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The sound of the steps on the stone staircase was somewhat irregular.

Later than expected, I see.

Duke Linix, having become relaxed, leaned his back against the dry-stone wall.

Eventually, the one who appeared wasn’t the person he had in mind, although it wasn’t a completely random face either.

“For what reason did you come all the way here this time?”

He was already in a state of having secured one of Charlize’s leashes.

As a noble, she must have been overconfident that she could keep the prayer room explosion a secret. Since even the only person involved ended up cooperating, she believed there was no way the truth would come to light.

She tried to use her head in her own way, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

There is something the lady doesn’t know.

The dark mages were under a restriction that prevented them from speaking about Gregory Linix.

The main culprit behind the temple prayer room explosions. This rather grandiose title would remain with the lady as an indelible mark, even if Duke Lienta invoked his imperial pardon and managed to spare her life.

Therefore, Gregory Linix did not even slightly think that he would not be able to leave here alive.

At that moment, he suddenly felt a sense of dissonance.

Even though he had been thinking to himself for quite a while, the lady had not given any response at all.

What’s this…?

She came all the way up to just in front of the bars, plopped down on the spot, and simply gazed at him blankly.

It felt extremely humiliating, as though he were some spectacle on display.

Duke Linix twisted his thin lips.

“What is this supposed to be about now?”

Charlize still didn’t answer.

Strangely enough, a feeling of foreboding came over him.

“I asked what you were trying to do!”

A resounding roar of anger echoed through the enclosed space.

The duke belatedly bit down on his tongue. It was true that he had overreacted, even though nothing good would come from appearing to be on the defensive.

But the moment he saw that faint smirk on her face, his sense of strategic failure faded, and an equal measure of anger filled its place.

Charlize spoke slowly.

“Yes. Let’s see you try.”

That was the end.

The figure who rose without hesitation moved farther and farther away.

Try, she says?

And that night.

Clang—

The lock that had been securely fastening the bars broke apart on its own and fell onto the stone floor.
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It was this very morning that I found myself wondering if a young man and woman just trying out dating really needed to turn into something so grave and heavy.

But there was one thing I had overlooked.

This world was, in fact, inside a completely messed-up novel!

With people trying to kill me surrounding me, of course I was anxious and worried about everything…! Sure, being born as the daughter of a wealthy family was fortunate, but as they say, nothing comes for free.

There were threats to my neck scattered all around me.

Hng.

It was a time when I was spending a productive moment, using grief as nourishment to strengthen my will to live.

I suddenly lifted my head up like a hawk seizing its prey.

Livan flinched and his shoulders jerked. His eyelids were puffy.

I lowered my head again, pretending not to have seen him. It absolutely wasn’t because I couldn’t stand the sight of him.

However, the person I thought would sneak away actually approached.

“I have something I would like to say to you, my lady.”

I lifted my head again. Livan was startled once more.

Do I really look that worn out?

Well, I didn’t get much sleep, after all.

“Why so hostile…? No, that’s not what I meant. Should I just greet you another time?”

“Do it now.”

“Thank you.”

Livan bowed respectfully.

“Wasn’t it thanks to you, my lady, that the knights were teleported to that mansion? It was because the dragon was moved by the prayer.”

I did lure Livan in with the excuse of persuading the dragon.

[image: ]

“Dark magic is a power that opposes divine power. Vicious beings are running wild, taking advantage of the dragon’s dormancy. So I was thinking… how about writing something from the dragon’s perspective, with the nuance of: ‘Isn’t this what ought to be done?’ What do you think, Livan?”

“It seems like a good idea.”

“All right. Hmm… But it’d be hard to jump into writing it right away, wouldn’t it? As it happens, there are knights headed to the dragon’s nest, so let’s use that situation to practice.”
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Oh…

I shifted my eyes, then replied, “If that’s the case, then Livan deserves the most credit. You’re the one who wrote what the dragon should say, after all.”

“No, not at all. You are the impressive one, my lady.”

And so, time passed as we took turns flattering each other with “No, you’re the amazing one.”

“We both did well.”

“That’s right. We both did well.”

We roughly found common ground and even shook hands.

Livan, lips tightly pressed together, was shaking our clasped hands when he let out an “Ah” and began to speak.

“You haven’t heard the exact details yet, have you? Her Majesty the Imperial Consort was in the basement of that mansion, and is currently staying in a manor that, officially, has no connection to Elluiden. However, she still hasn’t regained consciousness.”

Livan’s expression darkened.

That’s right. The imperial consort was found in that mansion. Even after getting information about the hostage’s whereabouts, I still had a strange feeling. I guess this was why.

Indeed, it was something that could really shake one’s mental state.

I, too, asked with a dark expression.

“Livan seemed like he was practically bawling. And Calix, is he all right?”

“What do you mean ‘bawling’?!”

As if he had never been enraged, Livan answered meekly again.

“He returned just a moment ago. Fortunately, there’s no issue with Her Majesty the Imperial Consort’s condition itself, and perhaps because he knows a different way to neutralize the poison, he’s continuing with his schedule as usual.”

Coincidentally, Calix and I talked last night about an alternative way to neutralize the poison.

“What about Sasha?”

“As for Prince Sasha…”

Livan’s expression darkened further.

“Because he doesn’t remember her, we haven’t told him for now.”

“Then I’ll go. Livan, please stay by Calix’ side.”

“And what about you, my lady?”

It was bound to be a sad situation. And if an outsider suddenly stepped in, it would only make things harder. Someone who had shared that time with him would be better.

As I gently shook my head, Livan gave a cautious bow and disappeared again.

What was slightly odd, though, was that he went back the way he’d come.

Did he use up all his rest time just talking to me? Ah…

I dabbed at the dry corner of my eye with a bent finger.

For some reason, I felt like I’d grown closer to Livan.

“What about Charlize?”

“She declined to meet you. She probably did so because she’s worried about Your Highness.”

“Right.”

“Excuse me for a moment. I’ll step outside…”

“We really worry about each other a lot.”

Calix, who had spoken as if rolling candy around in his mouth, smiled a little upon seeing Livan’s retreating figure.

Although he could see his firm resolve to use this as an excuse to extend his break, he decided to let it slide.

Eventually, his blue eyes, once again subdued as he recalled the imperial consort, tilted downward.
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“It could be divine power.”
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It seemed it hadn’t been modified to that stage yet.

In that case, there was only one answer.
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That night.

The butler of House Linix hastily jumped down from the coachman’s seat.

“My lord.”

When he heard the news from the gatekeeper, he was so surprised, he didn’t know what to say.

The duke, with a haggard face and still wearing soiled clothes, even gave off a faint stench, but in any case, he didn’t seem to be seriously injured.

The bathwater had been prepared, just as he’d instructed the servant beforehand.

About an hour later, Duke Linix, who was in the middle of a late dinner banquet, was neatly dressed.

The way he ate wasn’t ravenous, but it seemed true that he hadn’t had a proper meal for quite some time.

“How is Katarina’s condition?”

“She is still unconscious. However, the imperial heir…”

It was a child that hadn’t even existed in her womb to begin with. The duke twisted his mouth.

“Is there any movement to select a new empress?”

“It is quiet.”

Some said the emperor didn’t take a consort because he loved the empress.

Well, in a way, it was a choice based on love. After all, it stemmed from his desire to spare his child from ever having to go through someone like Calix Elluiden.

The duke, having emptied his wine glass, asked, “And what became of the imperial consort?”

“As for what happened with the imperial consort, it hasn’t spread for now, but…”

The imperial consort was in the basement of the mansion. Since the heads of each family were included in the expedition, there must have been some who remembered her face.

Even so, since no one had spoken up, it could be that they didn’t notice her, or that they were turning a blind eye.

“The possibility of infiltrating the mansion?”

“It is difficult. The surveillance by the paladins is strict. They are guarding it, saying it is the place where the dragon’s miracle occurred.”

“Even their excuse is grand.”

Being in a familiar place, he seemed to return to his usual self again. Duke Linix, who had let out a scoffing laugh, narrowed his eyes.

While gauging his mood, the butler added, “Currently, the voices of the worshippers have grown louder. Since the prophecy, the previous incident, and the prayer room were attacked one after another not long ago, it seems they are gathering.”

Duke Linix grinned.

“We won’t even have to wait for the right moment.”
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It was a winter day when the sunlight was unusually warm.

After chatting with Livan and sneaking into the glass greenhouse to take a short nap, it had already become night.

In Elluiden manor, where everyone was diligent, the one and only lazy and indulgent person woke up feeling extremely sheepish.

Oh…

In Elluiden manor, where everyone was diligent, I made eye contact with the most diligent person.

His long eyes folded like waves.

“Did you wake up?”

Even seeing his sleepy face just after he’d woken up felt like an eye-opening experience, and I liked it, but his awake face was the best.

I’d been getting nosebleeds often lately, so I casually wiped my nose, but it was clean.

Oh…

Somehow, I wasn’t cold at all, so I figured it might be thanks to the glass greenhouse. But then, a blanket fell down with a soft thud. Still, I had two more blankets left.

I handed the one I was wearing to Calix and firmly covered myself with the fallen blanket.

Oh…

I thought my neck felt unusually warm, and it turns out I was wearing a scarf too!

“Because I remembered that you said you liked the scarf before.”

Right. I did say that.

As I searched my memory, I realized it looked exactly like back then, when I’d wrapped it tightly around myself, afraid my head might split open.

“I like everything you give me.”

“Is the lady still slee—”

I heard the sound of something falling with a soft thud. When I turned to look, Livan had his mouth wide open.

“Uh… Huh?”

“What?”

“More importantly, Charlize. It’d be good for you to drink some tea. After all, you were outside for a long time.”

“I was the one who was shocked, and you’re saying, ‘more importantly’?! No, really, ‘more importantly’?!”

Livan quickly came running.

“Since when were you two so close?”

Is this jealousy?

Well, Livan had been practically monopolizing Calix’ side for a long time, after all.

“No, that’s not it… More importantly!”

Huh?
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The next morning.

A man went to the capital guard of his own accord.

“I carried out the order to blow up the prayer room of the temple, but it became an opportunity for me to discover the sincere faith that was within me.”

—That was what he said.
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Among the gardeners of Elluiden manor, managing the central garden was colloquially called a “sweet post.”

It was thanks to the absence of the lady of the house, who was responsible for maintaining ties with key figures in high society.

Being the central garden, there were many gardeners assigned to it, but since all they had to do was keep the green leaves lush to suit the archduke’s taste, it was an easy job. That was, until the imperial prince appeared, and things became a bit more complicated.

Because of that, it was briefly avoided, but truly, only for a short time.

“It’s so pretty.”

At the sight of the child crouching and admiring, unable to even touch the flower petals, who could possibly not feel proud?

During the tight period of time when the flower beds had to be overturned, the second period in which the post was avoided was also quite brief. It was thanks to the archduke handing out massive bonuses.

And they didn’t even know that the third moment of avoidance might just now be approaching.

Several men, wearing wide-brimmed hats pulled low over their faces, exchanged trembling glances.

“I heard that Lady Lienta had a deep interest in landscaping.”

“Oh, as expected.”

“No wonder, it seemed like she was making inspection rounds often!”

“Then, is she, um, starting… t-that kind of thing…?”

As he nervously gulped down his dry saliva, the lady suddenly asked, “Wasn’t the white flower bed somewhere around here?”

“Ah. As for that flower bed, all the flowers had withered, so we cleared it.”

“They withered?”

Her green eyes slid over him as if gliding. For some reason, his upper body tensed, and the gardener straightened his back.

“Yes! That’s right. Normally, we clear them before the flowers wither, but my lord told us to leave them as they were…”

The reason he ended up trailing off ambiguously at the end was because of the lady’s expression.

Upon seeing the lady’s indifferent expression, as if she had no interest in his long reply, he chose to hurriedly cut off his additional explanation. Whether that had truly been the right choice… the lady simply took a single step forward.

“Could you guide me to there?”

“Yes!”

The awkward moment, fortunately, didn’t last long. Having arrived quickly, the gardener stepped aside, and upon hearing the words “Thank you” from the famous lady, he once again found himself flustered.

Perhaps that was why he failed to notice. The lady, who had tensed her fingers sharply at the sight of the perfectly arranged soil, now wore a somewhat sullen expression.

So he might not have seen it.

That the lady, who had raised her fingertips sharply at the sight of the overly well-tended soil, had somehow made a sullen expression.
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While digging up the ground, I thought I might try doing another one of my solitary little rituals, but the soil was just too well maintained.

It can’t be helped.

Even if they maintained the soil temperature with magic stones, the work itself must not have been easy.

My karmic debt associated with gardeners had already piled up as much as it possibly could.

I… I’ll be back.
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“We confirmed that Duke Linix made contact with a dark mage.”
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While saying so, Livan glanced at me as if intrigued.

…I understood why.

I did live recklessly, like someone who didn’t think ahead.

Even Empress Katarina had judged me that way.

Still, the thought of “I may not look it, but I graduated second in my class at the academy” quickly faded away. After all, both Livan and Calix were prodigies who had graduated top of their classes.

Calix tilted his head skeptically, as if he didn’t like my suggestion, but that was just how things were in the world.

I tell myself that if I had a choice, I wouldn’t have come into this world… but honestly, who knows?

Suddenly shocked by my own thought, I hurriedly looked back on the past—almost as if trying to escape.
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“In return, please don’t tell me to just stand by doing nothing and watch.”
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As he said that, Calix smiled softly.

At that moment, I think I might have thought that I wanted to see more of Calix Elluiden’s various expressions in the future as well.

A situation where my life, even though it’s not the top priority, becomes the top priority and remains that way…

The end of my trudging steps was in front of the door to Sasha’s room. Surprisingly, it was because Livan had given up his turn.
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“Perhaps you might even be imprisoned. Of course, Duke Lienta and His Highness will be frantically trying to get you out, but still, you’ll probably be breathing in cold air for at least an hour or two…”
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I once gave up my turn out of sympathy for Livan.

I thought it was funny that we’d made the same choice and almost mentioned it, but in the end, I decided to keep it to myself. After all, how Livan naturally looked wasn’t going to stop working anytime soon.

Anyway, it was a relief.

It was because I’d heard the next volume of the storybook was arriving today.

It’s fortunate that Sasha only reads fairy tales at night.

Today’s dessert was a strawberry-colored whipped cream cake.

Strawberries. When we went on our first picnic… Sasha’s face was the color of a peach…

I quickly came to my senses.

This feels way too much like one of those reminiscing people do right before they die! Things are already hanging by a thread! I’m clearly inside a novel. If I start acting like I’m laying down some kind of foreshadowing for no reason, something terrible could actually happen!

Around the time I aggressively finished off the cake in just two bites, and slammed back the lukewarm tea—

“Mmh.”

Sasha, with chocolate cream smeared all around his mouth, was making a tearful face.

I ended up muttering, “Like a baby…”

“I’m not a baby,” Sasha quickly objected. “It’s just that my mouth is a little small.”

“All right. Sasha is an older brother with a slightly small mouth.”

I wholeheartedly comforted the gloomy baby.

“You just have to keep practicing until your younger sibling is born.”

“Soon… in about forty-nine years…”

“You’ve been studying hard, huh? Now you’re even good at counting.”

“Yes. I’ve been studying hard.”

The child smiled bashfully.

Before I knew it, time had slipped by as I absentmindedly watched Sasha busily eating through the last half of the cake.

Encouraged by the praise, I read a storybook beside Sasha, who was diligently studying numbers, ate a meal too, and even lay down with him on the bed for the first time in a while.

Sasha’s eyes were already unfocused and blinking drowsily. I pressed my lips firmly on his round forehead.

“Have a good dream.”

“Yes… you too… Lady Charl…”

After staring for a long time at the young Sasha’s sleeping face, I pulled myself together again.

The final destination of my sharp glare was, of course, the storybook.

This child…
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The princess came to a realization: the reason she believed she could live happily ever after with the hero was because there had never been any real friction between them.
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Even if a new development was needed for writing the next volume, this was still too much.

To let children already know about such a tragedy!

I was rooting for the two protagonists…

I turned to the next page with a heavy heart.
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“If you wish to go to your lover’s side, then tell me. I’ll help you.”

No longer just a princess, the brave princess smiled.

“Don’t you think it’s strange? Why did everyone assume I would fall in love with the hero I hadn’t even known for a full month? I’d understand if I had been confined here alone, but you were with me all this time.”

The dragon, with an expressionless face, merely gazed quietly at the princess.

[image: ]

I found myself hating that bastard even more.

Duke Linix probably hasn’t found that man, right?

Then I should try putting the dark mage to use while the duke was still alive.

I, once again flared up with determination, silently closed the storybook, and went to put it back onto the bookshelf.

The small, warm body spun around once and nestled into my arms. His soft, fluffy hair tickled my cheek, but I held the child even closer.

A certain thought crossed my mind before I realized it.

I want to see you all grown up, Sasha.

That was something I couldn’t see, even in dreams… because I died before it could happen.

Still, I hope you grow up slowly.

I wanted his each and every day to be densely filled with memories, so that he could have a childhood rich with warmth.

And then, I carefully detached him from my embrace.

There was a chance I’d get another nosebleed.
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The news that the main culprit behind the disturbance at the temple had turned himself in quickly spread throughout the capital.

If it had been any other time, it would have ended as an “Oh, is that so?” kind of matter, but the reason it became such a major topic was undoubtedly the influence of the prophecy.

“So, what could the content of the prophecy be?”

“I thought it would be announced soon. How disappointing.”

“In my opinion, I think it might be related to this incident. There weren’t any casualties either, remember?”

Even the busybodies smacked their lips.

“There was almost even a big betting match for the first time in a while.”

A little while later, rumors spread that Lady Lienta had been visiting the capital guard.

But that didn’t really attract much attention.

If anything, people might have been more surprised to hear she had been living quietly all this time, but her recent rumor wasn’t really anything unexpected.
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“Sir Parker, thank you.”

“No, not at all. I’m glad that I could be of help.”

The image of Jay flustered and overwhelmed the other day still lingered in my mind. That was why, this time, I had asked Parker to accompany me.

It was the moment I was just about to board the carriage. I reflexively turned my head sharply to the left.

Huh?

Evans was standing vacantly with a terribly shocked face.

“Because my lady said you would be heading to the capital guard today…”

Right. So yesterday, I suggested we take a break from running tomorrow.

“…That’s why I came.”

“Did you come to send me off?”

I was thankful, yet it was also incredibly awkward!

It’s not even for something good, but I’m still being seen off for this…

Sure, it was the outcome I steered things toward, but still, to think I made such a thoroughly upright knight not only accompany me to the capital guard, but even another to send me off… I did feel a little bitter about it, though only for a moment.

Huh?

Evans had a cloak wrapped around him, too.

…Could this be?

Evans lowered his eyes gloomily, as if to confirm that my guess was right. For some reason, I felt like I owed him an explanation.

“It’s because I was worried you’d end up with another sad memory.”

“It isn’t sad. I’m used to it, too. Even you, my lady, that’s why you brought me along…”

Evans suddenly had an uncertain look on his face, and then abruptly blinked his eyes rapidly.

“You’ve been going out a little, and as of yesterday, you’ve had three sword training sessions… It’s unlikely I’m truly needed in your running, am I?”

My laziness was being proven.

“…My lady.”

W-what?

Judging from those eyes, it was obvious he was seriously misunderstanding something, but I didn’t know what… so I couldn’t even explain!

Parker, after giving Evans a quick glance, subtly stepped back and was the first to say, “Take care on your way.”

And so, just like always, I ended up going to the capital guard with Evans.

Wondering if he might accidentally let something slip, I kept sneaking glances at him in the carriage, but Evans was huddled up, his broad shoulders drawn in, covering his mouth with his large hand.

…What in the world could it possibly be?

I listened closely up to “As expected” and “Just when a letter happened to arrive,” but since he was covering his mouth, I couldn’t catch anything after that.

At that moment, the carriage stopped.

Evans, who had quickly gotten out, scanned the area sharply, as if he’d never worn that delicate expression just moments before.

He’s snapped into full military discipline, huh?

Hmm.

…If I say something like “What kind of misunderstanding do you have to be acting like this?” it’ll probably sound like I’m angry or nagging, huh?

This was why people should live right.

Like Calix, whose words, even something like “What good timing,” would be interpreted only by their literal meaning.

Feeling a little drained, I trudged along wherever my feet took me. After walking aimlessly, I ended up, regrettably, at a place far too familiar.

“Ah, greetings, Lady Lienta.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Lady Lienta.”

The captain of the guard, who had achieved his dream, and Illyden, who had helped him achieve it, stood up from their chairs, and greeted me.

It looks like the emperor knew too. Well, he is the emperor.

It would be even stranger if he didn’t have any informants.

The captain of the guard observed me carefully.

While I was at it, I widened my eyes as if to say, “Look at the pure-white innocence in my eyes,” but it was to no avail, as the captain of the guard simply avoided my gaze.

“By any chance, have you heard the news that the perpetrator who caused the disturbance at the temple recently turned themselves in?”
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“What exactly are you trying to say?”

The captain of the guard repeatedly rubbed his thigh with the palm of his hand, as if deeply flustered.

“Uh, the culprit testified that you, my lady, were the mastermind… so we contacted you as part of the procedure.”

Illyden subtly furrowed his brow.

“Ha.” I leaned my upper body closer toward them. “What? Did you call me just for a single comment like that?”

“It’s procedure. Just procedure. As you know, my lady, this case is too big for me to simply dismiss as nonsense from where I stand.”

Hmm.

Judging by the pleading captain of the guard, it seemed the majority were treating it as nonsense.

I don’t like dragging things out though.

“No. Then… can I go now?”

“Uh…”

The captain of the guard, who subtly looked up behind me, fidgeted nervously and then wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.

“It seems you’ll need to come with us to the temple.”
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The four people who arrived at the temple as a group were all different.

One was the textbook example of a knight. One, somehow, carried the stiffness of a soldier under military discipline. One kept glancing to the left—yes, the direction where Illyden Forte stood—and one…

Eek!

Behind the noble-born child, who had likely never even touched a sword, there was a strange sense that a dark blue aura could be seen!

The priest who had approached to guide them made an effort to steady himself, gave a greeting, and then got straight to the point.

“I will guide you to the reception room.”
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The reception room was located in a rather deep part of the temple. As they walked and walked with no end in sight, for some reason, everyone began watching Charlize for a reaction. The place they arrived at before long was simple.

“If you would kindly wait just a moment, the Grand Priest will come shortly.”

Indeed, before long, the door opened.

The man called the Grand Priest was a middle-aged man with a stern expression. However, he was not alone.

What first caught their eyes was platinum blond hair, bright like sunlight breaking into pieces. That alone was enough.

The captain of the guard stood up in alarm.

“Y-Your Holiness the Pope!”

“Ah.”

What a fool.

The Pope, Laud, smiled benevolently.

The plan that had aimed to calmly draw out Charlize’s reaction while buying a bit more time fell apart, but there was still a gain.

The lady appeared to recognize him.

She wasn’t particularly devout, though.

The eyes, glimmering with a cunning light like a snake, briefly swept over the head of the lady greeting him, as if only brushing past.

“Everyone, please raise your heads. I was merely concerned ever since I heard the person the culprit identified as the mastermind was the lady.”

His magenta eyes tilted very affectionately, as if looking at a younger sibling.

“The lady and I share a connection you are unaware of. Before she was even born into this world, I gave a blessing to her mother. Could that be why? Now that I see her again like this, it feels strangely moving.”

Meanwhile, Charlize was having a different kind of thought.

I did think pretending to know might be better than pretending not to, but this bastard…

The duke hid that story to the very end.

It was already a situation where even those around them blamed Charlize for the duchess’ death. For fear they might become convinced that her birth had triggered her mother’s death, the man of power—who lacked nothing but the throne—feared it that deeply.

It’s just that, in the first place, it really might have been a blessing.

However, too many things have started to bother her for her to accept it naively.

Just as he himself had said, the Pope, who had been calmly observing Charlize, smiled shortly after.

“Then, without delay.”

And just like that, the temple tour suddenly began.

The place they arrived at was the Pope’s prayer room.

The place that had once sparkled with stained glass was now shattered into a complete mess, and it even gave off a gloomy atmosphere.

…What is this? Are they doing this to see whether or not guilt shows on my face as I look at the shattered wreckage?

Charlize thought with reluctance. In the end, she did have to manage her expression.

It was because the dark magic, which must have been quite intense to have pierced a space protected by divine power, had lingered in the room, even if only faintly.

Ah, the area where I was injured hurts.

If it was true that the Pope was connected to that group, he might have brought her to confirm whether she reacted to dark magic.

The Grand Priest’s expression, which she subtly glanced at, was as expected completely unaffected.

It only reacts after being badly exposed to dark magic, though. Anyway, “that” seems like it only works if divine power is present.

As she thought about divine power, that unknown ore suddenly came to mind. When she checked it again, the ore had shattered into pieces. It had become like sharp sand, and it seemed no further identification would be possible.

Just then, the green eyes that had been immersed in shallow thought briefly took on a sharp gleam.

It was because the Pope, who had been quietly observing the ruined space, suddenly began to move.

“The culprit said that, through this incident, he came to regain his faith anew.”

“Yes, that is correct.”

The captain of the guard, half out of his wits from not only having to deal with Charlize but also from unexpectedly encountering a major figure, answered in a stilted voice.

And then, he cautiously added, “Wasn’t it something they said in hopes of receiving Your Holiness’ mercy?”

“That could be the case. However, the thought that it’s completely false doesn’t quite come to mind either.”

The hand, which looked as though it had never once held a sharp blade, dared to touch the statue carved in the image of God. It was a privilege reserved only for the Pope, who alone could commune with the divine.

At that moment, it felt as if a soft spring breeze had brushed through the enclosed space.

The space was reestablished.

Beneath the brilliant rays of light, countless fragments that had scattered in the air settled into their places.

As he removed his hand from the statue, Laud opened his eyes again. As though time itself had been turned back, the sound of gentle laughter echoed through the space, now completely restored.

“I should have asked first. I was impatient. We no longer need to preserve the scene of the tragedy now, do we?”

“P-pardon? Yes! Yes, t-that’s right.”

The captain of the guard, having witnessed what seemed like a miracle, barely managed to respond.

With a benevolent smile, Laud gazed at Charlize as though it were by chance.

The lady’s green eyes were deep.
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Inside the carriage on the way back, it was quiet.

This time, it was Evans who glanced at the seat across from him.

There’s absolutely no way the lady could have done something so wicked.

She was someone who always kept her word.

She was even the kind of person who worried that he might resign from knighthood just to stay loyal to House Lienta over his father!

His heart grew warm in a pleasant way.

It was the moment when his determination was once again burning…

“Sir Evans. You may return to Lienta manor now.”

My lady…

“I wish to remain at your side, my lady.”

“No. I’ve made you stay in an unfamiliar place for too long.”

“It’s all right.”

“Sir Knight.”

Hers was a voice that could not be defied.

“Live happily.”

It was a statement that inevitably left a strange feeling.

While Evans was at a loss for words, the carriage came to a stop.

“I wanted to take you all the way to the entrance, but… I’m sorry. Please get off here.”

It was in front of the iron gate of Lienta manor.

It was a few days later that he came to understand what she must have been feeling when she said those words.
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Because of the light that descended once again upon the temple, the capital became noisy.

“So the prayer room, which had been completely destroyed, was restored through His Holiness the Pope’s divine power!”

“But why did he just leave it alone until now?”

“A-as for that, even I…”

“Come on! He must have had a reason!”

When it came to being noisy, the salons and the social clubs were no different.

“Now that I think about it, didn’t you say you saw Lady Lienta appear at the temple with Sir Forte?”

“That’s right.”

So, to the man who smugly added that he’d seen a light nearby, another man responded with suspicion.

“When exactly was that day?”

“It was two days ago.”

“If it was then, wasn’t that the day the lady appeared before the guards?”

Another noble, who had been listening in while pretending not to, interrupted.

Lady Charlize?

Erich, who had just been guzzling alcohol in the corner, reacted at that very moment. He set his glass down with a thud and stepped closer, and a voice filled with shock reached his ears.

“No way, surely not.”

“But isn’t it really strange? What business would the lady have, all of a sudden, to visit the temple with Sir Forte?”

A rumor with suspicious points, traditionally, was the most tempting kind. Not to mention, it was even provocative.

So it didn’t take long for it to spread far and wide.
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“If it’s divine power of that level…”

[image: ]

“The Pope restored the prayer room with divine power.”
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“…even the empress could surely be healed.”

However, if that happened, not only would it expose a weakness, but it would also be tantamount to proving that the Pope’s divine power was truly formidable.

Emperor Antonio, in the end, threw down his pen.

While fiercely biting his lips and trying to suppress his anger, someone knocked on the office door.

“What is it?!”

“I apologize, Your Majesty, but there is a rumor spreading among the people. It may be best if you confirm it for yourself.”

Am I in a position where I’m even supposed to pay attention to rumors?

Just as he was about to burst out in anger again…

“It is a rumor related to Lady Lienta.”

The rumor he immediately called someone in to confirm was, indeed, something worth having heard.

“And the duke?”

“He is quiet.”

I suppose he can’t help but be that way. Thus might be an opportunity to get rid of something that’s been bothering me all this time.

“To think that the one who is to become my younger brother’s wife is being tormented by such outrageous rumors… it makes my heart ache.”

The emperor, twisting his face in an exaggerated manner as if performing a play, continued speaking.

“As for how to clear this dishonor… what should be done? Even though the guard has already defended her, saying she wasn’t involved, it’s still doing no good.”

The attendant, quick to read the situation, immediately chimed in.

“If that’s the case, wouldn’t the only option be to refute it publicly?”

“Very well. Ask for their opinion on whether a public trial would be acceptable.”

Since it’s come to this, Duke Lienta will probably plead for it to be smoothed over.

However, what came back was acceptance.
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“A trip?”

Sasha, in the middle of eating his warm soup, opened his eyes wide.

“Yes. I happen to be going alone.”

“I see…”

Still gripping the spoon tightly, the child blinked once then cautiously asked, “When are you going?”

“About a week from now.”

“Then…”

“Mm-hm?”

“…when will you be coming back?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but it shouldn’t be that long.”

As if to say, “Well done,” I stroked the child’s cheek and pressed down on a piece of fresh vegetable with my fork. Perhaps it was because it might be the farthest we would be for a while.

Sasha made a soft slurping sound as he sipped at the empty spoon.

It was the kind of moment where I should be saying something like, “I wish I could go with Sasha,” but there was no way I could actually say that.

A little child shouldn’t go to prison!

Getting my abdomen pierced by dark magic, then the casino, and now even the possibility of prison? Honestly, aside from the things I could never do anyway, it felt like I’d done everything. It was really great, and I probably couldn’t have any regrets left in this world.

I should ask Lucas beforehand to keep it under wraps.

That child would surely make an outstanding informant if he were to take that path.

I suddenly got chills, because I felt like I was faintly hearing, “My lady, I heard you were going to prison?”

No, it’s possible I won’t have to go…

While chatting away and spending a peaceful moment, perhaps because I’d only eaten scraps of greens, I was already feeling hungry.

It was when I finally staggered to the floor where Calix’ office was. The first thing I saw was the side profile of a familiar man.

Calix, in his well-kept attire, was gazing beyond the window.

I suddenly became curious about what he was looking at.

When I quietly approached to check, all I could see was the garden.

“I was looking at the temple.”

His gaze was still fixed on something far beyond.

“The Pope’s movements have been detected. He might attend the public trial.” Calix, who slightly cut off the end of his sentence, then asked, “What should we do?”

Calix smiled while staring into my eyes.

“Would it work if we made it so the Pope couldn’t attend?”

All of a sudden, a strange feeling came over me.

If it had been the Calix from before, he would have tucked my hair behind my ear. That fleeting thought suddenly struck me as oddly out of place. What exactly was the dividing line between who he was then and who he was now?

After meeting his gaze a little longer, I shook my head.

“No. Because it would probably be better to keep running into him.”

“I see.”

“And you really don’t need to push yourself so hard like this.”

Calix’ lips curved up in a lopsided smile.

“I thought we were supposed to be speaking comfortably…”

“We agreed to speak comfortably as the situation arises.”

“So am I the one now who has to figure out when you choose to speak informally and when you speak formally this time?”

Calix brought up the conversation we’d had in front of the flower garden. For some reason, I nodded, recalling a memory that felt like it came from a very long time ago.

Calix smiled while gently tilting his head.

“And the reward?”

After fervently thinking it over, I raised my head.

“I will transfer to you my one-time afternoon dessert voucher with Sasha.”

“Ah.”

Calix let out a quiet sigh.

“What an incredible reward.”

“Right? It’s the prize everyone in this manor wants!”

Just as I was about to explain how beneficial, enjoyable, and fulfilling the time was, Calix tucked my hair behind my left ear.

The gaze that had been fixed to the left suddenly shifted. His blue eyes narrowed into a faint smile.

“And did you forget, Charlize? I’ve always enjoyed taking care of you. So it’s no trouble at all.”

That’s…

“You’re similar to my knight. He also, uh… has a temperament that likes giving to others.”

“Hmm.”

Because of the significant height difference, a mysterious light settled on his still-slightly-tilted, elegant face.

“We’re not just anyone to each other.”

I was inclined to think, “If we’re not anyone to each other, then we might as well all just be strangers,” but it wasn’t something I felt like saying.

Because we’ve been preparing for the public trial happening in a week, we’ve spent more time with our heads buried in documents than sitting across from each other drinking tea, but still… That’s to say, we are in the middle of dating.
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It was an unusually sunny afternoon, as though the snowfall had never happened.

Quite a lot of people, murmuring and waiting like children excited for a picnic, had gathered for none other than the public trial.

Officially, it was a trial to decide the execution of the culprit of the temple explosion, but few people were actually interested in that.

“So the lady really did show up to the trial…”

“I knew that a day like this would come someday, but…”

“To think she actually showed up…”

Because they were hiding behind their fans, the noble ladies’ voices kept cutting off.

“Even though the lady accepted the public trial, I heard she objected, asking, ‘Do I really have to become a spectacle for a bunch of strangers?’ but was refused. Is it true?”

“It does seem like that would have been the case, but…”

“My distant relative’s wife’s sibling works in the guards, and I heard the captain was in a cold sweat?”

Meanwhile, the noblemen were sitting while putting on a rather solemn air, but…

“Goodness.”

Just by the way they scurried over like that, their true intentions were plainly obvious, and all they ended up earning was ridicule from the other ladies.

It was in the midst of that subtle atmosphere that the emperor appeared.

The emperor’s face was dark, as if shadowed on purpose.
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“It might be a premature assumption. Even so, I can’t help but think it might not be entirely unrelated to what happened to the empress.”
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He had muttered it like he was just rambling, but sure enough, the empress’ biological father, Duke Linix, also took a seat right beside the emperor.

Clean-shaven and with not a strand of hair out of place, Duke Linix stood out for the sharp gleam in his eyes.

He was once again the very image of the cold, calculating duke he had been before his downfall due to his gambling addiction.

“…For some reason, he seems quite angry.”

“It’s understandable. Her Majesty the Empress is still on the brink of death, after all…”

“Everyone, please be seated.”

Then at last, the trial began.

The trial, which had been dragging on like a stale historical drama, reached its climax as the main character was changed.

“So are you saying that you acted under the orchestration of Charlize Lienta?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

The man answered firmly, his chapped lips twitching.

“I hereby request the defense of Charlize Lienta, who is present as a witness.”

The judge struck the wooden gavel once, as a sign of acceptance.

Could it have been because of the loud noise that echoed through the space, amplified by the magic artifact?

Charlize just tilted her head slightly, squinted one eye, and stood up.

