious. And since there was no reason to mess with anyone now, it probably wasn’t a lie.

…Isn’t that so?

I jumped up from where I was sitting, completely skipping the stage of just bouncing to my feet.

It had happened so many times that I had gotten used to it, and before I knew it, I was already starting in on my reflections about the dream.

After hurriedly looking around, I realized this was my room. There was no one here but me. Neither Calix nor Leah was anywhere to be seen.

Could it have just been a dream? Come to think of it, it made sense. His was the same heart that had stayed indifferent even when Charlize lingered around him for nearly ten years.

Besides, even if it were true, it would still be strange.

Hmm. Could it really just be a misunderstanding? The feelings Charlize showed him were truly intense. So, mistakenly thinking those intense emotions were love…

“Ah, the guilt…”

Calix, in the original novel, also believed that the warm, soft emotion he received from the female lead was love… Did he know?

I felt a sudden wave of confusion, but at the moment, it wasn’t an important issue. It seemed I had passed out in the garden and fallen into a deep sleep.

By the time I came to, it was already eight o’clock in the morning.

Today, I’m supposed to meet Irian and Rosetta.

“As for Lavette, it’s been a really long time since I last saw her.”

It seems I will have to send her a letter.

After absentmindedly washing my face and getting changed like that, it was already ten to nine.

“Ugh.”

Since Calix showed concern about Count Philliam’s situation, I should share what we talked about out of human decency… right?

Habits were truly mysterious. I had just been briefly lost in thought, but before I knew it, I was already standing in the hallway on the third floor.

I flinched and stepped back, then caught sight of Livan and ran to him immediately.

“M-my lady.”

This time, it was Livan who stepped back.

“I heard clearly what you think of me.”

Back then, hearing something like that from Livan had been a shock… but I happened to run into him at just the right time.

“Livan, you’re quick-witted, aren’t you?”

“Huh? Pardon? No, that’s not the case.”

“…What? So you’re just as dense, and you’re calling me slow on the uptake?”

Livan shook his head from side to side. Instead of a raccoon, I thought I should picture an even smaller animal. He really did look like a tiny creature right now, and I just ended up seeming like a bad person.

Why?! I’m the one who got badmouthed here!

Anyway, worried he might be startled, I quickly toned down my fighting spirit and looked around. What I didn’t realize was that it only made Livan’s throat quiver more.

“…His Highness said he loves me.”

Livan’s expression immediately turned sour.

“Ah, yes.”

“Did you know too, Livan?”

“You should just talk to him directly.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“If I was mistaken, it would be so embarrassing.”

“But you’re not embarrassed in front of me?”

“Then that just means we each have one embarrassing memory of each other. Like how Livan was pressed up against the wall, secretly watching Sasha…”

“It’s true! You’re not mistaken!” Livan exclaimed. “When did you even see that?”

“It turns out, there weren’t many places my eyes don’t reach.”

“Don’t say that anywhere else. You sound exactly like a spy.”

Maybe because I had just read the original novel, a completely random thought crossed my mind. I mean, he’s different from the original too. Livan Richt, perhaps even more than Calix, was incredibly suspicious and wary of Charlize.

Livan asked reluctantly, “Why are you looking at me with that expression?”

“It’s nothing.”

I shook my head side to side and trudged to the office with a groan.
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Katarina compulsively looked at her hand, or more precisely, at the object she was tightly gripping in it. And because it irritated her so much, she bit her lips fiercely.

I just need to hold on a bit longer.

She, of course, knew about the existence of the person who was subtly stirring up Emperor Antonio. Katarina decided to make use of that.

The outdoor event was deliberately arranged to be held in the forest near the temple. That place gave Katarina a sense of stability. Since theirs was a power in conflict with dark magic, even if they prepared a spell, it would take more energy to cast.

Was his gambling addiction just an act? No… there’s no reason to fake that. Then who in the world would dare to try casting dark magic on the empress of the empire?!

Katarina clenched her fist so tightly it seemed as if it might shatter, but only for a moment. She became lost in thought as she stroked her padded belly, which was secured in place with cloth.

If I were to attend in person, even while pregnant, it would likely seem suspicious…

On her finger was an artifact that could only reveal the existence of dark magic but couldn’t prepare for it or block it. Even though it didn’t have much utility value, she felt uneasy about entrusting it to anyone. It felt like it might get lost.

This artifact… and even my position as well.
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Around the same time.

Someone’s lips moved slightly.

“It’s a breath that would have faded anyway. Would taking it a little early really be a problem?”

The words carried an arrogant sneer.
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Around two o’clock in the afternoon.

As she looked outside, where the sunlight was surprisingly warm for midwinter, Rosetta let out a deep sigh.

“Even if the weather in the capital is mild, an outdoor banquet in this season, really?”

Irian’s eyes wavered, and Charlize’s shoulder twitched slightly as she kept her head down and ate her cake intently.

They had sensed what Rosetta was about to say next.

“It looks like we’ll have to buy outerwear again, since we don’t have much choice.”

Irian asked desperately, “Wouldn’t the ones we wore to the hunting festival last winter be okay, Lady Rosetta?”

“Hmm? There are only three or four outdoor banquets at most, and you’re going to wear the same outfit every time?” Rosetta’s eyes flashed.

Like prey before a predator, Charlize and Irian clasped hands tightly under the table.

But instead of getting up right away, Rosetta stared deeply at Charlize. There had been a lot of talk about the incident at Greenity Hall. The question of when Charlize had learned self-defense was quickly dismissed with the explanation that, well, Duke Lienta was the type who would definitely go that far out of concern for his daughter. But still…

My lady, I don’t think you’ll be able to find another target for your plan to make the archduke jealous.

Charlize’s actions, which were obviously meant to provoke Archduke Elluiden’s jealousy, were treated by most nobles as an amusing topic of conversation. Some people said they were quite tempted, since if they played along with the lady, Duke Lienta would generously give them money.

However, once word got out that, on top of her temper, she had also learned some very impressive self-defense skills, everyone clammed up as if they’d never run their mouths in the first place.

Sigh.

Rosetta calmly sipped her warm tea.

Irian asked casually, “Even though it’s called a banquet, since it’s a treasure hunt, won’t it get warm as we go around looking?”

“Still, it’ll be cold until then. With less than fifteen days left, we really need to hurry.”

‘W-what should we do, my lady?’

‘Irian, this time I will try it.’

“Rosetta. Irian. There’s something I want to ask you two.”

There wasn’t a single trace of cream on her lips, so clean you would never have guessed she had just been eating cake.

She had only aimed carefully at her mouth to avoid wasting cream, but with a flawless, invincible-looking expression, Charlize turned her head and gazed out the window.

This too was merely a quiet attempt to avoid Rosetta, yet outwardly, it appeared to be nothing more than a cold gaze.

“I mean, this is something about my friend.”

“Ah, you mean it’s something to do with your friend, my lady?”

It was undoubtedly something to do with Charlize.

It might’ve just been that, like last time, she didn’t want to attend the banquet.

Still, Rosetta looked somewhat intrigued.

‘Lady Rosetta’s interested!’

Irian’s face lit up as she grasped Charlize’s hand firmly.

“My friend likes someone, and apparently, that person likes my friend back.”

“…And?”

Rosetta was furrowing her brow as if lost in deep thought, so the question that followed came from Irian.

“Then, shouldn’t they just go out together?”

“But… there is a big problem.”

“What is it?”

Charlize’s gaze became cloudy.

Beyond that, there was a specific moment in the past, one when the clock had been turned back.

The place was a sunlit office, brightly filled with natural light.
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“…I don’t want to say.”

‘M-my lady!’

Irian, who had been thinking things would go smoothly until the boutique closed, went pale, her complexion whitening as if it had been bleached.

Charlize stealthily avoided her gaze.

“Come to think of it, isn’t Irian really busy preparing for the exhibition?”

“Pardon? It’s not like…”

‘No!’

When her hand was held firmly, Irian gently patted the back of Charlize’s hand and smiled softly.

“I’m not particularly busy. Even if I were, I could still make time to meet with you, my lady, and Lady Rosetta.”

‘Irian…’

Charlize sniffled softly.

‘It’s only two hours, and Lady Rosetta likes shopping… we can’t just keep avoiding it.’

‘Irian…’

Even now, when Charlize had forgotten what had happened back then, the madam’s tightly enforced discipline still held firm.

“It is an honor to have the opportunity to attend to the lady’s esteemed companions.”

The beginning of the tragedy was the failure to foresee the disaster from the moment the door was bolted shut… and so began a grueling ordeal that stretched on for more than five long hours.
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It was already quite late.

Upon hearing that Charlize was still at the boutique, Calix had gone to visit his young nephew’s bedroom.

“And so, they…”

A gentle, small sound of breathing could be heard.

Sasha’s lifestyle, which had once included going to bed late for a child, had now completely changed.
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“You have to sleep early to grow taller.”
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Charlize’s expression as she said those words was so serious that Sasha also nodded solemnly.
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“I’ll go to bed early.”
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That was what led to now.

Calix let out a gentle smile as he looked at the forehead of the deeply sleeping child, then quietly stepped out of the room.

[image: ]

“I’ll visit you again today. I’ll come to your office.”
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Charlize always kept her word. More than the fact that she would go to him again in order to keep that promise, what made him happier was the fact that they had spent time together—time enough to gain that kind of certainty.

Once he arrived at the office, Calix distributed the documents appropriately.
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“The wood called Araspix often caught my eye, so I asked, and I was told it’s favored in the eastern continent.”
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The document placed on the desk was a report related to trade, one of the many businesses Empress Katarina conducted by putting her biological younger brother, Jurgen Linix, at the forefront.

After hearing Charlize’s words, a sudden suspicion flashed through Calix’ mind, prompting him to immediately obtain the document and review it.

“It’s solid wood imbued with religious undertones, which is why it’s favored, but…”

His cool-toned eyes tilted slightly.

That word didn’t even exist on the paper he was looking at. The trading companies under the empress didn’t deal in it. And she wasn’t the only one… the other merchants did the same.

A knock sounded at the door.

Calix willingly shifted his gaze. His lips, which had been tightly closed all along, slowly curved.

“Have you decided?”

“Yes.” Charlize gave a brief nod. “Let’s give it a try.”

“How resolute…”

Calix chuckled in a low voice. Meanwhile, Charlize, thoroughly drained and shriveled up, hazily retraced the past.

The truth that worldly affairs were, by nature, unknowable was something she had already felt deeply when she was reborn as the villainess in the novel she used to enjoy reading, but she came to realize it again in this way.

Life is truly unpredictable.

In other words, everything had begun early that morning, as though the hands of the clock had been turned back.
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“Yes. I do love you.”

“Why, exactly?!”

Since the question came off almost like an interrogation, I added a bit more.

“I was such a nuisance to you, so I was just wondering… how did you end up feeling something more than just liking me?”

“Since a long time ago. Perhaps… even from the very beginning.” Calix lowered his gaze. “Sometimes I wonder if the reason you came to love me… was because you sensed my feelings before I even realized them myself.”

Saying those words with that voice is cheating. Even though I knew this was a world where the two main characters remained the same across both versions of the original novel, I still found myself thinking, “Oh, is that so?!”

“It’s embarrassing, but I was scared. Because I wanted to stay by your side. I hesitated, afraid that if I got closer, you might drift away, and because I didn’t want to come on too strong…”

Calix, uncharacteristically, trailed off at the end of his sentence. As I listened to his words, I suddenly realized something…

I kept doubting him. I wanted to doubt him—to believe that his feelings weren’t real. Because I didn’t want us to grow apart. Because I hated the idea of never seeing him again over emotions that might not even last a month… and I wasn’t the only one. His hadn’t been a confession made because he didn’t care if we grew apart.

That was when Rosetta’s advice came to mind.
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“…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.”
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It had already begun.

Maybe it would be better if it ended quickly. If it couldn’t be avoided, then facing it head-on was the only natural choice. It made more sense to just deal with it quickly and then focus on returning to how things were before.

“The truth is, I feel the same way.”

I flashed my eyes.

“There’s still a long way to go, but…”

“Yes. A very long way, indeed.”

“And though we’ve taken many detours…”

“That’s right. We really took a big detour.”

Calix gently held my left hand, and the sensation against the nail of my ring finger felt soft.

“Let’s not be afraid of anything anymore.”

“…”

Suddenly, I felt strange. As if I were about to do something I absolutely had to do, I tried to finish it quickly and indifferently, but… I’m already afraid.

Even so, one thing was clear: I probably wouldn’t be afraid on my own.

“I’ll visit you again today. I’ll come to your office.”

So when I said those words, it amounted to the answer having already been decided.
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…However, it is strange.

I stared blankly out the window.

Nothing’s really changed, has it? Well, just because we’d entered that kind of relationship didn’t mean the world suddenly changed… but shouldn’t the people involved change?

At that moment, I happened to stop a certain someone passing by and asked exactly that.

Then Livan, wearing an expression like he had bitten into a rotten orange, replied, “Well, isn’t that obvious? You two say you’re friends, but who holds hands like that, fingers interlocked, between friends?!”

I, who had neither friends nor a lover for many years, was shocked.

“Right… I mean, just thinking about interlocking fingers with Livan… I don’t even want to imagine it, honestly.”

“Since you said what I wanted to say, I’m spared the trouble of speaking. Thank you.”

“The words you just said were longer.”

“Are you leaving out the emotional suffering on purpose?”

After replying coldly, Livan quietly slipped away, leaving me to gaze at the garden like someone lost in melancholy.
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“Count Philliam had already monopolized that lumber, but there is, of course, the possibility that the empress simply didn’t deal in it, thinking it had no market value.”
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Hmm. I wondered if it was because the warning hadn’t worked.

Ever since I formed a contract with the divine beast, I’ve had dreams, even without experiencing divine power or running into Calix. But now, everything was quiet.

The day after tomorrow is the outdoor banquet, so I’ll try doing it today. Tomorrow wouldn’t work, since I needed to conserve my strength.

I wonder if I’ll get to meet Adrian then… Right, Adrian’s mother. I became quite gloomy.

Of course, it was because I knew what those people were capable of. It’s like they aren’t even of this world… A living person might do something unexpected. Since they were controlling him using his mother’s life as a leash, if word somehow got out that she had already taken her own life, they would lose Adrian—who knew quite a bit—before they even had a chance to prepare.

…Even so, she could still be alive.

Up until now, it hadn’t been urgent, since Adrian had been able to focus solely on me under orders from the higher-ups. But now, the situation had changed. With Theodore Vanachell being sent to approach me, there was no longer any need to assign two people to the same target.

For today, I’ll just try having those dreams. Judging by the timeline, it seemed likely that at least a scene of the Pope insulting Charlize would appear.

I was about to summon the divine beast and receive a bit of divine power, but I shook my head instead.

If I suddenly faint again, they’ll be startled…
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“I feel deeply sorry toward Duke Lienta. My lady still faints from time to time, and we’ve been hiding it from him.”
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At this rate, kind-hearted Calix might not be able to bear the guilt and end up saying something to the duke. If so, the curtain would surely rise on part two of that hellish check-up.

I went pale in an instant and hurried to the office. And then…

“In that case, I suppose I’m the same.”

“Pardon?”

Calix rested his chin on his hand in a loose, relaxed manner.

“But to think we were having the same kind of dreams… it’s almost like fate—”

“Wait a second!” I, who knew who his real fated person was, casually looked off into the distance. “Uh, you don’t have to think of it as fate.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s probably at least one other person out there who’s dreaming the same kind of dreams.”

Calix made a strange face for a moment.

“That certainty, where do you get it?”

“Seeing fragments of the future when I make eye contact… it turns out it’s possible with another person too.”

I realized only after saying it that I had blurted out something I shouldn’t have.

Ah, right. It’s not like I ever said it was only possible with Calix.

While I stood there feeling awkward, a soft question reached my ears.

“Who is it?”
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And exactly two days later, I ended up hiding that very someone behind me.

“Empress… Empress—!” Emperor Antonio cried out.

The empress, held in the emperor’s arms, was limp and motionless.

“I-is she dead?”

“Watch your mouth!”

A middle-aged man, who appeared to be her father, clamped his daughter’s mouth shut and looked around nervously.

“…My lady.”

Rodante tightly gripped the hem of my clothes. I placed my hand over the back of his and gave it a gentle pat.

Though it was quite a distance, I could still tell… this time, Duke Linix was faster.
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The day of the outdoor event.

It had started off terribly, beginning with the weather.

“Thanks to the clouds, it won’t be exhausting!”

It felt like the sound of hands being vigorously rubbed could be heard all the way from here. A full-on flattery show was unfolding among the nobles, who had realized that today’s guests were the same ones present at the banquet where that disgraceful incident took place last time.

They’re like this even when the emperor isn’t here, so they must be even worse in front of him.

The incident at the banquet had been suspicious, and now everyone was watching and suspecting those who had been there.

Since it was an outdoor event in the dead of winter, children under thirteen were allowed to skip it… but the event itself was so out of the blue, it was being interpreted as a message.

That bastard emperor is really going to be living it up. I stared blankly into the air.

Suddenly, a “Hic!” sound burst out from nearby, but I didn’t turn around. Since Charlize had such a menacing look, a one-syllable sound like that was nothing more than a sign that someone was passing close by.

For reference, Sasha and Lucas were the only exceptions to the non-attendance rule.

…That nasty emperor.

Even though I hadn’t bundled the child up in many layers, he’d still gotten all round and puffy, and he was expected to arrive with Calix just before the event started.

The reason we followed the emperor’s scheme without much resistance was partly due to the divine beast’s opinion.
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― Hmm. That worked out well. Even if it doesn’t have an immediate visible effect on the blooming speed, it will surely help.
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The emperor was already turning his blade toward Calix. So, even if only for Sasha’s sake, we both believed his divine power had to bloom fully and quickly.

As for that, Calix must know it better than even I, despite my knowledge of the original novel. It was about the fact that perfect protection couldn’t exist in this world… because he had lost his older brother, someone who had the people’s respect and affection, as well as a considerable political foundation, just like that.

While waiting for the party from Lienta, I casually glanced around.

…Will Adrian not be here?

Last time, when I went to tell him the relationship was over, I had tried to give him a communication device, but he refused.
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“If a magic artifact this expensive were to be discovered, the situation would become even more complicated. Instead, let’s use letters via a messenger bird.”
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It looks like he’s living in a communal setting.

In other words, unless Adrian approached me first, it would be hard for me to reach him. But since it involves his mother, he’ll probably come.

Yesterday, I wracked my brain going over the two versions of the original novel, but there was nothing to show for it.

Actually, let me correct myself…

That one thing wasn’t the only reason I nearly lost my mind!
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“Who is it?”
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…Hmm.

I casually wiped under my nose. This time, nothing came off.

Back then, I couldn’t even check whether I had a nosebleed. The visual stimulation had been so intense, I was sure I must have looked like a mess.

I quickly turned my head, said we would talk later, and left.

As soon as I arrived in my room, my nose finally started bleeding. I hastily plugged my nose and went to sleep, only to wake up awkwardly the next morning to the sound of Leah sobbing as she tried to wake me.

That was just yesterday.

After I changed my clothes and washed my face, Gehrig came and gave me a check-up.
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“Is there any area you’re concerned about or where you’ve felt pain?”
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“My heart hurt. He was too dazzling.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say that, so I said I didn’t know and ended up stuck in bed all day recuperating.

Just like that, the conversation came to an inconclusive end.

“Charl!”

The duke sprang out of the carriage engraved with Lienta’s seal like an arrow. Just like a rabbit…

“Why are you wearing only one coat when it’s so cold?! And without even a scarf!”

Duke Lienta scolded me harshly, then tightly wrapped his own scarf around my neck.

Ah, it’s ticklish.

When I finally sneezed, the duke choked up and cried out, “Charl!”

Because of the kind of place we were in, there were a lot of people around. This is bad. At this rate, if father ended up shedding tears, it would only be a matter of time before he was looked down on.

I stopped short, just as I was about to hurriedly explain that it was only because the scarf—wrapped all the way up to my nose—was made of some kind of fur, not fabric… Huh?

At first, I just thought maybe that was simply how it was, but the second time, I started getting suspicious.

I stared blankly at the duke’s completely dry eyes, then whispered, “Are you, by any chance, the stand-in my father sends out when he can’t be bothered to do public appearances?”

‘Pardon?’

‘Uh, aren’t you?’

‘Pardon?’

‘It… seems like you are?’

After going through that whole back-and-forth, I came to learn of the existence of such a mysterious potion.

“A potion like that actually exists?!”

In that case, surely somewhere out there, there must be a potion that boosted stamina… or at the very least, helped a little.

I asked, shrugging my shoulders, “Where did father get it?”

“Well… I do remember hearing about it, but it’s all vague. The butler probably knows.”

“I see.”

“Cha-Charl? Is there something you don’t like…?”

I quickly suppressed the determined fire in my eyes for the sake of this dear uncle.

“It’s nothing. Come to think of it… what about Rodante?”

“He came with me.”

Eventually, the duke was led away and disappeared, dragged off by those whose eyes blazed with determination no less than mine. I gave a light wave toward his retreating back, then stepped into the carriage.

Rodante greeted me with a welcoming look.

“My lady.”

Hat. Scarf. Gloves. Fluffy earmuffs. Perfect!

I nodded in satisfaction and said in a hushed voice, “Rodante… even now, it’s okay if you want to go back.”

I reflected on that time.

It was the day I told Rodante that he possessed an enormous amount of divine power and, if he wanted to, could become the highest-ranking person in the temple.

The boy hesitated slightly, then asked…
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“If I do not go to the temple, will my lady be harmed for hiding someone with the qualities of a priest?”

“No.”
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At that, Rodante answered without a moment’s hesitation.
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“Then I want to keep living like this, my lady.”

“…”

“If there’s a version of me out there who became the Pope without ever meeting you, he would surely envy me… because, you know, he would want to be like me.”
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Rodante smiled just like he did back then.

“No. My lady’s joy is my joy, after all.”

“Don’t do that. Your joy should be filled entirely with what’s yours.”

A warm wave rippled through his crimson eyes that met mine.

“Then please think of this whim as a gift to celebrate my acceptance into the academy.”

“I can’t believe this.” I sighed. “I should be disqualified as a guardian.”

“My lady is busy, so I asked them not to tell you.”

“I wanted to cheer for you in front of the school gates on the day of the exam, but…”

I, who had been feeling down, quickly pulled myself together.

“You have to take me with you on the day you enter the academy, all right?”

“Yes, I’ll do that.”

At the joyful news that Angel also passed, I clapped my hands.

“Then, let’s have at least a small party before the entrance ceremony. Sasha will also want to celebrate.”

I have already successfully hosted a party once before, after all.

While I was planning ahead with sparkling eyes, we rushed into the venue just as time was running out.
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“Thank you all for attending like this.”

After the emperor’s congratulatory speech, which somehow felt recycled, came to an end, the event announcements followed.

“Isn’t that a mage affiliated with the imperial palace?”

Since it was a treasure hunt, the refined nobles, unwilling to take part in something that felt like child’s play, had probably planned to use the event as an opportunity to build connections, but the situation played out differently.

It was explained that if someone shot the faintly sparkling treasures with a special gun, as if they were truly hunting them, a pillar of light would shoot up into the sky and a numerical display would show how many treasures remained. Horses, however, were prohibited to prevent damage to the forest near the temple, as someone might recklessly dig up the ground with a horse’s hooves.

“That sounds fun!”

My eyes sparkled the moment I heard the part about the treasure being permitted to belong to the person who found it.

It must be jewels, right? I should sell them on the black market and top off my slush funds.

Just as I was laughing slyly, I caught a fleeting glimpse of my dear friend, whose heart was as pure as a lark’s.

“My lady… together…”

“Shh. Come here.”

Irian, realizing something with a sudden “Ah!” smiled in satisfaction before turning to follow Rosetta.

…A satisfied smile?

The moment of confusion didn’t last long because of the familiar voice that called out from behind me.

“Charlize, stay here.”

Calix handed over a rifle. Since it was specially equipped, it had to be officially issued, but thanks to him, I saved time.

I was giggling and just about to say thank you when his face came close, close enough that I could clearly see the small beauty mark beneath his lips.

I froze in place as Calix leaned in and whispered into my ear.

“I think it’s better for Sasha to stay separate from us. Check the rifle, Charlize.”

I, who had been momentarily overwhelmed by the sudden attack, quickly regained my composure and pretended to be admiring the rifle as I checked it.

Indeed, it is a bit suspicious. There were only four bullets loaded. This must be what they meant by making sure no one could take the treasure all for themselves.

Judging by the weight, they did seem like real bullets, but I couldn’t help but question whether they were truly meant just for that purpose. Either way, I made up my mind.

I’ll use what I’ll get to fund Rodante and Angel’s party. And while the empress did attend, just in case something happens, I’d better say goodbye to Calix for now.

It was the moment I composed my facial muscles so I wouldn’t be noticed by someone as perceptive as him…

“It’s that face again,” Calix muttered. “That ‘I’ll bear it all alone’ expression of my lady’s.”

His well-shaped lips parted in something like a smile, and a gentle voice flowed out.

“We agreed to do this together, didn’t we?”

Even though I was sure I had never heard that line before, not even once in either of my lives… it felt as though I had been waiting for those strangely nostalgic words for a very long time.
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The very bad and wicked deed I had foreseen through the fragments of the future, unsurprisingly, took place in the forest.

“Ah!”

This is already the second time. Even though Calix handled it with ease, I could still sense a sinister will.

I channeled my growing anger in a constructive way.

“Congratulations.”

Calix smiled beautifully.

…Giving one of the jewels to Calix might not be a bad idea. It did seem like it would suit him really well.

“To think you already found two. That’s amazing.”

“Not at all.”

I straightened my shoulders with pride.

And on the way back, just after claiming a third one, we ran into an assassin again.

“Hmm.”

Calix let out a strange breath, and I felt the same.

They’re a lot sloppier than I expected. They did kill themselves immediately to avoid capture, so interrogation wasn’t possible, but aside from that, everything else was just shoddy. For one thing, it was strange that they weren’t surrounding us all at once, but instead coming at us one by one, as if they were just poking around.

Right… Duke Linix…

[image: ]

“…If the empress attends, take care of her. If she doesn’t… then the lady… we’ll need to kidnap her.”
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Either they weren’t assassins sent by Duke Linix, or they held back because the empress was present. Then what kind of situation would that second one imply?

I was able to figure out a few possibilities right away. One bullet must be kept in reserve.

Because of what happened, I ended up remembering yesterday—something I had been trying so hard not to think about—the kind of memory that had me burrowing into my blankets all over again.

I finally said out loud the name I had been subtly avoiding all this time.

“Calix, umm…”

Calix smiled a fluttering smile, like a swaying flower.

No time at all was needed to shoot at the faint light, and almost immediately, a pillar of light shot up into the air. I hurriedly grasped the treasure in my hand.

Then, I grabbed Calix’ hand and ran.
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When Duke Linix used the phrase “take care of” in reference to his own daughter, I understood it to mean “eliminate her.”

It was the kind of depravity that could cast aside even family for the sake of power, but people like him had always been that way. But I believed that “that moment” wasn’t now.

The likelihood that “that group” and the temple are connected is high, so the killing of a member of the imperial family likely won’t occur near the temple.

Purity, sanctity, sacredness. Those values could be tarnished in an instant. They crumbled with even the smallest mistake and were difficult to rebuild. That was why it would be hard to make the temple the venue.

If the two Linixes ended up fighting and one of them weakened or disappeared… well, it wasn’t like I would be complaining.

Even as we moved toward the venue, pillars of light continued to shoot up. Calix aimed in rapid succession at every spot I pointed to, and not a single shot missed.

Around the time we were nearly at the venue…

Bang—!

…I used the last bullet I had been saving.

I reached my hand between the pillars of light, grasped the treasure, and narrowed my eyes.

“Why did His Majesty, of all places, designate the forest of the temple as the venue?”

Although the question came out of nowhere, Calix answered without hesitation.

“For prey, those with fast legs are naturally bothersome, but…”

His blue eyes moved mechanically… so much so that, for a moment, they seemed devoid of feeling.

“Ugh!”

The assailant was struck squarely on the head by the rifle and collapsed.

Calix’ gaze, which had coolly scanned the surroundings, returned to me.

“The empress’ personal preferences were probably reflected as well. She’s very fond of the forest near the temple, after all.”

Dark magic likely contributed quite a bit to that fondness.

When I tried to wipe down Calix’ rifle with a leaf, he smiled and did it himself instead. So, in the meantime, I searched our surroundings.

That was my last bullet… and just like before, it was only one person.

At that moment, I furrowed my brow. With so many eyes watching, I quickly recited words that would be somewhat difficult to say outside the forest.

“I started thinking that sending them one at a time was a way to stall and keep us tied down in the forest. That’s why I figured we had to use up all our bullets. The rising pillars of light… those can serve as our alibi.”

Calix quietly listened to my words.

“Since these were just like real bullets, I thought that if we left any behind, we could end up being accused of killing or seriously injuring a noble in the forest. If I had to choose between a false accusation and danger, I figured the latter would be the better option. But the fact that only one proper assassin appeared all the way to the end… that must mean there’s another objective.”

Calix took my hand again, and we made our way out of the rest of the forest.

The venue was peaceful, so much so that it looked boring.

I gestured to Calix, asking him to lower his stance, and he tilted his head and smiled.

“Yes, Charlize.”

For the record, I haven’t said a single word yet!

I scratched my cheek, as if something itchy were stuck there, maybe a strand of hair, and quickly said, “Stay by Sasha’s… No, wait. Please bring him with you. You’re not going somewhere else, are you?”

I stepped forward and stood directly in front of Calix, glaring fiercely at him.

Earlier, I had planned to keep him away, since it was certain an assassin was coming for me. But now, it was different. I clearly remembered, just now, that Calix was the one who had deliberately steered this event into a hunt.

“Hmm.”

Calix tilted his head and smiled again. But somehow… H-huh?

He looked like he was embarrassed, though whether he really was or not didn’t matter. That was how it looked to me.

I ended up tilting my head too, and my face turned red. Maybe I even looked like a burning sweet potato, because when he looked at me, Calix promised he would do so.

“If you don’t keep your promise, I’ll seduce Livan.”

I said this as I looked over at Livan, who was standing a short distance away.

His face had gone so pale that I worried for a moment, until I remembered he always looked like that, being as weak as he was.

“And we’ll just laze around together.”

To think that, because he was someone who did nothing but work, this was the only thing I could threaten him with… Even as I growled out the threat, my eyes started to water on their own.

Calix tapped his chin with his finger and muttered seriously, “That would be a big problem.”

“That’s right. It would be a very big problem.”

“I must absolutely not break my promise with my lady.”

“Yes, that’s a very good attitude.”

“Then… make a promise with me, too.”

Calix smiled slightly.

To go from such a serious face to a smile as soft as a violet, his energy is truly something…

Feeling dazed, I quietly readied myself to listen to what he had to say.

“Give me a day of your time, my lady.”

“Ah, an outing?”

I agreed without hesitation. Then, bringing my fingertips together, I leaned toward Calix’ ear and vowed, “I’ll make sure it’ll be a really wonderful day. I’ll give my all for the practice run, too.”

Calix also brought his fingertips together and whispered to me, “Do you mean the one with Marquess Vanachell?”

Hmm. That tickles. It wasn’t just my ear… my whole body felt it.

I humbly accepted and nodded my head. Then Calix, while looking down at me, made a slightly conflicted expression, as if he were thinking, “What to do?”

“There’s no need for a practice run, because whatever it is, it will be fun.”

Well, there was no way any dessert shop in the capital would be bad.

Just as I was about to nod again, Calix gently cupped my face and met my eyes.

“That was jealousy just now. Don’t try doing with the marquess what you’re meant to do with me.”

Calix, who looked at me with a sulky expression—one that, when I later asked Livan about it, made him simply shake his head and step away—eventually returned to his usual face and went to fetch Sasha.

It was when I was just standing there blankly like a fool…

“Oh my. Did you already find everything?”

I didn’t know when Rosetta, who had clearly just been spending time with the other ladies, showed up.

“Mm-hmm. I found four of them.”

When I rummaged through my pocket and showed them, Rosetta exclaimed, “My goodness,” as she looked on.

“I wonder what might be inside. But since people will eventually find all the treasures, we’ll probably find out soon enough.”

The boxes, whose contents I couldn’t figure out, no longer held any curiosity for me. No, maybe it’s not just now. Maybe I stopped being curious some time ago.

“My lady, what do you think might be inside?”

“Jewels.”

At my firm answer, Rosetta nodded.

“That is, indeed, the safest answer.”

“By the way, why didn’t Rosetta participate?”

“I don’t like loud noises. I also don’t like walking. And I don’t like my clothes getting ruined either.”

“Was Irian with you as well?”

“Irian said she was going for a walk in the forest. Ah, there she is.”

The three of us gathered and chatted quietly, and not long after, the final pillar of light rose into the sky.

The sound of horns marking the end of the event echoed loudly, so everyone would soon be coming out.

“Lady Charl!”

I immediately crouched down and proudly showed the treasures to Sasha.

The child, a little grubby now—perhaps from running around with Lucas—let out quick, excited breaths. “That’s amazing!”

Around the time my shoulders were practically touching my ears, I showed it to Duke Lienta, who happened to be passing by, clearing his throat as he did.

“How many treasures did you acquire, father?”

“I just took a walk with Rodante. We shared an interesting conversation.”

Wondering if he had actually pulled a “Back in my day…” speech on a prospective academy student, I hurriedly checked Rodante’s face, but it didn’t seem like that was the case.

“I see you assessed your ward well.”

“I’ve always had a good eye.”

“That’s right. Charl, you’ve always been that way. Telling apart counterfeits and genuine items was just routine for you.”

Huh? There’s nothing else besides that…? He’s probably just thinking way too highly of his daughter again, but still…

Just as I was about to ask, that bastard emperor’s closing speech started, never knowing the right or wrong time to butt in, as always.

The speech that began with “Thank you all for attending like this…” ended just like that.

“…Now, it seems it’s time to unseal the treasures. All those who have obtained one, come forward.”

I quietly stole a glance at Calix’ profile. Perhaps sensing my gaze, he slightly turned his head and smiled gently.

“Sasha, do you want to help me open my boxes?”

He hesitated, then nodded. Beneath the large hand that patted his head in thanks, the child’s small, pale face flushed.

Some had already run ahead, and boxes were being opened one after another. As expected… jewels. They should’ve spent more money. It’s way too hit-or-miss!

“Your Majesty, could my nephew open my treasures?”

The emperor barely lifted his thin lips, and rather than doing so for any particular reason, it seemed more like a continuation of his general disapproval of Calix in all things.

“Very well.”

“Thanks to you, the child will be able to make a happy memory today.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty the Emperor.”

Emperor Antonio managed a faint smile with just a twitch of his lips.

Sasha carefully untied the ribbon with his small hands. He opened the lid of the box, tilted it to show the inside to everyone, then took out the jewel and presented it once more, displaying his extremely meticulous, clever, and astute nature in the process.

“Oh my. How adorable.”

I carefully stored all the exclamations in my ears. I’ll have to tell Sasha later just how cute, lovable, and charming he was.

Calix’ jewels turned out to be one sapphire and three opals.

“Thank you, Sasha.”

Sasha smiled faintly.

“Would it be okay if I asked you to open mine, too?”

“Yes.”

Before I knew it, under Sasha’s skilled touch, my boxes were being opened one after another.

“Oh my.”

“My goodness…”

“As expected of the lady…”

T-this is amazing! My eyes lit up. Sapphire. Emerald. Ruby. An even mix of jewels favored by nobles had appeared.

I happened to turn my head, and Duke Lienta came into view. It wasn’t that I was especially good at recognizing family. It was simply that, among the nobles with shocked faces, he was the only one wearing a completely calm, unsurprised expression.

What if it turns out that when I was too young to even remember, I miraculously picked the perfect products for the trading company to trade more of… the ones that helped most in accumulating wealth? And because of that, the guild prospered even more? Then maybe I could become rich too?!

While I was quietly giggling to myself, the ribbon on the last box slipped off with a soft rustle and fell.

“Huh?”

Confusion spread across the faces of the nobles, and even I, who had gotten a slightly earlier look inside than they had, felt the same way.

…What is that?

It was transparent, but it wasn’t a diamond. It looked like stained glass lit by sunlight, but it couldn’t even be considered a type of opal. Still, something felt off.

I grabbed the small hand that was reaching toward the “jewel,” and Calix pulled the box toward himself, away from Sasha. It truly happened at the same time.

The moment our eyes met was fleeting, but we shared one clear emotion.

And it was not long after I had met the child’s gentle blue eyes—eyes that, even as confusion spread, never once doubted me—that the sky quickly darkened.
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“Oh dear. Is it going to rain?”

Another lady furrowed her brow, looking as though she’d simply stumbled into a minor inconvenience. At the same time, I was tensing my entire body.

My throat feels itchy… I can’t tell if it’s a warning or just my imagination.

If I coughed up blood in front of the emperor, who was already burning holes in me in search of an excuse, I’d most likely be condemned as a bad omen. Since an attendant was whispering something into the emperor’s ear, the event would likely come to an end soon.

Just then, Calix made a move.

A smile had formed on the face that had been watching the unknown jewel with narrowed eyes, so faintly painted on that no one could tell when it began.

“This is quite the rare, high-grade item.”

And though he seemed to sense something off and hesitated, it was only for a moment.

At the tips of his long, perfectly aligned fingers, the unknown jewel gleamed like a mirror catching the light. Beneath the sky heavy with dark clouds, its shimmer cut through the gloom and drew gasps from the nobles.

“Good heavens. How beautiful.”

Calix’ eyelashes lowered at an almost imperceptible angle. Even if I couldn’t tell with other people, when it came to Calix’ facial expressions, I could recognize the changes right away.

Yes, it felt like the manifestation of an instinct imprinted on my soul.

His face, though clutching the jewel in his hand, remained blank.

Fortunately, no one noticed the obvious crack that had briefly appeared on the face of a man so skilled at controlling his expressions…

Swoosh—!

…because a more intense situation that instantly seized everyone’s attention had taken place.
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It felt as if time had been turned back to the hunting festival last winter.

Explosions rang out from all sides, and screams burst forth one after another. However, if there was one difference, it was that unlike before, which in hindsight seemed meant only to intimidate, this time there was a clear attack being made.

Arrows poured down like a rainstorm, their speed absolutely unthinkable for something achievable by human strength.

“Maintain the formation!”

Some nobles, trembling violently, hid behind the imperial knights who were providing cover, while others ran for their carriages, trying first to dodge the arrows.

Amid the chaos, Katarina looked down at her hand, eyes wide with shock. The artifact’s opaque brass color had taken on a malicious hue, and upon seeing it, she bit her lip.

This can’t be happening. This just can’t be!

“Empress, please evacuate first.”

“Is that something I can really do? I will go with Your Majesty,” Katarina said, deliberately feigning a tender voice.

In truth, it was to avoid being left alone and becoming an easy target. “They” didn’t want Emperor Antonio to die, so staying by his side would make it harder for them to assassinate her.

“Empress…” Emperor Antonio furrowed his brows and spoke with firm resolve. “Don’t do that. You should think of the imperial heir in your womb rather than me. Above all, your safety comes first.”

“Your Majesty…”

Letting out a roughly emotional voice, she looked around her surroundings.

The sky darkened, and arrows poured down.

Katarina understood well the mechanism of the dark magic they used. There had to be some kind of medium that triggered that phase. In her red eyes, where irritation briefly flared, a strange glint appeared.

It was when the late emperor’s son opened the lady’s last box.

Katarina clenched her teeth. Since it was, at most, for the nobles’ amusement, someone of lower rank had likely handled it, but it still confirmed that a member of that group was within the capital.

There’s no need to look around any further.