The nobles here had come to witness the beginning of Charlize Lienta’s downfall. Most, while pretending it was just to fill the seats of a public trial, couldn’t resist their curiosity and hovered nearby. Among them, there were also those who, bored after the end of the social season, were unable to contain their excitement at finally encountering some real “news,” whispering eagerly and speculating.

She must have worn a pure white dress as a sign of reverence for the temple, and yet, that fierce expression unique to her would surely still be the same.

However, in reality, the lady herself was dressed in a vintage deep green dress and wore an indifferent expression.

Thanks to the people who moved out of the way on their own, the steps she had taken without hesitation finally came to a stop.

“Charlize Lienta, state your defense.”

“Now that it’s come to this, I don’t know if I’m a parrot or a person,” Charlize muttered. “If all you’re going to do is make me repeat myself, I should’ve just submitted a magic recorder instead of coming in person.”

“Lady Lienta! This is a place for decorum!”

“If anything, I’m the most proper one here, no?”

Her clear green eyes, like glass beads, slid away.

“And so…”

The tightly bound man flinched before he even realized it.

“This time, I feel like asking the questions.”

Her fair and delicate white hand that had boldly closed the distance roughly grabbed the man by the collar.

“Ack!”

“My lady!”

“Did I really order you to blow up the temple?”

“Yes, did you not?”

“Are you saying I really did that?”

As a knight cautiously approached, Charlize let go of him with a flick, as though she had been holding filth, tossing it far away.

The man, stumbling back a few steps from the recoil, rubbed his neck and replied, “Even when I said I couldn’t do it anymore because I felt guilty… didn’t you shout at me?”

“Guilty?”

Though it was just a voice softly echoing the word, an eerie feeling somehow lingered.

No, it wasn’t merely something one would call eerie. It was closer to the temperature of wind cutting through a deep coniferous forest in midwinter.

…Huh?

The man was puzzled, but Charlize had already turned away.

“I request to use an item that has been inspected in advance.”

“That is not allowed,” the presiding judge said solemnly. “It is against the law to bring suspicious substances into the courtroom.”

Duke Linix, who had preemptively blocked the use of the powder by winning over the presiding judge with whom he had a collusive relationship, smiled quietly.

Even if no method could extract his name, he had no intention of standing by and letting the situation unfold as Charlize had planned.

As expected, she’s just a clueless greenhorn.

Leaning back in a relaxed posture, he savored what felt like a trivial moment of victory. And then, the very next moment…

“I understand.”

Her voice was so monotone, it was to the point of being bland.

…What?

Duke Linix’ lower back lifted away from the chair’s backrest before he even realized it.

“Surely you won’t forbid me from questioning him, will you?”

“As long as it doesn’t involve violence or intimidation.”

The presiding judge replied somewhat reluctantly. It was the kind of request that would normally have been dismissed outright, but the person making it was far too high ranking.

Charlize gave the slightest bow of her head, then turned around immediately, prompting the man swallowed dryly.

Although I may not see the glorious beginning, our great cause shall continue.

He was impulsive, more driven by passion than reason, with a clumsy and unrefined nature. That was exactly why Duke Linix, offering honeyed words like charity, had picked him out from the rest. He was always meant to be a piece to discard.

His eyes, filled with resolve, glared at Charlize as if to strike her down, but all he received in return was a look that dismissed him as utterly ridiculous.

Therefore, he had never expected to hear something like this so suddenly.

“When I looked into it, you had quite an interesting background. I didn’t expect you to be a dark mage.”

“H-how did you know…”

That wasn’t what he meant to say. The man bit down hard on his lip, his eyes darting around.

Because the lady suddenly blurted out something like that, was that why I got flustered and said that?

As the surroundings grew noisy, the presiding judge banged the gavel repeatedly.

“Order in the court!”

Her voice, still laced with the chill of winter, eventually asked again, “Have you ever met me before?”

He opened his mouth to say “Yes,” but what actually came out were the complete opposite.

“No.”

“What about written correspondence?”

“There is none.”

Could the lady be using dark magic?

Contrary to what he thought, he kept ending up saying the exact opposite. That meant the guess he made was actually quite convincing. So this time, he resolved to speak the truth.

Just then, Charlize suddenly took a step forward without any warning.

At the same time the distance closed, an inexplicable, gut-twisting pain surged through him. Only one thought filled his mind: he had to escape.

“All right. Let’s stop the pointless talk here. Who really gave you the order?”

However, upon hearing that absurdly naive question, he was on the verge of letting out a scoff.

Did she really think there was a chance I’d answer that?

And yet, strangely enough, words flowed out through his parted lips. Just like bubbles bursting beneath the surface of the water, he couldn’t stop it.

“…L-Linix.”

Duke Linix gripped the armrest so tightly that his knuckles turned white.

“But why did you lie and say it was me…?”

This time, no words escaped, but it was by no means a relief.

Well, because it’s something my liege asked me to do!

Because the sentence included his liege, his mouth didn’t move, as if it had been sealed. This was how it was supposed to happen. What happened a moment ago was the anomaly.

The eyes of the man, who was caught in confusion, turned toward the person he trusted most. Duke Linix gritted his teeth at the fool who, of all times, dared to look his way under the scrutiny of countless eyes.

In the shocking and chaotic silence, the presiding judge brought down the gavel.

“The time to speak in your defense is over. Return to your seat. As for the punishment—”

“Duke Linix, why are you not defending yourself?”

The uproar died all at once, like the silence left in the wake of an arrow slicing through the air.

The judge, interrupted mid-sentence, frowned in clear displeasure.

“The only evidence is the word of that man…”

“That was the same for me too, though.”

Her cold green eyes lifted, as if crawling up from the depths of an abyss.

“How strange.”
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Meanwhile, there was someone earnestly observing the situation more closely than anyone, despite not being directly involved.
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“There was an unfortunate incident at the temple. However, if I were to reveal myself directly, a stir is to be expected.”
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The boy in modestly elegant attire was the very priest who had personally volunteered to attend before the Pope.

A-a dark mage!

The atmosphere grew restless.

As whispers began flooding in from all sides, the boy, too, grew agitated and glanced around uneasily.

My goodness.

In the midst of that, he belatedly recalled the true objective of attending this trial.

The young priest, who subtly glanced around his surroundings, carefully checked a box wrapped in cloth. Inside was a round crystal orb, slightly larger than a fist. Its most distinguishing feature was a raw gemstone at its center, resembling an opal.
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“A trial in the eyes of the world is something decided by human judgment. The idea that no one ends up wrongly accused must be an arrogant delusion.”
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When he thought about how the real culprit who disrupted the temple was shamelessly walking around, the boy, too, got angry.

If what that man who turned himself in said is true, then the crystal is supposed to turn green.

Because of the color of the raw gemstone, the crystal orb would glow like stained glass when it caught the sunlight, so there was no way to check it other than through a very small gap.

It was at this moment that the eyes of the boy, who had been sneakily glancing down, widened in surprise.

“…L-Linix.”

Huh?

Thinking perhaps it was just his imagination, he opened it a bit more. The green smoke that filled the inside of the crystal was clearly visible as it began to tint the entire orb.

His Holiness’ words were right!

The boy, who had hurriedly closed the box, glared sharply at the presiding judge.

How many innocent people had that man driven into a corner over the years with his mistaken judgments?

But that thought only lasted a moment. The boy’s face grew somber.

His Holiness is going to be hurt by this again. He should be focusing entirely on his recovery right now. If anything, even that alone wouldn’t be enough…

The boy, absentmindedly rubbing the edge of the box, ended up completely losing heart.

His Holiness was a truly kind man. The boy, who had grown up in an orphanage, took pride in knowing that better than anyone.

After all, he had even personally come to volunteer to read them storybooks.
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“It was a time when God ruled the world.”
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That time must have been truly wonderful.
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Duke Linix barely succeeded in managing his expression.

“That was the same for me too, though. How strange.”

What kind of scheme is she plotting?

It seemed like she meekly accepted the public trial, but he didn’t realize this might have been her intention from the very beginning.

Maybe from the very beginning, she aimed for this and exaggerated the situation so that it would escalate all the way to a public trial.

The judge cleared his throat and then spoke in a fairly solemn tone.

“The ruling is the inherent authority of the presiding judge. If you wish to raise an objection, you must submit a formal request.”

It was a squalid remark, something that would’ve been better not said at all.

“So, that’s how it is? That’s supposed to make it all right?”

At that moment, someone stood up.

The person whose ominous green eyes gleamed was, indeed, that Velliac Lienta.

“Then, will my daughter be able to wash away all the disgrace that was falsely imposed on her until now?”

A low voice, even without the help of a magic artifact, rang clearly throughout the space.

The current Duke Lienta was, in and of himself, proof that the intimidating aura occasionally glimpsed in the lady was hereditary.

The judge, like a dog with its tail tucked, was sweating profusely.

“Ah.”

The next moment was when Charlize, as if mocking, muttered a short exclamation and looked toward the door they had all come in through.

“However, the evidence I’ve prepared is not just a single statement.”

What?

With a displeased feeling, Duke Linix, who had been chewing over the lady’s scheme, checked the direction Charlize’s gaze was aimed at.

“After identifying that man’s true identity, things seemed far too suspicious. As I dug deeper, I ended up discovering something else.”

The person who revealed himself was none other than Theodore Vanachell.

If it’s Theodore Vanachell, isn’t he Katarina’s subordinate?

He couldn’t understand why someone like him would act as if he were Charlize’s subordinate.

…Did Katarina give the order before she lost consciousness?

“Indeed, just like the treacherous lot they are, they were keeping something like this. It seems trust doesn’t exist among them.”

As soon as Charlize finished speaking, Theodore activated the magic device.

After a brief pause, a voice began to speak.
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“Blow up the Pope’s prayer room.”
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Duke Linix’ expression, once full of suspicion, changed completely.

If it was “that moment,” he remembered it clearly.
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“How laughable. Didn’t it ever occur to her that, since she was going to be discarded anyway, and her position was decent enough, they’ll chose her as a fitting sacrifice for a grand spectacle meant to glorify the temple?”

“…”

“That thought occurred to me from the very beginning. She’s a lot more naïve than she appear.”
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He definitely didn’t believe her words. He couldn’t have.

But just the way she kept subtly provoking him really pissed him off…
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“Pardon? But the temple…”

“Carry it out, no matter how high the cost! Even this is too lenient a punishment for someone who dared to make a fool out of me.”
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He intended to laugh loudly while looking at her face as she realized that everything she had done had returned as a burden she had to bear.

“That’s…”

“That’s Duke Linix’ voice, isn’t it?”

Duke Linix immediately kicked back his chair and stood up.

“That doesn’t even make sense! What kind of grudge could I possibly hold against His Holiness the Pope? Even just looking at the donations made to the temple under House Linix’ name all this time would make that clear.”

“And me?” Charlize asked, her voice a near-growl. “Are you saying I fabricated the evidence?”
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That’s right. I didn’t fabricate anything.

Without drawing attention, I gently lowered the foot I had lifted.

Adults were cowardly by nature. And yet, even after doing it twice, my conscience was still very much alive.

Theodore, with his eyes lowered, was holding back his emotions. Seeing his profile, I too suppressed my emotions.

I’m the one whose neck was on the line…
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The only person Gregory Linix was attached to was himself. He considered himself more important than the house he belonged to. Even though it was clear his family’s reputation would be ruined, he pretended to be a gambling addict. But when it came down to it, he hated showing that kind of behavior.
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In other words, what Theodore wanted was the complete downfall of Duke Linix, who didn’t treat commoners or any noble below a certain rank as people.

It was, truly, the kind of choice a noble would make toward a political enemy.

For someone like me, whose streetwise instincts were stronger, I was still more drawn to a pitiful death that no one would witness. But in any case, I had already decided to go through with it.

“That’s enough.”

When the emperor raised one hand, the murmuring crowd immediately fell silent.

“Duke Linix is in the position of being both the empress’ father and my father-in-law…”

What a long preamble.

I was relaxed. There was no way the emperor would let this go to waste.

It was a chance to bring down a ducal family, after all.

And to top it all off, it was the empress’ own family.

“…However, under imperial law, there must be no exceptions. That is how it must be…”

Above all, since he was someone with an inherently strong sense of being a member of the imperial family, he couldn’t stand even the slightest infringement on the legal jurisdiction, which was a privilege granted only to direct descendants.

“…As for dismissal, I will not permit it.”

And so, Duke Linix was imprisoned for the second time.
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Sniff…

“Our Charl, even going through something like that…”

While handing Duke Lienta a handkerchief, the butler also kept dabbing at the corners of his eyes.

“You must absolutely not forgive them, my lord.”

“Of course. I absolutely will not stay still!”

“My lady must have gone through such a hard time… she even looks like she has no energy…”

“I won’t let those…!”

Right now, I am one with the sofa. Even though there were snacks nearby, I didn’t even have the strength to lift a hand.

It was because of the checkup that lasted a full five hours. I had thought the doctor’s kind warning was just an exaggeration, but I realized it wasn’t.

There really is a checkup that could take as long as five hours!

Damn… it was a time of repentance, washing away my past unfilial behavior and transforming into a dutiful daughter.

“That may be true, but it seems the checkup also played a role.”

The head maid put green grapes into my mouth. I didn’t even have the strength to chew, so after sluggishly finishing them, a strawberry came in next.

“Still, since Charl might actually be sick, it’s not like we could just not do it, right?”

“That is correct.”

“This too was originally something that had been scheduled for eight hours but was even shortened.”

“It was truly a difficult decision to choose which tests to exclude.”

The duke and the butler spoke as though exchanging lines with each other.

After letting out a deep sigh and shaking her head side to side, Lady Melissa replied, “That’s right. I even thought several times about pleading again to go through all eight hours.”

…Wait a second. Wasn’t the head maid talking about something else?

I, who had been chewing a strawberry, froze in shock.

Indeed, the head maid had also been one of the trio…

“Our lady must stay healthy.”

I mumbled, “The test results. You all saw them. I’m healthy.”

“That’s right. Charl is healthy! You’ll definitely stay healthy from now on too.”

The duke nodded, as if making a promise.

So, let’s not do any more checkups, father.

I chewed the green grapes soaked in tears.
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As soon as he arrived at the temple, the young priest ran to the Pope.

“Your Holiness! I clearly saw the color of the crystal turning green.”

“Then, now it’s no longer necessary.”

The quiet voice couldn’t be clearly heard. However, when the priest raised his head in confusion at the tone that somehow sounded cold, the Pope smiled.

The hand patting his head felt nice, so the boy’s cheeks turned red.

“I meant that you had done well.”

His magenta eyes, gazing into empty space, indeed looked satisfied.
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Late at night.

I pressed firmly on the back of my left hand.

Though his mouth said otherwise, his body was honest. However, the divine beast, who would show up dutifully while grumbling “What now?!” remained silent.

Is he still not fully recovered? He said this much was nothing, but it seems like it is something…

Anyway, I ended up feeling bad. I scratched my cheek and, for no real reason, patted the back of my left hand.
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― What? Are you asking if you can borrow and use my power?

“Yes. That is correct. Are we not connected?”

― …Don’t go around saying things like that carelessly. In any case, that was because you were weak… No, wait. It seems you’re capable of at least that much now.
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It was something I tossed out with the thought of just trying anything, but it actually worked.

Originally, it was something completely impossible, but the divine beast muttered that, because the guardian contract required full cooperation with the contractor, it could circumvent providence.

Talking with the divine beast drains me so much I can actually fall asleep afterward, but…

Of course, I wasn’t trying to summon him for that reason. It was just because I was worried about his condition.

Is it because my bed is different and feels unfamiliar?

And I felt sheepish. Even though I was emotionally unsettled after realizing I had been reborn, I still slept just fine.

Even just staring blankly at the ceiling got boring, so I sat up. As expected, looking through drawers was the best way to kill time at times like this.

Unfortunately, the only thing that could be considered a drawer was the vanity, but fortunately, that alone was more than enough.

“Jewelry box found.”

At first, I even thought about grabbing this and just running off… Overcome with a strange wave of emotion, I opened the box.

…Hrk.

It was dazzling.

Why did I ever think I was broke? With this much, I could probably even buy a manor in the capital!

I was in the middle of eagerly looking around, feeling like I had a full belly when I found something and muttered…
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“I’ll be the one to take first in practice…”

At that moment, Lauer had a strange thought.

It seems like there was a moment when someone said something similar…

“Just in time.”

Lauer, who had sprung up from his seat with a hop, clutched his chest.

“M-my lady. How have you been? I will call Evans.”

He’s probably still eating, but it’s not his last meal, and he’ll have many more in the future!

To him, who looked all ready to run off and fetch Evans right away, Charlize gave a small nod.

“No. It’s something you can do for me.”

“M-me?”

“Yes.”

At the place where he trailed after the lady, there was a random flat rock. It looked like a truly fitting spot to lie down and lazily waste one’s life.

To think something like this was in the garden.

The garden of the family he had served loyally for over ten years had, indeed, been spacious.

Charlize lightly placed something round on top of the rock.

“This, could you smash it with the hilt of your sword?”

“This is…”

Even to an untrained eye, it was undoubtedly a top-grade piece of amber.

It seems the lady wants to do something eccentric again.

Lauer, who kept glancing sideways at the lady, said, “Yes, my lady. I’ll do it right away!” and then, gripping the amber tightly with one hand, smashed it repeatedly with the hilt of his sword.

This is pretty decent training, isn’t it…?

It was slippery and hard, and even when imbued with sword energy, it required concentration. It could even be considered advanced training.

As he grew more serious and continued to smash diligently, Lauer once again began sneaking glances at the lady to read her expression.

“That much is enough.”

“The particles are still coarse, though.”

“It’s enough. Thank you.”

“Not at all.”

Lauer, who had proudly wiped under his nose, quickly came to his senses and disappeared soon after.

Charlize carefully swept the powder into the cylindrical glass medicine vial she had brought along.

“Is it similar?”

And then, a short while later. The gardeners, who had been enjoying a modest break, all stood up at once.

“M-my lady!”

“I came because there’s something I want to ask.”

Thinking more hardship was coming again, one gardener swallowed the sudden rush of tears and asked what kind it was.

“What happens when tree sap hardens?”

[image: ]

I sadly gazed at the shattered thing that had once been amber.

“I barked up the wrong tree…”

Still, just in case, I should try suggesting we sneak out one of those wooden sticks.

At the moment I was sniffling and feeling sad…

Just as I looked at the door in puzzlement at the sound of urgent footsteps approaching, the sound of knocking followed immediately.

“My lady, I believe you’re needed in the office.”

In the office I arrived at without knowing why, the duke was wearing a complicated expression.

I was also wearing a troubled expression when the duke spoke heavily.

“The empress has passed away.”
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Katarina Linix, who had been lying in a sickbed for a long time, ultimately died without regaining consciousness.

Following the tragedy of losing the imperial heir and then the death of the empress, the imperial court was so grief-stricken that even breathing was done with care.

With the head of the family imprisoned and the daughter murdered, voices within the House Linix grew louder, calling for the appointment of a new family head to lead a recovery.

As the downfall of the great noble house that had once seemed eternal became vividly, almost tangibly clear, the other nobles lowered their stances as much as they could and stayed sharply attuned to the changing tides.

Therefore, at that time, I was having this kind of thought.

So this is how Empress Katarina dies?

The empress did die in the end. But it wasn’t the sudden and out-of-the-blue kind of death people assumed.

If I were to see her in person, even a little of my doubt might be lifted, but that seemed unlikely now.

“As the emperor, his intent is probably to try to block the union of Elluiden and Lienta as much as possible,” Livan said, smoothly sliding a teacup toward me.

“Now, at this point?”

“He probably hadn’t given it much thought until now. To anyone watching, it looked like the lady was constantly trailing after His Highness—ah, pardon me—adoring him rather clingily—ah, pardon me again.”

Is he just acting that way to tease me?

I took a sip of tea while suspiciously looking at Livan, who was covering his mouth with his hand like an elegant noblewoman.

“I only went along with it with the feeling of something that began vaguely and ended just as vaguely. Do you really think I’d actually go so far as to marry him?”

“If you’re going to speak indirectly, how about doing it properly?”

“Didn’t I speak indirectly enough?”

Livan, speaking primly, added, “Well, because the end is already in sight.”

“Hmm.”

I interlaced my fingers and rested my face on them.

“What is it?! Why are you looking at me like that?!”

“As expected… small animals… have good instincts…”

“Just because you left out the subject doesn’t mean I didn’t understand,” Livan replied curtly and took a sip of his tea.

Having learned from experience, I calmly waited until he set down his teacup, then asked, “Then, Livan. How does it look now?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think?”

“Ah—It seems you’ll be living a very happy life. Even at the funeral of a tragically short-lived genius civil servant, it seems you two will be oh-so-lovey-dovey.”

“Thanks for the kind words. I’ll strongly recommend to Calix that you get a generous bonus and vacation.”

“Is it really possible to take a vacation?”

While glancing through the gaps of my fingers at eyes that sparkled even more than the jewels I saw yesterday, I nodded.
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Livan really is a hard person to figure out.

Because he seemed to find it annoying, I humbly prepared myself to be just as much of an eyesore and proposed a formal marriage meeting, but all I got in return was a scowl.
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“I do not have the desire to be in a relationship.”

“Because it costs money?”

“Since you say it like that, don’t I sound like a real miser?”
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That’s right.

Right now, while I was having some fairly unimportant stray thoughts, I was inside a carriage heading to the imperial capital.

Sasha and Calix had been staying in the imperial capital ever since the empress’ death was announced, so I was making the trip alone.

Somehow, I ended up attending.

I had thought that members of influential families might be lined up in formation, but I was wrong.

“Charlize Lienta greets the sun of the empire. May you be ever accompanied by everlasting glory.”

What?!

Even at a glance, it was a small number.

There were only ten of us, including me. And among them, only three were from the temple, the Pope included.

Even going so far as to pretend to be unconscious while hiding away… and now he’s suddenly doing a lot of public activity.

It wasn’t even the emperor’s death—just the empress’—so he could’ve easily made some excuse not to attend.

Anyway, whether the Linix father and son were glaring at me like they wanted to kill me or not, I went to my spot and stood there.

After returning the slight eye-greeting to Calix, who smiled faintly with just his eyes, I held Sasha’s left hand tightly.

“Have you come?”

The child’s complexion was pale. I wanted to at least stroke his head, but with so many eyes watching, I instead tightened my grip on the hand I was holding. As if reassured by the firm grip, Sasha let out a shallow breath.

“May she find eternal rest in the place where God resides.”

I thought it couldn’t possibly be something like this since the memorial would be held grandly, but I didn’t expect it to be such a private gathering with only relatives attending.

I was the very last to give her a flower. Katarina, lying in a coffin whose lid had not been closed, truly looked as if she had fallen into a sleep she would never wake from.

I thought they would hold a proper funeral, but…

Perhaps the current situation of House Linix played a part. My contribution to that was significant, but there was no way I’d feel sorry.

I know that you, as you are now, haven’t done anything wrong to me. Even so, I still don't feel like hoping you'll go to a better place.

The people who were meant to be endlessly miserable in some world ended up not facing misfortune.

But even now, there were people who remained unhappy. I remembered Noah, thought of Theodore Vanachell, and came to know Lavette. Faces familiar to me. Surely, there must also be faces I didn’t know.

As for bearing the consequences for all that you’ve done, do it in hell.

I silently offered her a white chrysanthemum.

Ding, ding, ding—

A clear bell rang out, and two priests carefully moved the coffin into the deeply dug grave.

The death of the villainess who had once shaken the protagonists of this world was pitiful, and the simple funeral ended just like that.
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After the ceremony ended.

After waiting for the right moment, Duke Linix finally grabbed Charlize’s arm roughly while she was alone.

Panting heavily, the duke dragged her to a secluded place and spoke as if spitting out the words.

“You must be thinking that you’ve won. But you’re wrong. I’ll admit, you knew how to use your head better than I expected. But that still won’t get you anywhere. Even if Jurgen ends up ascending to the title of duke, I am still the duke. Gregory Linix won’t be executed over something as trivial as that kind of evidence.”

Duke Linix, who had pronounced every word with clenched force, flung aside the wrist he had still been holding as if shaking off filth.

“I will bring you down when you are at your happiest. Be afraid…”

What?

Duke Linix suddenly stopped speaking.

“Ah, is that so?”

Charlize Lienta was smiling, her eyes shining.
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With his cheeks flushed red, Sasha kept looking around. Once the ceremony ended, the emperor and House Linix had disappeared, but a few priests and attendants who had appeared from somewhere were cleaning up.

“Uncle. Please put me down…”

With a rather sorrowful expression, Calix muttered, his eyelids half-lowered, “Does needing Sasha’s warmth mean I’m disqualified from being an adult after all?”

“That’s not true!”

Startled, the child suddenly threw his arms around Calix’ neck and hugged him tightly, as if trying to give him all his warmth. Moved by this desperate outpouring of affection, Calix smiled without thinking.

“Charlize will be here soon.”

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you cold? Shall we wait in the carriage?”

“No, I’m okay.”

As the child subtly turned his head, he carefully studied Calix’ face.

“If you’re cold, uncle, please go wait in the carriage first.”

“Hmm. I am a little cold, though.”

“Then…”

The child’s lips, pursed from deep thought, finally moved.

“I’ll keep sharing my warmth with you like this.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you’re here, Sasha.”

Sasha smiled shyly.

As he gently patted the trembling child’s back, Calix had a thought.

It’s a relief he doesn’t seem too frightened.

For a child this age, it wouldn’t have been strange if he had screamed and cried, saying it was scary when offering a flower to a corpse.

Calix’ gaze grew subdued as he recalled the child’s dace, eyes tightly shut as if in silent prayer after offering a flower.

It was then.

The blue-eyed man’s gaze sharpened for a moment as he sensed someone approaching, but it was quickly composed.

“Although you are of noble status, since you are still young, I became worried and came here because of that.”

The Pope smiled gently, wearing a rather worried expression.

At the sound of a voice that seemed to be calling him, Sasha turned around before he even realized it. A benevolent face came into view.

“Your Highness, you’ve been staying in an unfamiliar place for a few days… you’re not feeling tired, are you?”

“I’m okay.”

“You’re admirable, Your Highness. But if you’re tired, it’s okay to say that you are.”

Calix, who had remained silent as if watching the situation unfold, smiled slightly.

“My nephew is humble, but he does not lie.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

The Pope wore a troubled expression.

Watching him indifferently, Calix murmured, “Hmm,” and tilted his head slightly.

“In terms of being tired, I’d say Your Holiness would certainly be so.”

Laud fell silent for a moment. There was something barbed in the remark, but no trace of it could be found in his handsome face.

It was more reasonable to interpret it as a dismissal, telling him not to concern himself with his nephew any longer. Even so, a subtle sense of disharmony crept in.

Nothing good had ever come from ignoring such a feeling.

The archduke clearly shouldn’t have any divine power…

“I suppose I must express my thanks for your concern.”

He concealed his narrowed, gauging eyes with a smile.

Just then, a priest tactfully approached, saying he had finished tidying up.

“Well then, I’ll take my leave.”

The intended goal had been achieved, so it was simply a matter of moving forward step by step.

Calix briefly looked at the figure as he turned away. Then, the next moment…

“Oh!”

The child let out a soft, sudden exclamation. He understood what it meant.

The moment the child’s gently lowered feet touched the ground, he kicked off and dashed away.

“Lady Charl.”

Charlize gently stroked the head of the child who was tightly hugging her leg.

Eventually, their eyes met.

Calix, who had been about to smile pleasantly, tilted his head slightly.

Hers was a face that seemed to have something to say.
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I spoke resolutely.

“There’s something unusual about the empress’ death.”

It wasn’t simply because someone as important as the empress of a nation died just like that. Nor was it because a major character from the original novel died without having done anything. I had already ruined the plotline a long time ago.

“So is that why you said you wanted to confront Duke Linix?”

“To some extent.”

Calix smiled faintly.

“Was there someone trying to use the empress’ death as a pretext to accomplish something else?”

“It seems so.”

“It sounds like you have a suspicion.”

“Didn’t the Pope give a blessing to everyone at the end?”

Though it was a customary part of the ceremony, refusing wasn’t really an option. As I waited for my turn, feeling increasingly uneasy, the Pope’s hand that finally touched my forehead was surprisingly warm.

“It didn’t seem like an ordinary blessing.”

I agonized.

“Could it have been a curse?”

Casting a curse even on a child? What a vile bastard. I glared in the direction of the temple I had come to know well thanks to Calix.

“Why…”

Calix, who had been about to say something, fell silent.

“Charlize. Why did you think it wasn’t an ordinary blessing?”

“It just felt dirty.”

Calix smiled as he pressed his forehead firmly.

“Ah. It feels like the tension’s finally been released.”

“Were you nervous?”

Calix… nervous? Then I really should be on high alert.

While I was completely cowering, Calix, his eyes still full of laughter, asked, “I’ll ask again. After receiving the blessing, did you feel any change in your body?”

“Hmm. It wasn’t just my forehead. My whole body heated up.”

“Charlize, give me your hand.”

I promptly placed my hand on top of Calix’ hand. With his eyes half-lowered, Calix remained silent.

Eventually, beneath his once-again raised eyelids, his blue eyes seemed to briefly carry a fierce glint.

“It seems he passed on divine power that was more than just a blessing.”

I blinked for a moment.

Then wouldn’t that mean he’s depleting his own divine power? Judging by the divine beast, it doesn’t seem like it replenishes all that quickly.

And then, I realized.

“The divine power of others disappears quickly. So it might have been to check how much of it you could handle.”

Calix smiled quietly.

“Of course, it might be that the Pope was trying to verify the magnitude of divine power of a member of the imperial family who appeared for the first time in a long while, even at the cost of depleting his own divine power, but… to say that’s the reason…”

Tap, tap.

After the well-shaped fingers slowly tapped the desk, the rest of the sentence followed.

“It’s not like there’s any reason to check on you.”

At this point, continuing to think that the group of dark mages and the Pope might not be connected was no longer a cautious approach but a fearful act of avoidance.

“There seems to be something that requires haste.”

“Yes. But they might not have considered the possibility of being caught.”

Calix slowly blinked his eyes.

“Usually, it’s a method that goes unnoticed.”

[image: ]

Because of the restriction, it couldn’t be conveyed clearly, but the nuance came through. Calix stared at her in silence, wondering if she had indeed caught it.

“I see.”

It ended with an indifferent reaction.

“Then I suppose I should go pick some Tuverrot flowers.”

Charlize’s eyes flashed fiercely.

“Those bastards might have handed over the whereabouts while telling us to just keep watching Her Majesty the Imperial Consort’s sleeping face. And even though we know the antidote, they could be laughing at us, stuck here unable to do a thing.”

If it was the latter, then the reason they hadn’t touched the Tuverrot colonies was clearly because it was a trap. That would be the temple’s way of laying groundwork to protect Sasha.

Even if they kept it a secret, it would be meaningless. The Pope would claim the imperial consort’s unconscious state was connected to dark magic. A poison that allowed a ritual to be performed with flowers from the temple sounded entirely believable.

“Since we’ve grasped the situation to this extent, if we know that it’s a trap, it can’t be a trap anymore. That’s just how it works.”

Charlize laughed briefly.

“We need to let them know that we’ve figured things out to some extent. That way, they’ll be forced to show some kind of response. And more than anything else…”

At first glance, it was an indifferent gaze, but it held a cautious affection. It was so vivid, as if it could be grasped in his hand, but the fact that he couldn’t hold it within his grasp felt quietly sorrowful.

“…You’ve been waiting for Her Majesty the Imperial Consort, haven’t you?”
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A few days later.

A carriage bearing the seal of House Elluiden stopped at the temple.

The one inside was me.

This morning, I witnessed a fragment of the future through Calix.
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“…I didn’t expect even the duke would do something like that.”

“He must have been influenced by Lady Lienta, right?”

“For some reason, that feels really…”
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I left him behind.

After fiercely fending off Calix, who said he would follow, with the spirit of self-sacrifice, I arrived at the temple… My legs hurt.

Ugh. Argh.

The Tuverrot colonies I arrived at while groaning were just the same as ever.

As I wandered around it, I muttered quietly to myself, “This brings back memories.”

I gazed at the distant mountains.

If only I could remember…

I was genuinely curious about what Calix Elluiden had looked like as a fresh-faced teenager.

When the person with a record started loitering recklessly around the sacred flower bed, a priest cautiously approached.

“Greetings, my lady. May I ask what brings you here?”

“Can’t I come without a reason?”

“That’s… not what I meant, but…”

“Seeing these flowers remind me of the past. Would it be all right if I picked a few?”

“T-that is not a matter I am allowed to speak on.”

“Then who can speak on it?”

“Well, that…”

“I believe I’m able to speak on it!”

The one who said that was some young priest.

But judging by how the other priest greeted him, he might be young, but his standing in the temple seemed fairly high.

The young priest spoke smartly.

“His Holiness the Pope has delivered a message. Lady Lienta, like the temple itself, is considered a victim of the culprit who caused the disturbance in the prayer room. Therefore, he instructed us to show her the utmost consideration.”

Oh… So this is how he’s playing it.

“Hearing that, I feel ashamed for daring to harm something alive.”

For some reason, it felt like all eyes around me suddenly turned my way. I spoke firmly.

“I want to take it and help it grow strong. Can you give it to me whole, roots and all?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“This much is enough.”

So the two priests, flustered and sweating nervously, watched as my pouch kept swallowing everything they put in, no matter how much they added. Shamelessly holding out my subspace pouch, I said, “This much is enough,” and quickly disappeared.
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The weather is clear.

As soon as I got up, I quickly checked outside, and then I hurried to get ready again.

“Today is an outdoor class.”

“Uh-huh.”

Wearing toddler gloves that had been passed off with a white lie as children's gloves, and holding a small trowel, Sasha gave a firm nod.

“Ah.”

Then, his wide-brimmed hat slipped forward, and I swiftly adjusted it for him.

And so, after finishing the hard labor of planting a total of twenty-two flowers, we emptied three glasses of cool lemonade.

As we snacked on the lunchboxes the kitchen staff packed, chatting quietly, time quickly turned to afternoon.

While absentmindedly brushing the forehead of the child napping on my thigh, I glared at the flowers we had planted earlier.

The rest will probably wither in about three days, right?

So, the next day, I went to Sasha’s room again.

“Lady Charl!”

The child greeted me with hurried little steps, still holding a pen in his small hand.

Some people can even detach their personality, and yet Sasha can’t even let go of a pen…

I focused my gaze with intensity.

“Today’s lesson is on character.”

The place we arrived at like that was Lienta manor.

“Charl! You didn’t even… Greetings, Your Highness the Imperial Prince.”

“Hello, Your Grace the Duke. Have you been well?”

“Yes. Has Your Highness been well?”

The duke, who had scurried over, was already placing a hand on his stomach, as if he could sense a stomachache coming. With how thoroughly prepared he was, there was no way he would die easily.

While looking at those teary eyes, I finally asked politely, “I was thinking of taking a quick look around the manor. Would that be all right?”

“Cha-Charl… This is your home. It’s not like it’s going to stop being your home, right? Right?”

“Life is truly unpredictable…”

“Stop. Stop! That line terrifies me now!”

Anyway, the busy duke left, and I began a quiet little tour of the manor with Sasha, just the two of us.

“That spot used to have a flower vase. I heard it was a piece left behind by a famous potter from a kingdom across the sea, but I broke it when I was eight.”

“I see.”

“That side table used to have a drawer in the top compartment too, but it’s gone because I used it for firewood when I was nine.”

“It’s even prettier because it’s empty.”

“This gold elephant still has a bite mark from when I was eleven and wanted to see if it was real gold.”

Sasha, who had gently stroked the elephant’s trunk with his hand, opened his eyes wide.

“It’s become a special work of art!”

After repeating similar lines a total of twenty times, I placed both hands confidently on my waist.

“All right. We’ll wrap up today’s class with this.”

Sasha looked up at me, tightly hugging a teddy bear in his arms. That fellow ended up with ordinary embroidered eyes because, when I was seven, I kept pulling out the jewels embedded in its eyes to play marbles.

“Children are supposed to grow up being little troublemakers.”

I did cause way too much trouble, but let’s just let small matters like that pass.

“And the first place we saw, where the flower vase used to be, is a bit different from the other pieces of pottery I broke. Can you tell what the difference is?”

“Hmm.”

The child, who had been thinking hard, said “Ah” and blinked.

“There’s nothing there. Only that place is empty.”

“Excellent.”

Sasha shyly nodded his head. He was even cuter than the teddy bear beside him, whose arms flopped around. It was truly the kind of scene that would make me instinctively wipe under my nose.

“It’s because I once got seriously hurt while trying to secretly clean up after breaking a flower vase.”

I gently patted the child’s soft, fluffy hair.

“So, let’s agree you’ll tell me and your uncle everything before you get hurt. Whether it’s a mistake, something scary, or something strange.”

Sasha quietly blinked. I looked deeply into those eyes.

“Because that’s just how children are.”
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“Usually, it’s a method that goes unnoticed.”

[image: ]

Calix didn’t explain in detail. But there was something that could be inferred between the lines.

It wasn’t because he’s the male lead of this world that he was dreaming.

Even Rodante’s powers and dreams, which couldn’t be explained, could be partially understood.

It was divine power.

So, there was a chance that this child might also be having similar dreams.
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It had been exactly ten days.

It was that dream again.

A dream in which a voice—whose gender and age couldn’t be discerned—pierced my ears as if it were etched into them.

However, the child no longer feared the whispering voice. He had come to a point where he could face it.
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“My uncle cherishes me a lot.”
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When he replied firmly, it laughed out loud.
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“Why don’t you realize that he only tries to care for you because you’re his brother’s child?”
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There was a time when he was left speechless by those words. He thought they were true.

And they were, in fact, true.
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“That’s right. It’s because I’m my uncle’s nephew that he came to love me, but in the end, he does love me.”

“If you weren’t his brother’s child, do you think he would’ve even looked at you?”

“Why do I have to think, ‘I wish I weren’t my uncle’s brother’s child’? And…”
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The child gently pressed his softly swelling chest with the palm of his hand. There was someone who had given them affection even when he was nothing.

Not wanting to speak of that affection, he kept his mouth shut. There were truths in this world that needed no rebuttal.
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“You…”
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It dragged its words out. And then, at that moment, his vision brightened as if lights were turning on one step at a time.

When even the area at his feet was finally illuminated, the child, who had absentmindedly looked at it, blinked.
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“Don’t make it so obvious that you’re happy. Happiness only lasts a moment.”
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It was taking his own form.
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I wonder if Sasha’s sleeping well?

Now, Sasha had become a child who slept early and fell asleep quickly even if he read only three pages of a storybook.

That bastard author, I’ll make sure he can’t publish the next storybook.

The child who had a strict rule that storybooks should only be read at bedtime would often end up falling asleep, nodding off while trying to hold out to the end because he was curious about what came next.

I was thinking of trying to use Duke Linix a bit, but it really doesn’t seem like it’ll work.

While watching the child finally fall asleep after barely holding on for three days, I did come up with one plan after a night of intense thought.

They say that when a person becomes desperate, they can do anything, and this was the moment I learned the lesson that even ideas can gush forth like a fountain.

That bastard mocked me, but since I had been mocked so often everywhere, it didn’t really feel new, so I was less motivated. But this time was definitely different.

I should try making it obvious that I’m crazy about that storybook.

It was the so-called “I can’t stand you being in someone else’s hands” strategy. It was about putting everything that was out in the market into my own hands.

My apologies, children.

And that bastard, too, was something I will be putting in my hands…

Hehehe.

While thinking such wicked thoughts, the place I was heading to was the manor where the imperial consort resided.

“Charl.”

Just as I was about to get out of the carriage, I embraced Calix. No, I was the one being embraced.

Since I was standing on the carriage steps, our eye levels were nearly the same, and we could look closely at each other’s faces.

“Have you been well?”

“What do you think?”

Calix, smiling, lifted his head that he had been resting on the nape of my neck. I examined his face carefully. Today too, he was a million out of a hundred.

“You’ve been doing very well?”

When I gave a big nod, Calix’ eyes curved, as if he were feeling regretful.

“I haven’t been able to sleep for three days.”

How could this be?

So that was the secret behind all that perfectly decadent charm.

If only Livan looked even a fraction of Calix’ foot…

I caressed Calix’ face with a touch of wistfulness. He obediently closed his eyes.

That’s right… Calix had already been staying in this manor since three days ago.

Calix, who had lightly picked me up and set me down on the ground, walked half a step ahead as if guiding me.

“She’s staying here.”

No matter how neatly it had been organized and maintained, the feeling that no one had stayed there for a long time didn’t go away easily, so a lonely atmosphere was bound to linger.

The imperial consort was there.

“Hello, Your Majesty the Imperial Consort. I am Charlize of House Lienta. I turned twenty-one this year, and I’ll be turning twenty-two soon.”

“In the year after next, you will be twenty-three.”

“In the year after next… twenty-four…”

Calix smiled deeply, as if he were teasing me. It was the kind of face I couldn’t bring myself to scold.

The kind of face that made me want to say, “Yes, do everything you want and live your life!” and cheer him on… Stop.

Smacking my forehead inwardly, I resumed my self-introduction seriously.

“I’m engaged to Calix. And you might be surprised when you hear about my reputation, but even if I don’t look it, I’ve turned over a new leaf.”

And I carefully took the pouch out from inside my clothes and handed it to Calix. Calix, who received it with a strange expression, didn’t open the pouch and only looked down at it for a moment.

I wondered if he might be thinking about the late emperor.

While remaining completely silent—almost as if he weren’t even there—Calix suddenly spoke.

“I thought about how lucky I am to be able to be by your side.”

Surely, he wouldn’t have called the imperial consort “you,” would he?

I discreetly gauged his reaction and replied.

“So it seems we missed each other quite a bit in between.”

“Then… I hope it’s even harder next time.”

Sorry? What did you just say, Calix?

It felt like something I probably should have argued with, but anyway, I still didn’t feel like scolding him.

Eventually, Calix brought the two withered Tuverrot flowers near the imperial consort.

Marquess Ronatus supposedly opened his eyes in just a short time. So Lavette cried a lot because of that too.

Time passed… time that could not be compared to any kind of waiting.

Faint brown eyes were cautiously revealed. They were eyes in which a still-drowsy consciousness could be clearly seen.

“Your Majesty the Imperial Consort.”

However, when Calix said that, her fingertips trembled. The warmth that finally covered the back of his hand must have been truly warm.
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Then, shall I step out?

At the moment I was silently stepping back and trying to disappear, the imperial consort contorted her face as if in pain.

Calix, who had only been staring at her blankly, reacted.

I tightly clenched my fist.

…It can’t be, can it?

If their intention was to make us watch her die just when it seemed like she might regain consciousness, then they’re definitely the kind of bastards even hellfire would be wasted on.

Even though a doctor would probably be of no use, I had just turned around with the thought of calling one.

“The imperial prince… as well…”

I stopped just like that and only turned my head.

“…together…”

The imperial consort was, indeed, with Sasha.
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“Could it be that Her Majesty the Imperial Consort also has no memory, like Sasha?”

“Well… But even if it is whole, it might have been manipulated.”
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However, why those bastards had deliberately kept her alive in the first place was still unclear.

That question surely wasn’t mine alone.

“Your Majesty the Imperial Consort…”

At that title, a long tear ran down her temple. Though it had already been more than ten years, for her, it must have felt like only half that time had passed.

“Sasha is currently staying at Elluiden manor with us. He’s an affectionate and kind child, truly.”

She gave a smile that trembled on the edge of a sob. While wetting a handkerchief and placing it on the imperial consort’s lips, Calix smiled as if nothing were wrong.

“There is someone who found Sasha. And through that connection, we became lovers.”

“Hello, Your Majesty the Imperial Consort. I am Charlize Lienta.”

Even back when she had just become the imperial consort, my reputation was already somewhat ruined. So I couldn’t help but tremble.

“A name as beautiful as your character…”

As expected… Hng. It can’t be helped. It’s largely my fault for having lived this way.

The moment I felt sad, thinking it was the kind of elegant scolding unique to noblewomen, was brief. It was because I saw her tender brown eyes gazing at me.

To the imperial consort, who had endured all kinds of trials that ordinary people would never know in their entire lives, something like my reputation couldn’t possibly matter.

“Sasha…”

As Calix hesitated and drew out his words, the imperial consort calmly asked, “His memory…”

But then, as if trying to speak for the first time in a very long while, the imperial consort let out a painful cough.

“Just mouth it… Yes, Your Majesty… Sasha does not remember you.”

And then, Calix read aloud the words the imperial consort was forming, his throat tightening as he spoke.

“It might have been for the better.”

For some reason, I had ended up in a very strange mood and blinked rapidly.

“Then, do they remember what happened after that?”

The imperial consort finally broke into sobs.

“He must still be young. Back then, he was even younger. It must have been really hard for him.”

Calix lifted his gaze and looked at me.

The moment our gazes crossed in the air, I could tell. We were thinking the same thing.

Why did those bastards abandon Sasha on the streets?
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Thump, thump.

The thing that was rhythmically bumping against the desk was a thoroughly dried flower.

The flower, which bore a fairly noble nickname and history, seemed like a mere wildflower here. Fallen petals lay thickly beneath it.

“Hmm.”

As if he had lost interest, Laud flicked away the flower that was nothing but a stem. He reached out his hand as though to grab another flower.

However, the flower was crushed inside his fist.

[image: ]

“In terms of being tired, I’d say Your Holiness would certainly be so.”
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“Should the archduke have been checked too?”

Direct members of the imperial family have their divine power measured every five years until they come of age.

The imperial prince escaped the imperial capital not long after he was born, so it must have been difficult to carry out the measurement in his case. But that was not true for Calix.

I let it slide, and now this is the result.

“Now it’s become a bother.”

Well, there was hardly anything in this world that went the way of reason.

Laud, having acknowledged his own mistake, clicked his tongue lightly.

It was then that a very faint knock on the door was heard.

The man who entered greeted him respectfully.

“Just the main point.”

Laud placed his hand on his forehead as if he were tired.

“A carriage is heading toward the manor where the imperial consort is staying.”

Exactly three days had passed. Given the timing, the Tuverrot should be inside. Perhaps Charlize Lienta might be with them too.

Tap.

Laud, who had lightly tapped the desk with his finger, spoke in an equally light tone.

“So he’s finally doing it. It seems even Calix Elluiden is still his emperor’s blood after all. Blood calls to blood.”

It was a situation where there were not just one, but two imperial princes fit to be successors. Normally, the dancer would have been dealt with before giving birth. In truth, it was nothing more than that they had simply forgotten.

Laud, who had put it that way, continued speaking about a truth already known to everyone in the know.

“If the imperial consort were to find out that the antidote was only used now, after weighing it against his nephew’s safety, she would be very saddened. She might even come away with the lesson that this is why people of humble origin should not be taken in.”

It was an exaggerated thing to say, considering it had only been a little over a week, but when heard in such a sorrowful tone, it sounded rather convincing.

“However…”

There’s no reason to drag things out any longer.

Laud raised the corner of his mouth in a smirk and smiled.

Charlize had been below expectations, but the vessel for divine power the late emperor’s son possessed was truly exceptional. There was a reason that the divine beast was so desperate to be adored.

“…isn’t it only right that an ungrateful beast be punished?”
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The imperial consort decided to stay in this manor for a while longer.

This time, the face of the imperial consort, who had fallen into a sleep from which she would wake before even a day passed, looked peaceful.

In fact, I had thought such a thing. That the person who sent that unidentified letter, whose sender’s location was Angel, might perhaps be the imperial consort.

I feel a bit embarrassed.

I ended up taking the hand of Sasha, who was on the streets. I met a girl named Angel. I came to learn about the group of dark mages.

And on top of that, the imperial consort was found at the mansion in the resort city of Angel.

She was someone important to two of the three main characters. One was an archduke, and the other would go on to become the future emperor.

And yet, she never appeared until the very end, so I ended up thinking that maybe she could even be used as a deus ex machina.

How awkward.

Since I had been living inside a novel, it seemed even my mind had turned into one.

It was the moment I was silently stuffing bread into my mouth out of embarrassment.

From across the table, a light laugh could be heard.

“Your cheeks are all puffed up, Charlize.”

Calix was smiling with his chin resting in his hand.

“You look just like a squirrel.”

For a twenty-one-year-old adult, it was an overly saccharine thing to hear.

If his goal had been to make sure I never ate bread like that again, then it would have been very successful.

After freezing up for a moment, I was putting my jaw through brutal labor when Calix pushed a glass of water toward me.

“You’ll end up choking like that.”

“It’s a good feeling.”

“Is that so? Then maybe I’ll try it too…”

Because it was Calix with puffed-up cheeks…

Hmm.

I lit up, eyes sparkling, as if to say, “Go on, try it.” I was very, truly, seriously, extremely curious whether even that would look handsome on him.

When I casually slid the bread over to Calix, who was challenging the limits of what a human could do, he tilted his head and smiled.

I met his blue eyes filled with warm affection, and at that moment, a fragment of the future began.

Next time, I should eat farther away…

Even the act of thinking sorrowfully lasted only a moment.

“…”

I sprang to my feet. I ran straight to Calix and grabbed his face.

Far from being shaken by the sudden weight of my body leaning into him, Calix instead let me lean on him even more. Calix asked calmly, “Was the content of today’s fragment not good?”

“Very much so. Extremely, truly, seriously, incredibly so.”

The fragment of the future had ended. And yet, I foolishly wandered, searching for the remnants that might still be left somewhere.

It was like trying to find a key lost in the deep sea. I knew full well it was futile. But I couldn’t stop myself from trying anyway.

With my eyes tightly closed, I pressed my forehead to his.
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“A carriage is heading toward the manor where the imperial consort is staying.”

“So he’s finally doing it. It seems even Calix Elluiden is still his emperor’s blood after all. Blood calls to blood.”

He let out a soft sigh, as if he found it regrettable.

“If the imperial consort were to find out that the antidote was only used now, after weighing it against his nephew’s safety, she would be very saddened. She might even come away with the lesson that this is why people of humble origin should not be taken in.”

His tone was sorrowful, as though he were the one involved.

“However… isn’t it only right that an ungrateful beast be punished?”

The face, with eyes closed in reverence as if in prayer to a god, looked quite holy.
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“I’m thinking of asking the divine beast to get one more holy relic.”

“Charlize.”

“Maybe we might be able to figure something out again.”

In the original story that was in the form of a novel, dark mages didn’t appear at all. But even in the version I had seen in my dreams, it was hard to say whether that would still be the case.

…Yes, that’s right. Why did I think that I would die there at that time too, just like in the original?

Maybe I had lived longer. And because of that, I might know more.

“The divine beast…”

“It’s all right.”

There was warmth covering the back of my left hand. Because the hand placed over mine was warm, I found myself thinking, once again, that I had to ask the divine beast.

“I’ll make sure it will be all right.”

“…”

I bit my lips. As if telling me to bite his fingers instead, Calix gently brushed my lips.

I ended up saying it.

“They’re trying to kill you.”

“Ah.”

The short exclamation that followed was hard to read.

His face seemed both deeply intrigued and entirely expressionless.
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“Ah.”

It was an exclamation he let out without even realizing.

Calix Elluiden, albeit belatedly, smiled quite gently.

To tell the truth, it was a little interesting, and just as unpleasant. No, more than that, calling it laughable would be more fitting.

I wonder if this is what it felt like.

“Don’t worry, Charlize. I’m not someone who dies so easily.”

At that, Charlize readily agreed.

“Yes, that’s true.”

While doing so, she gave him a quick glance, then nodded deeply.

Then, as she slightly averted her gaze, she added, “The knights of the Black Night are very capable. Of course, so are you, Your Highness.”

What’s this about now? Calix wondered, smiling with his eyes out of habit. But soon, he smiled softly.

“Are you doing okay these days?”

“What do you mean?” Charlize blinked, as if she truly didn’t know. In response to that, Calix somehow grew anxious and fidgeted with her fingertips.

“Things like coughing up blood, or nosebleeds.”

“I’m all right.”

“I see…”

There was plenty of time.

And if there wasn’t enough, he was prepared to snatch even its tail and stop it.
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That’s right. Calix is the male lead of this world, after all.

Even I, who was nothing more than a villainess, seemed like I was about to stop breathing, but didn’t. The male lead probably wouldn’t die so easily.

Still, since life is truly unpredictable, I decided not to let my guard down… Come to think of it, I wonder if Irian’s doing well?

It was the moment when I was diligently choosing a piece of high-quality stationery to make up for my poor writing skills…

Knock, knock.

A light knocking sound came from a slightly lower position. It was Sasha’s knock.

I quickly and neatly set down the carefully chosen stationery, then opened the door.

“Hello, Lady Charl.”

After briefly glancing at the small hands that kept tugging his top downward and fidgeting with the hem, I lifted my gaze again to look at his small face.

“The truth is… Actually, I…”

And exactly one hour later…

Whack―!

In a room lit by bright sunlight, I swung a hammer.

With a gloved hand, Calix dug through the wreckage that was once a music box.

That hesitation of “Is it really okay to do this to a holy relic?” seemed to belong to Sasha alone. As for me, I just ignored it.

It had also been a long time since I last bothered with thoughts like, “How about considering the price before smashing something just because it’s from the temple?”

The child, fidgeting nervously and mumbling, suddenly opened his eyes wide.

“Um…!”

There was something sparkling in a different color. It was so very tiny—small enough that we might have mistaken it for dust and missed it altogether.

When Calix saw it, his eyes grew deeper.

And it must have been the same for me.
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When I tried to break the holy relic from the temple because of what he said, the child, who had been hopping around excitedly, beamed with pride after I pulled it off.

And now, just like his personality, he was quietly asleep.

After gently stroking his soft hair, I returned to my room.

Calix wasn’t at the man or right now. He went to meet Count Philliam.
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“Does House Philliam really need to stay intact, Charlize?”
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Calix asked, and I hesitated for a moment.

At that, Calix nodded.
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“I understand.”
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And then, he asked a somewhat strange question.
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“By the way… were the Tuverrot flowers the temple gave to be planted in the garden really that much?”

[image: ]

To his question, asked in a slow, deliberate tone as if pressing something down, I answered without hesitation this time.
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“No. I took care of dividing them myself.”
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Calix replied, “I see,” then smiled and said, “I’ll be back.”

“Does Calix like odd numbers?”

Exhausted from the aftereffects of a passionate storybook reading session, I was sprawled out on my desk when I suddenly heard a light tapping at the window.

I figured it must be the wind and stayed where I was, but then I abruptly sprang up.

Sure enough, a bird with a note tied to its ankle was tilting its head at me.

“Oh.”

That somewhat familiar bird was Adrian’s. I could tell by those innocent, pure eyes.

Why would Adrian be sending something to me?

After checking the letter, I became confused again.

“Oh…”

There truly were many strange types of people in the world.
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The very first thing Adrian did after becoming certain that his mother had been safely escorted was tying a note on the ankle of his messenger bird.

“I’m counting on you.”

The bird, letting out a soft cry as if in response, flew up.

Two days later, Adrian fed the bird that had returned, and while opening the note, swallowed hard.

If he were to briefly summarize the contents of the letter he sent to Charlize, it went something like this.
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I will be a useful piece merely by being near you, my lady.
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He had once escaped their grasp, but there was no guarantee he wouldn’t be caught again. The only sure way to get free was to sever the hand holding him.

Of course, that wasn’t the only reason.

In exchange for giving up her son, she could have accepted money from the head of the house and lived quite comfortably. But his mother chose instead to protect Adrian.

To the person who had saved a mother like his, Adrian wanted to show the utmost sincerity.

If it were any other noble, they would have turned it down without a second thought, but for some reason, he couldn’t quite guess how that lady would respond.

After two sleepless nights of tossing and turning, his face looked a little pale.

With a trembling heart, Adrian checked the note and blinked.
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Go ahead.
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“…”

For reference, that wasn’t a summary.

Beneath that was the address of a manor known to all.

A sentence resembling a job recruitment notice had also been tacked on like a postscript.
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Lodging and meals provided for up to two.
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And so, Adrian, bringing his mother along, made his way to Lienta manor in a daze.
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Count Philliam received a stack of letters each morning, all claiming their business ventures would succeed, piling up to about a handspan in height each day.

It was not merely because of his immense wealth. Nor was it because he was looked down on for having the lowest title among the wealthiest noble families.

When the eastern continent was seen as having little worth, Count Philliam carved out a path with his innate foresight and decisiveness. That was why people pinned their hopes on the possibility that their ventures might catch his attention.

Though his achievements were recognized by all, Count Philliam was willing to give up everything except the assets essential for the peaceful life of his granddaughter.
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“Is this something my lady needs?”
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Because of that, he made the decision without hesitation.

“My lord, we have arrived.”

Even in the fiercely blowing sea wind, the old count did not waver.

The assistant chief of the merchant group, panting from running, kept glancing behind Count Philliam.

“Greetings, Sir. Is there perhaps… No, never mind. Let’s go to the reception room.”

“There’s no need.”

“Pardon?”

“It is a conversation that doesn’t need to be had in a reception room.”

“Ah? Then what might it be…?”

Boarding had already been completed. The ship was scheduled to depart soon, but it wasn’t a newly explored route. It was a path that had been sailed dozens of times. Not watching it go just this once would not cause any problems.

While quietly wondering why the chief had shown up so suddenly, the assistant chief once again glanced behind the count.

“Delay the ship’s departure.”

“Yes, I understa… Pardon?"

“I said to delay it.”

Right then, the knights who had been lined up behind the count began to move.
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Meanwhile, around the same time, Duke Lienta was greeting Adrian with quite a reluctant look in his eyes.

Since early times, uninvited guests were unwelcome by nature.

The corners of Adrian’s mouth, which had been held firm, quivered at the duke’s next words.

“It would have been better if it had been you rather than the archduke.”

It was an extremely generous comment, but Adrian, wisely, forgot it the moment he heard it.

“Go to the annex. Since there are sensitive children on the first floor, don’t linger around there.”

…Does that mean I’m not supposed to go outside?

Being told not even to be seen, it somehow felt like he had completely fallen out of favor.

“His Grace’s words just mean to treat the children well.”

While reflecting on the butler’s advice, he arrived at the annex, where a child with crossed arms was standing squarely in the way.

Territorial behavior?

This too was already something he was used to.

Adrian once again lifted the corners of his mouth firmly and smiled.

“Hello. Uncle or Adrian, call me whichever is more comfortable between the two. Or maybe even Uncle Adrian…”

“Rather than that…”

The child thrust out a piece of paper to Adrian, who was greeting him with a warm smile.

Are these the house rules?

It was truly a relief that his mother was touring the garden thanks to the head maid’s kindness.

Adrian’s face took on a subtle expression as he inwardly broke into a nervous sweat and accepted the paper.
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Adrian Senac
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The paper that started with his name had his background listed one after another down the page.

At that moment, what brought his dazed mind—which had gone blank while wondering whether he had really come after seeing a job recruitment notice—back to awareness was an unfamiliar voice.

“It says you were registered in the year XXX. Are you an illegitimate child?”

She was a girl who had the knack for saying extremely rude things as if they were ordinary questions. Adrian nodded before he even realized it.

“Hmm.”

With her arms crossed, the girl looked him over.

Rather than making him feel unpleasant, she was the kind of child who somehow made him feel like he had to make a good impression.

“Did you dye your hair?”

“It’s naturally blond.”

“Why didn’t you go to the academy?”

“If you’re not the eldest son, it’s a choice. There’s no one who actually likes studying… is there?”

The child, who looked at him with eyes like he was completely useless, sharply turned his head away.

“It says there that you have an older brother. He’s been registered too.”

Then the girl added, “Ah, I’m an illegitimate child too. I wasn’t registered, though.”

So they’re the siblings from House Tatis.

Because of the dizzying exchange of questions and answers from the start, he only just now realized it.

Marquess Tatis pleaded for his children to be returned, but it had no effect. It was because he had been such a terrible father that both children ran away from the marquisate and ended up drifting from one orphanage to another.

More than anything, it was because Charlize Lienta was their guardian, and because the duke stood firmly behind her, that things turned out that way.

“Yes, it’s rare.”

Indeed, the registration of an illegitimate child was rare.

If it was a girl, she might at least be registered for the purpose of marriage arrangements, but for boys, except in cases where there were no other children, it was virtually nonexistent.

Even so, there were ordinary cases where someone was registered despite that nearly nonexistent chance. Adrian was one of those cases.

“It’s because I have a bit of divine power. If I build connections with the temple, it naturally benefits the family.”

After speaking, Adrian realized his mistake. He became aware that he had spoken too realistically to a child, more than he should have.

Slightly regretting it, Adrian found himself confused once again.

Because the child’s eyes were sparkling.

“Can I tell my lady this?”
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“Uh, hmm.”

Adrian hesitated for a moment, then quietly spoke.

“She probably already knows?”

“No. She doesn’t know.”

“…”

“I don’t think she doesn’t know…?”

“My lady doesn’t know.”

…Could it be that they just want to believe that?

Adrian, in a daze, nodded his head.
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Am I not fully awake?

Even though I rubbed my eyes, my vision was still hazy.

“Do your eyes hurt?”

“No.”

I quickly stopped Calix, who was asking while reaching toward the communicator. The communicator supposedly connected directly to Gehrig, and for some reason, it had been quite a while since it appeared in my room too.

“It’s just that the edge of my vision is white.”

Now that I’ve said it out loud, it sounds like a huge problem!

I gasped and turned my head, but then, this side was perfectly fine.

Huh?

When I turned my head back again, that side still had a whole corner that was completely white.

What’s this?

Because I was curious, I kept moving my head back and forth, and from in front of me, I heard a certain someone let out an, “Ah.”

“It’s Tuverrot.”

Calix, who had replied in a tone that made it sound unimportant, suddenly smiled.

My highly trained eyeballs skillfully dodged his attack again this time.

“Why is that… No, where did you get that from?”

“They gave it to me at the temple.”

“They did?”

“It seems like it’s a gift.”

That’s suspicious.

“In that case… it must be rooted in a very worldly desire,” I said doubtfully.

“Hmm.”

Calix smiled softly.

“I think so too.”

His was a face that anyone absolutely couldn’t help but look at.
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“…The archduke is not an easy opponent. Is it not simply a matter of taking the imperial prince?”

“Because he’s not an easy opponent, they won’t let him live. Wouldn’t killing him be much easier?”

The man laughed as if he truly didn’t know what was going on.

The insides of the fellow watching that face were burning up bit by bit.

“It’s just that the empress died more easily than expected…”

“People…”

The man smiled faintly.

“Whether one is a wealthy noble or a beggar on the streets, they are all the same. If a blade pierces this deep, they die. That is what I mean.”

Those words could not help but be humiliating to him.

Even when he received strange orders, he remained fully loyal.

‘And yet…’

What was more, hadn’t he even gone so far as to turn away from the chance to side with Archduke Elluiden?

Even so, just because he lacked innate ability, the line was drawn like this.
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What is this?

I ended up just reading through someone venting.

Am I supposed to comfort him or something?

I muttered to myself bitterly, “Yes, that’s really unfortunate for you. So I hope you go ahead and spill what those strange order was, and what the name of that person, only described as “the man,” is, in a fit of anger.”

And then, I explained the scene to Calix as sincerely as I could.

“Don’t you think the nuance is that the fellow is a noble, and the man is a priest?”

“Perhaps it could be the Pope, but…”

Calix blinked with an expressionless face.

“‘Strange orders’ and a ‘chance’ to take my side.”

My eyes went to his index finger, which was habitually tapping his chin. I forced myself to look away with all my strength.

“There are too few clues. I think we should keep watching this side a bit more. What about Count Philliam?”

Count Philliam said he would halt all arms trade, citing the civil war on the eastern continent as the reason.

However, dealings in weapons were inherently very profitable. Saying he would personally confirm things and also keep his subordinates in check, he secretly went down.

Mentioning weapons specifically was just a temporary excuse to take a good number of escort knights with him in case something happened.
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Press them by asking whether they were trying to make arrows by separately collecting arrowheads whenever they found wood. Try to retrieve them all.
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I wrote it myself, but honestly, it doesn’t really make sense. Just taking the arrowhead, then, should suffice… there’s no real reason to bother taking the shafts too, is there?

This was the kind of situation where he should use his authority.

The chief of the merchant group feels uneasy and wants to check, so what can anyone do about it?

Calix handed over an envelope instead of answering. I had been about to slit it open with a letter opener, but I hesitated.

“It hadn’t been stolen along the way, Charlize. The count suggested doing it in the form of a letter to his granddaughter.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Hmm?”

Calix slightly tilted his head.

“You have to be underhanded to survive long…”

“I’ll try to survive for a long time, even without being underhanded.”

I sent Calix, who was walking a difficult path, a look of support.

Setting aside the sense of sorrow, the content of the letter, though overly long and emotional, was actually brief in purpose.

“He said it was collected and stored in the merchant group’s warehouse. He said it would be disposed of after inspecting it for three days.”

That’s the kind of end smuggled goods meet.

“If it’s three days… then they’ll probably dispose of them tomorrow. We’ll just snatch everything then.”

My eyes gleamed slyly.
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Lucas found himself a worthy opponent.

That opponent was none other than Angel.

W-w-what?!

With my eyes wide open in shock, I immediately ran to Calix.

But Calix, in contrast, was calm.

“Hmm.”

No, on second thought, he did seem a bit troubled.

…Was that considered general knowledge?

For someone who fell into this world, common sense was nothing short of a cruel truth.

I’ll just skip over the fact that I was reincarnated, not possessed. Anyway…

Even while flustered, I faithfully carried out the plan I had made earlier.

Which meant I wasted money while holding back tears.

I stored the storybook at Lienta manor. That book was going to become fodder for that damn author.

Tearing it up neatly, page by page, was something I could do for him.

No, I wanted to do it!

My money…

I, who had been lost in grief, suddenly snapped to attention.

I had forgotten!

And so, after a very, very long time, I ended up awkwardly knocking on the door of the clinic.

“What is it?”

True to its nature as a clinic not open to just anyone, the door opened only slightly, as if to meet an uninvited guest.

Her eyes full of a fierce gleam, just like the curt voice, widened in surprise.

“My lady?”

“Ah, hello.”

“Welcome! Welcome!”

Seeing Hazel, who looked like an innocent child, gave me a sharp pang of conscience I hadn’t even realized I had.

“Have you been well?”

“Yes, very much so. Because you even supported my living expenses, I was able to fully devote myself to my research. I was just about to contact you to say it was completed, so you came at the perfect time.”

Hazel’s eyes sparkled like a puppy hoping for praise. I squinted at the brightness, then belatedly realized I was confused.

“Already?”

It was an event that happened near the end of the original novel.

It was just when Duke Lienta’s power was weakened that Charlize caused an explosion resulting in multiple casualties, leaving the duke scrambling in chaos.

That’s why she died, saying she didn’t want to cause any more harm.

But to think this was already happening.

“Hazel. You truly are impressive.”

Gasp!

“For you to remember my name… It’s an honor to my family.”

Don’t go calling something like this the honor of your family… No, wait. I guess the more honor, the better.

“Since I was already in the middle of reviewing the review of the review, I went ahead and developed something else too while I was at it. Would you like to see it?”

If she had a tail, it would probably be wagging like crazy. Charmed by Hazel’s bright and positive energy, I followed her as if I were under a spell.

Just then, the sound of someone knocking on the door was heard.

“Please wait a moment, my lady.”

Hazel scampered over to the door.

“I cut my hand, could I get some treatment…”

“Put saliva on it!”

“What kind of apothecary are you, treating a patient like this…”

“I’m busy, so get lost.”

Bang!

While I was looking at a colored liquid I didn’t even recognize, I turned my head.

“You’re done already?”

“It was just some beggar asking to borrow money,” Hazel said with a shrug.

Then, her eyes lit up again. “Your discernment is truly impressive. To think you're looking right at the finished product out of all these options!”

It looked like she lit up after seeing my face… but maybe that was just my imagination.

“This is a truth serum. It makes it impossible to lie.”

“…You can make that with herbs?”

“Of course,” Hazel replied confidently.

…Since she was the genius apothecary the empress personally discovered in the original novel, I understood and figured this must be why.

In any case, it’s a useful potion.

The powder I showed to Duke Linix, saying it would make him tell only the truth, was actually something that took away his reason.

I remembered thinking a potion like that would have been really useful and regretting that it didn’t exist… and now, here it was, before my very eyes.

“If you’d like, I can portion it out for you.”

“Is that really okay?”

“Of course. My lady, you are my…”

Hazel hesitated and swallowed her words.

So she was about to call me her financier. No wonder she’s been praising even the most trivial things. Now I understand why… If that’s the case, then as her financier, it’s only natural to add a bit more to her living expenses.

“Have you ever thought about relocating your clinic?”

“I am comfortable here.”

Hearing that, I gave a few small nods.

Then I returned home, still broke, but with a fairly useful potion in hand.

…Hng.
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An evening when the sea wind blew piercingly was especially cold.

Three low-ranking knights of House Philliam shivered as they stacked up wood.
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“The wood is light. Since it lacks weight, it’s disqualified for use as an arrow shaft.”

“The temperament of the eastern continent is different from ours. I’ve heard that there are expert archers there who can shoot five arrows at once. It might be most suitable for them.”
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After three days of dispute, since no arrowheads were found separately, it was concluded that the wood had been undeclared firewood.

Faced with the count’s wrath, the assistant chief was thoroughly scolded. He then berated the captain, and the blame must have continued down the line, one after another.

Well, regardless of what was going on with the higher-ups, the low-ranking knights felt like they were on a short vacation.

“Anyway, I thought I’d finally get to see the sea again, but even that only lasted three days.”

“If you’ve got time to stare at the sea, then carry this instead!”

“Why is there so much of it again?”

He went back to grumbling for quite a while.

Just as they were about to pour oil over the pile of wood to help it burn well…

Whoosh—

A gust of wind blew.

The torches that were lighting the area all went out.

Just then, the moon slipped behind the clouds, plunging everything into darkness. There was no doubt they had aimed for that exact moment.

“W-who’s there?!” the knights shouted, drawing their swords.

The crashing of the waves somehow felt closer, to the point they couldn’t even be sure if they were still standing on solid ground.

At the moment they clenched their teeth, resolved to hold out until a patrolling knight arrived, a stinging pain spread across the back of their necks, and their consciousness faded into darkness.
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Late at night.

I was in Calix’ office.

For the record, Calix isn’t here. He went to put Sasha to sleep.

Maybe the side effects of quitting physical training finally caught up with me, because I turned into a stamina-less mess and kept nodding off.

Knock, knock.

I wasn’t dozing off! I absolutely did not jump to my feet in shock at the sound of the knock. I was only going to open the door.

“It’s getting late.”

Jay grinned and held out a pouch.

Just in case, I put on the gloves I had prepared and quickly took out the contents.

Jay, who had been helping at my side, looked around the office.

“What about my lord?”

“In Sasha’s bedroom.”

“Ah, I see.”

And then, the air turned heavy.

Hmm.

Still, because we’d seen each other a few times, I had secretly thought we were friendly. But of course, it was just my own misunderstanding. My social circle really was extremely narrow…

Thinking of Jay, who was awkwardly standing there, I resolutely pretended not to notice and, as if I had become a botanist, closely observed the wood for a moment.

“My lady.”

“Uh-huh?”

I raised my head awkwardly.
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Swoosh.
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“I would like to express my gratitude.”
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Rustle.

Shortly after that, Calix arrived, and Jay gave a brief report and then left the office.