Just then, as a box was being opened directly beneath the platform, it became clear that the lady and the imperial prince must have been receiving cover behind shields as well.

Not bombs or guns, but arrows. So their goal isn’t an instant kill.

Her neatly composed face suddenly turned strange.

Could it be… even at Greenity Hall, the target wasn’t me, but one of those two?

Katarina’s expression grew even more subtle, as she knew the reason they intended to preserve the life of the person they had targeted.

Then the imperial prince… No, that’s not it. Him coming up just now must’ve been the archduke’s spontaneous decision.

At some point, her red lips curved ever so slightly.

If things go well, I can pull the lady completely under my control and dismantle “that group” without even using my own strength.

Katarina spoke without hesitation. “Yes… what Your Majesty says is correct, but… I believe it would be best to take our young nephew with me as well.”

The emperor gave her a look that demanded an explanation.

This is truly the disappointing part.

Just a moment ago, he had told her to hurry up and evacuate, saying things like “Think of the imperial heir…” and now that she was trying to save the little brat who threatened his position, he found that just as displeasing and had to know why, right this instant.

That’s just the kind of man he is.

“He’s going to be our child’s one and only cousin, isn’t he?”

“Well, if that is the Empress’ will, then so be it.”

It was an expression that plainly revealed his true thoughts: that rather than earning the goodwill of the imperial prince, who was favored by the archduke, he had thought from the beginning that it’d be better if the boy just died while they were at it.

Rather than saying anything more, Katarina simply turned around.

Now, when the lady is thinking that her life is under direct threat, is the perfect time…

Katarina lightly held up the hem of her dress and ran directly toward the area below the platform.

“…Your Majesty.”

When she grabbed the child’s small shoulder, the blue eyes that flinched and turned to look at her widened.

Katarina smiled gently as she turned her gaze to the lady.

“I came to suggest we evacuate together. Aren’t we soon to be family?”

Soon afterward, her voice turned solemn.

“If this standoff continues, we’ll only grow exhausted. Split into two groups and escort us to a safe location under cover.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The order they had long been waiting for was finally given, and under the seasoned command of Illyden Forte, the knights re-formed their ranks.

“Then let us go as well.”

“I am grateful for Your Majesty’s profound grace, but I hope you understand that I dare not be protected alongside the empress.”

“Lady Lienta.”

Under normal circumstances, she would have accepted it with an “I understand,” stepped back, and then sent a letter later to arrange a meeting at a suitable time. However, it kept bothering her, and she simply couldn’t stand it.

She was clearly the empress of this vast empire, the only one who stood on equal footing with the emperor, and yet she was letting herself be concerned with those vulgar mages who cunningly used dark magic. Therefore, she couldn’t bear it. She wanted to cast off, at once, the emotions unbefitting her exalted station.

“Actually, there’s something I urgently need to tell you. I won’t keep you long.”

In the meantime, the formation had split and begun to move, and those left behind after two-thirds of the knights had departed were no more than the entourages of Archduke Elluiden and Duke Lienta.

“It’s a rather unsuitable story for a child to hear.”

Charlize, wearing her usual unreadable expression, looked at her, then slowly set down the child she had been holding in her arms.

The moment she straightened her upper body again, Katarina stepped forward and whispered into her ear, quieter than the sound of the wind. To be honest, it wouldn’t have mattered even if it had been overheard. If it were Duke Lienta, he would stop at nothing, even at the cost of his own life, to eliminate anyone who threatened his daughter.

“I’ll explain the route I identified in detail another time. The dark mage is targeting you.”

Katarina continued without pause. She had to keep pushing Charlize, to shake her so thoroughly that she couldn’t make a sound decision.

“Do you remember the incident at Greenity Hall? Even then, you were the target. They’re trying to keep the lady’s soul from ever finding rest.”

The only reason they didn’t kill their targets immediately was because they intended to use them as payment for the price of using dark magic. Still, there was a very big difference between merely thinking something and actually saying it out loud.

…Right. But then, why? What could be the reason for deliberately not killing and instead trying to use her as payment?

Katarina was briefly puzzled but kept her question to herself. The lady had made enemies wherever she went, so even if one of those many enemies had turned to that group and become a dark mage, it wouldn’t be entirely strange.

But even after saying all that, there wasn’t the slightest sign of heavy breathing or trembling on the lady. For some reason, Katarina felt a growing unease and placed a strange emphasis on a specific word.

This isn’t an isolated action. They’re blindly loyal, just like the heretics.”

At those words, she turned her head and fixed her gaze on the empress. Charlize’s eyes, the color of deep foliage, shimmered subtly like the scales of a snake.

“Is that why you chose the forest near the temple?”

“Yes, I suspected they were targeting the lady, but by then, the outdoor event had already been confirmed. I wanted to protect you, even if only in this way. But in the end, it has come to this,” Katarina muttered bitterly.

After all, not everything I said is a lie.

“I would like to talk more, but there is no time now. I will send an invitation soon.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The child, who had been watching this way with concern while keeping a reasonable distance, was hesitating, as if he had perceptively picked up on the sign that the conversation had ended.

How clever.

While inwardly devising several plans, Katarina smiled benevolently at her nephew, with whom she did not share even a drop of blood. Then, she turned and headed back toward the emperor.

It was the very moment she stepped onto the podium—

Bang!

A single bullet pierced its target.

“Empress… Empress—!”

As she watched the foolish emperor running toward her, Katarina leaned over with her eyes wide open, wearing an expression even more foolish than his.

Why…?

Though she frantically clutched her chest, even the hot sensation that poured out like a torrent between her fingers was gradually fading.
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And at that moment, there was a person who remembered everything.
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The princess was waiting for the moment she knew all too well.

This life was a little tiring. In its own way, though, it had been enjoyable because it was so eventful.

It probably wasn’t pleasant for the dragon, though.
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“I also just realized my type might be people with blue eyes.”

“Right here, right now. Write down every single thing you claim is your type.”
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The dragon with golden eyes growled. It was just like the sulky tantrum of a grumpy child, so the princess quietly chuckled and diligently wrote it down in her own way.

When she waved the paper around, saying it was finished, the dragon instantly snatched it and began reading it ferociously.

Afterward, he even seemed to glance at the princess with a touch of exasperation.
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“You mean you like someone who just lazes around with nothing to do?”

“That’s right. Since we’ll always be together, it won’t be boring.”
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She was just about to add, “Isn’t that exactly you?” when the dragon turned around and walked out of the room.

Since the so-called “Lord of all Creation” truly did whatever he pleased, the princess simply shrugged and let that be the end of the memory of that day.
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“Get ready. There’s somewhere we need to go.”
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Whether he took the paper out of a desire to be contrary, the dragon, who had been lazing around in a mansion as large as a small estate, began taking the princess to all kinds of forests and seas. Sometimes they were together; sometimes she was alone. But that was always how it had been.

Hmm, that was fun.

The princess let out a giggle. As things went on, she realized, just a bit late, that the familiar sensation hadn’t touched her forehead. So, the princess asked once again, even though she already knew what kind of answer he would give based on past experiences.

The act itself was somewhat like a Zen koan.

“Are you afraid?”

And yet…

“Yes, I’m afraid.”

The princess smiled gently.

“So come early next time.”

“No.”

The dragon pressed a deep kiss to the back of the princess’ soft hand.

“Be with me now.”

Eventually, the princess realized the purpose of her unusually troublesome life. She turned her hand over and deeply stroked the dragon’s jaw.

The person, who was naturally laid-back, easygoing, and full of mischief… made a promise that felt almost like a vow.

“All right. Next time, I shall find you first.”
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He covered his eyes out of habit as the raging surge of memories tried to engulf him, but he was not swept away.

Golden sparks gleamed vividly around his pupils, but in the end, they were blue.

Calix Elluiden swept up his bangs with a relaxed motion. Through the scattering strands of black hair, the collapsing figure of the empress could be seen from behind.

And then the arrows that had been pouring down stopped, as if that alone had been the goal.

“Check on the empress immediately! Now!”

After hearing about the disturbance in the forest, a group of holy knights and several priests, who had been urgently heading this way, swiftly responded to the emperor’s roaring scream.

She even brought mages, but it ended up being useless. Perhaps the empress had foreseen this disaster.

However, since it was still outside Calix’ concern, he turned his gaze with indifference. He then saw the profile of the person who had moved the children behind her back so they wouldn’t witness the horror.

Then, their eyes met.

Calix gladly accepted the sensation, as if his heart were being squeezed. Within the connection that had continued between them, he now realized that it had not been waiting, but dozens of farewells.

Having realized this, he became frightened. However, even that fear was something that could only be understood by being by her side.

And so, he wished to remain afraid forever.
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The most commonly used price for dark magic was, without a doubt, a soul. It meant losing not only rest, but also any chance at a next life.

And one person, on the verge of being used as payment, was burning with rage.

Why don’t they just offer up their own souls?! Humans who made deals with demons usually ended up destroying themselves, yet those bastards were just showing off using someone else’s life.

While inwardly seething, thinking “It’s the end of the world… The end,” she suddenly thought of Empress Katarina.

Why would Duke Linix try to harm his own daughter? It also seemed that Empress Katarina had known that fact, judging by the way she chose the temple as the venue and brought mages with her.

The group of dark mages was now undoubtedly connected to the temple, and even the fact that the temple allowed it felt strange. But more than that…

“Maybe it wasn’t the temple itself, but a specific person… or perhaps there was something bigger to gain, something worth the risk.”

Hmm.

She had been lost in thought the whole time, yet she set the pitcher of water down with perfect timing. Her body, quick to learn habits, had already grown used to even this.

Looking at the bowl filled to the very brim, just before it overflowed, she prayed, “Please let me dream tonight.”

Here stands a young lamb who believes you have a conscience.

And God, indeed, answered.
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You really don’t have a conscience. Yes, I figured you wouldn’t.

I climbed the stairs, seething with fury like a general charging into enemy territory.

Then I saw Calix. His eyes, which had widened slightly in surprise, gradually softened into a smile. Deciding not to think beyond that, I tightly shut the eyes of my heart.

How dangerous.

I was only keeping my mouth shut to hold back the praises that felt like they would gush out with just a nudge, but maybe he thought I didn’t want to talk… because Calix just smiled quietly.

This time, I finally turned my head. Without a word, I pointed in the direction of the office, clearly telling him with my body that we should go there.

I guess I’ll just have to draw the curtains and talk in the dark.

However, instead of moving his legs, Calix moved his hand.

“The weather’s nice today. How about we talk in the garden?”

That’s why I suggested we talk inside… But when I gathered my courage and looked at him, Calix just smiled gently, as if to say he understood.

“You’ll like that too, won’t you, my lady?”

You only live once, so it’s better to live surrounded by good things. This wasn’t a change of heart. I’m simply reminding myself of a timeless truth, that’s all.

I walked without hesitation.

The place we arrived at was the greenhouse. And beneath sunlight brighter than at any other time, I saw a fragment of the future clearer than ever.

Those bastards…

I smiled a little.

“Charlize?” Calix asked, tilting his head. “What’s the matter?”

By now, I had come to possess a strong heart that didn’t tremble at the notice of assassination. But when the target was someone close to me… it felt very different.

“You saw Rodante yesterday, right? The child with blond hair and crimson eyes.”

“Ah.”

Calix suddenly smiled.

“Yes, I saw him.”

“He’s not supposed to associate with bad people, but… something serious has happened.”

After saying it, I was suddenly overwhelmed with grief and bowed my head deeply.

I had gone to such lengths to suppress the signs of him being a hidden mastermind, but I’m still worried. What if he ran into some bad guy and ended up growing into an outstanding villain after all?

“Are they trying to assassinate Rodante?”

His question brought back the fragment of the future I had just witnessed.
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“That Katarina… she really did go so far as to leak unnecessary words to the lady.”

“Rather, it might be better if she knows. If she’s aware of the threat, she’ll probably stay well hidden, so won’t things stay quiet for a while?”

“If she does that…”

The man scrunched the bridge of his nose at Duke Linix, who was watching him cautiously, as if things hadn’t turned out the way he had hoped.

“In any case, we couldn’t confirm whether the lady possessed divine power. And conveniently, she showed up with a child who had divine power right next to her.”

“Yes, that was the case, but…”

Duke Linix, still unsure whether the lady might truly possess divine power, lowered his head to hide his conflicted expression.

“I know what you’re thinking.”

The man gazed at the white waves beyond the window, as if he had expected it.

“But…”

His narrowed eyes sent a shiver down Duke Linix’ spine.

“I have a very strong premonition.”
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“It’s not an assassination. It looks like a kidnapping. And it seems that either the temple or a priest is connected to that group. They recognized whether someone had divine power.”

And…

“If it is a priest, they’re probably someone quite high-ranking… enough to appear as the Pope’s representative.”

“Since there’s currently no High Priest, it’ll likely be narrowed down to the Grand Priest.”

Calix moved his lips slightly.

“But, Charlize, is there a reason you think it’s a kidnapping and not an assassination?”

“Oh, originally, they were trying to kidnap me. And on top of that, they said it was perfect timing and even mentioned Rodante. Can you believe it?”

“Kidnap you?”

“Yes, I heard from the empress that it was to use me as the payment for the price of them using dark magic. It certainly sounds plausible.”

I sighed heavily.

“I should’ve done more to stop Rodante from coming yesterday.”

He was a child who had only just now been able to live a normal life. And there are only two months left until he enters the academy…

“Seeing as they tried to confirm whether I have divine power, it seems they’re trying to use someone with divine power as the payment for the price of dark magic. Sasha must be careful too. It looks like something big is happening, and now that even the temple is involved, things have gotten more complicated.”

“Right.”

Calix, who had been silently lost in thought the whole time, suddenly smiled. His smile, colder than even his usual expressionless face, flickered and vanished.

“The longer we drag this out, the more it’ll work in their favor, so it’s better for us to strike quickly.”

Calix then asked, as if to confirm, “Would it be enough if only Duke Linix is alive?”

I was recalling the unfamiliar smile he had just made when I narrowed my eyes.

“You’re not planning to lure them out by risking your own life, right?”

“I won’t do that.”

“You’re not planning to hold something like a hunting festival, kill everyone, and then escape under the authority of the imperial family either, right?”

In response to my words, Calix looked slightly tempted.

“We will become lovers with a bad reputation, side by side.”

“…I’ll improve my reputation.”

“Hmm. I won’t.”

“Please just promise you won’t do anything dangerous.”

“That sounds more like something I should be getting a promise about from Charlize herself, but…”

Calix smiled gently, like gentle ripples across calm water.

“I won’t.”

The face of the man with striking looks was composed of delicate features, but surprisingly, he didn’t look weak.

Perhaps it was because of his eyes, though I didn’t realize it at the time.

“Because it’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I don’t want to miss it again.”


[image: ]

“The emperor will likely think I’m the one behind the attempted assassination of the empress.”

It carried the implication that, if he didn’t already think so, he would be made to.

“The archduke, who had been trying to avoid suspicion, personally investigated things and, in the process, happened to get on the trail of the group of dark mages.”

I thought it was different from Calix’ usual method. His approach, in short, was to first cut off all escape routes, then slowly tighten the noose until he was in complete control, something that inevitably took a lot of time. And for Calix, there was no reason to rush.

Hmm. It looks like he’s really angry.

While I quietly nodded to myself, he smiled and rested his chin in his hand.

“Charlize, the reason I specifically want to capture them by using their own self-contradiction… is because they dared to try and make you the payment for the price of them using dark magic,” Calix muttered, as if turning the words over in his mouth. “That’s just too heinous and vile.”

“That’s right.”

I agreed as well.

“Isn’t a soul supposed to be granted a next life? And yet, they would go so far as to prevent even reincarnation… for the sake of their own selfish desires?!”

Even if I were seriously worried I’d be reborn as a villainess in some other novel and go through hell again in my next life, that was still a hundred times better than being sacrificed for such a heinous purpose. What’s more, after being sacrificed like that, I don’t even know if I’d truly have no consciousness at all, or if I’d still have a form and just drift around with only my awareness.

“Those awful…! And now they’re trying to wipe out my remaining seventy-nine years like it’s nothing…!”

While I slammed the table with my fist in fury, Calix’ pupils widened as if startled.

It was the moment I began sheepishly patting the table in an attempt to smooth things over…

“Your memories… No, Charlize…”

As I lifted my head in confusion, what I saw was Calix, who had covered his closed eyelids with his large hand.

I studied him with a bit of a suspicious feeling. I wondered if he was teasing me, subtly maneuvering things so the moment would come when I’d have to say the name I’d been avoiding aloud. But then I caught sight of his trembling eyelashes through the gaps between his fingers.

H-h-huh?

“What’s the matter?”

Startled, I bolted upright and cupped Calix’ jawline with both hands.

Maybe it was because, rare as it was, his face was positioned lower than mine. Somehow, he didn’t look like the always-composed archduke, but like a boy who had lost his way.

His blue eyes, finally fully revealed, were curved in a smile that felt perfectly natural.

And that was precisely why it felt so alien.

“It’s nothing… It’s just that suddenly having things to do has given me a lot to think about.”

Still, I shouldn’t pry. Not knowing everything about someone did not make a relationship weak, and knowing everything didn’t guarantee a deep, once-in-a-lifetime bond either…

“Then… let’s talk about it together. I probably won’t be much help… I don’t think I can even manage one full person’s worth, but…”

…I only said it to say it, that’s all. But the more I spoke, the more I felt my worth as a comrade was dropping. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut.

“Hmm.”

Calix smiled all of a sudden.

For some reason, I started to feel suspicious again. When I looked at him with doubt, he admitted it.

“Thank you. I was reminded of something Charlize once said, and it helped lift my spirits.”

“…What was it?”

“‘Calix, let’s…’”

“Just a moment!”

I ran off in a hurry.

Behind me, Calix’ voice, full of laughter, followed close behind. “It felt like being back in our first semester at the academy again after so long. I couldn’t help feeling excited.”

When speaking casually was suggested, I, someone who used to blurt out informal speech like it was nothing, took it at face value.

After awkwardly clearing my throat, I actually went and said something like…
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“Calix, let’s try to get along.”
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…and called it a conversation.

Every time I said “Calix,” that moment inevitably came to mind.

Staggering down the hallway while bracing myself against the wall, I finally reached my bedroom and threw myself onto the bed.

After pounding the bedding several times with my fist and desperately trying to think of something else, I suddenly jerked my head up and shouted a single name.

“Adrian!”

They say people become sharp when they’re desperate, and I guess I’m no exception. Though it couldn’t really be called a brilliant idea in good conscience, something did come to mind.
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“Adrian, things are feeling tense lately, so be careful, yeah?”

The man, whom former comrades used to secretly call “The Guard,” smirked.

“If you make even one wrong move, your mother could be executed on the spot, is what I’m saying.”

Adrian glared at him ferociously and clenched his fist.

Instead of saying something like “Why are you looking at me like that?” just to amuse himself, the man simply shrugged and said, “Just letting you know,” before snickering and disappearing.

Even he had suspected that the internal situation was becoming strange.

Could there be something going on among the higher-ups?

His confusion didn’t last long thanks to the letter tied to the ankle of the messenger bird he had sent to Charlize last time.
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Just because you can’t forget me… how long do you plan to keep on acting so pathetically? At this rate, you might even end up sending a gift to Elluiden.
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…What?

Adrian, somewhat bewildered, quickly burned the paper.

Is she telling me to offer a bribe…?

While he was still trying to make sense of it, a summons came from the higher-ups not long after.

“You said you were quite close with the lady, right? Try approaching her again. Find out what the archduke is thinking, how he’s managing people, things like that!”

Still dazed, Adrian sent a gift to Elluiden manor.

And not long after, he formally received a threatening letter from Charlize, who was said to have raged like a wild horse, demanding they meet immediately.

[image: ]

The meeting place wasn’t a coffee house with sweet melodies playing… but rather Lienta manor.

“Lady Charlize has just departed from Elluiden manor, so you will likely have to wait a bit.”