Hmm. I’m not sure what he was grateful for, but it wasn’t something bad.

Cutting off my thoughts cleanly, I focused again on observing the split wood.

So there was a reason it felt so light.

The inside was completely empty.

“In the illustrated botanical book, an account like this did not exist. Could it be that the inside is not originally empty?”

“Mm.”

Calix, who was smiling peculiarly as if thinking about something, suddenly looked toward the terrace.

“You came at just the right time.”

“My lord. Was the timing right?”

A knight I had never seen before came in cheerfully, then opened his eyes wide upon seeing me.

“By any chance… are you that lady? No, that was strange of me to say. You must be. Our lord isn’t the kind of vile person who would be alone with a stranger on a secluded night when he has a fiancée.”

“Should I say thank you for the compliment?”

“Come on, between us, there’s no need to thank me for something like this. By the way, my lady, how do you do? You may call me Eric. Or even just ‘hey’ if you prefer…”

Even after that, Eric chattered away nonstop.

“…So, this is what you told me to bring, right? There were knights guarding it. Somehow, even though it was deep in the forest, the security was insanely tight.

I was thinking of knocking a few of them down, but I brought it quietly instead.”

My ears, in just ten minutes, were subjected to three days’ worth of torment.

Calix skillfully tuned out the chatter of the talkative knight and snapped a branch.

Then, he showed the cross-section.

“This one’s normal.”

“It’s certain someone did something with those wood.”

“Who did something with what wood?”

Calix, instead of answering, lightly tossed him the hollow wood. Eric, who snatched it out of the air, tilted his head.

“This way, he’ll be quiet for a while. It’s because he’s full of curiosity.”

Calix, who had been smiling slightly, tilted his head.

“You have the face of someone who wants to ask something, Charl.”

“How did you identify the place where the trees were?”

“It’s not that difficult if you know the name.”

As expected, the fact that Calix couldn’t locate Sasha’s whereabouts early on must have really been a configuration error.

Eric, after looking at the wood with curiosity, took it out to the terrace and was examining it under the moonlight.

Taking advantage of that moment, I said, “The leader of the group of dark mages will soon find out. That the wood loaded onto the ship was stolen, and that someone also cut down and took a tree from the forest.”

“That will probably be the case.”

“They will likely assume Your Highness is the mastermind.”

“They were already after me anyway, weren’t they?” Calix smiled, slightly narrowing his eyes.

It’d be a lie to say I wasn’t worried. But looking back, Calix’ life had been nothing but a string of survival.

If even swordsmanship can’t be performed well unless you’re used to it, then all the more so for something that was his means of survival. Besides, by nature, this kind of thing has its strengths and weaknesses.

“Not at all. Sometimes, you have to take risks in order to be efficient.”

I nodded firmly, to express that I understood his decision.

Calix’ expression, even after being understood, remained unreadable.

After softly looking at me for a moment, Calix said, “Next time, I won’t act efficiently.”

“It’s all right even if you do.”

“Let’s both agree not to do that. There’s no need to deliberately take on risks, is there?”

If I had heard that from anyone else, I probably would’ve shot back with “Excuse me? You got one turn, so shouldn’t I get mine and call it even then?” However, they do say you’re supposed to let the one you love win.

I coolly accepted my defeat.

“Yes, I understand. So, Calix, you think their leader is the Pope?”

I had the same suspicion.

It’s certain that the Pope is Duke Linix’ superior for now, but if there’s someone even above the Pope, I’ll set fire to the original novel I recreated by wringing out every last bit of my memory.

“It’s just…” Calix murmured. “I simply realized it again. That time is finite.”

Hmm.

“I agree. Each day is precious, and yet I have to live while thinking of those bastards…”

On top of that, I even died a dog’s death in my previous life and was now living my second one.

While pretending to look off at the distant mountains and drying my tears, Calix let out a laugh with a tremble in his voice.

“That’s right.”

He suddenly looked out the window.

With the faint rays of light, it was hard to completely drive away the darkness, so it was impossible to tell exactly what he was looking at.

“What are you looking at?”

“I was just thinking…”

Calix looked at me again. His eyes, pierced by sunlight-like shards, smiled belatedly.

“…about you living to be a hundred years old.”
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The imperial consort smiled happily.
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“You didn’t need to come in person, but you’re still just as kind as ever.”
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Hers was the face of someone thinking of the past.

In the same manner, someone else thinking of the past stood before her.
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Calix did not believe in coincidences.

It was like the prank of a god with nothing to do, so instead, he tended to prefer words adorned with all sorts of ticklish phrases.

For that reason, the flowers being exactly twenty-two were perceived as a kind of warning. Not to mention, they even had the nickname “Wings of God.”

The moment he saw the familiar tree with a strange name, his suspicion was no longer just suspicion.

Calix, who had been looking at it, granted the knight entry.

“My lord.”

Jay reported with a slightly downcast gaze.

“The rumors are spreading smoothly. Since we’ve also deployed the instigators, the capital will soon be covered in them.”

Rather than letting them wage a public opinion battle the way they wanted, it was better to steer it in a way that worked in our favor.

“You may speak.”

“When do you plan to eliminate Emperor Antonio?”

Jay scrunched his face in a way that was uncharacteristic of him.

Calix tapped the desk a few times, as if in thought.

“I had intended to keep him alive until Sasha ascended the throne, but…”

“…”

“…I don’t know anymore.”

A faint trace of laughter lingered in the voice that followed.

“What about Duke Linix?”

“They’re negotiating his bail. He’ll likely be back at Linix manor soon.”

“Tip off one by one any acts of corruption that will be damaging to the duke personally but will not lead to imprisonment under imperial law. The newspapers seem like a good choice.”

“Was it not that the lady wanted to quickly eliminate Duke Linix?”

“Unfortunately, Charlize is sincere.” Calix scrunched the bridge of his nose and let out a low laugh. “The condition of her deal with Theodore Vanachell was Duke Linix, but the marquess preferred a pastoral method.”

Indeed, compared to a miserable prison and the emotional torment caused by imaginary gazes, the method of sending one off in a single stroke with a well-forged blade could be said to be not just moderate, but even peaceful.

And then, the next day.

Although it was a sunny winter day, the air was still cold.

I wonder if outside would’ve been better.

Calix silently looked at the round forehead with bangs stuck to it and had a thought.

He thought the child had grown quite a bit, but this kind of expression remained unchanged.

His lips that had been mumbling in concentration soon opened wide. He had succeeded in placing a wooden block, taken from the lower compartment, on top.

And Calix, too, succeeded in knocking down the wooden tower with a very sincere gesture.

“Oh no. Now I won’t be able to keep up with Sasha.”

“Then… next time, let’s play something different.”

“Hm?”

“Me too, t-this has gotten boring.”

With a soft laugh, Calix stroked Sasha’s head.

“They say a child’s growth is a guardian’s joy. That turned out to be true. So let me experience this joy a few more times.”

The child, who had been fidgeting with his fingers, blinked his gentle eyes.

“Are you still having those dreams these days?”

“No, not anymore.”

“I see…”

“Uncle, the bad one is the person who did something strange to the holy relic. S-so…”

“Yes. I understand.”

Calix pushed the chair and stood up.

Just as the child naturally nestled into his arms, Calix too had grown used to the small warmth that was the child.

“Even so, I can’t help but think I’m pathetic.”

“U-uncle, you’re not pathetic at all!”

Sasha snapped his head up.

“I’m sorry…”

Calix pressed his lips to the child’s forehead.

“…for this matter and also finding you far too late.”

As well as for the fact that he couldn’t become an ill-mannered child who cried and shouted, asking why he had been made to dream scary dreams.

“I will do better from now on, so please forgive me.”

The child who had been fidgeting nervously answered right away.

“Okay.”

“Thank you.”

That only lasted a moment. The child squirmed in his arms.

As he looked at him curiously, Sasha mumbled, “Only babies are supposed to be held like this.”

So, that meant he wanted to be let down now.

Calix ended up chuckling quietly.

Maybe it was because it was that kind of moment that he was able to notice it quickly. That was, the contrasting presence outside the greenhouse.

It was an attendant from the imperial palace holding a silver tray.
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“The imperial consort is alive?!”

Emperor Antonio sprang up in shock.

The imperial consort, who had been thought dead as she remained silent even after Sasha’s survival became known, now appeared. Unlike the imperial prince, who had still been young, she might have known some secrets.

Even the very act of fleeing with the child after the late emperor suddenly died was suspicious.

“Speak in detail.”

The attendant, already reciting the report for the third time, had a face stricken with fear.

After the empress died and the emperor’s temperament became even more warped, the task of delivering unpleasant news had come to fall on the newcomers.

“The archduke discovered Her Majesty the Imperial Consort, who had lost consciousness due to dark magic, and he has now supposedly awakened.”

“So, where was she found, and how did she wake up, exactly?!”

“That much is not yet known…”

“Nothing’s being done properly! No one even knows how to do anything properly!”

In the past, the empress would have already appeared and gently calmed the completely enraged emperor right about now.

“Get out at once!”

Today of all days, thinking of the empress all the servants had been missing, the attendant ran out breathlessly.

After closing the door and barely catching his breath, the attendant opened his eyes wide.

“Oh dear. It seems His Majesty the Emperor is very angry.”
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“I-I humbly greet Your Holiness the Pope.”

“Hmm.”

Laud smiled as if to say he was sorry.

“Should I have requested an audience in advance?”

Fortunately, the attendant who had escorted the Pope all the way there responded skillfully, so the new attendant was able to avoid falling into greater confusion.

A short while later, Emperor Antonio—who had barely calmed his rage—closely scrutinized the face of the Pope who had suddenly arrived.

After completing the sequence of glances he believed to be very discreet, the pleasantries began.

As the long preamble dragged on for quite some time, Emperor Antonio, whose patience had finally run out, was the first to speak.

“But, what matter has brought Your Holiness to make such a rare and urgent visit?”

It was undeniably a question steeped in his true intention to assert that he held the upper hand, with that intent clinging to each and every word.

Laud did not waste any more time and got to the point.

“While shutting out the outside world and focusing on God, I heard news that wicked people have appeared.”

Emperor Antonio’s eyes lit up with a glint.

“That’s right. Even the imperial consort was harmed by them.”

“Not long ago, God directly spoke about the divine powers of His Highness the Imperial Prince. At the time, I simply thought it meant we were to serve the imperial prince well…”

Laud smiled faintly.

“…However, now that I think about it, I wonder if it meant we were to protect His Highness from them.”

Protect?

“Dark magic is vicious. The spell can only be broken if the one who cast it dies.”

Laud kindly added to the cowardly and foolish man who was still hesitating.

“Of course, I do not believe Her Majesty the Imperial Consort would ever intentionally harm His Highness the Imperial Prince. However, dark magic is so wicked that it can deceive even the person involved.”

In other words, it was a proposal to have the imperial consort executed, and in return, the temple sought control over the whereabouts of the imperial prince.

Could it be that the Pope knows something about the late emperor’s death…?

If not, there would be no reason for the Pope to personally come and propose disposing of the imperial consort.

The emperor swallowed dryly as he looked at the face that still wore a benevolent smile.
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Late at night, when everyone had already fallen into a deep sleep.

The calm surface of the lake rippled, and soon after, silver hair suddenly emerged.

“Huu…”

The boy felt proud as he looked at his arm under the moonlight.

It took longer than expected, but still, my strength should return soon. Once that time comes… Well, it’s not like anything will actually change.

It was an era so peaceful it was boring.

The boy, who had been shrugging his shoulders, suddenly furrowed his brows.

What does this child even think of me? I’ll have to make her clearly understand what kind of position I’m in!

If someone saw how he suddenly vanished, they might think it was a long-awaited summons, but it absolutely wasn’t.

And then… with that intention, the divine beast, who went so far as to manifest and arrived full of ambition, was now rampaging wildly.

“What? Are you saying the temple dared to do such a thing to my child?”

The one referred to with such an affectionate title was, of course, Sasha.

“How dare they?! How dare they?! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?!”

“Didn’t I say there were eyes watching the divine one’s whereabouts?”

“That may be true… but still, aren’t they just mere humans?!”

So, as the boy puffed up and shouted, “I’m stronger!” Charlize looked at him with a bit of admiration.

Amazing. The divine beast should live for an incredibly long time. If he ends up with even one embarrassing moment, he’ll have countless days of torment. And yet, he’s casually accumulating them without care!

“So, you probably didn’t call me just to say this. What is it, then?”

Charlize smiled slightly. The boy flinched and took a step back before he even realized it.

“Please give me just one holy relic.”

“…What?”

“Or even two would be fine.”

Hold on. Leave it to me… No, wait. More importantly, was this even agreed upon? There’s no way that man would’ve gone along with this.”

Charlize tilted her head at his suspicious gaze.

“Is that important?”

Of course! He’s scary!

Of course, now that he was nothing more than a mere human, he couldn’t very well admit to feeling such fear for him. So the divine beast threw out, “I asked first!” instead.

“We agreed not to do things like this anymore, but…”

“But?”

“…I don’t even listen to what my parents say."

“…”

“And also because I can’t stall for time any longer.”

“Why?” the boy sneered.

Is she going to say something like, “Because I have an impatient personality, divine one,” this time?

“I… I’m going to die soon.”

The boy’s eyes visibly wavered. He tried to hide it in a flustered moment, but she had already caught on.
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Here we go again.

It was the point where I had become used to waking up because of the damp feeling on my face instead of Leah’s gentle voice.

While roughly scrubbing the pillowcase in cold water in the bathroom, I looked at the mirror.

Hmm.

Yes. It really was strange. There was no way this kind of routine was normal.

Is it some kind of illness?

If it was a disease that even the family doctor couldn’t detect through those extensive tests, then a grueling battle with illness might as well be inevitable.

I-I-I’ll be okay.

After bravely accepting reality, I rushed off to find Hazel, like a shot arrow.

“I’m an apothecary, not a doctor, so…”

Hazel, shoulders drooping in discouragement, murmured.

“Did you say there were no other symptoms besides blood leaving your body?”

The terrifying phrasing that was chosen instead of technical terms reinforced Hazel’s earlier statement.

I answered, slightly frightened. “Mm-hm.”

“Hmm.”

Hazel once again thought deeply for a while, then dropped her shoulders.

The next person I went to see was Eric.

By nature, a chatterbox tends to have a lot of information.

Finding his whereabouts wasn’t difficult. I had just followed the noise, and he was there.

“So I was like… Huh? Is that you, my lady? What brings you all the way here?”

“This is something about someone my friend’s nephew knows, you see…”

After hearing everything I had to say, Eric rubbed his chin.

“That really is quite intriguing. Rather than a doctor, it might be more appropriate to look for a priest.”

“Why?”

“Well, aren’t they rather experienced in that area? So many have failed to endure the empire under divine protection and ended up shedding wicked blood…”

The terrifying words continued in a cheerful voice.

“Now that there’s no more smoke coming from the temple, doesn’t that mean they’ve found a solution for why the bleeding happens?”

“…Because getting caught by the temple means death, maybe they’re just hiding the symptoms so thoroughly that there’s no more smoke now?”

“If they intend to kill, then they can just go ahead and kill, right?”

I quickly backed away and disappeared from the knight, whose abilities were so exceptional that he ended up with a simple and honest mind.

Even in the original novel and even in the dream, there was no instance of Charlize coughing up blood.

The final destination of my trudging steps was a certain flower bed.

It wasn’t any sort of special coincidence. The garden was just so large that it had become difficult not to end up here, no matter where one walked.

The moment I crouched down miserably and pointlessly brushed the silver-gray petals with my finger several times.

“Ah.”

Plip, plop.

The blood that fell onto the soil quickly seeped in.

Maybe…

Even after soaking through an entire handkerchief, the nosebleed that didn’t stop only gradually subsided after moving away from the Tuverrot flower bed.

While scanning my surroundings, I scrubbed my face roughly at the fountain, then quickly returned to my room for fear someone might see and opened the journal.

I went back to the very first page.

Because the most important things, by nature, might be forgotten, it was customary to write them down first.
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You just have to endure for two years!

Plan 1. Run off to the duchy.

Plan 2. Lay low and live quietly.

Plan 3. If news of the wedding comes out, absolutely no traveling to a neighboring country! It’ll look like a breakup trip! In any case, leave the empire.

Plan 4. Either live somewhere else or come back to the empire. Figure this one out yourself.
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The writing underneath it was in cursive.
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Did Charlize survive after taking poison? No… that wasn’t the case. She died.
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In the two versions, the timing of Charlize’s death was different.

“The empress was originally supposed to die around this time.”

The empress died without doing anything, and people were just stunned, but the timing itself wasn’t all that different.

My nosebleed wouldn’t stop near the Tuverrot…

So, the idea was to try summoning a being even closer to God than the “Wings of God.”

“I… I’m going to die soon.”

It was as if the words “How did you know?!” were written in type across his pupils.

Only after witnessing that clear agitation did I finally feel like I could understand.

The singularity of this reincarnation, that is… Come to think of it, it was strange that I had divine power and could see the future, unlike in the original.

Strictly speaking, both could be considered forms of divine power. After all, the other two people who could see the future through their eyes possessed divine power.

In any case, I wasn’t particularly curious about the will of the God who put me here, and it wasn’t like my dream was to become a sage. So I decided to just do what I could within the limited time I had.

“…You, are you all right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you just say you were going to die soon?”

The divine beast’s nose twitched.

“Everyone dies.”

“But you’re going to die earlier, aren’t you?”

“That hurts.”

The divine beast tightly closed his mouth.

My eyes lit up all of a sudden.

“If God sees me as pitiful, would He extend my lifespan?”

If that were the case, I could cry so much and so pitifully, even a robber would be moved.

“Who knows…”

The divine beast, who had avoided my eyes, suddenly lifted his head.

“Did the Pope come out of the imperial palace?”

“How did you… Yes, that’s right.”

“Then, please go. You must not forget to bring the holy relic next time.”

“…I’ll think about it.”

The boy who shot me a sidelong glance disappeared into the light. I wiped away my tears and drank the water I had habitually poured into the glass to rehydrate.

“Well then, should I try contacting Noah now?”

Each and every second felt too precious to waste.

I’ll finish everything quickly and spend the rest of my life in peace and leisure.

Noah responded right away.

“I’ve identified the location where the books are being bound. Since there are quite a few clients involved, when should we schedule it?”

It was a question about the right timing to root them out quickly but with moderation, in line with my, a noble lady’s, pace.

I thought for a moment, then said, “Let’s do it tomorrow afternoon.”
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Knock, knock.

“What is it?!” Count Dive shouted irritably.

Lately, he had been in a particularly foul mood.

As for “that” damned thing, ever since the recent incident, he had handed everything over to the butler and hadn’t shown the slightest interest in it. Even so, there were times when he unavoidably ended up hearing about it.
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“You should begin preparing for the next step.”
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House Dive had been a devout family for generations. However, the previous count and his wife were especially devout. To the extent that they even offered up a vast forested tract of land for the training of the holy knights.

They were so elated by the Pope’s praise, “This is the finest of all the lands donated for the development of the holy knights,” that they went so far as to scrape together everything they had and didn’t have and donate again.

That excessive devoutness deepened even further when the Pope himself treated their daughter’s illness.
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“God only gives us trials that we can endure, so…”
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As for their eldest son, the current Count Dive, he was devout as well, but because of his inherently secular nature, he could not reach the level of being wholly devoted to holiness like the rest of his family.

Even so, thanks to that secular disposition, he was able to put on a display of excessive sincerity.

And then, there was an incident that could have truly brought him close to that level.
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“You’re quite special.”
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It was the moment he heard the Pope’s admiring words.

It was when it was revealed that only he could see the scenery inside the crystal orb, something no one, not even the high priests, had ever seen.

Although he believed that the relationship which had started from a worthless forest would become such a firm connection…
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“Whether one is a wealthy noble or a beggar on the streets, they are all the same…”

[image: ]

…Huh?

Then, Count Dive suddenly became perplexed.

It was because he had been so deeply lost in other thoughts that he only now realized the person outside the door hadn’t responded.

What…?

And at that moment—

Knock, knock.

The sound of knocking was heard again, as if whoever it was had been waiting.

Count Dive, who had been striding toward the door with a sharp scowl, ready to scold, suddenly faltered.

The surrounding air was excessively still.

The bell. I have to ring the bell!

He hurriedly tried to turn around, but a large piece of cloth covered his vision before he could.
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Count Dive, who had been yelling “What in the world do you think you’re doing?!” fell silent the moment he realized how unusually smooth the carriage ride was.

The coachman’s skill was so good, even the direction of the turns was hard to guess.

Though the approach had been rather unwelcome, at the very least, it did not appear that they intended to harm him.

If it’s a wealthy family, is it House Elluiden? House Lienta? No, why would either of those two families be interested in me? Then could it be the devout House Philliam?

Not only was his family notable, he himself also frequently went to the temple. His muddled thoughts soon concluded that it didn’t really matter either way.

Any one of those three would be better.

If that was the case, it seemed it would’ve been even better if they gave him money while saying sorry for bringing him here like this.

Clutching his pounding heart in that state, the count, following the knight’s guidance, came to an awkward stop.

And then, as the cloth was lifted…

W-what is this?!

“Hmm.”

Charlize stared at him as if she were appraising him. The count shifted his eyes, swallowing the words he had prepared back down his throat.

“I read a certain storybook, and…”

The sudden memory of the butler who had come running to him a few days ago might have surfaced because he had sensed what the lady was about to say next.
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“M-my lord, about “that” matter…”

“Didn’t I tell you not to talk about that?!”
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“…it left quite an impression. It’s been a very long time since I felt that way.”

Charlize Lienta’s aesthetic sense was well-known.

If her reputation had been just a little better, and if she had shown just a little more interest in art, there was even a joke that she might have had to hire several servants just to sort letters from artists.

“At first, I thought it was just because I hadn’t read a fairy tale in a long time, but it really was different from the others.”

Count Dive broke out in a cold sweat inwardly.

He was certain that the lady’s famous intuition, which he had once brushed off, had been the truth without even the slightest exaggeration.

“So I want to hire the Count to work exclusively for me.”

“Huh? Pardon?”

“You certainly won’t be disappointed with the compensation.”

The messenger of God who always wore a benevolent smile surely would not remain benevolent in the face of betrayal.

When the Count merely shifted his eyes, Charlize asked, “Why? Is it so unappealing you won’t even hear the conditions?”

When her expressionless face tilted slightly, the count hurriedly offered an excuse.

“The reason I secretly write fairy tales is because of the children who’ll enjoy them…”

“Is that why?”

“…and…”

“Hmm. I see.” Charlize readily nodded her head. “It seems like this is going to be a long conversation. Have some tea.”

A moment later, a teacup filled with transparent reddish-brown tea was placed in front of him.

Given the atmosphere, he couldn’t avoid drinking it, so the count swallowed the tea.

“Is your current life already difficult even without me interfering?”

“If that’s the reason, it’s fine. But then, wouldn’t there be no reason for you to propose an exclusive contract?”

“I’m curious about your writing process.”

“That is difficult.”

W-why am I like this?

The count clamped his mouth shut, trying to stop his own unrestrained tongue.

As he glanced around to read the atmosphere and looked across, he saw a handsome face smiling in a strangely subtle way.

“Ah, is that so?”
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Among the information obtained within reasonable limits, the most useful was this.

It was that the story didn’t begin in the count’s head, but in his eyes.

Because the count’s face, after he chattered on about it, had turned extremely pale, he stopped there for the time being.

Anyway, most of what was to be gained had already been gained.

After reading the report, I had thought the count’s story was probably just a trick but hearing that it’s actually true is a bit dispiriting.

Tapping the paper in my hand, I suddenly lowered my gaze. The sentence that happened to catch my eye was the part about frequent visits to the temple.

I narrowed my eyes.

The purpose of widely spreading a certain story, as far as I know, is only one.

It was to have it read by many people.

To read something was to remember it. As long as there were people who remembered it, it would not be forgotten.

To not be forgotten was the same as to exist.

To exist was, at times, to hold power in and of itself.

All the more so, this was a world where gods existed. A world where irrational phenomena beyond common sense took place.

You, what is your ultimate goal?

It was certain that it wasn’t merely a matter of coveting power.
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The space, custom-made for a young child, held only the faint rustling of tiny breaths as its sole sound.

Calix turned to the next page of the book he had been reading aloud to put his nephew to sleep.

Since he already knew what came next even without having to move, this could be called an unnecessary action uncharacteristic of him.

After regaining part of his memory, Calix even considered tracking down those who pulled such pathetic tricks and making it so they could no longer do anything.

However, his judgment changed quickly.

When he looked at the content written from a third-person’s point of view, he would sometimes let out a faint laugh without realizing it, but the weight of this tangible reality wasn’t bad.

Of course, the most important reason was something else.

Through this, his memory could become whole.

It felt as if he had become a divine beast or a god who gained strength through people’s belief.

It was quite unpleasant, but bearable.

From that perspective, the success of this storybook could be considered an unexpected, secondary blessing for the temple.

As he closed the last page, Calix looked out the window almost absentmindedly.

Charlize was returning.
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The next day.

Calix willingly accepted his half-brother’s request and headed to the imperial palace.

“The imperial consort held captive by a dark mage for a long time. Why did you hide that?”

Since the words Emperor Antonio blurted out were one of the things he was expected to say, Calix’ expression remained a clean and formal smile.

“It was uncertain, so I was being cautious.”

“There are other things you should have been careful about! Thinking that vile group might’ve used some scheme, you fearlessly met the imperial consort. You actually met her!”

After venting his anger once he had managed to suppress it, Emperor Antonio cleared his throat and continued speaking. “I’ve already informed the temple. Send the imperial consort to undergo an appraisal.”

“Appraisal? Her Majesty the Imperial Consort isn’t an object. Isn’t that going too far?”

Though it was clearly a quiet syllable, Emperor Antonio involuntarily blinked rapidly. Feeling ashamed of that, the emperor spoke in a more dignified tone.

“There’s no need for a lengthy discussion. The conversation ends here.”

“That’s fortunate.”

It was far from sarcastic. The emperor, frowning in clear displeasure, still reacted.

“Your Majesty. I intend to eradicate the dark mages.”

Antonio was perhaps the one who understood Calix Elluiden’s feelings toward the former sovereigns of the imperial family better than anyone else, save for Calix himself. So he could tell that this seemingly absurd plan was genuine.

Antonio cunningly used his head.

Even if Calix carries it out himself, in the end, the record will only show it as a single line under my reign.

“Anyway, to think there are so many talented individuals in the temple who can distinguish dark magic. It truly is a relief.”

At some point, the topic had subtly shifted away from the imperial consort, but the emperor didn’t realize it.
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“Haha.”

The young priest perked up his ears.

His Holiness the Pope, gentle in all things, rarely laughed out loud.

Unable to resist his curiosity, he quietly lifted his gaze, and as expected, the face he saw was radiant with a smile.

It looks like the emperor’s personal letter contains something good.

The one who had delivered it was none other than the boy. Clutching his pounding heart, the young priest proudly exited the Pope’s quarters.

Meanwhile, to his own surprise, Laud was genuinely smiling. For the first time in a very long while, even.

The emperor had apparently forgotten the plan for handling the imperial consort, which Laud had gone so far as to mention in person. Unfortunately, his mind seemed endlessly small for the size of his head. Instead, he asked about an outcome that was, admittedly, quite tempting.

Even if he does not remember, if the one who raised him and his uncle are killed by dark mages, the imperial prince will learn fear clearly.

Indeed, the archduke was quite a troublesome figure. Though it was merely a matter of wrapping things up, not a proper step toward the next phase, it was still expected to incur considerable expenditure.

His death could be used for various purposes.

The satisfied smile faded before long.

When his very gentle-looking eyes briefly turned cold, the letter in his palm was crushed into a mess.

How did he know?

For about the length of a season, the imperial prince remained very quiet. To simply dismiss it as him running to the archduke and whining about a scary dream left quite a bothersome gap in the Pope’s mind.

Could it be that the imperial prince’s divine powers have awakened further?

So maybe that was why he sensed something off from the holy relic shaped like a music box.

Well, since his power should have fully awakened by now anyway, it’s not surprising.

A tree that received much care tended to repay with large fruit. He only hoped the imperial prince was not a seed even worse than a tree.

Or maybe… perhaps someone around the imperial prince… No, never mind.

Since the imperial prince would soon be within his grasp anyway, it likely wasn’t an important issue.

Perhaps this ominous feeling was merely due to the large amount of divine power scheduled to be expended today, and nothing more than a sensitivity stemming from the loss of fundamental strength, even if only temporary.

And then, that night.

“…You’re saying the lady made such a proposal?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Laud, sensing Count Dive’s gaze so attentively fixed on his expression it was almost pitiful, sank into deep thought.

Whatever meaning he had taken from that, Count Dive spoke again.

“Lady Lienta was well-known from childhood for having talent in the appraisal of artworks. So indeed, the fact that this story is qualitatively different from other things is naturally…”

“Enough.”

While suppressing the desire to tell him to shut his mouth, Laud smiled kindly.

“I understand.”

“Y-yes, of course.”

“Accept the lady’s proposal.”

“Pardon?”

As if he disliked being asked again, Laud smiled with a slightly furrowed expression, so Count Dive quickly nodded, saying, “I will do so.”

While looking down at the bowed head, Laud made an assessment.

Had the will of God been to test the lady? The most reasonable explanation for why the lady is unexpectedly involved in all this was nothing but the will of God.

—Such was the thought of the man who had already become estranged from God.

[image: ]

The forest, dense with trees, was dim all around.

In that place, untouched by human footsteps and preserving a serene atmosphere, birds suddenly took flight into the sky.

It was a manifestation of instinct, triggered by the reflexive detection of a great presence and the urge to get as far away as possible.

“This won’t do either. Nor this.”

That very great being, having received the request of a mere human, was rummaging through his nest.

“Ugh.”

The boy bit his lip hard and plopped down with a thud.

“Maybe I’ll just bring her some gold coins or whatever.”

Then the fact that “that” had appeared must have been nothing more than a coincidence, and thinking so, he figured there wouldn’t be any reason to make a request like this again.

But then again, if that was the case…
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“I… I’m going to die soon.”
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Although the boy didn’t properly grasp the human concept of time, he was talented at metaphors.

From the standpoint of being a dragon, there were times he had to explain things to the humans who sought him out in a language they could understand, so perhaps it would be more accurate to say he had become proficient, rather than calling it a talent.

“If I ignore it, it won’t be soon, but rather a few hours later.”

While letting out a deep sigh, the boy picked up a relic he had been pretending not to see the whole time.

His young face reflected on the yellowish surface looked conflicted.
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The chef’s skill at Elluiden manor was remarkable.

Today as well, I ate with admiration and a grateful heart and walked in circles around the hallways to improve my stamina.

Spacing out for no reason and then heading toward the Tuverrot flower bed again and getting a nosebleed was something I would rather avoid.

I need to take care of my own lifespan.

Even if it was far too short…

While I was secretly wiping away my tears, I suddenly sensed someone’s presence.

Don’t tell me I’ve come to the hallway on the third floor again?

At this rate, I might not be able to reincarnate and end up becoming a ghost, remaining as the frightening legend of the hallway on the third floor at Elluiden manor, passed down from senior servants to junior ones. A sudden sense of crisis hit me.

“You were here.”

There were two fortunate things: one was that this wasn’t the hallway on the third floor, and the other was that the owner of that gentle voice was Calix.

“Did you have a good trip to the imperial palace?”

“Yes, I went and came back fine.”

Calix, who smiled with his eyes, then said in a monotone voice, “It seems His Majesty the Emperor is afraid of Her Majesty the Imperial Consort.”

He has no choice but to feel that way, given what he’s done.

“So it seems he wants to get rid of Her Majesty.”

“What a vile bastard.”

Calix chuckled softly.

“Yes, he is a vile bastard.”

Then, he stopped walking. Now that I thought about it, I was walking too.

As I looked at him—half in confusion, half in wonder—Calix tilted his head.

I murmured sincerely, “If Calix had been the commander of a knight order, that order would have been undefeated.”

Since a capable person who could make physical training not even feel like training was the commander, there was no doubt that it would have been more efficient than other knight orders that trained with difficulty.

Calix let out a hum and smiled.

“Sometimes, I still don’t quite understand what you’re thinking, my lady…”

I opened my eyes wide.

I’ll return the same to him. I feel the same way.
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“There may be rumors that I’m obsessed with the author of a certain storybook, but please don’t forget that my first and last obsession is none other than Your Highness the Archduke.”
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At the old title that had slipped out of habit, I thought “Oops” to myself. But rather than pointing it out, Calix smiled ambiguously.
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“That sounds just like a romantic vow.”
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“Uncle! Ah, Lady Charl!”

The eyes of the child who opened the door just a crack grew as big as an oil lamp.

Instead of teasing Sasha by asking him to add an “Ah” in front of his own name or taking him into his arms, Calix simply patted Sasha’s head.

Fortunately, the child who now refused to be held in someone’s arms still enjoyed storybooks.

They each placed a farewell kiss on the forehead of the child who was nodding off, into the drowsy world of sleep, side by side.

Then, Calix said, “I know that coming into contact with a holy relic is the fastest method.”

…!

It seemed the divine beast didn’t know the unspoken rules of humans.

I, who had planned to stealthily take it to the Lienta manor and stay two nights before returning, frantically racked my brain to make an excuse.

“Even so, I was worried about you, my lady. So I hoped you wouldn’t do it, but… I won’t tell you not to anymore.”

It sounded just like the final thing someone says before letting go of a relationship at the end of an emotional fight. What kept my heart from sinking with a thud was the warmth that covered the back of my hand.

“Instead, do so by my side.”

Calix pressed his lips on the back of my hand. Because it had seemed like a dry gesture, I thought he would pull away with a smile right away, but he just stayed like that for a while.

I was about to murmur an apology, but I hesitated for a moment. I didn’t know what appropriate words to say to someone who didn’t require an explanation.

“Next time, I won’t try to do it alone.”

It was the right answer.
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The divine beast, who had seemed like he would ignore my request for a month, unexpectedly came early.

The boy, who for some reason had seemed like he would flinch upon seeing Calix next to me, only looked at him briefly with a conflicted expression, and then, as if dumping off the relic, nestled it into my arms.

“The choice is yours.”

“Yes.”

“Remember. The choice is yours.”

U-uh…

For some reason, it was a statement that gave me a very uncomfortable feeling. And then, light spread into my field of vision.

Wait a second, divine one. You’re just going to disappear after saying that?

However, that didn’t happen.

“Let go of me!”

“It seems like Charlize has something she wants to ask.”

“From now on, if this man is ever next to me, I’ll disappear immediately!”

The boy, huffing with anger, glared at me as if yelling at me to hurry up and speak.

Since I had been inwardly clapping and saying, “Well done!” to Calix, I supposed that look couldn’t really be called a sneaky act of glaring at an innocent person.

“We… can meet again next time too, right?”

A look of confusion spread across the boy’s face.

“I thought you…”

The rest of his sentence was so faint that I had to perk up my ears to hear it.

“…would ask something else.”

Hmm.

Since it wasn’t the question he had expected, and it seemed like he had an ambitious answer prepared to the point that he’d be disappointed not to say it, I readily changed the subject.

“Then, I’ll ask something else.”

“Enough! That’s enough!”

The boy, huffing and puffing louder than before, stomped his foot.

“Fine. We can meet next time too! Tomorrow! The day after tomorrow! Happy now?”

“Yes.”

And then, the boy completely disappeared into the light.

I kept waving my hand back and forth until the light faded, then opened the box that held the holy relic.

Huh?
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I couldn’t see the contents. Because Calix closed it right away.

“Wouldn’t the bed be better after all?”

While still seated in the soft armchair near the window, I answered, “When the body is comfortable, the mind relaxes.”

“Hearing that somehow makes me feel like I’ve secretly snuck in.”

While closely observing the box to hide the guilty look on my face, the hand that had been covering the top of the box gently slipped away.

Calix smiled.

“Come back soon.”

I nodded, saying I would, and opened the box.

Huh?

What was inside was a lump of gold about the size of two fists.

“Gold…”

It was so majestic that I ended up murmuring out loud unconsciously, even while losing consciousness!

Then, suddenly, I blinked. It was right after Calix had gripped my hand so tightly it hurt.

Even with a hazy mind, I knew this.

He was gazing at the lump of gold for a long time.
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“My lady. You must listen carefully to what I’m saying.”

Irian swallowed nervously and spoke with firm resolve.

And then—Smack!

Hey, you…

It was something I did, but it wasn’t truly done by me.

This phenomenon confirmed that I was unable to act as I wished.

With her head turned to the left and her lower lip tucked in, Irian looked at me again.

“Hello, my lady. I am Irian Lafranche. Thank you for receiving me despite the sudden visit.”

“Right. For what reason did you come? And without even giving notice beforehand, at that.”

“My lady.”

Irian spoke urgently. That was a bit strange. At this point in time, was there even any reason for her to feel urgency towards me?

“If a priest comes, close the door and absolutely do not open it.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re trying to take you to the temple, my lady.”

“Why?”

“T-that…”

Irian hesitated.

Perhaps the expression on my face as I looked at her had been terribly cold. Irian’s small shoulders flinched.

“You must not go. My lady, you might be in danger.”

“Wouldn’t that be a good thing for you?”

“Huh?”

“If I die, all the people who torment you will disappear, won’t they?”

“…It’s not like that.”

Irian deeply bowed her head.

“It’s not like that at all.”

The moment I closed and opened my eyes again, the scene changed. And then, tremendous pain surged from within me.

If I had been able to move according to my will, I would probably already have been doubled over and gasping right about now.

“My lady. You must not go.”

Mrs. Melissa was the most composed of the three influential figures in Lienta manor.

And yet, right now, she was holding onto me, unable to even hide her tear-streaked face.

“Let go.”

“M-my lord will take care of it, so…”

“I said to let go.”

“My lady…”

Mrs. Melissa sobbed.

“So this was it.” I muttered once again. “It was this.”

What the duke decided to give the Pope in exchange for obtaining the antidote was my safety.

To put it more clearly from the perspective of the temple, it was a steppingstone to bring Charlize, someone who would never turn a blind eye to the duke being in danger, into the temple.

The second emotion to surface was undoubtedly puzzlement.

…But why?

Did Charlize, at this point in time, also have divine power?

If so, then this method was all the more incomprehensible.

The most common case in which one realized they had significant divine power was through their healing abilities.

It was usually experienced in early adolescence, and the proportion of those who devoted themselves to the temple, whether by their own will or by the will of others, was by no means small.

Even if Charlize had divine power, it shouldn’t have even been that impressive. And yet, the Pope would go so far as to make an enemy of House Lienta for her?

Moreover, the duke even possessed an imperial pardon.

I couldn’t afford to think about it for long. It was because the scene had changed again.

Perhaps because of the pain that felt like my insides were burning to a crisp, my senses were dull.

No, in fact, that really was the case.

I fiercely struck away the approaching hand, but the other person paid no attention and pulled me into a full embrace.

On the hem of the garment touched by the cold wind, blood had splattered.

“Why, did Irian cry and beg you to save me because I seemed pitiful?”

Calix only stared straight ahead with an expressionless face.

Could it be because I opened my eyes in “Charlize’s” body? Her emotions were transmitted so vividly that for a moment, I was confused as to whether this was reality or merely a dream.

This sensation, which feels like I’m going insane, cannot possibly be false.

“What should I do?”

It was at such a moment that Calix suddenly spoke.

“If I said, ‘I love you,’ would I be able to stop you from doing something like this?”

“‘Something like this’?”

Calix did not answer.

“Be specific. There are just so many things I’ve done that I’m getting confused.”

The man, whose firm throat rippled roughly as if he were enduring something, spoke coldly.

“The act of colluding with the temple and raising a rebellion against the empire.”

“What?”

I suddenly laughed.

“I thought you helped me because I looked pitiful, like someone about to be offered as a sacrifice, but you’re saying you came to get me out even though you thought I was an instigator…”

The hands holding me tightened.

However, ironically, I was feeling the sensation of being pushed away, just like in the previous instances.

With all my strength, I clung to this world.

Then, an intense pain pierced through my mind, so strong it couldn’t even be compared anything I had experienced before.

However, it was not futile.

Because the moment I opened my eyes again, I was facing the Pope.
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In a place where power was inherited, there was naturally at least one treasure prepared for its master.

Surprisingly, that too existed even in the temple that was meant to serve only God.

The reason the temple, which had lost its former authority, was able to maintain its current position was thanks to the existence of the Pope, who demonstrated immense divine power.

So praising him, in a way, was simply an utterly natural part of providence.

The holy relic that devoured all the prayers meant for its master became so vastly superior that it could not even be compared to other relics with similar functions.

So it was only natural that its master’s eyes were cold as he looked upon the cracked holy relic.

Laud, who had been gently stroking the deep crack with his fingertips, furrowed his brow. It was because he had discovered an older crack inside.

“Since when…?”

Even if it did alert its master to danger, it was ultimately nothing more than a kind of artifact, so there was no way it could possibly answer.
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The divine beast has disappeared.

The divine beast has been confirmed to have returned to the lake.
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The time difference between those reports was less than a day.

And by the time he heard the report, several days had already passed.

Had he gone somewhere again recently?

The being who, for the sin of being deeply involved in worldly affairs, was stripped of his power and sank into a small lake, seemed to be quite stupid.

Or maybe just a fool who was far too kind.

It was at that moment…

Knock, knock.

“Please come in.”

Laud placed the relic back on the side table and adjusted its angle so that the crack would not be visible.

The young priest, who had entered cautiously, reported with his eyes respectfully lowered.

“Archduke Elluiden is requesting a private audience with Your Holiness. How should I respond?”

Laud smiled gently.

“If the archduke has gone so far as to commit this kind of discourtesy, there must be a reason. Tell him I accept.”

And the words that were heard were both within the range of expectations and also somewhat off the mark.

“You mean to say you’ll wipe them out by using Duke Linix?”

“Hmm.”

The handsome man, who had once been the subject of a malicious rumor that his origins could be guessed from his face alone, smiled as if slightly flustered.

Because his was a face that had never once wavered, even in the face of the emperor’s personal attacks, he surely was not truly flustered.

“If Your Holiness interpreted it that way, then perhaps so, but what I said was that we should use Duke Linix as a guide.”

Didn’t Charlize Lienta have a personal grudge against Duke Linix?

Although their paths did not cross, since both the duke and the lady were people with many enemies, that grudge was not particularly surprising.

Since Charlize Lienta had already made her decision, and Duke Lienta would carry it out, he had no intention of exploring the network of relationships of someone who would soon be dealt with anyway.

And even now, that wasn’t all that different either.

Laud smiled faintly.

“However, since Duke Linix is claiming that the evidence was fabricated, he likely won’t accept it.”

“His Majesty the Emperor has his granted permission.”

The one who had wanted recognition from the declining temple was none other than the emperor. If someone with that much desire for recognition were not blinded by achievements, that would have been even stranger.

This is a bit troublesome.

Laud recalled the subordinate who was said to have fluently recited answers to the lady’s questions.

Although he had cast an intricate spell on Duke Linix, who remembered his face, things in the world did not always unfold according to logic.

There’s no knowing what kind of variable might arise next.

Laud, having finished his thoughts, smiled gently.

“The temple will also cooperate in the effort to reform those who use dark magic.”

Of course, since there was no possibility that they would be reformed, it was no different from eradication.

And that night, Duke Linix ended up receiving multiple uninvited guests.
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Hmm.

When I woke up, I found myself calculating the probability that Duke Linix was in the underground prison of Elluiden manor.

“He was causing a disturbance, so we gagged him.”

I learned another one of my lover’s talents. It was that he knew how to say chilling things with a kind face and perfect composure.

“And I have also received permission even from His Majesty.”

The fact that he was thorough in his preparations was one of his talents I already knew about.

“Did everything go well?”

While looking at his kind smile and nodding my head, I suddenly spotted the white flower bed beyond his shoulder.

Sasha, with his tiny hands wriggling, had once eagerly dug in the ground there. I briefly glanced at the flowers we had left untouched as a symbol of living each day without waste.

At that moment, I found the word that best matched the expression on his face.

Then, I asked, “Why were you surprised to see the holy relic?”
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Calix answered readily.

“Because its appearance looked exactly like a heart.”

Is that so?

In my previous life, I had seen it before. It was because among our clients, there were types who preferred definite methods.

Its shape seemed a bit different, though.

Hmm. The heart of this world might have been shaped differently.

To think he was startled by an internal organ. He has a delicate side too. I’ll just gloss over the fact that the circumstances leading up to Calix, who isn’t a doctor, seeing it probably weren’t all that delicate.

As I nodded my head firmly to convey the meaning of “I see,” Calix, in a calm and gentle voice, began to explain the situation that had unfolded up to that point.

Advance notice was given to the emperor―from the emperor’s perspective, it had probably been a request for prior approval, but the truth is something that cannot be distorted―the Black Knight had been pretending to check on that bastard’s safety while actually waiting for the right moment, and then, a group of assassins stormed into Linix manor. So when Duke Linix was attacked at his manor, the emperor, desperate to claim an achievement and afraid the duke might die, had readily accepted the transfer of custody.

Like a diligent student, I listened attentively and neatly recorded any questions in my mind.

The fact that the Pope is deeply involved with that group has now become certain.

“Why would the Pope have moved so unnaturally? It doesn’t seem like he’s never considered that we might be suspicious of him.”

“He was probably acting even more like that because we were suspicious.” Calix smiled faintly. “He would have seen my lady dispel dark magic at the public trial, and Duke Linix knows quite a lot too.”

Then, I did not ask why he had been kept alive even after all that.

It was simple. It must have been because he was still considered useful.

Even so, if it had reached the point where the Pope would discard the duke without hesitation…

“Perhaps he has enough subordinates that he could throw him away with only slight regret, or…”

Calix, who had been gazing in the direction of the temple, suddenly tilted his head and looked at me.

“If he had a specific goal in mind, it seems he’s nearly reached it.”

“Yes, and due to the time constraint, it might be that he merely removed a variable likely to hold him back.”

“That’s right.”
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“The act of colluding with the temple and raising a rebellion against the empire.”
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I narrowed my eyes slightly and recalled the short conversation I had with “that man” just beyond the bounds of my consciousness.

The temple there didn’t need to withstand Duke Lienta’s wrath, because the Pope was planning to bring down the empire itself.
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Perhaps because I had barely managed to hold on, even though I was still inside Charlize’s body, it somehow felt detached.

“Such a noble decision.”

Could it have been because of that? I could instinctively tell that this was the point in time before Calix came looking for me.

The Pope clasped his hands and deliberately prayed in a reverent manner. I nodded inwardly at Charlize’s immediate response.

Bullseye!

“Haha.”

Wiping the saliva on his cheek with the back of his hand, the Pope smiled very gently.

“Your soul will find eternal rest.”

“If that rest is really so great, why don’t you go and take it for yourself?”

“Within the peace rebuilt through your noble sacrifice, I promise we will make an effort so that your father can live a life no different from before.”

If there had to be a reason why it was even mentioned, there wasn’t one. It was cliché, but it was a threat.

Since she had walked in on her own in place of her father, he must have thought he could use Duke Lienta to manipulate Charlize. But if he expected her to be obedient on top of that, he was seriously mistaken.

Charlize’s rampaging mouth couldn’t be stopped by anything.

“How laughable. Just look at the state you’re in.”

There was nothing I could really do, so I gave up from the start and just focused on closely observing the Pope’s changing expressions.

“You act as if you’re saving the citizens of the empire suffering under the emperor’s tyranny, but…”

When he smiled and I felt the familiar dull ache, I figured the process hadn’t been all that humane.

My prejudice that those who act overly noble and pure always have skeletons in their closet only grew stronger.

“…in truth, since you have no right to the throne and rebellion is your only option, you’re nothing more than a dog blinded by power.”

The Pope’s eyes, which had held a faint sneer, momentarily hardened, then curved deeply.

“Human thought can only go so far, I suppose.”

“You aren’t human… Ah.”

I could bet my entire fortune that starting the sentence with “you” and ending it with “human” was completely intentional.

I calmly assessed my own endurance.

“You aren’t a human, you really are just a dog.”

“There’s no value in listening any further.”

“Even if it’s not mere greed but, as you said, a rational decision, nothing will change.”

While saying this, Charlize felt humiliated. Surprisingly, it was because she had been very desperate.

I thought of Charlize, who took the poison even though she knew what kind of heart her father would have to live with for the rest of his life after her death.

I thought about the situation that had left her with no other choice.

I looked at the man who, more precisely, had ordered the artificial poison to be given to Charlize, in order to test her divine power.

“Haha.”

The Pope laughed quietly.

“Since you so often defied members of the imperial family without fear, I thought you had no regard for your own life. But it seems that wasn't the case, was it?"

Charlize moved her lips. I couldn’t hear it. However, it seems it wasn’t anything particularly pleasant.

The Pope’s face was barely visible, just as before it was as if a child had recklessly colored over it with a black crayon. However, even with just that much, it was plainly clear that he was angry.

I couldn’t hear the answer he gave this time either.

…No, that’s not it.

Perhaps I had already been flung out again even before that.
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“—So this time, it ended like that.”

Because the part where Calix and Irian appeared was cut appropriately, my retelling was short.

His half-lowered eyelids lifted upward, and beneath them, clear blue eyes were revealed.

While looking at those eyes from a very close distance, I suddenly ended up asking, “But isn’t it strange?”

“What is?”

There, he should love Irian and hate me. He probably doesn’t think of it as just a simple dream, but as a bizarre one where the same situation repeats over and over until a specific choice is made.

“It’s not real, but it’s so vivid…” Having nothing else I could really say, I ended up just mumbling vaguely. “I don’t know why we’re having these dreams.”

“Yes, I’m curious too.”

Calix once again followed along obediently with the clearly intentional shift in topic.

“That makes me want to know more.”

Even if I revealed that this place was inside a novel, it was still a question that couldn’t be answered. It was the moment when I had been lost in thought…

“Charlize.”

At the name that was suddenly called, I turned my head in confusion, thinking I might have missed what he said for a moment.

What came into view was his faintly smiling face.

“In the end, I inevitably would have come to love you.”

It was as if he knew exactly what I had wanted him to say.
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Laud smiled as he lifted and inspected the cracked holy relic.

The distinct crack had faded, and only a faint hairline fracture remained, just enough to indicate that something like that had happened, like a trace.

His choice was right.

The one who posed a threat to him was, indeed, Calix Elluiden.
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“…Are you telling me to condone the death of my own flesh and blood?”
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Looking at the emperor who was speaking so hypocritically, holding back a sneer wasn’t even difficult.
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“No, Your Majesty. I merely wanted to find out in advance whether the priests participating in the subjugation would not be held accountable, even if they do not put the archduke’s life first.”
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After rolling his eyes a few times, the emperor replied, “I have no control over the will of the priests.”

The eyes that had been staring at the holy relic—small enough to fit in one hand and resembling a now-extinct bird—turned toward the doorway.

Soon afterward, a youthful voice announced, “Count Dive and Lady Lienta have arrived.”

“Please let them know I will come shortly.”

“Yes, Your Holiness.”

The quick footsteps hurried off into the distance.

Thud.

While looking at the mass of fully bloomed flowers, Laud carelessly set the holy relic down on the side table.

Even if he hadn’t done that and had observed it to the end, he probably wouldn’t have noticed it.

Because the crack had been forming from within, after all.
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What is this situation?

Having trailed after Count Dive, the place we arrived at was the temple.

He’s revealing his identity just like this?

I looked at the count with suspicion.

Is this person also affiliated with that group, by any chance?

Even though he was unusually devout, if he was captivated by dark magic to this extent, there was no doubt he must be incredibly vicious.

Regardless of whether that was true, it wouldn’t affect the choice I was going to make. After all, it was just a matter of feeling.

If there’s a child growing up at home, anyone would end up worrying about everything, even for no real reason. That’s just how it is. Still, I really should be keeping my distance from this kind of ominous energy.

“Y-you may go now.”

I followed while still looking at the count with a suspicious gaze.

Even in the reception room that the young priest, who had become familiar after only a few encounters, had guided us to, I stared intently at the count’s profile.

The count, covering the right side of his face with both hands, was on the verge of tears.

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’m well aware of your devoutness, Count, but I wonder why we came to the temple.”

“That is, you see…”

Just then, the door opened.

The man who entered through the opening smiled gently.

“I believe I can give you that answer.”
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Hmm.

I obtained the information that the temple’s soundproofing was terrible.

I did see the man who seemed like a final boss, but if he went so far as to have me brought all the way here, then… well, it somehow felt like this would happen, so I just accepted it.

“I asked Count Dive.”

The count looked at me like I was out of my mind, but I was used to that kind of stare, so it didn’t bother me in the slightest.

The Pope, on the other hand, smiled quite gently.

“I can probably give a more efficient answer than the Count.”

It resembled a suggestion, but in truth, it was something entirely different.

As if he had no intention of hearing my answer, he immediately moved on to the next step.

Some kind of orb was placed on the table. The transparent orb was slightly larger than a fist. It seemed to be the thing Count Dive had said he could see something within.

His eyes must have hurt a lot.

“It seems the Count can introduce this holy relic to you, though.”

“P-pardon? Yes, that’s correct. Well, this… it’s not that I wrote the stories myself. I observe what’s inside the orb and refine it. Yes, I refine it.” The count finished speaking in a ramble.

“Before anything else, may I begin by explaining the part that may have confused you, my lady?”

When I took my eyes off the orb and looked at the Pope, he once again opened his mouth without even waiting for my answer.

“Why are stories being written, using a temple-affiliated holy relic, through an ‘outsider’ who isn’t even affiliated with the temple?”

For a brief moment, Count Dive’s hand flinched, like it had been flicked.

This time, the Pope fixed his gaze on me, as if he meant to wait for my answer.

I looked at Count Dive, indicating that he should explain instead, but the count coldly ignored my gaze.

Just as I was about to resort to physical measures and raised my index finger sharply, a tone laced with a faint hint of laughter followed.

“Since you said you’ve read it too, you must know. That dragon from the fairy tale is the divine beast.”

“…”

“Have you guessed? I mean, why I am trying to spread this story. I am hoping that the divine beast will manifest again and reveal its form. You might think of it as a ridiculous method, but it would be nice if you could, instead, consider it as an expression of the effort to try anything.”

“And the reason you’re telling me this?”

“The lady was the first.”

He leaned his upper body toward me, as if absentmindedly.

This’ll do.

The fact that Count Dive was involved with the temple was already known to me. Since I was on my way to meet the count, I avoided Calix’ eyes this morning just in case, and it turned out to be worth it.

I met his gaze without missing the right moment.

It was a fairly close distance—close enough that I could see myself reflected in the Pope’s pupils—but nothing unfolded.

What’s the mechanism?

They weren’t even characters from the original. It hadn’t been as if everything had become possible just because the other party possessed divine power.

Whether the day would come when this question would be resolved, only frustration kept piling up. But questions that couldn’t be answered right away could be mulled over after going home.

I decided to focus on the present first, just as I always had.

“What I mean is that this story takes a different trajectory than the others. So, when I heard what happened from the Count, I was very surprised.”

While letting the long preamble go in one ear and out the other without missing a word, the Pope lightly brushed the crystal orb with his right hand.

“So, this meeting was arranged with the Count’s help. I hope you’ll understand that I couldn’t speak of it in advance. Count, please wait elsewhere for a while.”

Count Dive moved his head in a flustered manner, then opened and closed his mouth, unable to say anything. In the end, his awkwardly detached lower body, which had tried to leave, was reattached to the sofa at the speed of light.

I had pulled him back.

“My jealousy is quite strong.”

“…Is that related to the current situation?”

“I made a promise with my like-minded lover not to be left alone with another person in an enclosed space.”

Not only did we steal a tree with such an unusual name, but we even went so far as to sneak it away. Logically, they must be suspecting us.

Just in case, I need someone next to me I can ditch and run if things go south!

My eyes gleamed.

Something like this isn’t difficult at all. Because it’s been a long time since I became a skilled professional in the field of eye control.

“I do not have the desire to break that promise.”

Perhaps lacking the will to argue against my absurdity, the Pope meekly replied, “I respect that. Promises are, rightfully, things that ought to be kept. Count, I would be grateful if you would remain where you are.”

“Y-yes, Your Holiness.”

“However, since I don’t have divine power, I probably won’t be able to see anything.”

“Haha. You noticed the favor I was going to ask you, my lady. It’s all right. Divine power isn’t what’s important, you see.”

If the priests could see, or if it would had been okay for them to see, there was no way the Pope would have used an “outsider.”

This is definitely…

I thought blankly.

He must’ve only whispered, “You’re quite special” to make Count Dive more loyal. Isn’t this something anyone can see?

At that moment, a light spread from the Pope’s hand. And immediately after that…

Clang—

A sound that couldn’t possibly exist pierced sharply through the inside of my ears.

I’ve even taken a direct hit from dark magic, so it’s certainly not an unbearable level of pain, but…

The unfamiliar sensation swept past, leaving behind pain just as unfamiliar.

Sadly, after falling into this world and encountering so many unfamiliar sensations, I was able to shake it off quickly, retaining only its strangeness.

“Right now, I can see what I yearn for the most. It’s a lush forest.”

That was only a halfway indirect way of putting it.

I suddenly thought of the empress, who had spoken so bluntly, worried I might not understand.

Why did the empress have to die like that?

“My lady, what do you see?”

I reluctantly lowered only my eyes for a brief moment and nearly blinked in flustered surprise.

…Oh.
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Meanwhile, around the same time.

“I don’t know!” Duke Linix raised his voice, rough and thick, as if it were boiling.

Even in a situation like this, his continued use of formal speech was the very embodiment of his absurdly persistent hope.

For Calix, who hadn’t yet intended to break that pitiful stubbornness, it could be said that this was a rather admirable side of the duke.

“Duke, if you speak any more lies, my decision will change significantly.”

The young person of authority wasn’t someone who used unpleasant language with elders, but he didn’t bother with formality even for unpleasant people.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t such a difficult process.

Duke Linix had already suspected that he had been abandoned by his liege, and as if that weren’t enough, it was also thanks to his rough awareness of the intelligence network of House Elluiden.

In all things, Gregory Linix, who once again chose betrayal by following the same steps for the sake of his own safety, still had many restrictions placed upon him.

Because of that, he had to speak evasively using short phrases, but fortunately, Calix had excellent patience.

“All right.”
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“I saw the Pope. It looked like he was planning to raise a rebellion against the empire.”

“My lady… don’t you find it strange?”
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He recalled the green eyes that had stagnated toward him.

“So in the end, that’s the only thing everything adds up to.”
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“I mean, the idea that something from the world visible through the holy relic can also apply in reality.”

“I don’t find it strange.”

“Why?”

“If it were different from reality, that would be a problem. But there are many things in this world that defy common sense. In the first place, there’s the fact that I’ve been seeing the future through Calix.”
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While saying so, Charlize slightly tilted her head.

“Did you yield any results?”

“To some extent.”

Livan, after seeing his lord wearing a faint smile, glanced over at Jay.

“How was it?”

“Are you asking about the yield? Or about Duke Linix’ condition?”

“Both!”

“What do you think?”

Jay shrugged his shoulders.

“You probably already know the former. As for the duke, he’s not dead.”

Calix, having turned away from the glances of his two subordinates, was expressionless.

Because of the shape of his facial features, few people realize it immediately, but whenever his expression disappeared, he gave off a very cold impression. The man deliberately closed and opened his eyes.

The picture, roughly coming together from puzzle pieces scattered at random, finally revealed its outline.

Indeed. When carrying out something of this scale, the only cost to benefit ratio that truly fits is subversion.
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Early in the morning.

“Your Majesty.”

“Enter!”

While anxiously drumming on the desk and not taking his eyes off the door, Emperor Antonio immediately spoke.

“So, what’s the news?”

“The subjugation force, disguised as an inspection team, has just departed for Elluiden manor.”

“I see, I see.”

The emperor, who kept responding as if pleased, asked somewhat discreetly, “Prince Sasha, is he also in the manor?”

“He is said to have been moved to Lienta manor.”

“Lienta?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Lienta manor was heavily guarded, of course, but it was nowhere near comparable to Elluiden manor.

The emperor, narrowing his eyes suspiciously, eventually let out a short laugh.

The reason isn’t important.

“It turned out well.”

It seemed all his troublesome problems could be resolved.

The existence of the legitimate imperial prince, the union of the two great powers, all of it.

In the past few years, there had never been a time when the emperor was in a good mood upon receiving news related to the archduke.

The imperial attendant, who had been secretly tense, blinked.

It was because His Majesty the Emperor had been wearing an indescribably radiant smile.
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Calix left to take care of his duties.

Since Livan was going too, there was no reason I couldn’t go, but Sasha was still a child. So, I decided to stay by Sasha’s side.

Of course, the fact that if a nosebleed started over there it would be too hard to clean up also contributed to the decision to some extent.

…Hng. If it’s good for my health, I’d even chew and eat grass.

It was when I was watching the three children sitting neatly at the round table from a little distance away, wiping away tears and making firm resolutions…

“My lady, I have something to tell you.”

It was Noah.
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“Should we move to another place?”

“Hmm.”

The surroundings were quite peaceful.

“This time, it’s Prince Sasha’s turn.”

“It’s not me?”

“Rodante has to skip twice, but he’s only skipped once so far. So it is Prince Sasha’s turn… Wait, Prince Sasha has to skip three times!”

It was a peaceful scene where only the sound of children chattering and the occasional sound of birds could be heard.

It was obviously not a place where we could have a very secret conversation, but it could be considered passable.

Moreover… even though he’s had to sit out of the game three whole times, it just doesn’t feel right to take away a child who’s playing with flushed cheeks like that.

“That won’t be necessary.”

Noah, who smiled slightly, lowered his voice.

“I have never heard of it.”
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“Noah. Have you ever heard of the crystal orb the temple has, by any chance?”

[image: ]

It means that even the empress didn’t know the true nature of the crystal orb at all.
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“Right now, I can see what I yearn for the most. It’s a lush forest.”
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I thought he said that just to test the waters, but it might actually be true.

Before looking at the crystal orb, I thought about why the empress had to die in such a way, and I saw the answer.

In another world, Empress Katarina, who stood against the main characters until the end, died simply as a seemingly plausible step for the purpose of testing Sasha’s divine power.

And the next thing that came to mind was the power of the Pope, who had restored the prayer room that had been a complete mess to its original state.

Since he had that level of power, I thought it made sense that he could kill even the empress of an empire as if she were expendable. But even with that kind of power, it was puzzling that he had concealed his identity for years in such a thoroughly layered way, as if he absolutely could not afford to be interfered with.

Since he’s the Pope, I figured he could probably do something like that.

That was it. What I felt in that moment was the sense of dissonance about a past I had brushed off without a second thought.

I went back and recalled something Calix had once said in passing.
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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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A price. Incidental…

“And we found the person who possessed the related ancient documents, but…”

I snapped out of my shallow thoughts. Noah had a somewhat awkward expression.

“…they said they would only meet with the person directly involved.”

“Is it someone you’ve come into contact with before?”

“No, it is not.”

“Oh.”

I was impressed.

To think they realized that Noah was only extracting information.

“It might be a bit troublesome, but I can make them talk.”

That “troublesome” probably meant he was going to do something that would make the most ideal person unusable for a similar matter again.

I thought for a moment, then shook my head.

Even I had a conscience, though it was too late to suddenly start preaching nonviolence.

I think I’ll be seeing them a few more times in the future. It’s sad, but that’s the feeling I get.

“I scheduled the appointment for around 2 o’clock in the afternoon the following day.”

I grinned. Noah was indeed a skilled informant.
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The day passed quickly.

Because a sudden appointment came up, I stared straight up at the ceiling and let out a single sigh. That was the last thing I remembered.

At first, I thought even my memory was failing me now, and it felt like the sky was collapsing.

It turned out I had just slept deeply, like I usually did.

The reason I had suddenly started thinking about sleep was because I was now facing someone who looked like they hadn’t gotten any.

“S-so…”

“Please take care of Sasha. You must stay close by his side at all times.”

“Yes, I will…”

The duke, speaking weakly with his head hung low, didn’t seem trustworthy no matter how I looked at him, and my narrowed eyes only returned to their original size after I recalled Duke Lienta’s public reputation.

Still, just in case, I gave Mrs. Melissa a long, meaningful look too.

‘I’ll trust the head maid alone!’

‘Don’t worry, my lady.’

She nodded her head with a soft smile.

“Lady Charl, please come back safely.”

“You have to stay well too.”

“Yes. I’ll follow the duke closely by his side.”

“It’s okay. Father will be the one following along.”

“Yes. His Grace will fo… fo…”

I gently patted the head of the child who was nodding one last time, then got into the carriage.

And when passing by the annex according to the route I had asked the coachman to follow in advance, I opened the carriage window, leaned my upper body halfway out, and waved my hand.

It’s because I know someone who’s even more of a tsundere than Rosetta from the original story.

It felt like I saw a figure waving beyond the half-closed curtain.

At the place I had arrived at, the man I met gave off more of an aide-like impression than that of a scholar.

In truth, the aides I usually meet were more like Livan.

The man wearing a monocle wore a perfectly formal smile, as if it had been drawn on.

“I will escort you.”

The place we arrived at like that was…

…Huh?

I rubbed my eyes. It was an extremely familiar place.

Huh…

But when I thought about it again, it didn’t really seem like something worth being so surprised about. Because…

“So we meet like this, my lady.”

“Have you been well all this time?”

“All this time, I’ve been a little curious whether your way of handling social situations has improved or whether we’ve simply become close enough to be asking after each other’s well-being, but let’s just say I’ve been well.”

Elijah Baier let out a quiet chuckle.

…A ducal family that, under the pretext of protecting the northern region of the empire, had never been dragged into even a single territorial war.

In that family’s library, which even held information about dark mages, there was nothing it didn’t have regarding the temple.

“I merely wanted to see the face of whoever was secretly investigating the temple, that’s all.”

As she said that, Duchess Baier raised an eyebrow.

“As you know, my lady, I have a deep grievance against curses, and I wondered whether someone might be thoroughly preparing by finding a way to break one in advance. But it seems that’s not the case with you.”

Right, it’s not something to be surprised about…

“…”

Even so, the kind of person who still got so shocked they couldn’t even speak, who surely must have been living somewhere, was me.

“It’s not that your informant was lacking, so do not scold them too harshly.”

“…”

“If a ducal family of the empire is to be inferior to an independently operating informant, wouldn’t that be a disqualification of the family’s qualifications?”

“…”
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When quite a bit of time had passed since then, and the sky had grown dark…

“My lady. Why did you come alone?”

“I didn’t know the destination was Baier manor.”

“Why didn’t you know? Didn’t you order the coachman to bring you here? Or did the coachman not tell you? Before that, how could you just jump into a carriage without even knowing where you were going? You have no sense of danger.”

Lucas had been wearing a pitiful expression but suddenly put on a stern face.

He placed his hands firmly on his hips and said, “This won’t do. I’ll show you what to do.”

When I looked at him without answering, Lucas opened his eyes even more.

“W-what are you looking at?!”

“All right. Let’s go. But first, go get permission from the duchess.”

“…I already did.”

On the way back like that, I ended up bringing along the child who had answered in a very, very small voice with a pink face.

“Cha—rl—!”

“You’ve worked hard, father.”

Duke Lienta followed me with his lips pressed tightly together and his eyes brimming with tears.

Of course, he didn’t stay with me until the end. When the stairs appeared, he had no choice but to go up.

It looks like he won’t be eating again today.

I think I might somehow manage to keep him alive but making him go hungry again like this… it felt like I was being unfilial.

As I was watching his back with a complicated feeling, the butler said, “He already ate earlier.”

As expected, his survival instinct was not something to be underestimated.

And then, that night.

“…And so, they…”

“They lived happily ever after? Hmm?”

“Surely… it will be so…”

Sasha, true to his nature, responded sincerely even in a voice full of sleepiness.

“That’s something you can’t really know. The author might have given them more hardship again just to make people buy the next volume.”

Gasp!

Sasha drew in a quick breath. The blanket over the child’s chest, which had been moving slowly and regularly, now rose and fell rapidly.

“…lived happily…”

“That’s a relief!”

“It is a relief. Now then, this time… Where are you going?”

“To turn on the light.”

“Why are you turning on the light when I’m trying to sleep?!”

My grand step to turn on the light for my eyes, which had already read nine volumes using only dim light, was blocked.

“Read this to us.”

I looked at the children who had only just fallen asleep—after having pushed past the limits of what any child could handle, and not even with a fairy tale—and wiped my forehead with the back of my hand.

Hng.

It was when I quickly turned off the light, for fear that they might wake up again, and quietly got up to soothe my overworked throat…

Clitter-clatter.

It was the sound of the window hinge being turned.

They say hardships come all at once, and indeed, they did. My eyes, my throat, my mind, and even tomorrow’s energy…

Wiping away my tears a little, I picked up one of the thicker storybooks.
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Was it a hammer?

While stealthily infiltrating, the assassin who had been struck on the back of the head and lost consciousness grimaced.

As he looked around, his two remaining companions were still unconscious.

“You’re finally awake.”

It seemed like she was annoyed, and it also seemed like she was bored. What was certain was that the lady didn’t appear to have any sense of danger at all.

“Not even our children sleep as much as you bastards do.”

Even though the situation started like this, he had confidence he could complete the mission.

In a situation different from what he had expected, the man began the words he had prepared.

“Does that mean you expected assassins to come? You gambled over the imperial prince—”

“What are you even talking about?”

The lady leaned forward slightly with an expressionless face.

“It’s only a gamble when the odds aren’t in my favor. So what I did wasn’t a gamble.”
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As a result of playing along a few more times, I came to the conclusion that it didn’t seem like something done in response to my visit to Baier manor today.

They had merely carried out something they had planned from the beginning.

Hmm.

It had always seemed likely that Emperor Antonio would eventually make a decision like this.

After all, he even poisoned his own brother. Not doing something like this would have been stranger.

Still, there was no other reason to leave the safest place.

Because it’s no longer the safest place.

I opened my eyes wide like I did back then. It was the night before Calix and his elite knights set out.
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“Take everyone with you.”
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My words ended up sounding completely worn out from going through such a grueling ordeal.
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“Your knights, I said to take them all with you.”

“…”

“If they had any sense, they’d realize assassins are the only option. If they were just a bit smarter, they wouldn’t even bother sending any to Lienta, but it seems they’re not quite that clever.”

“…”

“I’m trying to make them pay back double for the momentary misjudgment of underestimating Lienta.”

“All right.”
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Calix tilted his head ever so slightly and smiled.
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“I won’t get in your way.”
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…He’ll be fine.

It was by no means the case that I was worrying about the appearance being damaged in a harsh environment.

Before he left, Calix had looked at me with an expression that seemed a little flustered, maybe even a bit excited.
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“Hmm.”
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Ha…
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“This kind of worry, it’s the first time I’ve ever heard it directed at me.”
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…I almost blurted out the reckless line, “I’ll make sure you hear it often from now on!” without even realizing it.

Even though Katarina died so suddenly like that, I hadn’t really thought anything of it since she originally exited around this time anyway… Could it be because I found out that the empress died that way?

I could no longer feel that uneasy relief that he would be protected just because he was the male lead of this world.

“…Damn it.”

At that moment, the man in front of me ground out a curse. He must have just realized that the poison tucked under his tongue had been confiscated.