Seeing the butler, whose eyes gleamed coldly as if pushing up his monocle with a finger would make a crisp “Chuck!” sound, Adrian thought, “So this is what an esteemed family is like.”

“Is that you, Your Grace?”

“Ah, butler. It looks like I ran into you by chance while passing by. Is that Lord Senac over there?”

However, while being guided to the reception room, when he happened to run into Duke Lienta by chance—and when the duke suddenly rattled off something that didn’t quite make sense—Adrian broke out in a cold sweat.

On top of that, there were even knights behind the duke, all staring at him intently.

“Isn’t that Sir Evans and Sir Noah?”

“While escorting His Grace, by chance, we happened to pass by. You must be Lord Adrian Senac.”

Therefore, why they kept insisting it was “by chance” at this point… was beyond understanding!

“Lord Senac, what brings you here?”

“Greetings, Your Grace the Duke. It’s nothing more than…”

“‘Nothing more than,’ you say?! Meeting Charlize is ‘nothing more than’?!”

It was around then that he began to wonder if this was the reason Charlize had been staying at Elluiden manor…

“The lady has just passed through the main gate.”

In an instant, he was left alone.
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It was just as the already-exhausted Adrian was sipping the tea personally served by the head maid that he heard the commotion outside.

“Charlize! Hold it in!”

“My lady. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Please.”

“Hoo. Ha. Hoo. Ha.”

“That’s right! Just follow what His Grace is doing!”

“As expected, I think it’s best if I stay nearby and keep watch.”

“Since it might be difficult for Sir Evans alone, I too…”

Charlize suddenly burst into the reception room and quickly shut the door behind her.

“Phew.”

After wiping her forehead with the back of her hand, she plopped down across from him. Then, with an expressionless face, she turned to look at him.

Why did she call me to a place where no one could hear?

It was in that moment, as he silently tried to figure it out…

“I’m sorry, Adrian.”

“Pardon?”

“I really am sorry.”

He couldn’t quite grasp what it truly meant to hear an apology from a high-ranking noble, and for a moment, Adrian stood frozen in confusion.

Charlize, her face still devoid of expression, swept her bangs up… a habit she had unconsciously picked up from Calix and that had since become ingrained in her body.

“I decided to protect your mother, didn’t I?”

At her sudden words, Adrian rifled through his memories and confirmed that his recollection hadn’t, in fact, been wrong.

“It’s understandable. I have yet to locate my mother’s whereabouts.”

Charlize let out a dry chuckle.

“You pretend to be my fake lover, keep an eye on your higher-ups, and report back to me. But I’m only supposed to protect the mother you personally tracked down? The cost to benefit ratio doesn’t exactly add up, does it?”

“…”

“Things up top are going to get even more complicated. So before that happens, I plan to find your mother.”

Charlize narrowed her eyes and stroked her chin in thought.
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“If Adrian Senac’s mother is spirited away, will you have no reason left to meet with him?”
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The lips that had curved into a slanted smile came to mind.

Even if Calix had been born a low-ranking noble and started off as a clerk in the imperial palace, he probably still would’ve risen to the highest position…

He was truly born for hard work. He claimed he hated working, yet still went out of his way to find more of it! Thanks to that, Charlize ended up learning where Adrian’s mother was without even meaning to.

…Because of that, I feel even more sorry.

Thanks to the worsening situation on Duke Linix’ side, the surveillance became lax, and she was found earlier than expected… but even so, it was a matter of feeling.

Even if she had been found early, if I had extracted Adrian’s mother right away, those people might have killed the other hostages or used them as payment for the cost of using dark magic… so whether I truly could have smuggled her out early is uncertain. There was a world of difference between someone dying on their own and someone dying because of a choice she made.

More than anything, Charlize, who had once suffered such a meaningless death herself, couldn’t bear the thought of causing someone else to die the same way, even if they were a complete stranger.

Still, she would have found out for sure whether his mother was alive.

Even though, in the original novel, Adrian was tricked into drinking poison he was told wouldn’t leave a trace, suffered terribly trying to die, and then died while making it painfully obvious he’d been poisoned… That was a situation that would not, no, should not, happen.

She turned his head away in shame.

“This isn’t something you should apologize for, my lady. If we’re being fair, I’ve never even given you proper information to begin with.”

Charlize sighed inwardly and began speaking the words she had already grown used to. She had said similar things so many times, they practically typed themselves now.

“Adrian, it seems you’re seriously mistaken. This isn’t an act of kindness.”

When someone finds out that the person they were thankful to wasn’t actually a good person, it was only natural to end up hating them even more intensely.

And today, once again, Charlize kept her mouth moving… doing her best to stay alive.

“Later, I plan to call your mother as a witness, so keep that in mind.”

Adrian swallowed hard without a word.

“The rabbit hunt is about to reach its climax.”

Her cold green eyes curved in amusement.
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“The empress was attacked in the forest near the temple and lost consciousness.”

At the news of the incident, the butlers of each estate busied themselves sending out letters announcing that balls and tea parties were postponed indefinitely.

Some nobles, afraid the sparks might fly their way, shut themselves in their manors and locked their doors tight, while others laid low and limited themselves to small-scale social gatherings.

A certain brave lady said, “It seems His Grace the Duke had a significant change of heart because of this incident.”

It was something everyone knew, though no one said it out loud. However, because she foolishly brought up such a heavy topic, the lady was never invited to teatime again.

But it was true… Duke Linix had changed. Whether it was because of the attack on his daughter or simply because the casino had closed and he had accidentally broken free from his addiction, no one could say for sure.

His once-scraggly beard was now cleanly shaven, the hollow look in his face had disappeared, and even his appearance now resembled that of a proper high-ranking noble. He had even swept all his hair back, completing the polished look.

A certain busybody even said, “His Grace the Duke might even take this opportunity to shut down the casino… just in case he ends up getting addicted again.”

The casino might have been privately owned, but Duke Linix was powerful enough to easily take care of something like that.

Still, the fact that he was dressed and ready to go out at a moment’s notice was, in truth, an expression of his quiet hope that “that man” would summon him.

He had been anxiously striking the armrest, but in the end, unable to endure the burning turmoil within, he suddenly stood up.
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“I will never forgive those who dared to attack the empress.”
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At that moment, as he looked at his daughter lying pale with her eyes closed, Duke Linix was calmly thinking to himself.

A bomb would’ve been more effective than a gun, after all.

So then… where had it all gone wrong?
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“Shutting down the casino now would be best.”

“Pardon? But isn’t the revenue still immense? If you’re worried about getting caught, Baron Chiffon still sits as its acting casino owner. If it comes to that, couldn’t we just shift the blame to Duke Lienta?”

“No, the archduke’s side has been showing suspicious movements. They might have already realized who the real owner is.”
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The reason he responded immediately to those words wasn’t merely because of the exceptional insight of “that man.”

A moment from the past suddenly came to mind.

Duke Linix had succeeded in planting spies even within the imperial palace, but when it came to House Elluiden, he failed. Or rather, while he had managed to plant them, he succeeded only in obtaining disinformation.

Fortunately, even then, the group was already organized in a finely segmented network, so they were able to cut off only the lowest tier that was on the verge of being exposed and end it there.

He isn’t someone who can be taken lightly.

However, that assessment soon faded around the time Calix was struggling to find his nephew. He hadn’t even known the boy was alive, and even after learning he was, his intelligence network still couldn’t locate him.

What kind of intelligence network was that, exactly?

Looking back, it all made sense.

The reason a prince of such humble standing had managed to survive must have been his quick wits. So it followed naturally: spotting the spies had likely been just another extension of that same sharp instinct.

However, the fact that “that man” mentioned the archduke, there must’ve been a reason.

Because of that, Duke Linix intended to apply pressure to the casino in exactly the way everyone expected, bringing it down smoothly. Since it would also show that Linix was still going strong, it was undoubtedly killing two birds with one stone.

Even so, he hadn’t truly taken those last words to heart.

Just how did the emperor provoke the archduke?

According to his planted spy, the archduke’s demeanor was unusually intense after coming out of an audience with the emperor. Since the emperor was always bringing up Calix’ mother at every turn, it was a piece of information that was dismissed without much interest.

And yet, the archduke actually revealed the claws he had been keeping hidden.

“Katarina… I should have silenced that thing!”

Overcome with rage, Duke Linix hurled a crystal ornament. But even as he stared at the shards, shattered into a chaotic mess with a loud crash, his anger didn’t subside in the slightest.

Judging by the archduke’s behavior, he must have told the lady something about dark magic. He was planning to have someone else do the deed!

Even when given clear direction, it was normal to fumble at first. No matter how capable the intelligence network was, that was just the way it was. However, Archduke Elluiden moved with uncanny precision, as if he already knew everything, wasting neither manpower nor time.

Duke Linix paced around the office for a while before his steps came to a sudden halt, and he spoke as if biting down on his words.

“I’ll have to stir up the emperor…”

…So that Archduke Elluiden won’t be able to focus solely on our side.

In any case, he would have already been told that the dark magic was targeting Charlize Lienta. Not only did they not share a single drop of blood, but compared to a relationship that had once been loathsome, surely he would feel more affection for his own nephew.

To do this, that man’s help will undoubtedly be necessary, but…

In the dim surroundings, his deeply colored red eyes, characteristic of House Linix, were lost in deep thought.
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It was certainly the first time that Rodante had ever properly come face to face with Calix Elluiden.

His first impression was that the man looked a lot like Sasha, but at the same time, somehow didn’t resemble him at all. Even though he clearly wasn’t acting in an overbearing way, the atmosphere alone made it difficult to say even a word to him.

So Rodante simply stood there, blankly admiring the lady as he thought, “As expected, she really is amazing.”

It was just a fleeting thought, nothing more, as he looked at a virtual stranger who seemed close to the others.

But the moment Rodante laid eyes on the ore that resembled a shard of bright light, a pain that had begun as an inexplicable headache suddenly overtook him. He bent over, gasping for breath.

After Calix smiled and reassured Duke Lienta, who was quietly fussing and asking what was wrong, that the child would be fine, Rodante looked once more at the archduke. His face was still unfamiliar, yet somehow seemed different from before.

And when night returned, Rodante dreamed a long dream.
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“You and I share the same goal, and…”
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It was strange.

Rodante knew who Calix Elluiden was. He was a composed and meticulous man, always seeming to prove that he had been born different. And because of that, he was the kind of person who had likely never even made a contorted face.

Yet the man before him, with eyes tinged red and a face so violently twisted he looked like a demon… was unmistakably Calix Elluiden.
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“…I can sacrifice everything in exchange for that.”
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The version of himself in the dream finally answered.

His voice, edged with sharpness and sensitivity, echoed through the high-ceilinged space.
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“Do you really think I didn’t think this through?”

“If…”
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Beneath his black hair, blue eyes blazed like raging flames.

Though he looked crushed, as if driven into the mud, Calix still asked in a voice as composed and elegant as ever.
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“If it were possible, would you be willing to do it?”
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And then, he woke from the dream.

Rodante sucked in shallow, desperate breaths, as if he had just been sprinting moments earlier.

It looked to be around midday, and as he sat up in a daze and turned to the side on impulse, he saw Angel fast asleep, lying face down in an uncomfortable position.

“Angel…?”

At that moment, the door opened.

The people in Lienta, who were always kind even to the siblings living off them, would never enter their room unannounced. So, reflexively, he turned toward the doorway, and their eyes met.

“Rodante! You little brat!”

The man’s voice was choked with emotion, his words coming out more like “You li’l brat!”

He was one of the knights who would occasionally help Rodante with his form during breaks. Now, with eyes brimming as if he might burst into tears at any moment, he cried out to Angel.

“Little one! Your brother’s awake!”

“Sir Knight, Angel is sleeping…”

“…when she’s asleep, even if you call out loudly, she won’t hear a thing.”

But before he could even say that, Angel suddenly opened her eyes.

“Y-you…”

Angel, biting her lower lip hard as if she might burst into anger at any moment, suddenly threw herself into his arms.

As always, holding his sister close in his embrace, Rodante looked at the knight with eyes asking for an explanation.

She wiped away her tears with her fingers and sniffled as she spoke.

“You had been asleep for fifteen days. You have no idea how worried everyone was. His Grace, not satisfied with just the family doctor, even went to… Where was it again…? Anyway, he brought medicine from an apothecary who was amazing at making them. But still, there was no improvement. We didn’t really think it would come to that, but… we were still scared. What if you never woke up…?”

The knight who had brought lunch for Angel quickly set the tray on the table and, saying he would tell the others, disappeared in an instant.

And with that, Rodante came to hear what had happened over the past fifteen days.

“…A prophecy concerning His Highness the Imperial Prince was delivered? Do you know what it was about, Angel?”

Angel shook her head.

“Last time, His Grace quietly called me over and just told me about it. Since we were friends with Prince Sasha, he said that we shouldn’t go outside and should stay in the annex, just in case.”

“I… I think I need to go to Elluiden manor.”

Angel set down her spoon.

Even if this were the beginning of a long speech about how he absolutely couldn’t go, Rodante’s mind would remain unchanged. But instead, what Angel said was, “Is something going on with Lady Charlize? Is that why you said that?”

“That’s not it.”

“You had another dream, didn’t you, brother?” Angel asked, her round eyes flashing sharply. “Then I’m coming too. And don’t you dare say it’s too dangerous or that I can’t.”
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And while they were asking the coachman for help, the two were caught by Noah. He looked at the young siblings with an unreadable expression before glancing back toward Lienta manor.

“You’ll need an escort knight, won’t you?”
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Was his heart beating faster than usual because he had just awoken from a long sleep, or because he was heading toward that manor? At the moment, he couldn’t tell.

In silence, Rodante gazed out at the view of Elluiden manor, his eyes full of depth.
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At that time, I was in the middle of a post-meal walk, quietly chatting with the butler.

“—So, in my opinion, that would indeed be best.”

“Butler, your opinion is fine, but I think differently. I believe this would be better than that.”

“What you said makes sense, my lady, but… still, compared to that… I’d have to say the other option…”

It was just when the conversation was hitting its stride that a servant came rushing in to announce that a guest had arrived.

“For me?”

“Yes, my lady. He said just telling you it’s Noah would be enough.”

With no other choice, the tense back-and-forth with the butler ended at one win, one loss, and one draw, and I quickly dashed off to the reception room.

What’s going on with Noah?

Just as I turned into the hallway leading to the reception room, I saw Livan leaning against the wall, so I approached cautiously.

“Livan, did you change your habitat?”

“What do you mean?”

Livan looked strangely worn out. It seems something difficult happened.

I silently cheered him on to stay strong, knocked on the door to the reception room, then flung it open.

Huh?

Noah wasn’t the only one inside. I, who had been about to greet him happily, froze for a moment… because Angel was furrowing her brow with a thoroughly suspicious expression, as if chewing something over.

“My lady, you’re here.”

“Hello. What’s going on?”

The one who answered was Rodante.

“I heard that a prophecy was delivered involving His Highness the Imperial Prince.”

“Ah.” I nodded. “It seems like father told you. Yes, there was a prophecy. It hasn’t been officially announced yet, though.”

Rodante hesitated briefly before asking, “Would it be all right if I asked what it was about?”

“‘In order for the imperial prince’s divine powers to completely bloom, the protection of the temple is necessary.’”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

Angel bit down on her lip.

“Sasha, no, His Highness the Imperial Prince… are you really going to send him to the temple?”

“No. We’re not going to send him there.”

Honestly, it was a prophecy that came at a suspiciously convenient time. If Sasha were to be sent there, it was obvious he wouldn’t end up at the temple, but in some dark place instead.

When I gave a firm answer, Angel’s face relaxed a little.

I was about to suggest meeting Sasha since they were already here, but Rodante’s face had turned noticeably pale.

“Rodante, is there something you want to talk about?”

“Is His Highness the Archduke here right now?”

“He went out a little while ago.”

Calix seemed to be very busy with work.

Ah, right. I was supposed to be busy too! I need to see father… I completely forgot. I had meant to go and ask him how well I could distinguish things. But my wish to become rich kept slipping away whenever my life was on the line.

To motivate myself, I downed the expensive tea.

Angel muttered as she crunched on a cookie, “My lady, that person they call the aide… he’s kind of strange.”

“Please understand, he’s just worn out from work.”

I gently patted Angel’s shoulder, then called a maid and asked her to guide the child to Sasha.

Noah glanced at Rodante for a moment before standing up, saying he would take Angel there and come back. After the door closed, Rodante finally spoke, his voice calm.

“My lady, I… after returning from the forest near the temple, couldn’t wake up for fifteen days.”

“What?”

My hand, which had been tightly holding the cookie, slackened in a daze. I hurried over and examined Rodante’s face from every angle.

The boy smiled faintly, still looking half asleep. “I’m okay. It just feels like I had a long dream.”

I froze at the sentence, which gave me a strange sense of déjà vu.

Perhaps taking my silence as a sign to go on, he soon continued speaking.

“But in the dream…”

Rodante trailed off and could only blink for a moment. As I watched embarrassment spread across his face, I tilted my head.

“You don’t remember?”

“I definitely remembered it back in the carriage, but…”

For a moment, I silently stared at his confused expression. Then, I spoke the words I had kept to myself—words I hadn’t said simply because there had never been a need to.

“I also often have dreams like that. They’re way too vivid to just be dreams… but they’re dreams that couldn’t possibly have really happened, you know?”

His crimson eyes, clouded with chaos, flickered like a sunset sky.

“I remember all my dreams, but certain parts were obscured in black.”

That is to say, you didn’t fall into this strange world alone.

It was odd, honestly, that Rodante, who wasn’t even mentioned in the original novel, was the one having similar dreams to me instead of Irian, the female lead. But when I thought about it again, it wasn’t so strange. After all, I had often seen fragments of the future through Calix and Rodante alone.

And those visions… they only appear as long as the sun is up. The fact that it was so similar to that famous sentence in Theology… could it really be just a coincidence?

Rodante was looking at me with concern. I reached out and gently patted the head of the boy who had grown up far too quickly.

Or… could it be that all three of us are transmigrators, but I’m the only one who knows this is the world inside a novel? It was surprisingly plausible.

Then, all of a sudden, my hand tensed up, and I quickly jerked it into the air.

I still need to catch the bastard who wrote the original novel and that ridiculous storybook. I had only pushed it down the list because life had been hectic… but make no mistake, my anger was still burning. Honestly, I’m not the best person to take direct action, however…

While quietly burning on the inside, I broke into a sly smile, and seeing Rodante’s eyes waver, it was clear that what I’d done had indeed been wicked.

This worked out nicely. Rodante thinking too highly of me had always been a problem.

Still wearing a wicked grin, I scribbled something down and handed it over. Though in a different sense, Rodante had shown up at just the right time.

“This, could you deliver it to father?”
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The euphemistic expression…
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Father, I would like to support the orphanage where light dwells…
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…referred to the orphanage under the temple.

I was wondering where they were getting the payment to cover the price of dark magic from, but since that group is involved with the temple, there’s a possibility it’s coming from there.

Monetary donation naturally came with a kind of implied stake. Simply by occasionally inquiring about the children’s whereabouts, they likely couldn’t exploit them as freely as they used to.
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…P.S. Don’t go to that apothecary anymore. He’s a total charlatan.
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That message wasn’t written on paper with a pen. It was written by tearing out a piece of my heart and using my tears. I sat there, pitifully, with my head bowed low.

“I thought it was the kind of bitterness that was good for the body, but…”

…That medicine didn’t do anything. Basically, it was just incredibly bad-tasting water!

I even thought it might be harmful to my health, so I drank the medicine one last time and asked the divine beast to compare my condition before and after…
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― How much longer do you intend to keep this up!? Even the beginning’s getting blurry now! There’s been no change at all!

“Didn’t you react really suspiciously after smelling that medicine?”

― Me? I don’t remember.
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The divine beast hadn’t aged in vain. Just yesterday, I had stared helplessly at the empty space where he had vanished, leaving only that shameless answer behind.

“In the end, all it did was ruin my taste buds.”

While sobbing softly, I scribbled tiny letters onto a small piece of paper.

Because my eyesight might worsen, I had organized my thoughts in advance and wrote them down quickly, finishing in no time.

Then, I made a sincere request to the messenger bird I had now grown quite used to.

“If someone tries to hold you back along the way, just let them. Don’t try to protect it…” Come back safely, all right?

I kept waving my hand toward the small, retreating figure that was disappearing briskly.
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“And just in case, let me tell you now: pick out the 1st, 3rd, 6th, and 9th words and read only those.”
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I had mentioned it to Adrian back at Lienta manor, just in case, but I didn’t think I would actually end up using it.
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…possible…discovery…of…collusion…
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At the time, I just thought the timing had been good. Calix had looked into it personally too, and it seemed Duke Linix didn’t even have the time to worry about the hostages. But even though the situation had escalated this far, seeing him still carry out a scheme “to show that the imperial prince possessed enough divine power for God to personally convey His will, to unsettle the emperor, to make him eventually target Sasha, and to distract Calix” made me start to question it.

He was so distracted he couldn’t even properly pay attention to other things… so distracted that the hostages’ whereabouts might be discovered.

And yet, could he really just sit there and wait like that?

“Either he’s being overly cautious and desperately holding out, or he intentionally leaked information about the hostages.”

But if it was the latter, that was a bit strange. There was no reason for Calix to personally go rescue Adrian’s mother, yet the fact that it was still deliberately and subtly let slip…
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Calix Elluiden had recently stepped forward in full force.

From their perspective, it could be assumed that as long as they kept the archduke restrained, they could drag things out for a long time.

And that was exactly what Calix wanted.
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One minute before it struck exactly nine o’clock in the evening.

Livan, as if half his consciousness had been left in another world, cleaned up his desk with an unbelievably dazed expression. And the moment working hours ended, he stood up.

“I’ll take my leave now. Please have a restful night.”

Watching Livan, who was staggering to his feet, Calix asked in a nonchalant tone, “Did you make a bet over snack time with Sasha and lose or something?”

“I wouldn’t dare make those kinds of bets,” Livan said firmly, turning back in an instant. “It’s just…”

His eyes, steeped in regret, drifted toward the empty air, as if wandering through the past.

“I was merely trying to figure out what to do in a situation where one more competitor has entered the picture…”

“…”

“Even so… Prince Sasha seemed to like Miss Angel a lot. Having more people he likes is a good thing, isn’t it…?”

Although it was a face he was seeing for the first time, Livan realized at once that the girl was “that” Angel.
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“Congratulations on your admission to the academy.”
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Angel glanced at him, as if to say, “How did you know?” then replied firmly.
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“Thank you.”

“It looks like the first semester is starting soon. Perhaps I should give you at least a small gift. Is there something you would like?”

“It’s okay. I’ll probably be deferring my admission.”
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Livan felt his world tremble.
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“By any chance… really, just by any chance… um, Miss Angel, what do you think about attendance?”

“I think it’s enough if I attend just enough for there to be no problem with my grades.”

[image: ]

Eventually, he collapsed.
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Livan, who swayed once just like before, staggered off and disappeared.

After the door closed, Calix let out a quiet breath and murmured, “Come out now.”

When only silence followed, he suddenly smiled.

“I remembered.”

A brilliant white light spread, and a boy stepped out.

Barefoot and dressed in a rough tunic, he folded his arms with a serious expression. “Since when have you remembered?”

“Is that important?”

“…That’s not the point.”

“And what about you? Since when have you known?”

The boy opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

“It’s in a language that can’t be heard,” Calix said indifferently.

“So why… Never mind.”

The boy sighed.

“I came to talk about that child.”
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Calix, with an expressionless face, gently raised his chin.

“That child?”

“I’m talking about Charlize.”

“Since when were you two so close?”

Something about those familiar words stirred a vague, unexpected sense of longing within him. He was shocked to realize he had even felt that way.

The boy then deliberately exaggerated his annoyance.

“Close? What nonsense! She’s just always that overly casual with everyone!”

He still remembered the time Charlize had thoroughly scrubbed him—while he was in stone form—and then submerged him in some kind of water.
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― What is this?

“It’s called a half-bath.”

― Why do I have to do this?

“It helps improve one’s mood.”
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The boy recalled the time he had been leisurely leaning against a teacup, breathing in the gently rising scent of herbs as he wondered if that was the case—and his face turned scarlet in an instant.

“Anyway! It’s a serious matter. That child’s been regularly taking some sort of medicine.”

“What kind…”

“If it’s what I noticed, there’s only one thing it could be. It has to do with her divine powers.”

Calix recalled something from long ago.

“The Pope once sought out Charlize’s parents. Since it was a private meeting, I couldn’t uncover the exact details, but from what I heard, he bestowed a blessing upon her.”

The boy scrunched up his face.

“He sensed that child’s divine power while she was still in the womb? I saw him myself at the succession ceremony. He wasn’t that impressive.”

“That medicine, is it harmful to her?”

“I don’t know. But does it even matter? She’ll die soon anyway,” the boy said indifferently.

“It will be different this time.”

“Didn’t you already check?”

And in an instant, the boy leapt into the air.

Fortunately, the space was only about as tall as a typical loft, so he didn’t end up slamming into the ceiling in an unsightly fashion.

Calix remained leaning back in his chair, curling his lips into a faint smile, but the boy went cold with fear.

T-they’re exactly the same.

“Yes, I already did.”

“And yet!”

“However…”

Calix suddenly blinked.

“…not everything is the same.”

The boy shuddered.

“I only told her I didn’t know, so you deal with it yourself!”

Then, he vanished without another word.

Calix stared unblinking at the pure white rays, as though they were consuming his field of vision, and all of a sudden, he checked the time.

It was still late at night.
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Hmm. I wonder if I’m just overreacting.

She wandered the stairs with her hands clasped behind her back.

Although Rodante couldn’t remember the dream and she hadn’t exactly heard what it was about, she could still guess.

The duke must have called Angel to tell her they should stay hidden in the annex. So, even if he had only heard it from Angel, for him to come all the way here acting so uncharacteristically stubborn, it must have been something quite upsetting.

Therefore, it was only natural that the other person who was also having similar dreams came to mind.

“Hng.”

She pressed her temple firmly with her index finger, opened her eyes wide, and made up her mind.

I’ll put my ear to the door, and if I don’t hear anything, I’ll go back.

…Somehow, it felt similar to how Charlize used to act, but she supposed it was different.

The moment she reached the final step, she saw a figure sitting with his back against the door to the archduke’s bedroom.

It was someone familiar, so, making use of her occupational habit, she quietly approached and crouched down in front of him.

Beneath his disheveled hair, a pale, expressionless face was faintly visible. He looked peaceful, as if he were merely sleeping with his eyes closed… if only for a moment.

“Why are you like this?” she muttered very quietly.

It was such a faint voice that even she herself couldn’t hear it properly.

Still, his black eyelashes trembled slightly, and soon they fluttered upward, like a butterfly’s wings. There wasn’t the slightest sign of sleepiness, yet for some reason, his hazy blue eyes seemed lost, as if they were wandering somewhere.

The thought suddenly struck her.

What had he been wandering around trying to find?

“Because I thought you would come.”

His lips, which had tried to form their habitual smile, twisted instead.

“When it came to you, my predictions were always right. So…”

Calix’ voice faded into a very faint whisper.

“…the assertion that you will die is wrong.”
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Emperor Antonio, who had secretly received the contents of the prophecy, flew into a rage.

“Why now, of all times?!”
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“The imperial heir? What became of the imperial heir?”

“The imperial heir…”
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The imperial heir had been lost, and the empress was still unconscious. At this rate, he would have no choice but to hand over the position of Crown Prince to his nephew.

Divine powers? But didn’t all divine powers in the imperial bloodline die out long ago?

Even his older half-brother, the late emperor, hadn’t possessed it.

The servants trembled at the sound of shattering that rang out clearly, even beyond the closed door. And yet, the very Emperor Antonio, who had just been in a frenzy and seemed to have lost all reason, quickly regained his composure… or so it seemed.

“That’s right. The temple would be better than Elluiden, at least.”

Even their guards were bound to be more lenient than those from the archduchy, and if a member of the imperial family were harmed at the temple not once but twice, they would be forced to bow their heads and submit to him.

If that happened, it seemed the one thing that had always bothered him—like a hangnail at the edge of a finger—might finally be resolved. Namely, the recognition of the imperial succession by the temple.

“I’ll have to take this opportunity to get rid of the Pope, too.”

In a situation that had already been completely set up, he didn’t even realize he was moving exactly as they wanted.

And yet, the mind devising schemes spun with particular cunning.
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Many had witnessed the light that rose at dawn and descended upon the temple.

It was a time when, here and there, people were still speculating among themselves. And on the very day before the temple, which had long kept its mouth tightly shut, was finally to speak… news no one had expected shook the capital.

“I-is it true?”

“I’m telling you, it’s real!”

“That’s unthinkable! Dark magic?!”

“I heard His Highness the Archduke requested the order of knights from His Majesty the Emperor.”

“Then… by any chance, was it a dark mage who did that to Her Majesty the Empress?”

“That’s probably what happened. Isn’t that how they found out?”

“How scary!”

“And this might just be a baseless rumor, but… dark magic is a kind of magic that demands a price, isn’t it?”

“Surely not…”

“That’s right. They say they used vagrants or children from orphanages to pay it!”

“Good heavens!”

Duke Linix was being informed of all that commotion without missing a thing.

“There’s no doubt that there’s a spy on the inside.”

If not for that, the speed wouldn’t make sense.

Duke Linix grew uneasy in a way he never had before.

“No… perhaps…”

Perhaps Calix had already identified the group of dark mages and was trying to use this opportunity to root them out. It was just that, of all times, there had been a moment that suggested the archduke had caught on.

“Had he been suspecting it since then?”

The duke, who had been pacing in circles with an irritated scowl, checked the small piece of paper he was holding.

It was something Charlize Lienta had sent to the bastard of House Senac.

If they had already been exposed anyway, it would be better to carry out his command as quickly as possible. Then, there might be a chance that “that man” would intervene… so that he wouldn’t be discovered and executed in misery.

That was the idea.

Duke Linix swallowed dryly, his eyes wide and glaring. He hadn’t even realized he had lost his composure at some point.
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“Ha!”
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Evans, my son. Are you doing well? The weather is very cold, and since you’re probably training outside… I can’t help but worry…
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Evans grimaced.

Without hesitation, he tore up the letter, went to the butler, and requested that all future correspondence from Baron Chiffon be burned.

The walk back to the training grounds felt unusually long.

Would it be better to just take a leave of absence and go stay in the countryside until the prophecy is revealed? There were bound to be plenty of people pressuring Baron Chiffon. If there’s no reply to the letter, he’ll try to get in touch with me one way or another.

It was just as he had made up his mind and was about to turn back…

“Sir Evans.”

“My lady?”

Evans, though confused, quickly stepped closer.

“The duke should be in his office around this time.”

“I’ve already seen him. I came here to see you, Sir Evans.”

“Me?”

Charlize nodded indifferently.

“I think I need to learn swordsmanship.”

“…Pardon?”

“To do that, I get the feeling that Sir Evans really is the perfect fit.”

“…Me?”

“I’ll give you a bonus. How about moving your things to Elluiden manor for a while?”

“…Me?”

She raised an eyebrow. “What? Why do you look so dazed? Are you trying to build muscle by skipping meals or something?”

“No, my lady. I make sure to eat all three meals and even snacks regularly.”

“That’s a good mindset.”

Charlize nodded solemnly.

And when he came to his senses again, before he knew it, Evans was already sitting in the carriage, tightly hugging a luggage bag in his arms.

“Then, would it be acceptable for me to serve as both your swordsmanship instructor and escort knight?”

“Yes, and also as a running mate on top of that.”

“I’ve never taught anyone before, so I’ll probably be very lacking.”

“That’s all right. Sir Evans was an excellent running mate. Even that alone is enough.”

“…Ah, I can already see Elluiden manor.”

Evans, who had been desperately pretending to be distracted, finally asked, “By the way, may I ask why you decided to learn swordsmanship? Is something the matter, by any chance?”

“Just…” Charlize replied gloomily. “I suppose even having that would be better…”

“Pardon?”

However, as if black fog had gathered around her, the lady who had darkened in an instant did nothing but stare endlessly out the window.

Charlize’s real reason for calling him, or at least what Evans believed to be the real reason, was something he only learned a few days later.
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The letter I sent to Adrian, someone must’ve checked it along the way, right?

The years when even the smallest action came with threats to my life flashed before my eyes… I wanted to know what it felt like to get something without lifting a finger, too.

It would be great if Duke Linix tripped over his own feet, but he was being especially careful right now, so that seemed unlikely.

Isn’t there something he did that was just a little bad? Duke Linix, that bastard, had committed so many wrongdoings, and each one was outrageously vicious, so the minimum punishment was death and the maximum… was also death.

The only reason Calix wasn’t immediately revealing that Duke Linix was involved with the group of dark mages must have been to place his neck in my hands.

That wicked bastard… Hurry up and find even the author of that storybook, please!

With a crack, I twisted my wrist and looked out the window in the direction where the temple was located.

“Under these circumstances, they probably can’t announce the prophecy.”

There was no way the emperor would just sit back and do nothing.

With tensions already high from the return of dark magic, now comes the appearance of a member of the imperial family blessed with divine power… If the temple and the emperor ended up in open conflict and the Pope was forced to step in, well… that was as good as getting everything I wanted without even lifting a finger. However, if it escalates into full-scale war, the emperor will probably try to use the order of knights under House Ronatus, because he likely wouldn’t be able to convince Duchess Baier.

While lightly tapping the window ledge with the tip of my index finger, I turned around.

“I need to meet the Pope.”

Ever since I learned that Duke Linix was “that person,” the fragments of the future had been consistently labeling him as such. Accordingly, if the man that bastard served really was the Pope, then after meeting the Pope, there was no telling how the fragments of the future might react.

I racked my brain for a while, and then it hit me.

“That’s right!”

I didn’t know anything about the temple… I even forgot the Day of Sacred Blessing!

So, I decided to visit the second most knowledgeable person among those I knew.
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The next day.

I was crouched down, admiring the flowers, when…

“My lady!”

I instinctively turned my head. The light was so bright I had to cover my eyes with both hands, and just like that, I fell on my butt.

Did I accidentally come to Philliam manor? However, the benevolent smile I glimpsed through the light was unmistakably Lavette’s.

“Ha.”

I flinched… because there was a hint of a sob in that short breath she took. I glanced around awkwardly, then hesitantly patted her back.

When the arms wrapped around my neck tightened slightly, Lavette smiled faintly.

“As expected, you came to comfort me, right?”

I flinched again, and my shoulders trembled.

“Absolutely not. I’m not someone who would do that! I only came to make use of your knowledge!”

…But after seeing such a gentle smile, there was no way anyone could say something like that.

“I-I’m okay.”

Judging by the following conversation, it seemed Lavette thought I had come because of the recent attack on the empress.

“Still, even though she was someone I used to see often and once looked up to… I suppose having these feelings makes me a bad person. I know.”

“Even if you clapped your hands saying it turned out well, Lavette would still not be a bad person.”

Lavette quietly looked at me, then smiled a little.

“Maybe I wanted to hear exactly that.”

And just like that, I ended up becoming a kindhearted person and was treated generously.

That’s right… even Marquess Ronatus had shown up.

“It just so happens that father is leaving for an expedition the day after tomorrow, so it’s a relief.”

I shoved the tear-soaked bread into my mouth.

“Mmh.”

Marquess Ronatus looked like the very embodiment of an obstinate knight. Though he hadn’t been well for long, his imposing frame was just as it had always been. My father was a knight too, and yet they were nothing alike.

Just as I was sneaking a curious glance at him, our eyes met.

Almost as if he’d been waiting for that very moment, the marquess said, “I should have come to greet you in person, but I was late. I always hold gratitude towards you, my lady.”

“Not at all.”

“Though nothing could truly be worthy of the only daughter of Duke Lienta, I just hope you will understand my desire to repay you in whatever way I can.”

To say, “I’m already running your son ragged,” would have been impossible… his gaze was already far too frightening.

“Thanks to you, I’ve made a good friend.”

Lavette smiled softly, and the marquess looked as if he were deep in thought.

After a pause, he said, “If I end up receiving a reward from this expedition, I was thinking… maybe I could offer it to you, my lady.”

“Ah.”

Lavette nodded. “You’ve always liked relics, haven’t you, my lady?”

That’s right… That was why I still received letters from Count Decande from time to time. Occasionally, they even included a drawing from the adorable Ains.

But lately, my reputation had been falling rather sharply, and with those damn dark mages around, I’d been avoiding any and all meetings. It was absolutely not because I wanted to escape those half-day-long lectures.

Ains must have already grown a lot. He really was general material. That child truly has the makings of a general.

While I was briefly lost in thought, the marquess, perhaps after speaking with his daughter, cleared his throat and gave a small nod.

“I’ll be sure to complete this expedition successfully and present the relic to you, my lady. Since it’s from the Holy Era, I trust it will satisfy your refined aesthetic sense.”

“Pardon?”

T-that… surely not…

“We received intelligence about an unoccupied dragon’s nest.”

“…”

As I absentmindedly listened to their plan to successfully rob my friend’s home, I suddenly blinked.

And then I asked, “By any chance, will other houses be joining the expedition as well?”

[image: ]

It was always the “surely not” that got people.

What could possibly happen while I was away from the capital for a bit?
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“Although one of the routes had become difficult, we could still hold out for a long time with the vagrants. Even so, since you never know what might happen, it would be better to check for any other problems. Please go take a look.”
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“That man” had even gone so far as to mention it himself.

And so, Duke Linix had personally gone to visit the place he had only ever seen in reports. The trip was made easy by a portal that lessened the discomfort of the long journey, and the scenery that greeted him was stunning beyond words… yet an inexplicable sense of unease left him feeling unsettled.

His destination was a grand, stately mansion. The garden grounds were unusually vast, perhaps intentionally so to make escape difficult, but it didn’t feel out of place given the nature of the resort town, which was home to many villas owned by nobles.

With his face completely concealed by a mask, Duke Linix gave a subtle nod.

At once, an assassin disguised as a servant stepped forward and delivered his report.

“There are no exceptions.”

“And the progress status?”

“There are still difficulties in making it appear as though someone had died only for a specific period of time.”

Duke Linix clicked his tongue in displeasure.

The hostages were being used not only as leverage, but also as test subjects in the refinement of the poison made from Tuverrot.

“I’ll double the manpower. So make sure security is airtight…”

That was the moment a brilliant white light invaded his vision. Slowly, it seeped in until the surroundings were nothing but dazzling rays of light.

“W-what…”

Unlike the assassin, who strained to keep his eyes wide open and moved toward the window in an effort to understand the strange phenomenon, someone else slowly began to back away.

Unsurprisingly, it was Gregory Linix.

This is…

He had seen this phenomenon once before, and not long ago, either.

Isn’t this the same light that rose at dawn and descended upon the temple when the oracle was delivered?!

As soon as the thought occurred to him, Duke Linix reflexively turned around.

It can’t be. No… surely not!

Still, his legs didn’t stop running as his mind raced to reject the possibility that he had been abandoned by his master.

There’s no reason for him to do that! What good would it do him if it got out that I’m the one holding the hostages…? Could he really be trying to abandon the entire group? And frame me as the leader? No… that can’t be it. None of this has even come to light yet!

Moreover, “that man” had far too much to lose if it were revealed he had even the slightest connection to dark magic. But with that considered, even his sudden suggestion to visit this place in person began to feel strange.

If he really dared to consider selling me out, the head of one of only three ducal houses, I can’t just sit back and let it slide… As soon as I arrive in the capital, I’ll formally request a private audience with the temple. He needs to know that I can threaten him just as well.

Clenching his lips tightly, he opened the back door, and the moment he did, someone struck the back of his neck.

Then, everything went black.
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Charlize, with her arms crossed, tapped her arm with her index finger.