“As if setting a trap weren’t enough, now you’re even trying to capture us alive? What are you scheming?”

Huh?

“You’re even trying to capture us alive? What are you scheming?” The connection between those two statements seemed extremely flimsy. It probably wasn’t just my imagination.

Hmm.

I stood up abruptly.

The assassin didn’t even flinch. Instead, he bared his teeth and glared at me fiercely, but I wasn’t paying him any attention.

I moved a bit further and nudged Assassin #2, who was still off in dreamland, with my foot.

As soon as his eyelids twitched, Assassin #2 sprang up and shouted, “You gambled over the imperial prince—”

“That statement. Your colleague just said it. Don’t you have another version?”

“…Not even the slightest agitation. As expected, you used the imperial prince to deliberately provoke us.”

As if breaking into my house wasn’t enough, I was even getting “that” kind of look from someone who came here to kill me.

At first, I thought he was just trying to make me feel guilty.

But the emperor’s goal wasn’t just to eliminate a rival to the throne. He also wanted to prevent an alliance between House Lienta and House Elluiden.

So this…

For some reason, I felt like there was a magical artifact here. And somehow, I even had a sense of what kind it was.

Record as little as possible, cut as much space as possible.

Since I already knew, I threw out a question I had no interest in.

“Who sent you?”

“If I knew who it was—”

Even though he was just going to say something worthless, Assassin #1, who cut off the answer, once again swiftly sent him back to dreamland.

“Using such a crude method…”

I glanced over at Assassin #2, who was still muttering softly.

“I’ll ask again. Who sent you?”

“What a ridiculous question…”

“If you have no intention of answering, my mercy ends here.”

“Hang on, when did you ever show mercy…?!”

Knock, knock.

“You came at just the right time.”

I looked at Sir Evans, who was standing at the front, and signaled with my eyes.

“Search thoroughly.”

“Yes, my lady.”
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Just like that time…

[image: ]

“I’d like to ask just one thing. Did you figure out that I was the person you arranged to meet with?”

“To answer briefly: no. To elaborate a bit for the intelligence network of House Baier, I figured there was no need to be informed in advance, since we’d end up meeting anyway. I suppose I should’ve ordered them to look into it. Oh, of course, it’s not because I’m worried about the consequences of secretly meeting the next archduchess. I was just surprised. I didn’t expect I’d be meeting the lady.”

[image: ]

…she let out a dry chuckle.

Back then, it had been a habitual gesture, reaching for a cigar and groping around the corner of the table in vain. Now, the only difference was that this time, it was because of a letter filled with something not even remotely funny.

The handwriting, elegant yet tinged with a certain delicacy that matched her personality, was Charlize’s.

“Apparently, assassins had infiltrated Lienta manor.”

At that, the duchess and her subordinate, standing side by side with barely any change in expression, reacted. The aide, who was known for being expressionless, scrunched his face.

“Is the young master safe?”

“Read it.”

His eyes, which had been scanning quickly, lingered on the sentence stating that Lucas didn’t even know any assassins had been there.

They paused for a few seconds again on the brief apology that followed, then moved smoothly all the way to the end.

As he returned the letter he had finished reading, the aide asked expressionlessly, “Do you think the lady also has a guess as to who the mastermind is?”

“It looks like you still don’t trust Charlize Lienta.”

The aide remained silent without answering, and Elijah let out a small chuckle.

“I have a feeling I’ll end up in a very good relationship with the lady.”

With an expression that made it clear he wouldn’t object to the duchess’ will, the aide smoothly brought the conversation back on track.

“It seems the emperor hadn’t been paying attention to us.”

There was, of course, only one reason the meeting place had been arranged separately. It was because they needed to transfer them to the real destination using a different carriage.

“That seems to be the case. If so, they wouldn’t have dared to threaten even Lucas.”

Duchess Baier smiled faintly.

“If he’s decided to make even Archduke Elluiden his enemy, he’s probably also worried the other houses might turn against him.”

The aide did not answer.

Though it may not have been intentional, there are mistakes that, in themselves, inevitably provoke anger, and the emperor committed one.

“Of course, from the moment he made the archduke his enemy, he might have already made up his mind to make a decision like that. But you could also say that was nothing more than wishful thinking.”

Elijah Baier bit back the cold remark and suddenly lowered her gaze.

A portion of the documents Charlize had requested was there.
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…And so, there was an item that came to be known by the nickname “The Dragon’s Treasure.” That item is none other than the Crystal of the Beginning…

…Its current whereabouts are unknown, but the places believed to be where it was last seen include the royal palace of the Iphroduntell Kingdom and the underground vault of the Holy Empire…
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Of course, it only shared the same name, and that crystal was likely different from the one generally known by that term.

Still, it was unclear whether that item would be enough to draw the lady’s interest.

“Ivan. Did you know that the lady was once known by the nickname “the Jewel of Lienta”?”

“…If you mean the nickname that came from a joke about her being able to pick out a jewel even from a stall on the streets, I do remember it.”

“That’s right. But… no, that’s not it.”

Elijah Baier already considered herself to be on friendly terms with Charlize Lienta.

That had begun from the moment Lucas no longer had to be alone.

So even if she never understood the reason behind the request, she was still able to fulfill it.
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Early morning.

After he turned away, he heard the door open, but Velliac Lienta did not turn his head.

It wasn’t because the person was someone he had to ignore.

“Father.”

At the sound of his daughter’s voice, Velliac bit down hard on the inside of his lip.

As if he were swallowing hellfire, he asked, “Was it His Majesty?”

“I still do not know.”

“In that case, I will ask for your speculation.”

“Because I have no basis, I cannot speak on it.”

Velliac turned around.

Without any trace of tears, his face was simply dry. His eyes weren’t even swollen, and the tip of his nose wasn’t red either.

“What do you think I feel about the imperial pardon I received in exchange for saving the late emperor’s life?”

He made an effort to hide his trembling hand.

Even so, Charlize’s gaze, which had been resting on his hand, lifted upward as if she had noticed it. It was because of the words that followed.

“I regret it.”

“…”

“It means I’m regretting having saved a member of the imperial family.”

Just as the blue part of a burning flame was hotter than the red, Duke Lienta’s composed rage had been exactly like that.

“Father.”

“…”

“Please regret it only for a moment.”

Velliac Lienta, who briefly hesitated, stared at Charlize.
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It really was only for a short while.

I intended to finish it as quickly as possible.

There was no helping it.

It wasn’t as though I had made reclaiming the emperor’s life my life’s mission, so there was no reason to drag it out to the end.

“Father.”

“Yes, Charl.”

I asked inwardly, crying inside.

Did you, by any chance, find some rare herbs, a hidden genius apothecary, or a precious potion on the level of a holy relic?

But it felt like the words I truly wanted to say were something else.

“…When things become more relaxed, let’s go to Angel together.”

After looking very solemn, the duke opened his eyes wide and laughed heartily.

“Yes, let’s do that.”
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It was a desolate plain.

The few tree roots and the plain, stained black in places, resembled the pandemonium of the immediate aftermath of war.

Jay turned to look at the village resident who had guided them this far, as if to suggest he explain.

The village resident, who had fully expected to boast at the tavern about having guided people who were obviously of noble status and to receive a generous reward, flinched under that gaze and blurted out in confusion, “U-uh… it really was a forest before!”

“When was the last time you saw this place?”

“Uh, that… two days ago…”

The man who had been silently staring straight ahead the whole time turned to look at him at that moment. He hadn’t even looked at him for long, but the villager whimpered and recited the truth.

“…It’s been about ten days.”

“You’ve worked hard.”

The soft voice flowed from a man who, even at a glance, was unmistakably a high-ranking priest.

Words as gracious as golden hair shining brilliantly even under the dim sunlight followed.

“You may go now.”

A knight handed a plump pouch to the villager, who was furtively gauging the mood. The villager, hastily receiving it as if afraid it might be snatched away, bowed his waist repeatedly and quickly disappeared.

“It seems they already swept through and passed,” Laud said, almost like a sigh.

The dense forest was the most suitable place for dark mages to hide and plot a sinister scheme. However, it was impossible to perfectly escape from watchful eyes.

Because of the evil energy, the animals instinctively avoided the area, and in the end, even the plants couldn’t endure and all withered. After that, even the soil ended up ruined.

The land was always bound to be important. The reason dark mages were officially designated as enemies was not only because of their wicked power, but also because of their habit of repeatedly damaging the soil.

“Is this already the fifth time?”

“The progress is slower than expected.”

Laud smiled faintly.

Indeed. This was already the fifth time they had come up empty-handed.

There was no doubt that Archduke Elluiden’s intelligence network was far more formidable than what was publicly known.

Then is this for the purpose of stalling for time?

If that was the case, then it was the archduke’s inevitable defeat.

While he too was constrained by time, the archduke’s situation was different.

It was because he left his nephew behind in the capital, which was the emperor’s stronghold.

“I wonder if we’re being a burden to Your Holiness, who has given us your precious time.”

“We cannot treat the task of eliminating dark mages who threaten the safety of the imperial citizens as a lower priority.”

“Indeed, Your Holiness the Pope.”

He was a man with a face that made anyone unintentionally think that, if he were holding something in his hand, a pen would suit him better than a sword.

But if they were to actually see him holding a sword, it was clear that a pen wouldn’t even come to mind.

Calix smiled distinctly.

“I remember that you have even prayed to God for the peace of the empire for a long time.”

That night.

A holy knight stepped into the Pope’s tent.

Though he wouldn’t even stay for two days at most, it was a space that had everything it should have.

The holy knight politely greeted Laud, who was rolling a holy relic in his hand without even glancing at him.

“Several assassins infiltrated Lienta manor and failed.”

“Did any of them survive?”

“That hasn’t been confirmed yet…”

“Even so, the fact that the assassination attempt was identified means House Lienta must have publicly revealed it.”

“On the very day of the attempt, Velliac Lienta personally went to the emperor and reportedly asked to be delegated investigative authority.”

“Hold on.”

The holy knight immediately closed his mouth.

While stroking his chin, Laud fell into thought.

Surely Charlize Lienta was also keeping the emperor in mind as the one behind it.

Is the plan to use this matter as a cornerstone for usurping the imperial throne?

A subtle smile bloomed at the corners of his mouth.

He had no need for the imperial citizens’ approval, but since it was rolling in on its own, there was no reason to refuse it.

It felt like justification was about to fall into his hands on its own.

“What Duke Lienta has is an imperial pardon, not the right to make wishes, so the emperor must have refused. What happened next?”

“Duchess Baier sent a request for an audience to the emperor. It has not yet been granted, but it seems it won’t be easy to refuse.”

“Baier?”

Laud raised his eyebrows.

“Yes. On the day the assassins infiltrated, Lord Baier was reportedly staying at Lienta manor.”

“What is your opinion?”

“I believe she intends to make the same request as Duke Lienta.”

The hand that had been habitually fidgeting with the holy relic suddenly stopped.
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She sent her child just to stay the night, but he ended up facing a threat to his life.

Even if Duchess Baier were to reject my request over this, it would not have been surprising. Enduring that anger was, of course, my responsibility.

The only thing that was not natural in all of this was my own calm resolve.

Perhaps this must have been exactly how the emperor felt the moment he heard the news that Lucas had also been at Lienta manor.

Whenever I thought about the sight of the guardian of the North and the emperor’s sword erupting in fury, I shrank back completely and became one with the carriage wall. In the reception room we arrived at right after that, Duchess Baier made a brief remark.

“You’re here.”

After setting down her teacup, the duchess signaled to her aide with a glance, who then spread the document out on the table.

“They are all originals, so please understand that allowing them to be taken out will be difficult.”

Duchess Baier raised the corner of her mouth.

It’s an incredibly stunning smile…

Dazzled by the halo that seemed to surround her back, I picked up a sheet of paper.

“Since we even went so far as to change carriages to meet, it will likely be seen as a highly secretive meeting. Though the contact itself has likely not yet been identified, since a carriage departed from Baier manor for the capital after the meeting, be prepared in advance for how it may be interpreted and used.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.”

“There’s no need for that. I’m merely repaying a favor.”

“I only conveyed words of thanks for something worth being thankful for.”

“Very well. Let’s do it that way.”

“Is Lord Baier all right?”

“He seemed interested.”

Duchess Baier let out a faint chuckle.

“Are all boys that age like that? Or is it because he doesn’t feel the weight of things, so he’s thinking so immaturely?”

While I was inwardly admiring him, thinking, “He’s not afraid of assassins… He really does have the qualities of an informant,” I quietly avoided giving an answer.

I had only buried my head to pretend I was reading the documents with passionate focus, but I ended up actually doing it.

“Since it’s the kind of talk that’s more like a legend or folktale, I probably won’t be of any direct help, but…”

Duchess Baier’s expression changed. It was exactly the face I had imagined while riding the carriage on the way here.

“…in other respects, I may be of direct help.”

Although House Baier’s power was not as great as House Lienta’s, it was a family with strong symbolic significance, and so, the imperial family could never look down on them.

The emperor must’ve granted permission.

“Of course, it’s not just to help my lady. Nor is it only to disguise this meeting with another purpose.”

“…”

“Even so, I’m choosing that word.”

“I understand.”

“It’s convenient not needing to say much. It’s a good omen.”

Duchess Baier curled her lips into a smile.

“If Archduke Elluiden is puzzled, tell him this. That it’s the aftermath of that matter for which I’ve long owed the imperial prince an apology. If you could also tell him I’d like him to accept my gift, that would be even better. The butler looks miserable, having to manage a refused gift with no end in sight.”

It might have been the first time I ever saw her smile, at least from my perspective.

[image: ]

News spread that assassins had infiltrated Lienta manor and that Duchess Baier had been entrusted with the investigation.

It was an unusual incident, but the impact did not last long.

A place where a sense of crisis, such as the idea that someone might use this opportunity to stir up and suppress a house that opposed them, would never arise.

Because it was the fair and just House Baier.

After being tortured, the family that the assassins confessed to being ordered by was none other than House Tatis.

It was a family that had surfaced unexpectedly, but it did have a point of connection with House Lienta.

“Surely it wasn’t because of a grudge over the marchioness…”

The young nobleman, who had been muttering with a serious expression, flinched.

It was because someone had suddenly thrown an arm around his shoulders.

“W-who…? Ah, Erich, it was you?”

“Watch your mouth, will you? If someone hears, they’ll think the lady did something to the marchioness—Mmph!”

“You’re the one who should watch your mouth!” The young nobleman quickly glanced around and whispered in a low voice, “Could it really be House Tatis?”

“Wouldn’t we know once they finish investigating? It’s House Baier, after all.”

Erich listened intently.

While the already-tamed Erich was eagerly picking up every word, he learned of a so-called love potion that had begun circulating in the market.
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“Is the whisper of a lover saying ‘I love you’ truly sincere? Try checking for yourself!”
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That potion, with its romantic name, was initially mistaken for a sales trick and shunned, but within less than three days, the number of buyers increased dramatically.
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“The answer is only either ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Is this thing really legitimate?”

“Oh dear. There is nothing as disgraceful as holding on to a lover who has left.”

“Does it even make sense that you can only use it once at this price?”

“Please read it again, dear customer. It states ‘one-time use’ on the label.”

“T-t-this…!”
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The popularity that had seemed to be dying down for some reason caught fire again, and an unprecedented premium was formed.

“No. I only added a few words to the proposal my lady gave me, that’s all.”

Hazel, who possessed a once-in-a-generation business acumen, smiled bashfully.
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In the late afternoon, at a reception room in the imperial palace.

Emperor Antonio generally handled state affairs only in his office.

It was to reminisce about memories with his brother, whose portrait hung on the wall lined with portraits of former emperors. That he, himself, was the victor.

However, there was an exception.

It was whenever he received reports on the political situation of the nobles every ten days.

Emperor Antonio, who had taken a sip of tea as though to enjoy a brief moment of rest, raised his eyebrows.

“And this matter is not limited only to the nobles, but…”

It was clearly a presumptuous act. But because his expression was so resolute, the emperor gave a small nod as if to say, “Go ahead and speak.”

“A potion called ‘Elixir of Truth’ is currently circulating among the public.”

“Is it highly addictive or toxic?”

“No. It is due to the effect. They say that if you ask a person who has taken it a single question, they will answer only with the truth.”

“Hah.”

Emperor Antonio let out a dry laugh. The clear sound of the teacup striking its saucer rang out, revealing his displeasure.

“I didn’t expect you to lend an ear to such ridiculous rumors.”

I’ve never even heard of a potion that makes someone tell the truth. And even if such a thing did exist, the idea that it could be manufactured to work only a limited number of times is truly unheard of.

Emperor Antonio’s eyebrows twitched.

Could it be dark magic?

“The next destination of the subjugation force is the Arunphel Snow Mountains, right?”

If the temple was plotting to assassinate Calix, then that place would surely be the ideal site.

Before that, I thought he would’ve at least tracked down the dark mages once, but he kept coming up empty every time.

His younger half-brother’s shortcomings had always brought him relief, but this time, they were only disappointing.

Irritably hitting the armrest with repeated thumps, the emperor asked, “Where is Calix said to be around now?”

“Around ten o’clock today, he arrived in the North using a portal.”

As soon as the North was mentioned, Antonio’s face twisted.

Why in the world did Lucas Baier have to be staying at Lienta manor at that moment? What’s more, the assassins were even captured alive…

“…”

Emperor Antonio’s complexion turned pale.

Of course, he hadn’t moved personally.

But with House Baier’s decisiveness and House Lienta’s information network, even catching just the tail end would make finding the real culprit through the connecting links only a matter of time.

“That potion…” Then, he immediately added in an anxious tone, “Get that outrageous potion immediately. Right now!”

Even though the ambitiously prepared report had been dismissed to his face as nonsense, the subordinate who had been keeping a composed expression inadvertently ended up revealing a startled look.

However, fortunately, he didn’t need to worry about being reprimanded.

Because the emperor, being caught up in his own thoughts, wasn’t even paying attention to things like his subordinate’s change in expression.
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On the day I brought back from Hazel the potion that made one confess the truth, I made a request to her.
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“By any chance, could you modify the potion’s effect so that it only lasts about a minute? Um, what I mean is, just enough time to ask one question and get an answer.”

“I’ll give it a try.”
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Hazel, who had responded without hesitation, sent a letter just a few days later saying the prototype had been completed.

Clapping my hands loudly, I rode the carriage at lightning speed, and at the end of the path I had raced down, I ended up gaping in surprise.
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“…Wasn’t it supposed to be just the one minute?”

“That one’s right here, my lady.”
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Hazel pointed to the potion bottles lined up neatly on the table, one by one.
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“This one’s for one question. This one’s for two. This one’s for three. I didn’t make more than that… I figured you wouldn’t need any beyond three.”
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I immediately pulled Hazel’s hand up and clasped it tightly.
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“By any chance… could you also make a life-extending potion, Hazel?”

“Eek!”
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Blinded by the desire to prolong my life, I ended up blatantly committing the rude act of suddenly touching her.

If the divine beast saw me now, he definitely wouldn’t be saying anything like, “Accept death peacefully,” or something along that line.
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“Ah, I’m sorry.”
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As I said that and tried to pull my hand away, it wouldn’t come loose.

Hazel, who seemed to have a habit of gripping things more desperately when startled, blushed in embarrassment.
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“I’ll give it a try.”
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“Hng.”

As I finished recalling the memory, I lightly dabbed at the flushed corners of my eyes.

I realized it through this experience. It seems Hazel is a similar case to Katarina Linix. I mean, having the kind of ability that’s inherited through blood. Now that I thought about it again, the fact that Katarina discovered an unknown young apothecary doing research alone on the outskirts of the capital must not have been a simple coincidence.

Even the emperor must have heard the news by now. The emperor was bound to try to eliminate either Sasha or me sooner or later.

The plan had been to circulate an “outrageous” potion that could make the captured assassins speak the truth among the public in order to restore order, but it seemed there was no need to exaggerate.

I won’t make the cowardly excuse that there wasn’t even a speck of worldly intention in choosing to begin with a “Love Potion.”
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“Hazel, let’s reduce the quantity now.”

“All right, I will.”

“…Will it really be okay?”

[image: ]

Hazel was proud, saying that she had newly built vaults at the central bank and that there were now as many as three.

This is a relief, and so is that.

The reason the epidemic spread so severely in the original novel was because of Empress Katarina. So now that the empress was dead and House Linix was steadily heading toward ruin, that epidemic would be quickly contained this time.

Lives that had been fated to die meaninglessly for financial gain would be saved, even if it were by accident or in a fluster. I then prayed that I could be born as Villager #1 in some fairy tale in my next life.

This too… maybe it won’t be granted because my intentions are too transparent.

The next morning, after I had briefly looked up at the sky, Duchess Baier came to Lienta manor.

I smiled gently at her.
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As for the date that, based on the timing of the assassins’ handover, would not bring disgrace on House Baier’s reputation, when would that be?
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The reply was concise.
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There’s no way House Baier’s reputation would be damaged by something like this, so you don’t need to worry.
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Elijah Baier, wearing a navy-blue cloak that resembled the early night sky, gave a brief nod before speaking.

“How did it feel, living with them buried underground beneath you?”

“It was not very pleasant.”

“That is fortunate to hear. Having been delegated investigative authority by His Majesty the Emperor, I request the custody of the assassins.”

Duke Lienta gestured with his eyes to the back.

Three well-fed assassins, with a determined look in their eyes, were led up by the knights.

“You all look as though you’ve spent your last peaceful days well. As of today, you three have been transferred into House Baier’s jurisdiction. I will inform you in advance that interrogation under torture has been authorized.”

“We have already revealed the one behind it!”

Duchess Baier twisted her lips.

“My subordinates had a bit of a hard time investigating that matter. I plan to fully compensate them for their efforts, so there is no need to feel guilty.”

“But…!”

“I—”

It was a voice that, without raising his voice, had the power to command the atmosphere.

“I do not like repeating myself. You would do well to remember that from now on.”

“Your Grace.”

I took a step forward.

Duchess Baier narrowed her eyes.

“It’s a magic artifact.”

“Those assassins had it.”

“Hmm.”

Duchess Baier handed the magic artifact to a knight.

The knight, having taken it immediately, reported, “Your Grace, it is still functioning.”

“Does my lady wish for me to destroy this?”

“Is it not evidence?”

Duchess Baier, narrowing her eyes as if measuring something, nodded.

“Indeed. See that it is kept safely so it is not lost.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

And then she stopped her just as she was about to greet Duke Lienta.

“What is this?”

“It’s a potion that could perhaps help with the interrogation under torture.”

At that, the aide standing beside the duchess leaned in and whispered in her ear.

Duchess Baier smiled crookedly.

“It’s an interesting potion. It will be of great help. Thank you.”

Though she spoke that way, it was in a tone that suggested she had no intention of using it at all.

“Then, I shall take my leave.”

“Please go carefully.”

True to her nature, Duchess Baier departed without wasting time.

I waved my hand inwardly at the carriage as it grew distant.

Magic artifact… you must find your owner well.
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Emperor Antonio confirmed the efficacy of the procured potion.

The assassins must be eliminated at once!

However, since Duchess Baier also possessed that potion, he could not rashly make a move to eliminate them.

Still, fortunately, as it was an assassination attempt that had threatened the heir and heiress of no less than two ducal families, he had beforehand arranged to receive reports every four days, saying he regarded it as an extremely grave matter.

“I pay my respects to the Sun of the Empire.”

The face of Duchess Baier was as stern as always, such that nothing could be revealed from it.

Thus, the emperor did not even suspect that, in her manner, the interrogation had already been carried out mechanically, without unnecessary conciliation, and concluded.

“It has been confessed that they slandered House Tatis, using as a pretext the matter of Marquess Tatis having raised an objection to House Lienta in order to retrieve his son.”

“Yes. Such a thing did happen.”

Antonio, who had personally instructed that if discovered they were to die, and if they did not die, to answer “Tatis,” feigned ignorance and urged her on with a glance.

“So, who did they say it was?”
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Around the same time.

“Finally…” a certain priest, his cheeks reddened from the cold, murmured in relief.

A man wearing a large robe hood, large enough to cover half of his face, struggled about while bound.

Calix, quietly observing the scene, suddenly smiled.

It was the prelude to a trite ploy that did not stray from his expectations.
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“There is no sign that the resistance will end,” Laud muttered with a sigh.

It would have been nice if he resembled even half of that one sitting quietly to the side. Duke Linix, who glared fiercely at him yet hurriedly averts his gaze for fear their eyes might meet.

With sunken eyes, Jay, who had been watching the direction of the dark mage—more precisely, the holy knights surrounding that area—stepped forward.

“A dark mage can cast dark magic through equivalent exchange. The resistance is fierce, but I believe there is no need for additional sanctions.”

“He may have already paid the price.”

The one who objected was a rather young high priest.

“If that were the case, he would have fled long ago. There would be no reason to wait, would there? Even for a dark mage, his life would not be so trivial.”

Maintaining his composed expression outwardly, Jay swallowed a crooked smile as he recalled the day of departure.
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― The number of holy knights is greater than expected. There’s sixteen of them.
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It was a surprise attack disguised as a subjugation.

Organized on a small scale for the sake of speed, the knights of Archduke Elluiden numbered fewer than ten.

To take it as being for the sake of preventing losses among the priests, there were only two ordinary priests present.
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― The purpose is obvious. Too obvious. So transparent and clear that it dazzles the eyes! Those dogs of the temple must think they’ll go to heaven once the hunt is over, but I’ll drag them to hell.

― Do not prepare for death.
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At the chatterbox’ ear-stinging words, Calix let out a small laugh.
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― Wait.

[image: ]

The reason for the peculiar order became clear shortly after.
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“It’s not too late, I hope?”
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As if the high priest were not enough, the Pope himself had personally arrived.

Why would the Pope go so far as to come himself…

His brief reflection on the past once again ended with a question he had already chewed over countless times.

“In the end, it is merely speculation. With His Holiness the Pope present, we can never permit danger to be overlooked.”

The high priest spoke with a stern expression.

Eric, who before capturing the dark mage had grumbled with a sullen face about what madman would hide in the snowy mountains, replied politely with an innocent expression that seemed not to know such vulgar phrasing.

“We can knock him unconscious and place him in front… Ah, of course! Normally he would not wake before reaching the portal, but one never knows. The person suited to the grave task of immediately noticing if he regains consciousness would, of course, be someone who does not overlook even the slightest twitch. Then, as expected…”

At the blatant stare, the high priest was overcome.

“Are you mocking me right now?”

“Pardon? Why would I do that? I merely thought that the high priest, who pays the greatest heed to His Holiness the Pope’s safety, would be most suitable.”

With bright, sparkling eyes, Eric shook his head as if to insist it was absolutely not so.

Although they had traveled together for a time that could be called long or short, House Elluiden and the temple remained distant. Even now, their relationship continued to operate separately without truly mixing.

Just as the atmosphere was about to turn tense, as though the effort to conceal their mutual wariness had never existed, Laud spoke.

“High Priest Baros. I understand your concern for me, but we did not come here to argue.”

His words were eloquent.

The high priest immediately apologized.

As if pondering for a moment, the Pope lowered his gaze and looked around.

“It seems the differences in opinion regarding the movement of the dark mage are not narrowing. Then how about conducting the interrogation here?”

“Here?”

At that question, even the high priest could not hide his momentary displeasure.

One of the ordinary priests quickly lowered his face, which looked as though the world had collapsed.

“Yes, here. Archduke, what is your opinion?”

The snowy mountains, crowned with perpetual snow that never melted, boasted a violent cold even in broad daylight.

As the carriages could not climb, all the luggage had been left below. If they were to spend a day with only poor blankets, they would be clearing away several corpses the next morning.

“Would it not be more appropriate to direct that question to the high priest rather than to me?”

Calix tilted his head slightly.

“My knight has presented his opinion, and he has yet to answer. If he says he cannot, then we have no choice but to spend a day here.”

“Your Grace.”

The high priest’s face flushed.

“Personally, I think holy knights who can respond even if he awakens midway would be more suitable.”

It was a faint, unreadable smile.

Recalling that he was someone who showed not the slightest sign despite this bitter cold made it somehow eerie.

Forgetting even his agitation from the humiliation, the high priest hesitated.

In the end, it was decided that the unconscious dark mage would be carried down the mountain on a holy knight’s back.

Although it was a simple matter of knocking him out without endangering his life, not a single holy knight could do it.

“Ha. You go.”

“Didn’t you see me provoking him just now? If he wakes up midway, that high priest will freak out like crazy.”

“Ha.”

With no other choice, Jay took a step forward.

“Then I…”

“I will do it.”

“My lord.”

With his face creased, Jay unconsciously grabbed Calix, then swallowed dryly and stepped back.

“Within a certain distance of His Holiness the Pope, aside from holy knights, no drawn sword may be…”

The high priest prattled on.

If that damned exalted Pope would simply move from his spot, the matter would be resolved.

“Then the Po—”

Just as Parker finally began to speak… Thud!

A heavy sword dropped onto the piled snow, making a deep and faint sound.

“My lord.”

Jay whispered softly without moving his lips.

“It’s dangerous. You mustn’t.”

“Jay, make sure that high priest survives.” Calix smiled faintly. “Otherwise, there’d be no point in this.”

He was not gambling with his own life.

If the Pope knew something, he would never have chosen this place, so it must be coincidence.

And to call it coincidence—yes, it was excessively romantic.

It was a place where fortune was bound to follow.
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Meanwhile, at the imperial palace.

Emperor Antonio asked blankly, “What did you just say?”

“It was Marquess Luen.”

“That’s absurd.”

Antonio’s face contorted.

“What grievance could Marquess Luen possibly have against House Lienta?”

“It is said that Marquess Luen’s daughter was once humiliated by Lady Lienta when she was young.”

“Is there any house that has never once been humiliated by Lady Lienta? As a motive for murder, it is far too insignificant.”

“Because of that incident, the young lady’s temperament became withdrawn, and she was even unable to hold her debutante in time. As his only daughter was on the verge of missing her marriageable age, his emotions may have gotten the better of him.”

Dumbfounded and on the verge of ordering a reinvestigation, the emperor abruptly regained his composure.

Losing House Luen is regrettable, but…

Marquess Luen’s wealth was somewhat unsatisfactory, but his lineage was good. As a staunch imperialist house, even if they became in-laws to the throne, they would not attempt to seize power, so he had been keeping an eye on that daughter as a potential empress.

“I did not expect Marquess Luen to make such a poor move.”

“Shall he be executed?”

“Leave it. As it was only an attempt, execution would be excessive. Two years of house arrest should be enough for him to reflect.”

Emperor Antonio twisted his lips.

How insolent.

Duke Lienta had openly magnified this attempted assassination. It was an implicit demand to impose an unusually severe punishment.

Since a matter that had drawn such attention ended with what was essentially a light sentence, House Lienta would have no choice but to devote themselves to guarding their manor for some time.

Naturally, few houses would attempt reconciliation… but how many must harbor resentment toward the lady?

All of them would seem like enemies.

“You’ve done well, Duchess.”

With a sneer, the emperor dismissed her.

And the day after the level of punishment was announced, another intruder broke into House Lienta.
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They say that even the past, once gone, becomes nourishment for life in one way or another… My ill reputation had not been in vain. Even with such a light punishment, how many bold fools would actually commission a real infiltration? What does it matter if the punishment is lenient?

House Lienta could cut off the flow of funds and crush an entire family outright.

Yet if one were to shout, “Assassination attempts are frightening, but any nobles who would at least like to frighten the lady enough to keep her awake at night… Line up from here to there!” the line would be so monstrously long it could circle the imperial capital. That was the peculiar point.

Even if a few particularly bold ones emerged from that enormous crowd, it would not seem strange at all.

There were, surprisingly, many bold people in this world.

Since Duchess Baier still holds tight to the authority that was delegated, it should prove quite useful.
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Did His Majesty the Emperor not delegate to me the authority related to the attempted assassination of Lady Lienta?

P.S. However, it would be best not to do it too much. It would shorten Duke Lienta’s lifespan.
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Although he had protested that it was absolutely not so, perhaps he received something behind the scenes, for Marquess Luen now remained quietly confined, the thought crossed my mind.

Among those in contact with the emperor, they happened to be there, which made choosing easy.

Yes, there are unexpectedly many bold people in this world.

First, there was Marquess Luen’s daughter. She once displayed the audacity to hurl an insult about one’s parents directly at Charlize’s face.

Marquess Luen threatened Charlize so she would not tell her father about that incident.

Perhaps the resentment of young Charlize, who had been harshly criticized for tormenting an innocent young lady, had been eased a little.

Shall I cut off about three more of the emperor’s limbs, or would-be limbs?

If it were revealed that the true mastermind behind the assassination attempt was the emperor, everyone would think the target had not been me, but Sasha.

It was not to create justification for seizing the throne by highlighting the heinous fact that he had tried several times to kill his own nephew. Sasha had more than enough justification even without that.

Resting my chin on my hand, expressionless, I thought that I wanted to watch very slowly the sight of the man who had tormented young Calix, who until recently had looked down on him to confirm his own standing, realizing he had been driven barehanded to the edge of a cliff and growing terrified.

“I was truly vicious just now.”

Huh?

It was when I glanced once more at the sky through the window and quietly turned toward the bed… Thud!

My last memory was the fervent hope that my skull had not cracked open.
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Among the priests, there was none who did not feel attachment to the temple, and none who did not revere the Pope.

So Baros believed without a shadow of doubt. He was indeed devout.

Having reached a seat of power attainable in one’s late twenties, there was no youthful rashness in him. Instead, pride flowed to his very bones.

Among the high priests, most of whom were of dignified age, Baros stood out conspicuously.

The reason for this unprecedented responsibility was not due to his skill in navigating politics nor his lineage, but purely because of his capability.

Thus he had dared to volunteer for the grave duty of attending His Holiness the Pope in this harsh land.

For the man whose pride in his own ability was immense, and who had come to love and identify with his order as he did himself, there existed a peculiar conviction.

Unlike worldly powers passed down by bloodline, they had risen to their positions not by birth but by ability.

He had long overlooked the fallacy that this very ability—divine power—was, like lineage, something one was born with.

And so, despite feeling a strange sense of pressure from the archduke, a powerful figure with imperial blood and just below the emperor, he was still able to speak boldly with his head held high.

The other had merely been born with good blood, so seated in a position he achieved through ability alone, he had nothing to fear.

“Within a certain distance of His Holiness the Pope, aside from holy knights, no drawn sword may be…”

Before he could even finish, the archduke discarded his sword.

The man who strode forward without weapon or armor, without even attendants following behind him, did not appear reckless.

Although the other party had clearly followed as they wished, Baros felt as though he was somehow being drawn in, and he swallowed dryly, straightening his neck stiffly.

“The sword.”

“Y-yes?”

What a fool.

Baros ground his teeth.

Far from displaying the dignity of a priest, the ordinary priest had stammered like an idiot and only belatedly flushed.

“I asked for the sword so that I might knock the dark mage unconscious.”

“Ah, th—”

The ordinary priest suddenly stopped speaking. High Priest Baros did the same.

Isn’t it too quiet?

If they were talking about knocking him unconscious, it would not be strange for him to be shouting in protest, but it was far too silent.

A chill ran down his spine at the belated sense of something amiss.

The moment he hurriedly turned his head… a fierce wind surged so violently that he could scarcely keep his eyes open.

“Ugh.”

It was not a metaphorical blade but sharp ice crystals that grazed past, leaving the skin stinging.

Shielding his eyes at an angle with his arm, the sliver of vision he managed to secure was blurred.

The Pope… His Holiness!

Because of the massive storm, the Pope was nowhere to be seen.

“Holy knights, ugh, quickly…!”

While frantically turning his head and shouting, he suddenly blinked his eyes.

Why…?

The unexpected gust of wind was not a disaster dealt equally to all. It was attacking only them.