It just so happened to be the perfect opportunity. The divine beast was still, sadly, lacking in strength… but in a space filled with relics and artifacts from the Holy Era, that would change.

Duke Linix was bound to do something shady no matter where he went, so the plan was to borrow the divine beast’s power at that very moment.
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― The hostages were rescued safely. They were all unconscious, but if it was that blond-haired illegitimate child, he probably already knew it was because of the poison made from Tuverrot.
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So the fact that it happened to be at a mansion in the resort city of Angel wasn’t exactly intentional. After all, all Duke Linix needed to see was the white light.
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― Thank you for letting me know that my precious treasures were nearly stolen. However… it would be better if you didn’t ask anyone else to say something like this again in the future!
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…He seems like he would get along well with Rosetta.

It felt awkward to try to jump on the remark, knowing he had only said it to help her.

Charlize smiled faintly.

Anyway, was it really too much?
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― You who dared trespass into the nest of a dragon… Truly brave, and just as truly foolish. A sword drawn for selfish desire is utterly worthless. How pitiful is the blind knight who forgets those truly in need of help.
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Livan’s the one who wrote it though…

She had asked him because she genuinely admired the lyrics he wrote for Sasha’s birthday party, but she supposed it just wasn’t to the divine beast’s taste.

Charlize, with her green eyes, who had been gazing down with a sullen expression, briefly narrowed them. The steady rhythm came to a halt, and in that very instant, she realized “that person” had woken up.

“I know you’re awake. Why don’t you open your eyes now?”

The one who opened his eyes in the underground dungeon beneath Elluiden manor in the capital was none other than Duke Linix.

“I brought some truth-telling powder, as I don’t want to hear any excuses.”

It was not something that could be ignored… because Duke Linix, too, was under the influence of dark magic.

As the thought crossed his mind that he might actually die like this, he forced down his emotions and spoke heavily.

“I’ve long known you weren’t in your right mind, but I didn’t expect it to be this extreme. Very well, my lady, what is it that you want to ask? I’ll tell you everything.”

In any case, if he wanted to figure out just how much she already knew, he had no choice but to listen to what Charlize Lienta had to say.

She’s naive and foolish. This won’t be difficult.

And yet, the fact that he had been caught by someone so naive and foolish… made it impossible to deny just how utterly humiliating it was.

Duke Linix clenched his teeth.

“However, you must take responsibility, my lady. We’ll see what price you’ll have to pay for relying solely on your father’s authority!”

Charlize bowed slightly as his fierce roar echoed through the space, going unacknowledged.

“Wrong.”

The eyes that met his were vivid and unyielding… and eventually, her words fell like a verdict.

“You should have said, ‘I’ll give you whatever answer you want. Just please, at the very least, spare my life!’”
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A brief silence fell as their gazes clashed.

The standoff between them, with neither side yielding, was as taut as a thread on the verge of snapping.

“Ha.”

Duke Linix let out a hollow laugh and rubbed his face in exasperation.

“Where did you even hear about such a ridiculous thing this time? My lady, it seems you need to start weeding out the people around you.”

“Still better than someone who lives off that filthy, rotten water.”

The duke’s bloodshot eyes, glimpsed through his chapped fingers, trembled with anger.

Watching him with detached calm, Charlize casually tossed a small pouch into the air and caught it again and again. The deliberately showy gesture was more than enough for someone to read it as an act of mockery.

Nevertheless, he’s enduring it well.

Even the second-in-command of the group was, without exception, under dark magic.

She had already suspected that the leader of that group was at least a high-ranking priest of the temple, but the manipulation involving the prophecy confirmed it.

Could that be the reason…?

The matter Calix had brought up a few days ago suddenly came to mind.

[image: ]

“It’s said that even just regularly maintaining dark magic requires a price.”

“So it might not just be about perfectly hiding their identity… there may also be something that inherently requires periodic sacrifices.”
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Calix, having replied with a simple “That’s right,” spoke again only after a brief silence.
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“And that ore… it was closely tied to divine power. From what I can tell, it seems to react when it comes into contact with someone who possesses it.”
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“It was the ‘jewel’ found in my lady’s last box. Under normal circumstances, you would have been the one to touch it.”
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“They really did intend to offer my lady as the price for using dark magic.”
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“The medicine you were taking regularly, according to the divine beast, is linked to divine power. Though probably not in a good way.”
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At that time, the one who touched the unknown ore was Calix.

Does he have divine power, too? It was never mentioned in the original novel, but even if he did, it wouldn’t be particularly surprising. Calix just seemed like someone who would.

Charlize had merely entertained that certain thought for a brief moment at the time.

I could see fragments of the future through Calix and Rodante, but only as long as the sun was up… and it was similar to that famous sentence in Theology. Coincidentally, all three were connected to divine power.

A strange light flickered through her indifferent green eyes as her flawless, beautiful face tilted slightly.
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“At first glance, it seemed completely unrelated, but I could see a pattern. Ironically, it wasn’t dark magic at all. It was divine power. And that’s what made me think…”
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The glasses he often wore while working had disappeared at some point. So now, she faced his slightly tilted blue eyes directly, with no barrier between them.
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“…Perhaps dark magic is just incidental to their so-called master, merely a secondary element in the process of achieving his real goal.”
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Clenching the pouch that curled in her palm, Charlize lightly tapped the iron bars with her index finger.

“I think I’ve given you plenty of time already. So, have you changed your mind?”

She thought that if Duke Linix were standing in front of her, she’d probably start by hitting him a few times: once for Duke Lienta, and once for all the emotional turmoil she herself had endured.

After all, Charlize had spent time quietly sniffling as she carefully drafted that list in her head.

But the surge of emotions still felt as though it were trapped inside a snow globe… because she already knew that taking down Duke Linix alone wouldn’t bring everything to an end.

That was why she was able to stay relatively calm.

Charlize asked, “I know that you’re part of the group of dark mages. Who’s your master?”

“What are you talking about now?”

Duke Linix was certain he would survive. That was why he devised a plan: specifically, a way to revoke Duke Lienta’s imperial pardon.

If she gives even one answer that amounts to an admission, there will be a chance of winning. It was enough to simply have an artifact that could distinguish truth from lies.

And as a rule, the first step to drawing out a slip of the tongue was to stir a person’s emotions.

“Seeing how confident you are, could your source be your father? If so, then Duke Lienta is as good as dead. You really ought to tailor your guesses and your words to the person you’re dealing with. That’s always been the problem. Someone like him… would even die for his child…”

Without warning, her hand reached out and grabbed him by the collar.

Clang!

In terms of raw strength, the duke had the upper hand, but because his opponent was so quick, his face ended up slamming against the bars.

“Ugh, you…!”

“It’s a shame, but I don’t have the time to correct all your bad habits one by one. Lucky for you, I guess.”

Charlize bared her teeth and let out a low growl.

“Even this little plan of yours to revoke my father’s imperial pardon… How about adjusting yourself to the situation, like you said? Who knows? At this rate, I might just give up on getting answers and simply torment you for the hell of it.”

Only then did Duke Linix finally realize that Charlize had merely been standing there, holding her fury in check. And that this conversation would not unfold as easily as he had hoped.

With just a single blink, Charlize’s face returned to its emotionless state as she asked, “Even now, do you still intend to stay loyal? You’re finished either way. All the servants in that mansion have been bound and are undergoing intense interrogation.”

At those words, Duke Linix remained unshaken. After all, there was no way they would ever be able to utter that man’s name.

“The knights who entered the dragon’s nest were reportedly teleported to the mansion with a statement from the dragon. What do you think the temple’s reaction was?”

“You’re making me repeat myself. I don’t know why you’re saying such things.”

“That dragon’s nest, when we looked into it, turned out to belong to the divine beast. And yet, the divine beast teleported the knights to the very place your master had ordered you to go. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

The duke’s throat bobbed ever so slightly, reminded of the suspicion he had already held.

No, he has no reason to abandon me. There’s no reason to abandon the hostages either. The improvements are still underway… there’s no reason to suddenly throw it all away!

The moment he composed himself again…

“A subordinate on the verge of being exposed, and a poison that’s already been neutralized twice. What could he possibly trust in to keep using either? So getting rid of them both together must’ve seemed like the perfect solution. And if he could flaunt divine power in the process to boost the temple’s prestige, all the better.”

Charlize then spoke with a blank expression.

“I’m talking about your master, the Pope.”
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I had hoped to get what I wanted without lifting a finger, and that was exactly how the hostage situation played out.

Gambling with human lives wasn’t exactly ideal. With a bit more behind-the-scenes maneuvering, we probably could have lured Duke Linix to the place where the hostages were being held, but things were already getting complicated.

We would have needed to keep a close eye on the internal situation and secure a place to hold a large group before launching the raid… and that was the hassle.

The timing was good.

In any case, the incident became widely known.

To begin with, quite a few people had witnessed the rising light, and then the “dragon” teleported the knights while making “that” statement, which seemed to stir a sense of noble pride. Most people stepped up to protect the hostages, and so, the full story of the incident quickly made its way to the capital.

Adrian and the others must have escaped safely.

I heard that Lavette left for the resort city and probably took the treatment with her as well.

I sincerely hope they all live happily with their families.

So this time, I took the initiative and went ahead with it, but… Maybe I should’ve just said one… either “master” or “Pope.” If I had, I might’ve been able to figure out what made him faint.

I ended up lightly kicking the unconscious Duke Linix with my foot forty-five times. Then I turned and walked away. It was more fun when he was awake anyway.

The light of the surface, as if hitting me for the first time in ages, felt like it was purifying my worn-down body.

Hmm. It’s probably just my imagination. As expected, there was only one answer!

I ran straight to Evans, finding him practicing forlornly in the deserted training grounds.

…I thought he was the sociable type.

I stopped in my tracks and cautiously took a step forward.

“Evans.”

“Ah, my lady.”

“…I’ll make sure to come often.”

“Pardon?”

“Let’s be together every morning and evening.”

“…Pardon?!”

Seeing him respond so energetically, I figured Evans must’ve been feeling lonely too.

After giving him a firm nod and doing physical training together, I returned to my room utterly exhausted.

“…”

A letter of concern from Duke Lienta had arrived.

The other day, I had mentioned that the apothecary was not only a charlatan but also seemed really shady… and now the duke had misunderstood, thinking something was wrong with my health.
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Charlize, my dear… Is this really your handwriting? It’s all jagged. Is it because you are barely managing to write? Sir Evans said you seemed healthy, but did you bring him there just so you could make him say that?
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I realized I was feeling down because that bastard said Duke Lienta was someone who would even die in my place.

And because I had actually seen, through a fragment of the future, the duke doing exactly that, and being mocked for it…
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I’m healthy. There’s no need for you to worry, father. But if you’re still concerned, I’ll visit you next time and get a check-up then.
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…I ended up writing something I shouldn’t have.

When I asked Leah, she said she would send it right away and ran off, clutching the letter tightly in both hands.

It felt as if my last chance had flown away.

Without even realizing that, I hurriedly changed clothes and pressed down hard on the back of my left hand. However, not even a glimpse of the divine beast was to be seen.

That shy little thing.
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― …And you will not die.

“Everyone dies.”

― Y-you don’t even seem to understand the romance of it. T-that’s what I mean! I’m saying you’ll only die much later!

“Thank you for your well-wishing remarks.”
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Just as I stepped onto the stairs with trembling legs, I ran into someone who happened to be coming down.

The moment he saw me, a bright smile spread across his previously expressionless face.

“Charlize.”

It was a very, very strange feeling.

…But really, was that actually something to get a nosebleed over?
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Just as I moved sheepishly to wipe under my nose with the back of my hand, his hand reached out first.

“Stay still.”

Calix, before I even realized it, had pressed a handkerchief to my face.

When I subtly raised my hand to show that I could hold it myself, Calix suddenly asked, “How many times has it been, Charlize?”

I looked at him, my face asking, “What do you mean?”

But his was just expressionless: the literal embodiment of the word, completely devoid of emotion. Still, I got the impression that he was angry. Maybe it was because it resembled the eerie calm before the storm, but Calix simply kept his head down, lifting only his eyes.

No… he wasn’t angry.

“Getting a nosebleed, coughing up blood, or your senses going numb… Those kinds of things.”

Maybe it was the way he asked such terrifying things so casually that, instead of flinching, I just fell into deep thought.

“There have been a few such instances because of dark magic.”

“…I see.”

The man, a head taller than me, was clearly wearing a calm expression, but I felt a strange sensation.

“I mean… it’s not like I have a terminal illness. And still, even if I do, I will definitely live for a very long time.”

As I awkwardly strung the words together, I realized… I just wanted to comfort him.

“So please, don’t worry.”

“If only that were possible.”

Calix lifted me into his arms.

Even though I’d been held like this many times before, it still felt awkward for some reason, and I kept my upper body stiff and upright.

Then, a soft chuckle brushed past my ear.

He’s teasing me again.

It was just to improve Calix’ mood, not—absolutely not—to make myself feel better. However, even when I suddenly leaned on him with a thud, Calix didn’t so much as flinch. And when I let all the strength drain from my body to make myself heavier, it was no different.

Just as I was sitting there sulking, a voice tinged with laughter whispered into my ear, “Yes, you can just lean on me like this.”

I was gazing at the distant mountains when I tilted my head back to look up at Calix, whose expression seemed fine.

I lowered my gaze again, and so I didn’t see it… the deep emotion that had been directed at me.
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Late at night, at Elluiden manor.

The archduke’s office was so quiet that even the sound of a drawer opening could be heard.

An item worth as much as half a year’s budget for most territories sat in a pitifully broken state. With his chin resting on one hand, Calix rolled the cracked lens with the other.

The holy relic that revealed the truth beyond the surface had shattered the moment it surpassed its limit.

It’s a good thing it didn’t scratch my face.

Calix knew that Charlize liked his face.

It was thanks to all the time they had spent together that he had come to clearly understand the meaning behind the way her usually indifferent, expressionless green eyes lingered on him.

Even if it was just because of his face, he didn’t mind. He had simply thought it was something that needed to be kept unharmed regardless.

His blue eyes, touched by a moment from the past, grew deeper.
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“I-I don’t know anything about this.”
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The apothecary who had made the medicine Charlize had been taking for a long time frantically shook his head.

It was irritating, so he was restrained, held firmly in place so he couldn’t shake it anymore.
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“I just heard that the lady was not in good health…”

“Not in good health?”

“She was born with a weak constitution.”
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The fingers that had been moving meaninglessly suddenly stopped.

Calix set down the holy relic, now unwearable, and rose from his seat.
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“People are all born with life force and mana… b-but it seems you’re not interested in this, so I’ll skip it. Therefore, we sought to minimize, as much as possible, the loss of the life force the lady possesses.”
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Whether it was through flattery and deception or otherwise, her divine power had also been sealed and preserved through that process.

It would’ve been impossible with the power of a mere apothecary alone, so the temple’s involvement must certainly have played a part.

Even though he knew there was nothing more to hear, Calix still asked “that question” in that moment.

It was something he would have ended up asking even if time were turned back.
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“Would that not be defying the natural order?”

“Unfortunately, the amount one is born with cannot be changed. So it was merely distributed more evenly over the course of her life. Rather than spending half of her life healthy and the other half bedridden, wouldn’t it be better to remain just slightly weak throughout her whole life?”
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Though a very long time had passed, that kind of thinking remained unchanged: the belief that everyone was born with a fixed amount of time, and that it could never be changed.

Calix rejected something that, through bitter experience, had come to be accepted as an unshakable truth.
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His steps finally came to a stop… with the destination always the same.

Calix lowered one knee to the floor.

Her small face, with her eyes closed, was expressionless.

Wondering whether she was truly asleep, he opened his mouth, then quietly closed it again.
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“…I will definitely live for a very long time.”
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Yes, you have to.

He held her hand, unable to bear the thought of losing her any longer.
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The last thing I could remember was being in Calix’ office, but I woke up in my room.

So, someone must have moved me.

As I firmly dried my damp face with a towel after washing, Leah tilted her head slightly.

“That’s not it…”

I wasn’t the kind of person who would interrupt someone deep in thought just to satisfy a bit of idle curiosity.

As I focused on wiping the moisture from my face, Leah tilted her head once more.

“My lady, has there been a change? Will you be joining Prince Sasha for snack time today?”

My eyes lit up.

“Really?”

“You’re not…?”

“…Mhm.”

As I deflated and let the hand holding the towel fall limply, Leah took it from me.

“Well, I was wondering why you seemed so full of energy.”

“Ah, it’s because I’m meeting Marquess Vanachell today.”

“…You’re saying you’re full of energy because you’re meeting Marquess Vanachell?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

I need to be burning with fighting spirit.

The appointment time had been set early, so I had to hurry. As I was changing, Leah, who was helping me, seemed half a beat behind for some reason.

Did something happen? She’s been deep in thought and dazed since early this morning. These symptoms are…

“Leah, do you want to rest for a bit?”

“Pardon?”

“And maybe meet up with a friend…”

“My lady, I don’t really have anyone I’m close to.”

A sense of camaraderie surged within me, and I brushed my nose in a quiet show of solidarity.

I should give her plenty of time off. Even if Leah were only with me temporarily, she was still my personal maid, so I could grant her leave at my own discretion.

“Your home is in the archduchy, right? Then… about two weeks or so…”

“I don’t have anyone I’m close to, so I don’t really talk to anyone.”

Leah, whose expressions had become more varied lately, now looked as if she might cry.

“So please, if nothing else, just don’t say you’re giving me time off…”

“…But it’s paid, though.”

She shook her head firmly. “I like working.”

It was rather strange… this manor, starting with its owner, was full of workaholics.

“All right. I understand.”

“Yes!”

Leah, having answered with determination, gently smoothed down my hair.

Now and then, I heard her softly say things like, “You look so beautiful,” and “It suits you so well.”

For a moment, I simply watched this unique person—someone who liked her work so much she would flatter me just to do it.

But as the time she spent running her fingers through my hair dragged on, I suddenly opened my eyes, which had begun to close.

“Leah, please tell the archduke that I was full of energy today.”

“Pardon?”

“Don’t I look like it?”

Leah moistened her dry lips, then gave a small nod.

Good.

I laughed quietly to myself.
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Livan opened the office door.

Because the sound was as soft as if the person behind it were hoping it wouldn’t open, he hesitated for a moment and ended up being a little late.

Who is it?

Livan, who had been puzzled, nodded when he saw Leah standing with her hands clasped together.

“What’s the matter, Leah?”

“My lady has something she wished to be conveyed to His Highness.”

“…Lady Charlize?”

For some reason, I have a really bad feeling about this… If the lady had heard what I was thinking, she surely would’ve said, “As expected… a small animal,” while solemnly nodding her head.

With that thought, Livan said, “Please come in,” and stepped aside.

He wanted to escape into the hallway then and there, but knowing Leah’s personality, he couldn’t bring himself to leave his indelicate superior behind.

So, shifting his gaze uneasily, he simply shut the door.

“Um, my lord… Lady Charlize has a message she asked me to deliver.”

Leah tightly shut her eyes.
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At the moment, I was in a meeting with Theodore Vanachell.

“I intend to speak about the culprit who harmed your family.”

Theodore, with his gaze now changed, seemed to steady his breathing before asking, “Who is it?”

For a moment, I couldn’t hide the darkening of my expression.

In retrospect, it was both simple and obvious, to the extent that I wondered if Theodore, too, had suspected it at least once.

Unless that was the case, no matter how certain he was that Empress Katarina could never find the culprit, he wouldn’t have been able to walk away just like that.

“Katarina Linix.”

A vein stood out on the hand that had been resting on the table.

I decided not to remember his expression, lowering my head deeply so as not to make things harder for him, who was already struggling to swallow his pain.

Katarina Linix had been facing financial difficulties for a long time because of her father. From her perspective, turning to artwork was only natural, as it was the archetype of a luxury market with never-ending demand.

He was a suitable candidate who had the ability to attract more public attention and, in addition, came from a fairly respectable family.

“You are absolutely not at fault. Don’t ever forget that.”

“Is Duke Linix in your hands as well, my lady?”

“Yes.”