Even the archduke standing right beside them bore not so much as a scratch from the crystals brushing his cheek.

Why…?

In front of an incomprehensible phenomenon, blankly blinking, why did the Pope’s murmuring before setting out suddenly come to mind?

Until the very last moment, all the high priests had tried to dissuade him. It had been only natural.

To begin with, the chief priest was absent.
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“Your Holiness. It is dangerous. I understand Your Holiness’ sacred resolve to personally redeem a wicked soul. I do. But is this not something another priest, though lacking, could undertake?”

“Yes. It is dangerous. That is precisely why I must go.”
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The Pope responded in that manner and started walking, while another high priest urgently began to speak.
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“Without the power of the temple, a dark mage cannot be identified, so would not the archduke capture him alive and bring him to the capital? So…”

“High Priest Herace.”
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The Pope’s words, continuing like a sigh, rang in his ears louder than the fierce wind.
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“That is why I am going.”
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The Pope, who had been wary of Archduke Elluiden, and Archduke Elluiden, who had repeatedly missed dark mages by a hair’s breadth.

And so they had come all the way to this snowy mountain, a harsh land where witnesses could never exist.

Could it be that he laid down his sword because he had something to rely on…

A flat voice burrowed into his ears.

“High Priest Baros is not suspecting me right now, is he?”

Through the hazy field of vision, Calix smiled.

“You are not, I trust, entertaining the absurd speculation that House Elluiden—who laid down his sword at the temple’s request—was attacked by a dark mage, the very antithesis of divine power, and that this was somehow the temple’s doing.”

And in the very next moment…

Your Holiness!

A mass of light fell from the sky.

The dark mage let out a bloodcurdling scream and collapsed with a thud, and the whirlwind subsided.

The ordinary priest, who had been lying prone and gasping, caught sight of the lingering light and closed his eyes in prayer.

The Pope had struck down the wicked one with divine power.

“Oh my.”

Having displayed tremendous power, the Pope showed no sign of fatigue and merely frowned as though in regret.

“It may be that we shall never know whether it was an absurd speculation or not.”

“Why would we never know, Your Holiness?”

The one who spoke thus as he drew his sword was the commander of the holy knights.

“Does not what we just witnessed serve as evidence in itself?”

“Evidence.”

As the holy knights drew their swords one after another, and the air became thick like the calm before a storm, the archduke murmured with remarkable composure.

“Evidence.”

There was a trace of amusement in his voice.

“That light… it feels very familiar.”

Calix narrowed his eyes.

“It closely resembles the rose at dawn and descended the day the oracle concerning Sasha was delivered.”

“The archduke now dares to slander His Holiness the Pope!”

Unable to endure it, Baros shouted sharply.

“Before whom do you dare utter such reckless words?”

A knight of House Elluiden growled.

They had all drawn their swords too.

The commander of the holy knights offered a solemn prayer. It was an act of seeking permission from the divine before taking a life.

“I beseech God, guide us upon the righteous path, that there be no innocent deaths.”

No sooner had he finished than… Crack!

The sky roared as if crying out.

As though urging on the hesitating holy knights, the commander said, “The traces of the wicked still remain, seeking to throw us into confusion.”

The commander of the holy knights moved as if to lead. “Moved” was the proper word rather than “charged.” Having taken only a few steps, it could hardly be called a charge.

Bam!

A massive beam of pure white light, beginning in the heavens and striking down to the earth, engulfed only the commander of the holy knights like an inverted cone.

A moment later, where the light had vanished, nothing remained.

“…”

Not a random occurrence, but a phenomenon directed at a single individual. It was as though judgment had been passed. A silence like death settled over them.

As all stood frozen in place, bereft of words, the archduke tilted his head slightly.

“It seems the divine is declaring that I am without sin. What are Your Holiness’ thoughts on the matter?”
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I fell like that and then opened my eyes again.

This time as well, I naturally assumed it would be the next moment within a dream, but I was wrong. I was walking through wretched ruins.

I simply knew the setting was the imperial palace. The tapestries that must once have adorned the walls were filthy, trampled over with footprints, and the porcelain placed here and there lay shattered miserably across the floor.

Faced with a scene I could be certain of without needing to confirm it, I kept walking as though searching for something.

“Ah.”

It was not a voice I recognized. The unfamiliar tone sounded somewhat hollow and somewhat amused.

“To think that men who waged a war merely to plunder this one thing would dream of being remembered in history as an unblemished empire, it does not sit well with me.”

Rather than saying her mood was foul or wretched, she chose the reserved phrase “does not sit well,” and I found myself suddenly curious about who she was.

The moment I closed and opened my eyes, the scene changed. The world was entirely white.

“At this rate, I’ll freeze to death.”

“People don’t die so easily.”

The man sneered and urged her to walk faster.

Instead of grumbling, she gave a short laugh and replied, “How can you assert that so confidently, when you are not human? People die easily.”

“If you kept your mouth shut, it would be less tiring.”

“You are truly unpleasant.”

“That applies to you as well, does it not?”

The two, who didn’t seem to get along very well, climbed the snowy mountains together because of, unsurprisingly, one purpose.

“Now, if we find it here, that will do.”

“We cannot allow future generations to learn that a great being cannot distinguish a single tree. They would clamor to study it. We must guarantee this tree’s right to survive.”

The man, his eyes narrowing in irritation, sharply turned his head.

Watching the world through the woman’s perspective, I suddenly felt a flicker of confusion.

Ah… It was because the branches looked strangely familiar.

Even as I sank into thought, their conversation continued.

“Don’t turn your head. Look carefully. What will you do if I deceive you?”

“If you cut it down, I’ll know.”

The man, while growling, approached with large strides as she had asked.

“But why are you making such a fuss over this tree?”

“You really talk too much.”

Though narrowing his eyes in displeasure, the being, in the form of a man, answered faithfully. “Because it is subversive.”

“Hm. I didn’t know, but since you collect forbidden books and enjoy reading them at home, I happen to know this tree’s characteristics as well. Isn’t this a sacred tree?”

“That is precisely why it is subversive. It grants permission even to those who are not vessels.”

He spoke as though grinding the words between his teeth.

“So when that time comes, you had better guard your life well. If things go awry, your blood may be used as holy blood, and your body as a sacrifice.”

Though it was a blunt attempt at intimidation, the woman merely shrugged.

I knew instinctively. It was time to wake up.

Just before I regained consciousness, the being gazed at her intently.

For a moment, it almost felt as though he was looking at me within her.

“So…”

Once again, I could not hear the rest of his words.

But it made me think… I had that same thought once before. This novel really feels like a guidebook of some sort. It’s far too kind.

Thinking about it, the bizarre dreams were the same. They showed me aspects even I did not know.

Therefore, those were also kind.

And so, I became curious about this excessively kind world.
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As soon as I woke up, the very first thing I checked was the well-being of the back of my head.

Before coveting something large, one should first carefully check the small things.

Someone must have said that to me in a previous life… or maybe not. No, someone definitely said that!

With a solemn expression, I fervently rubbed the back of my head, as though determined not to miss even the slightest blemish.

In doing so, I turned my head far too sharply at the sound of someone hesitantly stepping back.

“M-my lady.”

The maid retreating awkwardly had tears welling in her eyes.

Ah.

Just moments earlier…
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“My lady, here is the water… Eek!”
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The timing had been unfortunate. The moment I snapped my eyes open and bolted upright, she had entered.

Before the basin she dropped could roll more than once, she had already picked it up, delivered the wash water again, and perfectly wiped the spilled water from the floor. Following her professional example, I promptly handed her a letter I had drafted in precisely thirty seconds.

“Could you deliver this to the butler of Archduke Elluiden? If the butler is absent, then to the head maid. Please, as quickly as possible.”

“Y-yes!”

“Thank you.”

The maid’s shoulders trembled like waves in a stormy sea.

Watching such a professional maid, I was suddenly reminded of Leah.

I wonder if she’s doing well…

I should ask Philip about Leah’s well-being as well, my workaholic personal maid who hated taking leave.

Less than ten minutes had passed since then. I asked the question, and I was able to hear the answer.

Surprisingly, the butler happened to be on his way to House Lienta. And there was more surprising news.

“Leah took leave?”

“Yes. That is correct.”

“Perhaps… someone in her family is ill?”

“I doubt it. If that were the case, there would be no reason to refuse the carriage bound for the archduchy.”

“That’s a relief,” I muttered quietly. Then, when a sudden worry surfaced, I continued, “But is it safe for a servant of House Elluiden to go out right now? Someone might attempt a kidnapping.”

“House Elluiden shows no mercy to anyone who attacks House Elluiden. You are aware of that, are you not?”

Come to think of it, the children who had watched Sasha fall into the lake at the temple had said that every family except House Baier had suffered considerable losses in one way or another. Moreover, even House Baier had merely intended to make it a long game. It had never meant to withdraw its hand.

With a rather gentle expression, the butler who had just uttered something chilling spoke again.

“In truth, the archduke sent a letter instructing me to confirm your well-being and deliver a reply, which is why I have come.”

“My well-being?”

“Yes, my lady. Are you unharmed? Have there been no incidents? Nothing particularly shocking, strange, or unsettling?”

Hearing that made me feel faintly uneasy.

After giving my well-being serious consideration, I answered, “Yes. Nothing.”

“Then I shall convey that.”

“Has the subjugation force perhaps been delayed in the snowy mountains?”

“No. They have just arrived at the northern portal, so they should arrive within two days at the latest.”

“…And yet he sent a letter?”

When I asked blankly, the butler smiled warmly once more. I quietly closed my mouth.

So they’ve only just arrived at the northern portal?

Come to think of it, Duke Lienta had not rushed over either. It seemed the time I had been asleep—unconscious—had been short.

While we exchanged bits of small talk, at last a knight of House Elluiden arrived.

All members of Black Night were attached to Calix, whether publicly or privately, so he was naturally not one of them. With a slightly tense expression, he handed over the box, bowed, and withdrew.

After carefully inspecting the seal, the butler passed the box to me.

“There are no signs of it having been opened. You may check it, my lady.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s nothing. Please call me again if needed. Ah, or shall I remain on standby?”

I looked at him steadily. He appeared amiable and seemed to have no other ulterior motive, with his characteristic gentle smile.

“Sasha is currently staying in the annex. This is as much as I can do.”

“That means…”

“Yes. He is with Angel.”

The butler’s Adam’s apple bobbed noticeably.

With a resolute expression, he gave a small nod and left. I clenched my fist toward his retreating back and silently wished him luck.

And then… Click!

The moment the door shut, I opened the long rectangular box.

That’s it.
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“…It grants permission even to those who are not vessels.”

“So when that time comes, you had better guard your life well. If things go awry, your blood may be used as holy blood, and your body as a sacrifice.”
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His ultimate aim is the overthrow of the throne. The sacred tree. Holy blood. Sacrifice. Sacrifice. Sacrifice… The price.

“Ha.”

With my hand not holding the wood, I pressed firmly against my forehead. Through narrowed eyes, I stared at the wood as though glaring at it.

Dark magic wasn’t something needed for the objective.

He must have drawn in a dark mage to dispose of the byproducts left over in the process of extracting holy blood.

I now understood why, despite being brazen enough to deal with an empress of a nation so easily, they had been excessively cautious to make sure the upper ranks could never be exposed.

It must never be discovered. Never.

I had also found it curious that they selected people with divine power to handle miscellaneous tasks like Adrian.

So, based on a conversation with Count Dive seen through a fragment of the future, I surmised that perhaps it was because, to the Pope, only those with divine power were trustworthy, so they were the ones he chose.

That’s not it.

The holy blood of someone with divine power would naturally be purer. Before disposing of them, they had used them here and there while securing their identities in advance.

Tap. Tap.

The piece of wood clenched in my hand repeatedly struck the desk.

I lowered my gaze. Outwardly, it was nothing more than an utterly ordinary piece of wood. Then why, instead of burning it or burying it, go so far as to move the used wood to another continent?

I blinked, brushing aside the question. Just because I could not know now did not mean I would never know. And there was something else just as curious.

Perhaps that author isn’t such a vile existence after all.

Perhaps the title of the original novel had not been chosen to mock me, but to warn me of a grave threat to my continued survival.

Huh… Warn me?

That was a little strange.

Does it not feel as though the original novel had been written precisely to point out, in advance, the landmines I ought to avoid…? Hmm… How embarrassing.

It seemed my ego had inflated a little too much for a moment.

Perhaps there was another original title?

After a brief moment of self-reflection, I pondered for a moment, then shook my head.

Whatever the actual title of that ruined original novel was, it neither matters nor particularly interests me.

This was because, no matter how much I dwelled on it, there was no ominous feeling.

Sadly, perhaps because I was as close to death in this life as I had been in the previous one—or because my sense for danger was etched into my soul—I would often get that faint “uh-oh” feeling. This time, however, there was nothing.

I sat there blankly for a while, then rose with tears welling in my eyes.

I wanted to flop onto the bed and communicate through the magic artifact, but the sun was already high in the sky.

Ugh. What a bother.

Diligent Noah would surely be training hard at the drill grounds, so I would have to go myself.

It seemed I had not been unconscious for long, but I still intended to ask what had happened in the meantime.

As I trudged along listlessly, something occupying the edge of my vision caught my attention. When I looked, it was a stack of envelopes.

“Has that much time passed?”

Perhaps the three seemingly influential figures of the manor, including Duke Lienta, had indeed grown stronger…

It was then that a familiar name suddenly caught my eye among the pile of envelopes.

“Huh?”

It was from Erich Ronatus.
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Turning back time.

In the frigid northern wind, beneath the lightly fluttering black hair, his handsome face seemed expressionless, yet there seemed to be a trace of a smile.

“It seems the divine is declaring that I am without sin. What are Your Holiness’ thoughts on the matter?”

With the commander of the holy knights dead beyond even a body to recover, there was no way the remaining holy knights could retain their fighting spirit.

Laud’s eyes tightened as though in a spasm.

“God is truly merciful. For He did not punish us, who dared even briefly to doubt you, though you are without sin.”

Making the sign of the cross before his chest, Laud clasped his hands beneath his chin and gently closed his eyes.

“Your Holiness…”

The high priest praying fervently beside him would not know that Laud’s lips, concealed by his hands, were curved… that the eyes hidden behind his lids were gleaming.

It was not because of anger.

The commander of the holy knights had been a fairly useful card, but not one worth lamenting over; besides, something far more valuable had appeared.

The divine does not answer the summons of those without divine power. It’s only natural.

At the very least, one must converse with something of a comparable level for words to pass between them.

In a relationship where this was not the case, it was more appropriate to call it not a conversation but acts of making the other understand… or striving to understand.

If the archduke’s divine power is even close to what I expect, there is no need to wait for the imperial prince’s awakening.

The gains from this journey—undertaken with the purpose of securing and secretly spiriting away a direct member of the imperial family so dearly cherished by the divine beast—were far from over, though Laud does not yet know it.
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The contents of Erich’s letter, which I had roughly torn open, were simple.

“Come and visit?”

I even held it up to the light, but no hidden words appeared.

Is this guy serious…? I had cleanly let Erich Ronatus go. No matter how long I waited, the idiot had not been kidnapped…

“I thought I’d never see his face again.”

Erich had made no effort to hide how much he disliked seeing me, so I had assumed we would never cross paths again, even by chance.

I’d even been half-worried that he might get carried away at a pub, ring the golden bell, and recklessly squander Lavette’s fortune.

…And now I had suddenly received an invitation.

“Hmm.”

I stared at it uneasily for a moment, then set it down carelessly and stepped outside.

Noah was diligently sparring. With no other option, I turned away quietly, intending to kill time with a walk.

“My lady?”

“Sir Evans.”

Evans reached me in an instant.

Certain that his running ability would be an immense help in a crisis, I practically drooled and asked, “What brings you here?”

“Pardon?”

“Hm?”

“Did you not have business with me?”

I did, but with Noah, not you.

However, the innocence in his eyes made it impossible to say that outright.

“Well, uh, I was also curious how your sparring has been going lately. You’ve had a bit of a break compared to the other knights.”

“There’s been no problem.”

Evans grinned.

I nodded as if to say, “I see,” and was just looking for a moment to slip away when Evans spoke again.

“My lady.”

Oh… For some reason, his voice was filled with resolve. Why is that?

And so, in that brief lapse of caution, the attack that followed struck with particular force.

“I cannot tell you not to worry, but I can tell you to consider my life as a spare.”

How could he try to place something so enormously heavy in my hands?

Startled, I quickly turned my head and became bewildered.

Oh…

Sir Evans was wearing an expression of tremendous resolve.

“Then…”

After giving a respectful bow, Sir Evans ran back toward the training grounds.

Evans truly seemed to fly. Watching him alternate one step on the ground and one in the air, I stared blankly and had a thought.

Why is he so determined…? Is there perhaps going to be a change in the captain or vice-captain of the knights? Even so, I have no authority over such matters.

I smoothly sidestepped the “grave responsibility as the sole heiress of the house” that tried to settle upon my shoulders.

Duke Lienta—my father—was quietly handling matters on his own. It would be strange for me to suddenly take that burden upon myself. Only then was I finally able to turn away.

The place I eventually arrived at was not the garden, my original destination, but rather the entrance to a suitably secluded back courtyard. When I turned, Noah smiled faintly.

At last, I asked the very first thing I had wanted to say since waking today.

“What day is it?”

According to Noah’s calm reply, about three days had passed.

“Three days?”

“Yes. Is there any problem?”

“In that time… um. How was I? I wasn’t strange, was I?”

The moment the words left my mouth, I realized there could hardly be a more absurd question.

While I was screaming internally, Noah thought for a moment before answering.

“I heard you even took your meals in your bedroom. Did something happen after all?”

“No. Nothing.”

Noah looked at me with concern. I quietly averted my gaze.

I must have gotten up at mealtimes. Obviously, I had no memory of it. I do care greatly about my health, but I doubt even my unconscious self would go that far… In any case, even though I had remained shut up in my bedroom, it seemed I had not caused any particular worry. It was proof enough of my indolent life.

“Then, my lady, have you heard that His Grace is not here?”

“My father?”

“Yes. He is staying at the imperial palace. Then, you have not yet heard what occurred in the meantime?”

When I nodded, Noah fell silent for a moment as if arranging his thoughts, then began to speak. As I listened to Noah’s steady, composed voice, my mouth slowly fell open.

So that’s why the letters piled up!

“…So God appeared before the subjugation force?”

“More precisely, it is said that the will of the divine descended.”

“And that will was?”

“It is not yet known.”

I sank into thought.

Seeing that Calix sent the butler to check on my well-being, was this the Pope’s doing again?

It was said the light that struck the mountain had been exceptionally brilliant. It was likely because the light reflected off the snow, but in any case, it had been visible even from the capital.

To imitate the divine so artfully as to deceive the eyes of so many would require no small amount of divine power. If the Pope’s divine power were an inexhaustible spring, there would have been no need to collect holy blood.

Or was it really God?

Memories of all the irreverent names and curses I had once flung at the divine flashed coldly through my mind like a lantern slide.

“…”

Surely the great and merciful God lives in the present, not the past. Great and merciful God, please let me live long…

And then I suddenly realized something.

Each day has been so tumultuous that I’ve forgotten… but come to think of it, I haven’t woken with a nosebleed in quite some time.

[image: ]

Meanwhile, there was someone here asking the same question as Charlize.

“Nothing yet?”

Of course, this was hardly the first time he had asked it.

The imperial attendant was drenched in cold sweat. It was an unfriendly question—there was no telling whether he meant the return of the subjugation force, which he had asked about several times, or the matter of the divine, which he had asked dozens of times.

Since the answer would be the same either way, he was about to reply succinctly when…

“Your Majesty! Archduke Elluiden’s carriage is requesting entry.”

“Grant it at once!”

Emperor Antonio leapt to his feet, and an attendant hurried to assist him in adjusting his attire.

In his private chambers, from which even the attendants had been dismissed, the emperor anxiously darted his eyes and fidgeted nervously with his legs.

Did only Calix come? Could it be that the Pope was injured so severely he cannot move… No, impossible. Then is this a slight against me?

His mind was a tangle of chaotic thoughts.

“Your Majesty, the archduke has arrived.”

The emperor sprang up, pushed the doors open with his own hands, and hastened his steps. With every step, his fairly handsome face twisted and smoothed again like that of a demon.

“I pay my respects to the Sun of the Empire.”

And so, when he saw Calix in the reception room wearing a perfectly tempered smile, his emotions surged out uncontrollably.

“What exactly are you trying to do?!”

The emperor flared with rage.

“You said you would eradicate the dark mages, yet you failed to capture even one! If you cannot do it, then say so! Why speak as though you are capable? Your ability is—”

“Why?”

Calix smiled.

At first, the emperor faltered, sensing a peculiar force in him. Then anger surged.

This insolent…

He had dared to cut off the emperor mid-sentence; even if it were a mistake, it would not suffice merely to bow at once. However, unfortunately for Antonio, Calix was someone outside the legal jurisdiction.

“Why would you think that?”

“Then did you capture him alive?”

“We did not capture him alive.”

“Just look at this. Then what—”

“I said we did not capture him alive, Your Majesty.”

Calix smiled faintly.

It was different from the customary smile he usually wore. It was a smile in every sense, yet for some reason it suddenly felt chilling.

And only then did the emperor realize… it was because Calix was not concealing his emotions.

Whether this lack of concealment meant “no longer” or “just this once,” he could not tell, but faced with this unmistakable change, the emperor’s clenched fist beneath the table began to tremble.
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Around the same time at a secluded part of the temple, in the Pope’s private chambers.

The young priest walking down the corridor wore a bewildered expression.
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“Is there a tool that can neatly cut porcelain into pieces?”
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However, the words of the Pope were the truth and law to the boy.

The moment he handed over the tool he had prepared, the Pope smiled.

“Thank you.”

The smile that filled the young priest with pride disappeared the instant the door closed.

“It’s below expectations.”

A knife used in the kitchen to cleave animal bones.

Well, if not for the blade, it might have been somewhat useful.

Laud once more stared coldly at the holy relic. There was no way this relic had failed to warn him of such danger.

The jaw of the man clad in sacred robes tightened.
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“God is truly merciful. For He did not punish us, who dared even briefly to doubt you, though you are without sin.”
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The matter that had seemed to pass with those words reignited just after they left the mountains.

Ironically, it was the high priest who sparked it.
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“His Holiness is merciful and did not mention it, but I cannot endure it. Archduke, you dared to doubt the temple. Apologize at once!”

“For what?”

“Do you mean to deny it? You suspected that the light on the day the oracle descended was different from the light just now!”
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“Ha.”

Brushing back his hair, Laud muttered curses under his breath.

Though he applied only a slight force, the relic shattered. There had been a crack within it all along.
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Laud bent down and picked up a fragment of the holy relic.

When High Priest Baros had spewed those words, at first he had thought to block the conversation from continuing in that direction, but he soon chose silence instead.

It would not be a bad opportunity to learn what line of reasoning had led the archduke to such thoughts… and to utter them aloud.
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“Why do you not answer, Archduke?!”

“I merely said it appeared different because it did. Is further explanation required?”

“Would it truly be acceptable if the temple were to take this as Your Highness doubting such a solemn oracle?”
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It was unmistakably a threat.

The archduke answered concisely, “Let them.”

Indeed, there must have been something he was relying on.

Laud’s grip tightened around the broken edge. The blood that smeared his hand was quickly healed by divine power, but the stain on the shard remained… like the suspicious blemish clinging to him.

It was just as they increased their pace. The dark mage, awakened by the violent jolting of his body, struggled and cried out.
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“I-I only did as I was told!”
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The archduke slowed, and after whispering something to his confidant, their direction changed.
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“Stop for a moment. We should hear what he has to say.”

“We are near the portal. Can the interrogation not be conducted in the capital?”

“The interrogation will be held in the capital, but a few words may be heard now.”
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The temple had no grounds to object, and sensing the tacit agreement, the dark mage raised his voice again.
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“I only did as I was told. Though I did not complete every task, I fulfilled what was required of me, did I not? And yet… am I just going to get cast aside?!”
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The unity among dark mages was nothing more than a means to preserve their own lives. It was never a sense of fellowship.

By nature, a dark mage was one who used others as steppingstones for personal gain. So even if he had once possessed loyalty or selflessness, it would not have been strange for him to discard it entirely before the horror of a fated execution by fire. And even if he had not been the sort to drag others into the mire, it wouldn’t be strange for him to change in the face of betrayal.

However…
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“M-my lord.”
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At that time, and even now as he was recalling it, Laud’s thoughts were the same.

How were the shackles undone?

Charlize had attempted it once, but that had been in a question-and-answer format, had it not?

Then how had it been done all at once like that…?

“…”

Laud, who had been pacing restlessly, suddenly came to a halt. It was at that moment that he noticed the crystal orb.

The fact that Charlize had used a question-and-answer format was not the important point. What mattered was that she had used divine power.

“Haha.”

Having found his answer, Laud let out a brief laugh.

At once, he hurled the holy relic to the floor.

With a sharp crash, it shattered. Laud glared at the Pope’s broken treasure as though he might kill it, then abruptly lifted his gaze beyond the window.

Damn it.

The vast white snow mountain still seemed almost within reach, so vividly clear it remained.
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Emperor Antonio swallowed once and spoke in a strained, deliberately casual tone, “Stop circling the point. Speak plainly.”

“Before he died, the dark mage looked at the Pope and called him ‘my lord.’”

“…What?”

Emperor Antonio narrowed his eyes.

Did the Pope put forward a decoy?

No matter how much a dark mage might fear execution by fire, he would not hide himself in a mountain. And since there was no place quite like the Arunphel Snow Mountains, it would make sense for the Pope to set up a substitute.

To think they could not even silence a single mouth properly. Ruling from within the temple truly is nothing more than playing king in a well.

For some reason, the emperor’s lips twitched upward in satisfaction.

Watching him, Calix lowered his eyelids slightly. “The strange thing is that, before that, the dark mage attacked only the temple’s side.”

“Attacked?”

The emperor, who had been imagining swords and spears, widened his eyes at what followed.

“He used his eyes like small, sharp spikes… it was like a storm of ice crystals. And it is odd that he remained still, when if he had been able to use dark magic, he could have fled earlier.”

The emperor’s eyes shifted.

Not a decoy, but a real dark mage? Then why call the Pope his lord…?

“And by attacking only the temple’s side, the temple came to suspect us. Fortunately, the divine proved our innocence, so it did not escalate into open conflict.”

“Yes! That light, what was it? Was there some kind of message?”

“It was only light. However…”

Before the emperor could complain displeasingly about why it was not being explained immediately, Calix said with an ambiguous smile, “The shape of the light differed from the day the oracle descended.”

The forms that were described were indeed different.

Could it be…

A thread of suspicion stirred in the emperor’s heart, which eventually thickened like a curtain and obscured his vision.

It was not so much that Calix’ suspicion was convincing, but that he desperately did not wish to believe the contents of the oracle.

If the Pope fabricated such an oracle to manipulate me…

As though reading his thoughts, Calix continued, “Your Majesty, I have no wish to overlook even the smallest doubt.”

“Of course, this is my own decision.”

The emperor gave him a crooked smile.

The thought that he could have the matter handled by another’s hand, without personal risk, pleased him. The sense of unease he had felt just before had already been forgotten.

Antonio had always been that sort of man.

It was why, even after poisoning his own brother, he had not been driven to hunt down and kill his nephew at all costs. And when those he had meant to deal with were struck down instead by Duchess Baier, he felt relief rather than suspicion, glad he had not yet become entangled.

That simple, self-centered temperament made him short-sighted… unfortunate in one sense, yet fortunate in another, for it kept him from losing his sanity altogether.
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I am presently drowning in a sea of “Oh…”

It all started with a lunch I had with Sasha.

“I’m happy to be eating with Lady Charl again after so long.”

“I’m happy too.”

The lazy adult who had done nothing but sleep for three whole days could not bring herself to meet the innocent child’s eyes and quietly looked away.

And then I offered a cowardly defense.

“Next time there won’t be such an occasion. It was the first time I slept that long. From now on, it won’t happen again.”

“No. Sometimes, when you sleep, it just ends up being that long.”

Sasha…

To go so far as to say that just to protect this good-for-nothing.

The moment I looked at this kind-hearted child in gratitude, the first wave of “Oh…” washed over me.

“You must have been very tired.”

Because Sasha genuinely seemed to believe that.

The second and third “Oh…” came from the butler and the head maid, respectively.

“You must have been so hungry, only eating three meals a day…”

Isn’t the fact that I slept for three days far more concerning than that?

“That’s why we didn’t prepare anything too heavy. My lady, you were all right, weren’t you?”

Rather than worrying about high nutrition, shouldn’t someone have woken me up for snacks?

And so I swam through that deep yet shallow sea of “Oh… oh.”

It’s as if my having slept a long time is considered perfectly normal and not strange at all…

Then, all at once, realization dawned.

Is it an illusion?

Since I had not coughed up blood, it did not seem to be dark magic.

Then perhaps it isn’t something harmful. But then why…?

Just as I was about to let myself drift with that now-familiar current, I remembered the being who had looked at me.

It was neither rational nor logical, but ever since I fell into this world, all my answers had come through irrational and almost ideal processes.

Did that being do it?

It was certainly a face I had seen for the first time, yet it also felt like one I had not seen in a very long time… and at the same time, like one I had just seen moments ago.

By the time that strange unease started to feel like a lifelong companion, the gates of Lienta manor opened.
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I glanced down at Sasha and our eyes met almost immediately.

As I roughly ruffled the head of the child who tilted his head, I said, “Let’s come again to see Angel next time.”

“Angel has to prepare for her first year at the academy, so it’s okay.”

“Then how about studying beside Angel while she studies?”

“No, it’s okay. We’re always meeting in our hearts.”

At those grown-up words, I—who had been thinking of re-enrolling once Sasha entered the academy—tilted my teacup with a faint creak.

Just then, the butler knocked.

“My lady, the carriage is ready.”

“Let’s go.”

“Yes, Lady Charl.”

We held hands tightly and opened the front door. Then, there stood a man with slightly startled eyes.

“Uncle!”

Calix lightly lifted Sasha as he ran to him.

“Have you been well?”

“I’ve been well. Very well. Uncle, are you well? Are you healthy?”

“I am. Very.”

Sasha laughed at his response.

I was examining Calix as carefully as I had inspected the back of my own head.

“Where are you going, Charlize?”

Having checked the front and intending to check the back as well, I passed by, but Calix lightly caught my hand.

“I was checking Calix’ condition.”

“I wasn’t injured, not even by a speck.”

“When it’s only to the extent of a speck, the injured person may not even realize it…”

As I tried to gently pull my hand free to check again, Calix turned.

“I missed you very much. Was I the only one?”

His voice sounded rather wounded, yet it carried a hint of laughter. The words that brushed past my ear felt like a spring breeze.

Sasha, caught between Calix and me, let out another small laugh.

It felt as though things would remain this peaceful forever. Even though, in truth, our situation was not all that peaceful, nor could it last forever.

“…I missed you too.”

Even so, I leaned into that brief moment of calm.
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The next day.

Hmm. As expected.

For the first time in quite a while, I scrubbed my face briskly and started the day.

Should I just pull out all those flowers?

I shot the Tuverrot flowers a brief look with cold eyes, then turned to the mirror.

Preemptive intimidation.

Sure enough, I looked like someone with a truly foul temper just from a glance.

And I’ll reinforce my stamina on top of that. Today, I intend to eat a very hearty breakfast… because it’s the day I’m to meet the Pope.
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With my shoulders squared and brimming with confidence, I flung open the archduke’s door… only to be taken aback.

“Hello.”

“Huh?”

It was a face pleasant no matter how many times I saw it, but the problem was that I had no idea why it was here.

“I wanted to see you off.”

Aha.

I was about to take my seat in the carriage and wave that I would return soon, when I found myself confused again.

“Why are you getting in?”

“Am I not allowed?”

It would be stranger to say that the owner of the carriage could not ride in his own carriage.

When I shook my head to say no, the carriage soon began to move.

I wondered if he had something private to say, but Calix remained silent even after the carriage left the estate. Then again, we had spoken at length yesterday, so there was little left to add.

I, too, kept quiet in the stillness, when suddenly Calix spoke.

“About that dream you mentioned yesterday…”

I glanced at him across from me.

It was an oddly phrased opening. Has Calix Elluiden ever begun a conversation like this before?

“How were you so sure that the content mentioned in that dream was real?”

His head was slightly lowered, his eyelids half-closed.

When he lifted his face under my intense gaze, the familiar gentle smile was there, yet something about it felt faintly unstable.

A beauty poised on a knife’s edge might cause a dull ache in the heart, but I was not the sort to feel that toward my own lover, so I answered at once.

“In truth, I have no evidence. That’s why I said further investigation should come first.”

“No, your guess is correct.” Calix smiled faintly. “I’m sorry, Charl. I already knew what that tree was.”

Then there’s no need to waste time investigating!

As I inwardly rejoiced, his composed voice followed.

“And going forward, after you speak, I may say afterward that I already knew about it.”

I looked at him again.

“I’m telling you in advance, so you won’t be disappointed.”

“I won’t be. There’s no need for us to know everything about one another, is there?”

“…I want to know everything.”

Calix smiled at an angle.

“I said this now so you could be disappointed in advance. I’m sorry your lover is such a selfish person.”

I lightly wiped beneath my nose. It seems the range of my preferences is far broader than I had expected.

“That’s fine as well.”

Resting his chin deeply on his hand, Calix muttered, “You keep saying everything is fine…”

“It’s not that. It’s only fine because it’s you, Calix.”

Calix smiled quietly without replying.

Meanwhile, the carriage, having arrived at the temple, slowed down.

Calix stepped down first and held out his hand to me. Then he said, rather playfully, “From now on, I’ll take good care of my face.”

Excuse me?

I flinched and looked up at him.

Calix tilted his head. “Hmm. Wasn’t that it?”

I know as well. There is nothing shameful about my preferences. Some people look at wealth first, some at character, some…

“I thought you always looked at the face first, so I assumed that was your type.”

“It’s not that it isn’t, but it isn’t exactly… I can’t say it’s not, but…”

Calix listened silently to my rambling.

Internally smacking my forehead, I spoke firmly. “I’ll like you no matter how you look. I’m sure of that.”

It’s true.

“Actually…”

Seemingly curious about what I would say, Calix asked back with a curious smile, “Actually?”

“Calix wasn’t my type.”

“Ah… your type.”

He seemed to roll the words around in his mouth.

“Yes, my type.”

And for the briefest instant, he crooked the corner of his lips… Oh…

It was a strangely familiar expression, but I could not remember where I had seen it.

Even as we walked together toward the reception room, I kept turning over that familiar yet unfamiliar face in my mind.

“Your Highness, my apologies, but entry beyond this point is restricted.”

“Then may I wait here?”

“That would be acceptable, however…”

“And bringing the carriage up to here?”

“…”

At my question—asked out of concern that it might be cold to wait outside—the priest looked at me as though I were deranged and answered stiffly, “That would be difficult.”

What a pity.

“Go carefully. I’ll be waiting.”

“Yes.”

We were about to part after a courteous farewell when Calix suddenly buried his face against my shoulder.

“I already miss you. What shall I do?”

The priest’s mouth fell open.

I answered resolutely, “I will return immediately once we’re done with any urgent matters.”

So that’s why he followed. He must have come to lay the groundwork so I wouldn’t be kept long. Grateful for his consideration, I turned away.

Perhaps because I had walked nearly two-thirds of the way at a leisurely pace, the Pope had already arrived in the reception room. The only difference between this time and the last was the absence of Count Dive.

“You’ve come. I was preparing in advance.”

The crystal orb on the table glimmered faintly.

How can I get rid of the Pope?

It ignored my utterly unscrupulous question. And after staring at the orb that reflected nothing but my face, I let out a soft sigh and lifted my head.

Our eyes met.