The clever man, instead of blaming himself, identified the right target.

“Are you still thinking of quietly dealing with the duke?”

I smiled faintly.

“No.”

Theodore, who had come into view, carried a piercingly deep-blue complexion, like the edge of a sharpened blade.

“I’ve changed my mind.”
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I requested an audience at the temple, and naturally, the one I was seeking an audience with was the Pope.
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“Whew.”

I gloomily placed my cheek on the carriage window.

In the original novel, Calix had little interest in the tragedy of Marquess Vanachell’s family. After coming across only some surface-level information by chance, he didn’t pursue it any further.

At the time, the culprit Calix had identified was a certain baron who harbored an inferiority complex toward Marquess Vanachell.

The information in the original novel only went that far. But for Noah, it was more than enough.

Ha…

Since I couldn’t do all the various things I had so passionately planned with Duke Linix, my heart ached, and I even felt like I might tear up a little.

I was supposed to be a good daughter… but in front of Theodore, who had lost his entire family, how could I, someone merely supposed to lose hers, lay any claim of ownership over that damn bastard duke?

For a while, I gloomily tapped my forehead against the window.

As soon as the carriage arrived at Elluiden manor, I darted off like an arrow and lingered in a familiar spot.

That’s right.

I was standing in front of Sasha’s room.

“Is he studying again?”

He really has become addicted to studying…
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“Did you also attend the academy, Lady Charl?”

“Yes, I attended together with the archduke.”
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It was quite the intense past… I had only looked off at the distant mountains for a moment, but in that time, Sasha was already brimming with determination, his eyes sparkling as he tightly clenched his fist.
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“I will enroll in the academy too.”
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A long time ago, when the king of a small nation sent his child to the academy as a so-called “hostage,” neighboring countries began sending theirs too. As a result, the emperor issued an imperial order adjusting the academy’s admission age to eight years old. Since then, there hadn’t been any particular reason to revise it, so the rule had remained unchanged.

Who would’ve thought I’d come to learn the secrets of the academy long after graduating? Life is truly unpredictable… Well, that was the story of how Livan ended up dabbing his tears with a handkerchief.

I felt gloomy all over again.

I guess there really is no such thing as predestined happiness. I had spent so long talking with the butler about Sasha’s birthday party next year, only to realize the child might not even be around by then…

Just as I was leaning against the wall in the hallway, quietly sobbing, the door gently creaked open. The child peeked his face out through the gap and nervously moved his lips.

“Lady Charl… you can come in.”

“Did you hear me?”

“Yes.”

Sasha really was studying again… To think he actually heard me muttering, “Is Sasha studying again?”

He’s got sharp ears. He really did take after his uncle… the makings of a fine knight were already starting to show. He used to be such a tiny little baby…

Feeling a sudden rush of emotion, I followed Sasha’s lead and sat down.

The soft sofa gave a slight wobble as Sasha lightly hopped up and settled beside me.

“Lady Charl?”

When I turned to the side, the child tilted his head.

I shook my head, as if to say, “It’s nothing,” and quietly fidgeted with his soft hands.

The child, who had been silently offering his hand, gently asked, “Is something the matter? You look like you’re worried.”

“It’s n—”

“It’s nothing.” I swallowed the words I had been about to say.

A child, in general, should grow up cheerful and free of worry. Unfortunately, Sasha was not a child who could remain so carefree.

Eyes glistening with genuine concern, even if they belonged to a child, were not something that should be turned away from.

Squish, squish. So soft and squishy.

“Well, the truth is… actually…”

“Yes?!”

Just from that brief introduction, the child was already nodding earnestly.

Watching him, I felt reassured that this choice hadn’t been the wrong one—at least when it came to Sasha.

“I have to meet someone I’m not really close with, but that person always just stays at home. So I’m worried about how I’m even going to meet them.”

“Hmm.”

Sasha fell into serious thought.

Maybe because he was pressing his lips so tightly, his cheeks looked even rounder.

“Then… how about giving them a gift?”

“A gift?”

“Yes. A gift. If it’s something they like, wouldn’t they come out to meet you?”

“That they would come out to meet me…”

I seriously thought it over too. And then I smiled soon after.

“Was I helpful?”

“Yes, you really were.”

With both his cheeks squished in my palms, the child smiled shyly.

Then, all of a sudden, his eyes opened wide.

“L-Lady Charl!”

Ah, another nosebleed.

He really was a sight too dangerously fatal for my heart. Even so, I was fine with it. If this were the price for seeing the face of an angel, I would humbly accept it.

Still holding the startled, flailing child in my arms, I stood up.

“A handkerchief is on top of the desk!”

“Is it for wiping your eyes when things get hard and you tear up a bit?”

“I-it’s not!”

I let out a chuckle and held the handkerchief under my nose.

“I must’ve been a bit tired since I overdid it today. I went out, after all.”

I rested my chin on the crown of Sasha’s head.

If studying was something he enjoyed, there was no reason to stop him. But if he was only enduring it for the sake of some goal, then he was still too young. He shouldn’t have to carry that kind of burden just yet.

“So don’t push yourself too hard either, Sasha. Getting into the academy is great and all, but… you promised me the first time, remember? That you would live well, be happy, and eat a lot of delicious food too.”

“I’m not having a hard time…”

Sasha clutched my clothes tightly.

“…because everyone else has done it too.”

“And everyone else was at least twice your age, Sasha. Even Lucas hasn’t gotten into the academy yet.”

Lucas… I’m sorry. I silently promised to let him crush me in our next card game as well.

I didn’t know why, but Sasha, who seemed to think Lucas was the best among his peers, hesitated for a moment before lifting his head, just long enough for me to look straight into his sky-blue eyes.

“Lucas is living like a child right now too.”

In other words, he’s just spending his time playing.

Duchess Baier was said to have suspended all of Lucas’ lessons except for etiquette. So it wasn’t as if Lucas was visiting Elluiden manor without a reason.

“So you can play more too, Sasha.”

I placed a light kiss on the child’s round forehead.

The child, born with more than anyone else, had already lost so much. And among those things were many that could never be regained.

I could feel him nodding.

Worried that I might’ve scared him too much, I hesitated for a moment before adding, “And if you study too much, won’t you become too much like Livan?”

Sasha nodded again.

[image: ]

The next day, in the afternoon.

Livan stormed through the manor in search of Charlize.

His face was truly, indescribably strange. He looked pale, as if he might clutch the back of his neck at any moment, yet the corners of his mouth were quivering, like he might burst out laughing at the same time.

If the lady had seen him, it would’ve been the kind of sight to make her mutter, “As expected, more proof that the disguise isn’t complete…”

In any case, Livan eventually found Charlize.

“…What are you doing?”

“Can’t you tell by looking? I’m feeling the winter.”

Given the circumstances, it was no wonder it had taken so long to find her.

Livan cast a baffled glance at Charlize, who was lying there with the garden as her bed and the sky as her blanket, then turned away, muttering, “Anyway…”

“…”

“That was your doing, wasn’t it, my lady?”

Charlize opened her eyes indifferently.

“I’m talking about the Pope’s prayer room being destroyed!”

On a clear, sunny morning, an unexpected commotion devastated the quiet of the temple.

As if there had been an explosion, the multicolored stained glass was brutally shattered and scattered across the floor.

A high-ranking priest, who had rushed inside in alarm, conveyed the fortunate report that no one had been harmed.

“Did you do that to try to confirm whether the Pope really is unconscious?”

“Something like that.”

“If you’re not careful, someone could steer the situation into revealing the contents of the prophecy and claiming it’s the will of God to bring Prince Sasha into the temple.”

“You know that too, Livan. If it comes to that, the temple stands to lose too much.”

“They might be willing to accept short-term losses in order to achieve their goal.”

“This time, that won’t be possible.”

Livan, who had been about to say more, closed his mouth.

Even if the lady’s prediction turned out to be wrong, it would still be fine, because Calix was there, and he would never just sit back and let the child be dragged to the temple.

Instead, Livan cast a sidelong glance at her.

With her eyes still closed, Charlize raised her eyebrows.

“What? Why are you suddenly acting cute and looking at me like that? Look, it gave me goosebumps.”

“Exactly. Goosebumps… When did I ever act cute for you to say something like that?! I was simply curious whether you had a pleasant time with Marquess Vanachell, that’s all!”
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“My lady asked me to tell you that she was full of energy because she has an appointment with Marquess Vanachell…”
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Livan grinned to himself.

A moment where Calix was lost for words was such a rare sight that he carefully tucked it away in the drawer of his memory. But after Leah rushed out, what followed wasn’t something he wanted to remember.
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“Ahem, ahem. My lord, are you all right?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

[image: ]

Sure enough, Calix was smiling softly.

[image: ]

“Charlize merely asked her to tell me she was full of energy because she didn’t want me to worry.”
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…Sometimes, convincing yourself of something really does bring peace of mind.

Feeling a bit melancholic, he swiped under his nose.

At that moment, Charlize asked, “Livan, do you remember what the Pope looks like?”

“To be honest, my memory’s a little hazy. Well, they say he’s always deep in prayer,” Livan said, with a hint of sarcasm.

Even though the Pope rarely made an appearance—not even on the Day of Sacred Blessing—there was little opposition, because whenever he prayed to God, problems beyond human power were at least partially resolved.

“Honestly, it would have been less shocking if you had set fire to the Tuverrot colonies.”

If the goal were to draw out the Pope, those flowers, nicknamed “Wings of God,” could have had a similar effect.

She opened her eyes wide. Then, with a sharp intake of breath, she said, “Don’t say such a scary thing.”

“Is that really scarier than blowing up the Pope’s private prayer room?”

Livan scoffed and dropped heavily into a seat.

“So, are you planning to keep blowing things up from now on? If you keep this up, someone’s bound to catch on eventually. No… actually, how did you even do it in the first place?”

Charlize smiled.

“Torture by hope.”
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“Pardon?”

Livan fell into deep thought. Meanwhile, she slowly got to her feet.

“By any chance, Duke Linix… My lady!”

As he caught Charlize, who was staggering badly, Livan frowned.

“Have you been drinking? In the middle of the day?”

“It’s because I overdid my physical training.”

With a look like he was staring at a hopelessly disobedient younger sibling, Livan let out a long sigh.

“It’s not good to start out at such high intensity. Would you like me to help you walk?”

“I’m all right. I can manage. Goodbye.”

Without realizing it, Livan cast a brief but rather worried glance at Charlize, then eventually turned away. With a touch of resignation, he went off to find something to do on his own.

And naturally, the destination was the training grounds.
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I resisted the urge to throw myself onto the bed and sat down on the sofa instead.

Somehow, my posture wasn’t much different from actually lying in bed. It was just wishful thinking to pretend otherwise.

After staring at the ceiling for quite a while, I checked the letters lying on the table.

“I started receiving more and more invitations at some point…”

Of course, most of the hosts among those would probably be horrified if I actually said I was going.

While absentmindedly going through the envelopes, my hand came to a halt.

“This one’s from the temple.”

The contents, after I roughly tore it open by hand, boiled down to this once all the unnecessary wording was stripped away.
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Do not come.
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“It’s not like I want to go either.”

Still grumbling, I moved on to the next envelope and then flinched.

It’s a letter from Lavette.

“I have to go see Erich anyway. He has been working hard these days.”

In all the high society chatter he had been eagerly gathering, there wasn’t a single mention of Duke Linix’ disappearance. That bastard brought this onto himself.

Empress Katarina is still unconscious. If word got out that even the head of the family had gone missing amidst all this, the jackals would no doubt go wild trying to make that fool, Jurgen, the new duke. That bastard brought this onto himself too.

Since he was publicly known as a gambling addict, it ended up being as if he had handed them a pretext to push for the transfer of the position of head of the family.

As the butler of House Linix, there was no suitable alternative but to keep it hidden for now and conduct a covert search. Since Duke Linix was reclusive from the very beginning, even if his whereabouts are unknown, there’s no real reason for the nobles to find it particularly strange.

When a nobleman frequented clubs too often, it was only natural for gossip to arise about his suitability as a husband, but his reputation was already a lost cause, so there was no reason to feel guilty about it. That, at least, was a relief.

“But why is no one trying to go after Erich?”

It would’ve been even better if he’d suffered a little while he was at it. I still haven’t forgotten what Sasha went through during the awarding ceremony at the hunting festival.

“A little foolish… or does he just look too naive?”

Even the not-at-all-funny self-questioning stopped there.

In the end, unable to stall any longer, I respectfully opened the letter with trembling hands. Then I straightened my back firmly.

“M-Marquess Ronatus…?”

And so, that was the story of how I ended up going to Ronatus manor.
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In the capital, at Ronatus manor.

Erich’s bedroom, once that of a prominent heir but now merely the heiress’ older brother, was rather noisy.

“That’s enough. There’s no need to mess with it any further.”

“Pardon? But there are still three strands of hair covering your forehead…”

“Don’t you get the twist? Since I’ve always just perfectly brushed my bangs back, this slightly unkempt look comes off as more attractive. Anyway, get out!”

‘If someone saw this, they’d think he was going out on a date.’

‘Even though he’s just going to a social club swarming with nothing but men.’

After exchanging glances, the maids of House Ronatus left the room anyway.

They didn’t care in the slightest about Erich’s sudden change of heart, even though he was always fussily telling them to do this and that. What mattered was that the morning tasks had been cut down, and that was satisfying.

Left alone in the bedroom, Erich kept glancing at the clock from the corner of his eye and hurriedly grabbed his coat.

“Phew… I’m telling you, it’s tough being someone of such high status.”

Even in a hurry, he pitied his own situation, unable to give up maintaining the perfect appearance expected of a marquess’ son.

The moment he passed through the hallway at a brisk pace and finally opened the front door, the first thing that came into view was a carriage.

Her long silver hair shimmered as it caught the sunlight. It was so bright that…

“Were you watching through the window the whole time and came running out? Thanks for the warm welcome.”

…he wished he had just gone far away. Then he wouldn’t have to go through something like this!

“T-to think you arrived early, truly, your sense of preparation is as thorough as ever.”

“I think so too.”

“Well then, I should go do what I need to do…”

“What do you mean by that? Where do you think you’re going, leaving someone who came to visit behind?”

“F-father.”

“Even if Lavette is here, you mustn’t do that.”

Erich, replying in a timid, shrinking voice with a drawn-out “Y-yes…” quietly hid himself behind his father, who had just sternly scolded him.

“Although I should have come to see you myself, I’m sorry for inviting you like this again, my lady.”

“Not at all.”

Erich, who had been feeling conflicted, was startled a moment too late.

Why is the archduke… Huh?

With a faint smile, as if he found him interesting… Archduke Elluiden’s blue eyes were fixed on Erich.
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I shot a quick glare at Erich, who had been caught trying to escape, and then took a hesitant step forward.

Even though it was likely his first visit to Ronatus manor, Calix, who spoke naturally with the marquess, wore a soft, unreadable expression.

From that calm face, no one would be able to guess what had happened earlier that morning.

Was it just a simple worry?

This morning, I went to Calix’ office as I always did, naturally assuming I would be let in… but I was turned away.
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“The thought that once a day might have been too much for you, my lady, came to me too late. How about once a month instead?”
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When I panicked and tried to object, Calix suddenly became curious about something he had never asked before.
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“Seeing the future, since when has that been possible?”
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I subtly glanced up at his beautiful profile, as if it had been painted with a fine brush.

It was only for a moment, but Calix reacted immediately. I shook my head and turned my attention back to the meal, as if to say it was nothing.

I had been feeling strangely empty inside, but I guess I was just hungry.

After eating heartily and finishing even dessert, we were drinking tea when Marquess Ronatus called the butler over and whispered something to him. Judging by the fact that he sent Erich and Lavette away, it seemed like it was something fairly important.

While I was sitting there blankly, just waiting, Calix started playing with my hand under the table. For a brief moment, I indulgently let him fiddle with it.

Then, an unexpectedly luxurious box was placed on the table.

“I’m sorry for asking you to visit on such short notice. However, I felt I shouldn’t delay things any longer.”

I began to feel nervous, wondering what it was he was hesitating to say.

“The rumors have spread far and wide, so you’ve likely already heard, my lady. We were teleported from the dragon’s nest to a mansion in the resort city of Angel. But before that, I acquired something. It might look like theft, depending on how you see it… but even that, I believe, was the will of the dragon.”

Marquess Ronatus opened the box and revealed what was inside.

“I promised to give you the reward I would receive from this expedition, my lady. Since it was discovered in the dragon’s nest, I did consider whether it ought to have been offered to His Majesty, but I’ll keep that deliberation to myself. I can’t help but feel this too was the will of the dragon.”

And then, there was silence.

I couldn’t say a single word… because my head had begun to ache like it was going to split open.

That was to say, everything went black.
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Around the same time.

The immaculately white exterior of the building seemed to serve as a reminder of the mindset one ought to have in such a place.

The man leaning back in a hard wooden chair was young. Beneath his dazzling platinum hair, his eyes opened slowly, their magenta hue shifting with a gentle motion.

“What is the situation?”

“There was another disturbance in one of the prayer rooms today.”

“It must be my prayer room.”

The silence was as good as confirmation.

Letting out a quiet sigh, Laud shook his head.

“The connecting link is probably Duke Linix… and the mastermind?”

“It is highly likely to be the person who has the duke with them.”

“And as for who that person is, it’s still just speculation.”

In the end, his twisted nature couldn’t be suppressed, and it surfaced in his expression.

It was probably Charlize Lienta or Calix Elluiden. Either way, the destination was the underground prison beneath Elluiden manor.

What mattered now was understanding the purpose behind the provocation.

“What about the divine beast?”

The divine beast had made a move.

Foolish as he was, even if it was his own nest, he still teleported a great number of people to a specific location. It didn’t make sense from a rational standpoint.

That it was even possible, the reason behind that action… none of it. And Laud could not afford to ignore such variables.

“The power of the divine beast is still being detected at the lake,” the loyal knight, disguised as a priest, answered.

“Use people or animals to conduct periodic checks. We need to confirm whether the divine beast, perhaps having already made a contract with the child, might intervene again.”

He was a direct member of the imperial family and was even born with divine power, so it was no wonder the divine beast was desperate to linger near the imperial prince. However…

The imperial prince’s awakening is far too slow. If things had gone according to plan, he would have already fully awakened. But even now, he was still lacking.

His eyes, sunk in cruel deliberation, eventually flashed with a chilling light.

“Since they want me to reveal myself this desperately, I suppose I must oblige.”

The knight bowed his head respectfully, then slipped out discreetly.
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And after some time had passed…

The priest, who had come to the quarters to tidy up, flung the door open in a rush and ran down the hallway.

Although the quarters were located in the deepest part of the temple, the people he needed to inform were staying nearby, so the sprint was short.

Not far off, a dignified-looking priest furrowed his brow.

“What kind of behavior is this in a sanctuary that ought to be kept solemn?”

“G-Grand Priest!”

Tears welled in the priest’s eyes as he panted frantically. Only then did the Grand Priest’s expression change entirely.

Finally…

“His Holiness the Pope has regained consciousness!”
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Calix thought that, for some reason, Charlize seemed uneasy with Marquess Ronatus.
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“Today, I am scheduled to visit Ronatus manor.”
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Her vacant eyes that looked indifferent, and her gaze that kept wandering through empty space… Wondering if something might have happened, he accompanied her to Ronatus manor, even though he knew it was rude.

Yet that thoroughly obstinate marquess remained consistently cautious around Charlize, carefully choosing even his words. If his nature had been just a little softer, he might have even opted to speak in honorifics.

He might be reacting differently from when Charlize visited alone.

If even half of the rumors about her bad reputation were true, that would’ve been a relief. Unfortunately, Charlize wasn’t the kind of person to sarcastically ask, “Why are you acting differently than last time?” So Calix frequently observed Erich’s expression instead.

Compared to his sister, he was noticeably clumsy at controlling his facial expressions, and Calix believed he might be able to get something out of him because of it.

However, Erich just kept shifting his eyes around while repeatedly sneaking glances at Charlize.

Calix somehow found himself feeling strange as he quietly watched the scene unfold.

Perhaps sensing his gaze, Erich reflexively looked at him, was startled, and nearly buried his face in the plate.

Even after everyone had withdrawn at Marquess Ronatus’ dismissal and Erich’s face was no longer in sight, Calix was still chewing over the emotion he had felt in that moment.

Just as he was scoffing at himself, a heavy box wrapped in luxurious velvet was placed on the table.

“…”

As if he had never faltered, Calix lightly pressed the tip of Charlize’s finger… then paused again. Even he realized that her hand had tensed.

“The rumors have spread far and wide, so you’ve likely already heard, my lady…”

The marquess opened the box, and its contents were fully laid out before their eyes.

“…I can’t help but feel this too was the will of the dragon.”

His judgment did not pass through proper reasoning. There was no need for logic, no room for justification. Not even the reason behind his action could be clearly identified.

All that remained was the unshakable thought, echoing in his mind like an alarm at full volume: “This is how it must be.”

Calix placed his hand over Charlize’s eyes so she wouldn’t see it.
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― By the way, could a human body really have assimilated all of it?

“My memories aren’t whole.”

― So the divine powers that remained protected you like that. Such good little ones, still thinking of their master…
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A short while ago, the boy who not only clicked his tongue as if to be heard, but also kept sneaking glances sideways, went “Tsk!” and plopped into the empty air.

Calix watched the scene in silence.
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― What? Are you envious of my powers? Do you miss it?

“The thought occurred to me that, if it had been before, you wouldn’t have been able to stay this carefree.”

― T-t-that…! What a perfect example of birds of a feather!

“Does that mean Charlize and I suit each other well?”

― Yes! Exactly! That’s right!

“I’ll go ahead and say thank you then.”
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At that moment, he smiled a little.
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“So let me tell you one thing too. What you said about her… you will definitely regret it someday, so you’d better resolve it early. Humans barely even live a hundred years, you know.”

― Not a single thing I said was wrong.
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No, “this” wasn’t “the will of the dragon.”

“Quickly, call the doctor! Hurry!” Marquess Ronatus suddenly stood and shouted, turning his head toward the door.

While holding Charlize, who was on the verge of collapsing, tightly in his arms, Calix stared intently at the holy relic—a broken mirror he had no memory of.
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I opened my eyes.

“M-my lady… I’m sorry for disturbing your deep sleep, but there’s not much time left until the appointed time.”

The maid, who spoke in what seemed like a calm voice, had hands that were trembling violently.

It looks like she’s been working hard since early this morning.

In any case, hearing that there was an appointment, I asked, “Appointed time?”

“Yes… since it’s an appointment with a priest, I thought it probably wouldn’t be good for you to be late…”

“So, it’s an appointment with a priest.”

It was strange. I had been completely rejected, so I never made any such appointment.

What was even stranger, though, was that this was my room in Lienta manor.

“My lady, shall we begin by washing your face…”

“Sorry to interrupt, but could you hand me the mirror?”

“P-pardon? Ah, yes!”

Finally, the maid handed over the mirror, her emotions fully exposed.

The woman reflected in the round mirror was unmistakably Charlize Lienta. Her cool, composed face, which looked as if it had never once softened, had now turned almost icy, perhaps from the weight she had lost.

This… Could it be…?

The moment I thought that, I hurried to get ready.

And just like that, I arrived at the meeting place.

“My lady, your hand… My lady?”

Evans wasn’t there, so I raced past a knight of Lienta whose name I didn’t even know.

The meeting place was a reception room deep within the temple, but my objective was somewhere even deeper than that.

I didn’t know exactly what point in the original novel this was. Maybe it was when I was on my way to make the deal involving Sasha, or maybe it was sometime after.

At that moment, information surfaced in my mind.

I couldn’t bring myself to kill Sasha, so I proposed a deal to Calix.

If there was a furious Pope at the end of this path, that would actually be welcome.

My feet, which had been running, gradually slowed, and by now had settled into a relaxed walk. The priest, who had been panting and chasing after me, went ahead.

“Since we’re not pressed for time, it’s fine if you walk.”

I had been thinking about something else the whole time. Specifically, how I might be able to meet the Pope.

“If you could wait just a moment, the High Priest will be here shortly.”

“…”

Even “that” Charlize had gone so far as to run, and now the person she was supposed to meet was late. As if afraid she might explode in anger, the priest quickly left.

…99, 100.

Right around the time the priest had moved a suitable distance away, I got up from my seat, and at that moment, the door opened.

“Oh my. Are you giving me a warm welcome?”

A man who wasn’t Rodante smiled.

As I looked at him in silence, he let out a quiet “Hmm” and made a troubled face.

“Am I late?”

“No, you’re not.”

Rodante, that diligent boy, even if he had turned to the dark side, wouldn’t send a stand-in just because he couldn’t be bothered.

To begin with, this man didn’t even seem like a low-ranking priest.

Did he not even think Charlize was worth putting on an act for? Or was Rodante simply trying to avoid public scrutiny, with no intention of hiding it from her?

“But…”

The man’s magenta eyes narrowed at that moment.

“I did request a meeting. I just didn’t expect you would actually come.”

For the moment, I just stayed silent.

“Isn’t that so? I burned down the ‘Wings of God,’ and yet you clearly have no intention of keeping all your promises, do you, my lady?”

“How could you possibly know whether I have no intention of keeping it?”

“At the news that the imperial prince had taken poison, you rushed over in a panic and saved him, didn’t you?”

“When it comes to the poison, Archduke Elluiden probably handled it better than I would have.”

The man laughed as if he found it ridiculous. That was how I knew.

…Was it the poison made from Tuverrot?

Sure enough, the man spoke.

“Did you actually go so far as to keep Tuverrot flowers in your possession? I suppose it would be possible, given the wealth of House Lienta.”

He wasn’t talking about “cultivating” them, but “keeping” them. However, flowers grown outside the temple had no effect.

“But to my memory, aside from the ones you picked while you were enrolled at the academy, there were no others…”

At that point, I stood up, holding back tears.

Given this temper, if I rambled needlessly and answered in too much detail, I might end up raising suspicion and be fed false information instead.

Rather than getting confused about what was true and what was false, it was better to know only the accurate truth.

“How unpleasant. If you want to interrogate me, you might as well just report me.”

“Interrogate you? Not at all.”

The man raised both hands.

“After all, it’s not like you’re the only one who knows how to neutralize it. You woke up too, didn’t you?”

As if in regret, the man lowered his gaze… and for a moment, I hesitated.

“Was it the temple that told my father how to neutralize it?”

“It seems communication between father and daughter is rather limited.”

I clenched my trembling hand to conceal just how much it was shaking.

I closed the distance between us in a single stride and asked, “What did you take from my father in return?”

“You’re asking about the price, but surely you don’t intend to pay it as well, do you?” the man asked, smiling faintly. “I already know the Tuverrot flowers weren’t in your possession. It must have been the same with House Elluiden. However…”

He grabbed my wrist. Though he let go quickly, as if it had been unintentional, the intensity of that brief moment was an unmistakable sincerity he couldn’t hide.

“…just how did you manage to neutralize it?”

“Why are you even curious about that? It’s not like you’re the type to be afraid the antidote might end up in public circulation.”

“The temple is not some merchant. Still, even as a noble, you would do well to answer. You just burned the only antidote to a deadly poison, didn’t you? Even if your reputation is already at rock bottom, don’t you think this is a different matter? There should at least be an alternative, shouldn’t there?”

The memory of having truly hit rock bottom was something Sasha and I shared. And another thing we shared was that, because of it, we were quick to pick up on situations like this.

I let out a short laugh.

“You want to know how I neutralized it? I cried. Loud, messy sobs. The really ugly kind. So God must’ve taken pity on me and decided to answer my prayers.”

The man fixed his gaze on me, as if trying to decide whether I was telling the truth.

Then, the moment a strange smile appeared on his lips, I was flung out of the space as if I had bounced off it.
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And then I opened my eyes again… to a night lit only by the moonlight.

As I lifted my upper body, intending to turn on the light in the room and check my surroundings, something fell with a soft thud.

It was a neatly folded white towel.
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That was how I realized I was in Elluiden manor.

I see, I see.

I pressed firmly against my forehead with my index finger, and the memory, unearthed through direct means, eventually became clear. When I saw the item Marquess Ronatus had presented, I fainted on the spot.

Looking at the bigger picture, it followed a familiar pattern.

It must’ve been a holy relic. Well, considering it was found in the dragon’s nest, it would be even stranger if it weren’t. This time, I didn’t faint from seeing Calix, I lost consciousness immediately instead. And in the dream, I was able to move according to my own will, which was different from usual.

When I opened my eyes there, I accepted it without question as just the dream version of the original novel. However, even after waking up and looking back on it, it didn’t feel like just a meaningless dream.

Calling it meaningless didn’t quite fit, especially since I woke up at the exact moment that bastard tried to kill me. The timing was too perfect. And smiling right before trying to kill someone… He was absolutely the kind of scum I shouldn’t even associate with.

Anyway, my objective didn’t change.

This place was probably Calix’ bedroom, based on past experience, but maybe because it was so dark, it gave me the strange feeling that even though it was real, it didn’t feel real at all.

If so, it would be a problem. In the dream, I was at the point where I was casually speaking to Calix without honorifics. If I wasn’t careful, I might slip up and speak that way out of habit and completely lose my manners!

…And to make matters worse, I already did exactly that not long ago.

Still, there was something I needed to take care of first.

I searched the nightstand thoroughly, but he hadn’t left any notes behind. Well, that’s embarrassing.

Actually, the reason I wanted to turn on the light brightly to signal to my brain that this was reality was because I assumed Calix would be beside me. Now I feel even more embarrassed.

Just as I awkwardly lowered my feet from the bed, the door to the terrace opened, and someone stepped inside with the moon at his back.

Because of the backlight, however, I couldn’t quite make out his expression.

“You’re awake, Charlize? It’s been two days.”

His voice was somewhat low, like he had just finished saying something very long.

“You’ve only ever woken up when I wasn’t by your side, so I wondered if maybe that would happen again this time.”

Calix let out a brief chuckle.

“Get some more rest. You weren’t exactly asleep for those two days, so you must be really tired.”

This is Calix’ bedroom, so I’m the one who should leave. He looks really tired too…

At his mild way of dismissing me, I somehow felt a little awkward and a little disappointed, so I slowly got to my feet.

“Where are you going?”

Eventually, Calix blinked quickly.

“Ah.”

He seemed flustered and even moistened his dry lips.

…The fact that the sight I caught in that brief moment, while staring at him intently, somehow struck me as perverse… It must mean there’s something wrong with my head.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tell you to leave.”

Calix must’ve been working nonstop without even sleeping for the past two days.

Once this is all over, I should come up with a short-term goal: to teach him the joy of taking a break.

“It’s all right. I need to check Lavette’s letter anyway.”

“Is it because of that incident in Angel?”

“Yes,” I answered offhandedly, but right after, I was struck by a strange feeling.

Angel. Letter. Even though I remembered it, it felt unfamiliar, since I hadn’t thought about it much. I once received a chain letter that supposedly originated in “the resort city of Angel.”

It even had an unknown sender. At first, I thought they’d acted so meticulously because they were afraid I’d catch them, either for sending the chain letter or for giving me something like that, but that was only at the beginning.

I mean… it is kind of suspicious.

“If it’s about that matter, I know about it too.”

Before I even registered his voice, I felt the warmth of his hand closing around mine.

Calix, who had been quietly gazing at it, blinked slowly. It was only then that I realized the true nature of the strange sense of discomfort I’d been feeling all along.

He looked… strangely impatient.

The words that followed, spoken in that oddly subdued voice, came somewhat belatedly.

“I was told there are still some people who haven’t regained consciousness. It was indeed the poison made from Tuverrot, but it seems to have been modified.”
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“Did you actually go so far as to keep Tuverrot flowers in your possession? I suppose it would be possible, given the wealth of House Lienta.”

[image: ]

Marquess Ronatus regained consciousness through the Tuverrot that bloomed in the garden of his manor… If that was the case, then the time that man with the magenta eyes spoke of must have been after it was modified to only work with something from inside the temple.

After a brief hesitation, I opened my mouth.

“I had a dream and… I think it was probably thanks to the holy relic.”

In order to add credibility, I casually added that, then went on to explain what I had witnessed.

Without saying a word, Calix listened attentively to everything I said.

“So this thought occurred to me. The reason they keep modifying it might be to create more varied effects, but perhaps it’s actually to make sure only the temple can provide the antidote.”

That man watched my eyes, as if trying to determine whether I was telling the truth. And because of that, I was able to observe him in return.

As a result, at the very end, I witnessed a fleeting moment of exhilaration pass through him.

“A difference in the soil between the inside and outside of the temple…”

Calix, who blinked as if in thought for a moment, tilted his head.

“It’s hard to artificially modify the varieties of Tuverrot because of its nickname. If that’s the case, then maybe the key lies in the temple itself.”

“It could be divine power.”

It might be possible to neutralize it using not only external divine power, but also internal divine power.

“Then, through the modified poison, it might also be possible to find someone who possesses divine power.”

Determining whether someone possessed divine power was easy in itself. The issue was that it could only be confirmed using the temple’s holy relics. Therefore, while this method took some effort, it would allow them to secure someone with divine power without attracting the attention of the temple.

At that moment, Calix let out a quiet “Ah,” as if something had suddenly come to mind.

“Now that I think about it, the Pope has regained consciousness.”

His voice was indifferent, as though he were simply stating that the flowers had bloomed because spring had arrived.

When I asked about the Pope’s facial features, he answered without delay.

“He has platinum hair. Popes have had that hair color for generations.”

Because the divine beast was a silver dragon, I also came to learn that when someone possessed similar divine power, people with that kind of hair color were designated as Popes.

“His eye color is magenta, close to purple, though it may have gotten darker.”

For a moment, I could only blink.

“The priest I saw in my dream… was the Pope.”

He seemed to have a really bad personality.

I, too, used to have a twisted personality. So it wasn’t just that I assumed he had a bad personality, I actually had another reason for thinking so.

He knew a lot about the poison made from Tuverrot. By comparison, I only just figured it out after wringing what little I could from my sluggish brain.

Calix remained silent, and with that silence came a strange sense of unease I couldn’t quite place. When I looked at him, he smiled as if nothing was wrong, as if everything were fine.

Maybe that was why… In the end, I reached out and covered the elegant lines of his face with my hands.

“Look at me. There’s something going on, isn’t there?”

After a while, his eyelids lifted, and his eyes were revealed.

For a moment, his blue eyes appeared completely emotionless. However, although the feeling had faded after being suppressed for so long, I could still sense a faint trace of it, lingering like something long buried beneath countless layers.

It wasn’t difficult to recognize.

After all, it was an emotion I carried too.
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The moment Charlize collapsed, Calix brought her home right away.

At this point, he no longer called for Gehrig.

“Come out. There’s something I want to ask you.”

Though the words were spoken into empty air, a response came not long after.

― …I can’t stay for long.

“Judging from the fact that you can hear me, I’m guessing you’ve made a contract with Charlize.”

― Yes, that’s right.

The divine beast, having taken the form of a lizard again, twitched his nose.

― But isn’t what you really want to ask something else? I can answer to some extent.

“Charlize is hiding it.”

Calix looked down at Charlize’s hand. But in the end, he didn’t dare to touch it.

“Because that’s what she wants, I have to stay unaware.”

The man who tolerated no variables, who had obtained, analyzed, and memorized all the information on the noble families, muttered the words as if repeating them to himself.

― …You’ve probably already guessed, but that relic… it wasn’t me who gave it.

“Yes. I know,” Calix replied, his face expressionless. “That relic… I don’t remember it. Could it be that—”

― That’s enough.

The divine beast urgently cut him off mid-sentence.

As more of his blue eyes were revealed from beneath his eyelids, once emotionless, feelings began to etch themselves in, one by one.

He whispered every piece of information he could share to the sleeping Charlize.

One day passed, then another, yet Charlize’s eyes remained tightly shut.

The sight of her in that moment stirred a memory, drawing him back to a distant memory of the past.
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“You will regret it. I’m telling you… you’ll regret it! You’re giving up immortality over a woman?”
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It’s not losing immortality that I regret. It was that I might’ve never seen her again.

Everything that was born was destined to fade. Sometimes, it was precisely because something was not eternal that it could become everlasting. Because its time was limited, because it could not be postponed… that was why.

Etching the memory of where the white flower field once lay into the back of his eyelids, Calix turned away.

And then, he met a pair of green eyes.

He had only been gone for no more than a moment, but it felt as though Charlize’s very essence rejected his presence beside her. He understood that much.

“I saw the end more clearly than the beginning. That’s why I hesitated. I mean, starting a relationship with an end already in sight.”

Her ever-unchanging green eyes stared at him, like a signpost he had stumbled upon by chance.

When did such coincidences stop being mere coincidences? Perhaps it was the moment he found himself waiting to see what came next that led him to continue forward, holding on to the hope that he might meet her again.

Over time, that hope quietly settled into the purpose of his unending life… and maybe that was why he hated it so much whenever her eyes were hidden from his view.

“To be honest, I’m still afraid.”

“…”

“But if I keep dwelling on that fear from a long time ago even today, I can’t help being afraid every day until we part.”

“…”

“I…”

The words he was about to say fizzled out on the tip of his tongue. They had become something he could no longer speak, and as a result, couldn’t be heard.

And in that, he felt relieved.

Because the weight Charlize didn’t need to know about wouldn’t slip out, not even unconsciously.

“…I’m afraid I might lose you too.”

“…”

His hope was such that he held onto a baseless belief… that maybe, if he lived like an ordinary person, he might gain a lifespan like that of an ordinary person.

“Everyone dies. But…” Charlize trailed off. “I can promise this: I will struggle to the very end, even in the face of death.”

It was a vow he wanted to believe in, even without any visible sign of it.

At last, Calix smiled.

“Even if you don’t do that, it’s okay.”

The warmth in his hand slipped away. He tried to catch it, but he was too late, and in the end, it left him completely. What had gone wrong? Next time, he could avoid making the same mistake.

As he frantically dug through his memories, a familiar warmth returned to him.

Her arms, wrapping gently around his neck, were soft. They drew closer, closing the space between them. It was an unfamiliar sensation. The feeling of sharing breath couldn’t be expressed in defined words, but at the same time, it could still be understood.

That Charlize was truly alive in this moment.

That she was here, right beside him.

The eyes that couldn’t be seen from any closer than this were finally hidden beneath her lowered eyelids.

A movement that had once been engraved in his mind with only a single meaning was now layered with another. It resembled a kind of signal flare, a quiet cry that only he could understand.

But strangely, he began to forget many things, as if they had been pushed aside. All that remained was the overwhelming desire to be even more deeply connected with her.

And at some point, without even realizing it, Calix found himself holding Charlize desperately, as if trying to shield her from a world that never stopped trying to take her away.
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Maybe it was only natural that things between us weren’t always just warm and affectionate.

Since we kept missing each other and only barely managed to connect, the fact that I was worried we might drift apart again, and that I was scared because of it, might simply mean I cared that much.

Still, I should ask Rosetta at least once. It’s clear Livan won’t know.

In any case, I suddenly opened my eyes wide.

Good. I got up first.

Making use of the skills from my previous life, I… well, calling it “moving smoothly” might be a stretch, since there were a few steps I had to go through, but in any case, I made it to the door. And then—

Bang, bang, bang!

As I rushed outside, I was met with the sight of Jay, his face completely drained of color.

Damn it!

“My lady…? Ah, I’m sorry. It seems I got the wrong room.”

With tears in my eyes, I ran toward Jay, who was turning to leave after politely apologizing.

Oh God, this is killing me.

“This is His Highness’ bedroom.”

Jay, to say the least, looked completely out of it.

I sent him a questioning look, silently asking if something was wrong. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, his face flustered, then turned to stare blankly at the door.

After a long pause, he finally managed to speak.

“It is a matter concerning Her Majesty the Imperial Consort.”
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To be continued…
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