“Isn’t it fascinating? This crystal orb, I mean. It was made a very long time ago.”

What an odd thing to say.

If it had been made recently, would it ever have come into the Pope’s possession, let alone surpass the sacred relics forged during the age of the Holy Era, when divine power was said to have overflowed?

“Though it was crafted in a land other than the Holy Era, its permanence is remarkable. I find myself quite curious about the divine power of that time.”

Again, it sounded like idle talk, but something about it unsettled me.

“Are you not curious, my lady?” the Pope asked, almost in a whisper, his expression unreadable.
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At the crossroads, Laud chose his course.

‘The archduke is not someone who can be dealt with head-on.’

Sending assassins afterward would be meaningless. Using dark magic might instead hand the archduke a leash with which to seize control of this side.

And so he decided… to win over the lady. More precisely, to brainwash her.

In any case, he had intended to draw Charlize Lienta, who possessed divine power, under his hand. The plan had merely been moved forward.

It was not difficult, but it required greater caution. Thus, it had to be done in a setting where only the lady and he were present. And it had to be certain. For that reason, it would be better to use dark magic.

As a result, Laud chose the tree he had long found useful.

A medium capable of producing holy blood. A troublesome tree whose power disappeared when burned, reducing holy blood to nothing more than something old and spoiled.

Perhaps it was not a sacred tree at all, but something akin to that of heretics. It shared the trait of not losing its life when cut yet perishing in fire. Though he used it to good effect, this peculiar tree—whose mechanism he did not understand—also possessed the strange property of temporarily holding dark magic once hollowed out.

Laud smiled faintly.

“This should prove quite interesting.”

Charlize’s cool green eyes clouded over.

“For the lady as well as for me—”

“Ah.”

Charlize casually brought a hand beneath her nose. With the lower half of her face obscured, her unusually sharp gaze seemed to bore into him.

And so he did not anticipate it.

Crash!

The holy knight stationed before the reception room door reacted at once.

“Your Holiness, has something occurred?”

“No.”

“I heard a loud—”

“I said no. I am engaged in a close discussion with my guest. Do not disturb us further.”

“Yes, Your Holiness.”

Now that there was no need to maintain a composed tone, Laud’s face hardened ominously.

What is this situation?

A branch as thick as a finger had split.

He stepped forward calmly, bringing the branch toward the flame of the lamp, then paused.

Though her fainting was unexpected, the very fact that there was a reaction proves that the dark magic had been properly cast.

After placing the shattered branch beside the flowerpot, Laud changed course.

Bending down on one knee, he steadied Charlize’s chin with his hand and examined her.

Is she really unconscious?

Laud narrowed his eyes. He scrutinized her at length, intent on missing not a single twitch of muscle, but he detected no sign of unease.

But why?

At that moment…

“Your Highness! What is the meaning of this discourtesy! Even for an archduke, only those invited may enter here! The temple’s regulations—”

“My fiancée promised she would return immediately, but an hour has already passed.”

Perhaps because the priest was so agitated, his voice sounded all the more calm.

“Conversation may run long, might it not? Therefore…”

Laud cast one more glance at the unconscious Charlize.

Letting out a shallow sigh, the man who had righted both the chair and the lady this time burned the remaining branches as well.

And just as he turned…

“Your Highness!”

The door opened.

Laud smiled faintly, his displeasure evident.

“Although the Archduke is someone outside the legal jurisdiction, I believed Your Highness at least observed etiquette.”

There was no reason for the archduke to behave so over a mere delay.

Could he have detected the dark magic? Perhaps the astonishing speed with which he had tracked down the dark mages had not been due solely to his superior intelligence.

However, Laud did not regret the choice he made.

After all, the evidence had been burned, and Calix had already suspected a connection between him and the dark mage.

Rather, this may work in my favor.

Laud had no intention of overlooking this rudeness.

Charlize Lienta must indeed be won over.

The man who did not move rashly had acted without hesitation. However, despite behaving out of character, Calix showed no true sign of urgency and had already reached Charlize’s side.

“Archduke, do you not even intend to offer an explanation?”

As he spoke, Laud found himself unsettled. Though the medium had been burned, Charlize Lienta was still unconscious.

Did she deceive me after all? But then, what would she gain?

“Archduke.”

“An… explanation…?”

Adjusting the limp body in his arms with practiced ease, Calix enunciated slowly.

“In fact, God has spoken.”

“Are you making light of this?”

“Why do you assume it is a jest?” Calix asked, tilting his head slightly.

The gesture felt unmistakably deliberate. Laud barely restrained the tightening of his mouth.

“Did you not witness it yourself?”
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Laud narrowed his eyes.

The one who had drawn the atmosphere taut as a fully pulled bowstring spoke in an even tone. “It seems that this time an explanation may be required of Your Holiness.”

“At the lady’s request, we looked into the crystal orb.”

Calix’ expression did not change in the slightest as he confirmed the crystal orb set on the table. Only the arm supporting Charlize tightened slightly.

Naturally, Laud failed to notice the faint shift, something only the person holding her could have perceived.

“Being an object that some call a holy relic and others a divine relic, it seems to have been too much for the lady.”

Lowering his gaze as though studying the crystal orb, Laud concealed his eyes in thought.

Perhaps he knows the inner workings, so he acted in haste.

His ultimate aim, and the process behind it. The method of confirming whether the archduke had grasped everything was simple enough, regardless of gain or loss.

Having reached his conclusion, Laud lifted his eyes smoothly.

“If she had no divine power at all, that would be another matter… but the lady does possess a small measure of it.”

“Is that so?”

His tone was maddeningly calm.

There is nothing more to gain for now.

His decision came swiftly. Laud smiled with faint discomfort.

“Even if the cause and effect are clear, the fact remains that the lady has fainted. Though I know she will awaken without issue, it is difficult not to feel concern.”

It was a courteous dismissal.

“As you have said, there may be no problem with Charlize, but she will require rest.”

Despite what had just transpired, Calix Elluiden accepted the dismissal without resistance. That, in turn, made Laud wonder what scheme was at play.

Fixing his gaze on the closed door as though he could see beyond it, Laud eventually shut his eyes harshly.

Damn it.

He could not tell where, exactly, the plan had begun to go wrong.
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I would not gamble with my own head. I really fainted, and I simply woke up early.

The moment the carriage door shut, I snapped my eyes open.

Ah. If this keeps up, I’ll end up horrifying several maids again. I had resolved to fix this dreadful habit, but a habit is a habit for a reason… it does not change easily.

However, Calix didn’t widen his eyes in surprise. He only smiled gently.

“Are you awake?”

I ended up feeling like the lowest of the low, having slept in the enemy’s stronghold. I nodded my head awkwardly.

“Your head is fine.”

I know.

Calix had checked it on the way.

His touch had been so gentle that even if I had been injured, I might not have felt it. It had not been the most practical inspection, but there was no need to be cold about such things.

Instead, I murmured, “Is that so?” and pretended to smooth my hair while carefully checking it myself.

“You do care a great deal about your head.”

“It is a vital point, after all.”

“That’s right. And as for other vital points…”

Thus, I received a brief lecture on vital points.

From the day I had diligently wrapped a scarf around my neck before the mirror, this future had been foretold. I accepted it with composure.

Once we left the temple and the carriage moved smoothly along the even road, Calix suddenly asked, “Did you see anything this time as well?”

“Ah. Perhaps because I didn’t faint due to a relic this time, I saw nothing.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“He used dark magic, of all things.”

He was being very bold… or was extremely desperate.

“Despite wearing a face that suggested not the slightest curiosity, he repeated similar words several times. It may have been an attempt at indoctrination.”

I had woken around the moment the Pope grasped my chin. I had diligently feigned unconsciousness in case he muttered anything to himself, but there had been little to gain.

“But tell me, did God really…?”

“Hmm.”

Like a sage staying up all night to find the flaw in his theory, or a swordsman before delivering the final blow, his expressionless face suddenly relaxed.

“My lady always keeps her promises, so I thought it strange that you were late.”

“…I will definitely keep my promises in the future as well.”

If I was not careful, I might end up spending my small and precious remaining life selecting prison meals to send to Calix.

Ah, but Calix is someone outside the legal jurisdiction, so perhaps not?

Calix suddenly let out a quiet laugh.

Startled by the thought that he might have noticed I had just imagined him in prison, I became stiff.

“It’s all right. Just keep your promise to live to be a hundred years old.”

“…One never knows how life will flow.”

“I’ll shape that current.”

Calix tilted his head with great ease. It was a distinctly playful gesture.

“Of course, with my lady’s revisions, and together with Duke Lienta, we will work diligently.”

“It would be better for Calix to handle the revisions. I will dig diligently…”

I have not forgotten that in trying to save my father and running around everywhere, I almost departed from this world even faster than in the original novel.

Come to think of it, the point at which I died in the original has already passed.

The empress died after I did. Since I completely destroyed the original plot from the very beginning, nothing had gone according to it. Still, realizing that I had in fact survived felt different.

Perhaps time flows very quickly for a divine beast, and that is why it said I would die soon.

To a being that lives eternally, a hundred years would be no different from the flight of an arrow. And if this situation really arose from a misunderstanding, I would cling to the divine beast and weep miserably.

Lost in deep thought, I failed to notice…

“All right. Let’s do that.”

…the expression on Calix’ face as he looked at me then.
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Late at night.

Parker entered the office that Liban had left faster than light and reported, “The Pope has made contact with the emperor. It appears he intends to deal with both House Elluiden and the temple without using his own hands.”

“It will be difficult for my elder brother. Unfortunately, he does not know how to do anything properly.”

Calix, reading the report without expression, slowly blinked.

“Was there no response from Her Majesty the Imperial Consort?”

“No, not yet.”

“I see.”
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“Of course I wish to see His Highness the Imperial Prince as well. I want to confirm with my own eyes that he is healthy and safe.”

“But I am afraid that if he sees me, those memories might awaken. It would be better not to meet.”
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The nephew who had received abundant affection from the divine beast still had not properly awakened his divine power.

Charlize was right. One never knows how life will flow. Therefore, should one not take all that can be taken?

His nephew, still young and fragile, needed strength, and there was something that could be pointed to as the reason for the delayed awakening.

Of course, thinking of their reunion was not solely for that purpose.

“Deliver it discreetly to Duchess Baier.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Parker received the letter and disappeared.

Alone in the space, Calix suddenly muttered, “It’s strange.”

An undefined sense of unease, or perhaps déjà vu, sliced through the quiet air and dispersed.

It’s really strange.

He spoke a name he could no longer properly pronounce.

After repeating it a few more times, the being finally appeared, hesitatingly, and called him awkwardly.

“Oh. You’re back?”

“Did you perhaps tell Charlize?”

“W-what?”

Instead of answering, Calix just silently stared at the boy.

The boy, feeling pricked, raised his voice. “It wasn’t me! She was already guessing it!”

“She was guessing?”

“Yes, well, the human body is weak, so maybe it was sending her signals that she was close to dying.”

“When was it?”

“Not long ago. About… ten days? Two weeks? Half a month? A month? Anyway, I guess she didn’t say anything to you.”

As he said that, the boy stole a glance at him.

“Don’t others usually let their significant other go, telling them to meet a good person?”

When the boy’s power had been more intact than now—that was, when faith in him had been stronger—countless stories would unfold before the place where he slept. As if for the boy to hear, he muttered to himself that the boy would be destined for dazzling success if he ever debuted as a novelist.

“Somehow, no matter how things turn, you’re the more… I won’t finish that.”

“If that’s the case, all the better.”

At the indifferent tone, the boy, who had glanced at him without much thought, flinched. The face with the sharp smile tilted slightly.

“I would have been the same.”

“S-so that’s why you called me?”

“The sacred tree. Do you remember it?”

Rather than a specific name, a nickname was more convenient. Names were always changing.

“Sacred tree?”

The divine beast, who had rolled his eyes for a moment, suddenly frowned.

“Of course I remember. But why bring that up all of a sudden?”

“It’s just a guess.”

“Have your guesses ever been wrong? What is it? You’re making me nervous, so hurry up and say it!”

“Using that, your representative is attempting to seize the throne, or…”

To say the throne was the sole objective would be excessive. The face that recalled a country that had once existed long ago was utterly indifferent.

“It seems he’s plotting its reconstruction.”

The boy’s mouth twisted ambiguously.

Should he be shocked that someone bearing the title of Pope possessed divine power weak enough to see that tree, or be enraged that someone intended to bring down the empire that had willingly aided in its founding?

Wavering between the two, the boy suddenly shouted, “First of all, he’s not my representative!”

Grumbling, the boy dropped down and sat in midair.

“Then what am I supposed to do?”

“It’s not difficult.”

“It sounds incredibly difficult,” the boy muttered to himself, then his eyes widened like lanterns. “Huh? I thought it would be incredibly hard, but it’s really easy…”

“I told you it wasn’t difficult.”

“You really… at this rate, you’re really going to become an ordinary human.”

Calix’ eyes curved pleasantly as he looked at the boy’s hollow expression.

It was something he had long anticipated.
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“Y-Your Holiness!”

The priest who had been running in haste came to an abrupt stop.

It was such a late hour that not being fast asleep would have been stranger.

The Pope was standing along the path leading to his quarters, looking up at the sky.

It seems another oracle has descended upon His Holiness!

Suppressing the swell of pride that came from serving such a great figure, the priest walked forward solemnly.

“An oracle has been delivered.”

In the most secluded part of the temple, upon the stone tablet located there, the words of the God were inscribed.


[image: ]

In the temple’s reception room, I obtained the answer to whether I fainted because I hit my head or hit my head because I fainted.

I fainted first and then hit my head. Otherwise, the current phenomenon could not be explained. Of course, there were still things that could not be explained.

Why was there a time lag this time?

Feeling somewhat uneasy, I surrendered myself to the flow here.

After bickering tremendously in the snowy mountains, the two of them seem to have improved their relationship in the meantime.
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“Why can’t you eat more?”
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The being raised an eyebrow.
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“Are you planning to die at that age again? I didn’t think you were the type to submit to fate.”
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That age?
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“This time, my birthday came later than last time, so I thought I’d live a few more months. I don’t know if it’s a good thing… thinking of how much you’ll suffer because of me makes me feel sorry.”

“Isn’t it because you’re thinking of taking the medicine?”

“I won’t deny that the thought isn’t there at all.”
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She lifted the medicine bottle lightly and set it down.

I was watching it, practically drooling…
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“It’s only that the taste has become familiar, so I put it down. I appreciate the thought, but this medicine had no effect.”
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…She withdrew her gaze without hesitation.

[image: ]

“The mixing ratio is different.”
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Just as I was about to drool again, she suddenly shrugged.
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“I’ve lived long enough to be satisfied.”

“You…”

“So I’m saying there’s no need to feel guilty, so out of character, like this.”
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The complicated relationship between one inhuman being and one human was none of my concern, I was just desperately hoping that they’d boast more about that mixing ratio.
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“It’s not guilt. It’s responsibility. Your half-eternity has become something I must take responsibility for.”

“The timing was bad. Despite how it may appear, the knights of my kingdom are quite capable.”

“Capable enough to be wiped out, apparently.”
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And the being added coldly…
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“For someone who can’t even track a divine relic, isn’t that rich?”

“Let’s say it was my fault for failing to persuade my father. I should have sung in front of his office that those ‘holy ones’ are the sort to launch cowardly surprise attacks.”
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At last, the man’s face twisted.
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“Does it not matter to you? The end of your life is fixed, and your oblivion has been reclaimed.”

“What?”
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She suddenly laughed.
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“So you were planning to keep coming to see me.”

“…”

[image: ]

Our eyes met.

This time as well, it was a deep gaze, as though looking into the abyss.

But unlike before, I was able to hear what the being said next.
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“Retrieve the crystal orb.”
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I realized it instinctively.

This was both the reason and the purpose for my becoming entangled in the story of these incomprehensible strangers.

And so, I wanted to ask that being who crosses past and present, who wields immeasurable power… whether it was “you” who beguiled “him” into using that orb on the Pope.
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Even though I had clearly slept, I felt tired. I lay down limply, closed my eyes, and prepared to drift back into sleep once more.

The preparation was perfect, but the execution failed. It was because after several knocks, the door burst open.

“My lady! My lady!”

It was Leah.

As I half-raised my upper body unsteadily, Leah rushed over at once and wedged a pillow between the headboard and my back so I couldn’t lie down again.

“They say another oracle descended upon the temple at dawn.”

For some reason, I had a strong feeling that this, too, was a fabricated oracle.

“Has the content been announced?”

“Yes.”

Surely it’s not something like “Strike down Calix Elluiden in the name of God,” right?

Perhaps taking my sour expression as a demand to hurry up and speak, Leah quickly continued. “They say that under the reign of the next emperor, the empire will be filled with glory.”

“Oh.”

I let out a sound of admiration.

It creates discord but leaves a very wide escape route. Quite suggestive as well.

It was clearly an oracle touched by someone’s hand. So I immediately went to the person I suspected.

“Yes. I did it,” the oracle-forging party confessed.

And nonchalantly at that.

“Is it an oracle aimed at the Pope rather than the emperor?”

“Mm.”

Calix gave a small smile.

“As an answer, yes. That’s right.”

If the emperor didn’t want to be treated as not even worth checking by a much younger brother, he should have lived better on his own.
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I’ve spared myself the worry of being reproached by my predecessors after death. House Baier’s duty is rooted in the prosperity of the nation rather than in the emperor as an individual.
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It was not by chance that I recalled the letter from Duchess Baier on the first day I left Lienta manor.

“Given what happened recently at the Arunphel Snow Mountains, it must stir certain feelings in the Pope. My brother will grow impatient because of the content of the oracle, but…”

Calix suddenly stopped. His perfectly shaped eyes narrowed slightly, as though painted by a master.

I completed the thought. “After what happened at the snowy mountains, he won’t be able to move recklessly.”

“…Mm.”

― But why are you grinning like that? Did you like that oracle that much? Hmph. Actually, he only spoke vaguely, but I wrote the content myself.

“It’s not because of the oracle.”

“Then?”

“Because it seems I may be able to fulfill my long-cherished wish.”

Heh.

I smiled wickedly. It was the kind of smile one might expect from someone about to seize what belonged to another.

― You, perhaps… Never mind.

The divine beast stopped speaking, and Calix, with his characteristic serene gaze, looked at me for a moment and then cheerfully offered his good wishes.

“That’s good. I hope your long-cherished wish is surely fulfilled, my lady.”

— No need for you to hope. The desire to achieve it is practically boiling over… Well, I hope so too.

“Thank you for the encouragement.”

And so, before committing theft, I received my encouragement.
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The salons and clubs of high society seemed no different from before the oracle, but that was only on the surface.

Like swans, they were busy beneath the water.

They were frantically exchanging talk about the newly announced oracle.

“As expected, could it be about His Highness the Imperial Prince?”

“There’s no telling. His Majesty the Emperor is still young.”

“Could it possibly be His Highness the Archduke?”

“Whether it’s the archduke or the imperial prince, does it matter? Aren’t those two effectively on the same side anyway?”

There were ladies who agreed, and gentlemen who said much the same.

“Does everyone remember? The Arunphel Snow Mountains.”

“How could we not?! I, for one, think it must be His Highness the Archduke.”

Matters concerning those in power needed no more than a single day to heat up.

And then, the next day, Charlize visited Ronatus manor.

“Welcome, my lady.”

Lavette smiled brightly.

“I’ll ask once more, are you really all right?”

“I have been on your side since you restored father’s consciousness. And father has been on your side since before he took that item from the dragon’s nest to give to you.”

Charlize flinched inwardly.

It was because one word Lavette chose—she who was the very image of a graceful noble lady—lodged itself in her ear.

“Lavette, has studying been very difficult…?”

“To be a head of house is a position that requires much learning.”

Behind Lavette, who was smiling humbly, Erich stealthily appeared.

After they reached the reception room and Lavette, who had been conversing, regretfully excused herself, Charlize immediately asked, “What is it?”

Erich slid over a large envelope across.

“It’s an excuse, but the portion organizing what I heard yesterday was written in haste, so it’s somewhat rough.”

It’s always been rough.

The reason she did not voice that comment aloud was merely due to a petty superstition about not jinxing it before taking a significant step towards a long-held ambition.

“You’ve worked hard.”

To think I came just to receive a report. What a waste of time.

Still, seeing Lavette had been worthwhile.

Charlize immediately stood up without hesitation.

“W-wait a moment, my lady.”

“What?”

Without much thought, Charlize glanced down and, startled greatly, quickly lifted her eyes.

Erich’s cheeks were flushed.

“It’s late, but I wanted to thank you. And to apologize as well.”

An oracle anyone could manipulate was indeed magnificent.

“There’s no need for that now.”

It meant that she had no intention of accepting anything late, only on time. But whatever he took it to mean, Erich’s Adam’s apple bobbed like a rain-struck lake.

At last, bowing his head deeply, Erich managed to speak after a long pause.

“Please forgive me, and do not hold my faults against my father… My lady, you really are a good person.”

Unaware that Charlize had already fled in haste, unable to endure it, his words drifted emptily through the air a few moments longer.
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Reading the report in the carriage on the way back, I admitted it. Erich worked really hard on the investigation.

“He has the constitution of a servant, but he was born into too good a family.”

Erich is a bit slow, though, so even being an attendant would be difficult. When Lucas grows up and becomes an adult, I should entrust this kind of work to him then. Hehehe. I’ll still be alive by that time, after all.

I stretched my upper body in excitement, and a groan slipped out on its own.

Violent divine beast…
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— I, the divine beast, will not steal.

“Then take it proudly… Ah, ah! I was wrong! The divine beast will not steal!”
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After my conversation with Calix ended yesterday, I stopped the divine beast who was about to leave and made a request, but it was rejected outright.
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— Still, I can tell you the temple’s secret passage.
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At the time, I wiped away my tears and said it was fine, but being mercilessly poked in the side by the divine beast made me think of something.
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Immediately after the oracle was announced.

The attendants of the imperial palace each squeezed their eyes shut and swallowed dryly, yet Emperor Antonio himself was unexpectedly calm.

“We must install a new empress.”

“Pardon? However, it has not even been half a year since the late empress passed away…”

Flustered by the unprecedented declaration, the chief attendant rambled before hastily apologizing and falling silent.

“I am aware. However, for God to bless a successor not yet even conceived… I wish to meet such a remarkable child for the sake of the empire as soon as possible.”

The chief attendant revised his assessment. He wasn’t calm but merely having the stillness before a colossal storm.

“Then… do you have a particular house in mind?”

Emperor Antonio stroked his chin.

There was a reason he had deliberately said “empress” rather than consort.

Yes. In the first place, a house with little consequence remains at that level for a reason.

Thinking of the noble ladies he had once considered as consort candidates—whose houses had fallen one after another like autumn leaves—Antonio lifted the corner of his mouth.

As coincidences layered upon one another, this self-assured man did not suspect a hidden hand behind them. Instead, he believed himself protected. And so he deliberately named a house far above his measure.

“House Ronatus will do. For the soon-to-be marchioness to become mother of a great successor, what greater honor could there be for the marquess?”
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“Huh?”

“The emperor intends to send a proposal to House Ronatus.”

“Huh?”

“My lady.”

“Huh?”

“…Master.”

I ended the chaotic exchange with Noah. And then muttered, “Huh?”

That mad emperor was finally attempting to commit the act.

A short while later, as I had asked Noah, Adrian’s messenger bird tapped at the window.

“Off you go safely.”

…I’ll just overlook how Adrian’s messenger bird happens to know Ronatus manor. If I had left things alone, Erich might really have been kidnapped. Of course, had I left things alone, I might have died first… so there was no regret. Perhaps this has worked out well. It isn’t yet the time to waste Duke Linix, whom I had deliberately kept alive, as my final card.

Thinking of Duke Linix, who would be in the underground prison, I wrote a letter to Marquess Vanachell.

And on the morning Theodore’s reply arrived, I overate. It was to fill myself well enough that I could endure skipping three meals.
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The one who decided to announce the oracle without delay was, quite naturally, Laud.

The room for interpretation is acceptable.

Who would be the one capable of achieving a reign God might call “glorious”? At present, no one would be thinking of him… but later, the pieces would fit together like a puzzle.

Even if this were not the will of God, it did not matter. He did not fear divine wrath. If he had, he would never have used the sacred tree for private purposes from the beginning, nor would he have attempted to employ dark mages.

Thus, the one who should have been struck down by divine punishment on the Arunphel Snow Mountains was undoubtedly himself… but he had emerged unscathed.

Laud smiled faintly.

Perhaps it really is God’s will.

God was, by nature, cruel and merciless. If not, God would not have allowed the temple to fall to such depths. Therefore, the “process” he was undertaking might be something God could readily overlook.

His mind, long occupied with drawing blueprints, returned to reality at the sudden knock.

“Come in.”

“Your Holiness, Lady Lienta says she must see you and is waiting.”

“Lady Lienta?”

The Pope slightly narrowed his eyes, and the young cleric cautiously continued.

“Yes. She reportedly sent a letter early this morning. What shall we do?”

He had to meet the lady. However, there were many reasons to hesitate before accepting so readily.

For one thing, I have not prepared the dark magic.

In the end, Laud replied in a regretful tone. “How unfortunate. I happen to have paperwork that will require considerable time.”

The cleric shook his head in alarm.

“Having merely sent a letter and then visiting unannounced, surely that is the lady’s fault. I will tell her to return.”

“If I could meet her, I would have. It is regrettable.”

A short while later, the cleric returned with a troubled expression.

“Um… Lady Lienta says she will wait.”

“…”

What is she planning?

Looking down at documents that were not urgent at all, Laud nodded.

“If she insists, let her.”

“Yes, Your Holiness.”

The cleric hurried out.

As Laud resumed handling the papers, he suddenly let out a small exclamation. “Ah.”

It’s unclear when it stopped, but from the tip of the quill pen, the ink had pooled in a round blot, making the paper a mess.

“How troublesome.”

He muttered so, but his movements remained calm.

Rather than quickly moving the stained document aside to preserve the ones beneath, Laud opened the first drawer.

Inside lay the damaged relic and fragments stained with dried blood.

A hand that had never once grasped a sword lifted the relic, while the other hand moved several times as though peeling away hardened clay.

The relic was solid, and being scratched by a sharp edge only resulted in a superficial scratch. That mark disappeared without a trace the moment he stood. In the end, it was as though nothing had been done at all.

For an instant, the jaw of the man with the gentle features tensed.

He could not understand why, just before meeting Charlize Lienta, he had felt compelled to check the relic.

And so, he was displeased… because there was nothing wrong with it.
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I ended up meeting the Pope earlier than expected.

Considering he once made an archduke of imperial blood wait a long time, I had been prepared to wait three days.

Thinking about going half a day hungry each day for three days made me sad. Is this fortunate?

It couldn’t be anything but fortunate!

“I apologize for visiting so abruptly.”

“What matter required you to wait like this? You’re not even fully recovered.”

He intends to probe about what happened then.

So did I.

“I spent the past few days focusing solely on recovery and have improved greatly. I should have come sooner. I apologize.”

“All these apologies… must I not first know what the matter is before I can respond?”

“I heard my fiancé committed a discourtesy toward Your Holiness.”

“That is an issue between the archduke and myself. It is not something the lady needs to concern herself with. More importantly, I am relieved to hear you’ve recovered. When you suddenly fainted, I was quite startled as well. However…”

The Pope wore an expression that clearly read, “Should I really be saying this?”

“Please, speak freely.”

“The archduke did not seem surprised.”

“Ah.”

“It almost seems like I’m slandering the lady’s fiancé, which feels strange.”

“I understand that is not your intention. My fiancé was not surprised because I occasionally faint.”

“You faint occasionally?”

The Pope’s expression became strange. That was precisely the reaction I had intended.

After a brief silence, he spoke with apparent regret. “I worried even when you were still in your mother’s womb, but I believed you had grown up healthy. It seems that was not so.”

“In truth, I did not come solely to apologize.”

I composed a resolute expression.

“I came because I decided my well-being should no longer be kept confidential for my sake alone. I have informed His Majesty the Emperor as well.”

There was a reason I had brought up the emperor with Noah. And because we were discussing him, Noah had said, “Come to think of it…” and brought up that utterly unacceptable, atrocious matter.

“In fact, I am able to detect dark magic.”

The Pope’s face stiffened… subtly, yet unmistakably.
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“In fact, I am able to detect dark magic.”

The person who informed the emperor that he could detect dark magic through divine power was none other than Laud. Which meant he knew.

That was impossible.

The two lower-ranking priests who accompanied the expedition had returned to ordinary life, yet High Priest Baros, who had failed to detect dark magic even once, had tried to step down, causing no small inconvenience.

There were plenty who could be elevated to his position, but dismissing Baros after his discourtesy toward the archduke would look as though it were done at the archduke’s behest.

“How could that be? Even the High Priest who accompanied the subjugation detected nothing.”

This time, there was no need to conceal his thoughts and maintain an appropriate expression, because it was genuinely puzzling.

“Actually, before I departed for Lienta manor, I was once targeted by dark magic.”

It had been nearly a year ago. Whether it had been a lone dark mage’s deviation or a commissioned act could not be recalled at once.

“That must have been a great shock.”

“It’s a thing of the past.”

Her impassive face made it impossible to tell whether that was true, but she rarely showed expression to begin with. She could not manage her expressions deliberately, yet that very fact made her unreadable.

“At the time, dark magic had not yet surfaced openly, so treatment had to be conducted discreetly. It was not fully eradicated. In a way, I am fortunate now… it allows me to assist Calix.”

Can she really detect dark magic?

Lost in doubt, Laud belatedly realized she must have revealed this for a reason.

He should have anticipated it and prepared a countermeasure, but he had been so focused on the sudden confession that he made a foolish mistake.

“As you said, Your Holiness helped me to be born into this world. Thus, a part of my life belongs to Your Holiness the Pope.”

Charlize’s gaze sharpened as she stared at the tabletop… at nothing, as though something were there.

“My lady.”

Sensing something, Laud called her name as though to stop her. But she spoke anyway.

“I fainted when I looked into the crystal orb. There was no issue at first, which means someone dared to employ wicked trickery afterward.”

Her green eyes flashed.

“Therefore, that individual is most likely someone close to Your Holiness.”
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After a moment of silence, Laud smiled rather smoothly.

“I know you spoke out of concern for me. However, please understand that I cannot expel them for that reason alone.”

Of course, even if his outward expression was such, his inner thoughts were not.

What in the world is her ulterior motive? Is it to provoke internal division?

It was unpleasant to have to grasp the situation only through the fragmented words the other party let slip. Naturally, his mood sank. So he smiled a little more deeply.

Charlize gave a small nod.

Though expressed in roundabout terms, her composure was such that one would never guess her claim had just been directly denied.

“You think I’m making baseless assumptions.”

“Well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.”

At first glance, her quiet lowering of her gaze might have seemed like defeat, but the fact that it was Charlize Lienta who did so was not something to overlook.

What is she thinking?

Even so, Laud’s decision did not change. It would not be welcome if Charlize’s strange insinuations led the archduke to suspect the temple and the holy relic.

The very thought of someone outside the domain daring to interfere was displeasing.

“How about looking at the crystal orb once more?”

“By now, the dark magic will have dispersed.”

“There may still be traces left, and above all, I would like to confirm it myself while we’re at it.”

Only then did Laud slightly narrow his brows.

“Ah. The lady might faint again.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Then I shall have it brought at once.”

Thanks to the young cleric who moved swiftly upon the Pope’s command, the case containing the crystal orb arrived quickly.

“Before we check it, it would be better to move to the sofa.”

Laud said this as he rose from his chair. After all, if the lady were to be seriously injured and forced into seclusion, he would be the one to regret it.
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There it is… My lifeline.

I gazed longingly at the finely crafted wooden case.

The reason I sprang up was not so much because I accepted the Pope’s suggestion, but simply because I followed wherever the crystal orb was taken.

“Hmm. Now then, what should we do…?”

“At that time as well, she did not faint immediately after looking. A short while passed, so I believe there will be no issue.”

That’s right. At this point, I’m speaking without even knowing what I’m saying, driven solely by the desire to see the crystal orb.

“Is that so?”

After dragging things out to the very end, the Pope took out the crystal orb.

Tell me how I can have you. How will you come to me…?

At the very moment I stared at it, determined not to miss even the slightest hint of the answer about to appear… Huh?

The crystal orb shone brightly.

Just before losing consciousness, the last thing I saw was the Pope’s utterly expressionless face. With that look, it would not have been strange if he were contemplating killing someone to erase the evidence.

It’s fine. I do not take my life lightly.

Even if the Pope intended to silence me by killing me, that would not be possible.

I leave what comes after to you…
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Laud, as though he had briefly closed his eyes, looked down at the undisturbed face, and ran a hand over his own.

She was so confident she could detect dark magic… was it merely luck? Or perhaps the archduke had deceived the lady and used her as a shield.

“My lady, if you are pretending to have fainted, you will not be the only one to pay the price.”

It was a chilling voice, enough to make an ordinary person flinch just hearing it. Once again, there was no response.

His rigid posture loosened, and with his legs crossed, Laud let out a low breath.

With nothing left to restrain it, his gaze turned to the crystal orb.

If the archduke’s divine power is only at the level I expect, there’s no need to continue this method.

What he desired was a perfect restoration. And if restoration alone were the goal, there would have been no need to go so far as to gather a direct imperial heir and holy blood, nor to employ this method.

To make something that did not exist effectively exist through belief.

The Primordial Dragon.

Even in the confidential records deep within the temple, references to it had been missing for some time. Instead, what he had obtained was this crystal orb.

Having slipped past the notice of previous Popes and left to languish in storage, it was—yes—a relic unnecessary unless for this very purpose.

No… can this even be called a relic?

It would be more accurate to call it a ridiculous crystallization of longing.

He had spoken to Count Dive as though it were something that could be withheld… but in truth, anyone could see it. Even those without divine power, like the human once loved by the dragon.

At some point, Laud had taken the crystal orb into one hand. Narrowing his eyes, he stared. Where his gaze landed, only his own pale reflection appeared.

Contrary to what he had told Charlize, he could see nothing.

Without hesitation, he shifted his gaze and raised his hand.

If a relic tainted by dark magic were to shatter on its own and lose its power, that would make for a plausible explanation.

Just as he was about to throw it…

“Your Holiness.”

His hand, mid-arc, stopped.

“An imperial edict has arrived.”

“Ha.” Laud muttered roughly to himself, “You did not lie. However, in the end, your words have become a lie. I wonder how you intend to handle the aftermath.”

The cleric called him again, more urgently. “Your Holiness.”

“I have a guest. Tell them to wait.”

The chamber had deliberately poor soundproofing, built on the premise that nothing should be hidden before God.

Not long after he set the crystal orb back on the table, Charlize’s eyelids lifted.

Laud twisted his lips. “And summon the knight who accompanied the lady. It seems she may have difficulty returning alone.”

The once-blurred green eyes sharpened after only a few blinks.

Laud exhaled a long breath with a regretful face. “Your conjecture was not entirely wrong. It appears someone has unfortunately tampered with the holy relic.”

“…”

“A purification ritual will be necessary. Whether it is possible while it is tainted by dark magic remains uncertain, but we cannot leave it as it is.”

“Rather than that…”

Perhaps because she had fainted, even if only briefly, her voice came out low and hoarse.

“Give it to me.”

A sudden glint lit Laud’s eyes. “May I ask your reason?”

“I must track dark magic. And objects tainted by dark magic are not easily obtained.”

It was an incomplete sentence, as though a link in the chain was missing.

Irritated by the troublesome exchange, Laud unconsciously furrowed his brows, then a realization struck like lightning.

Wait. She said “track,” not “detect.”

“My lady, you mean…”

“When I detect dark magic and faint, I see something.”

“What do you see?”

Laud smiled faintly.

“Is it something you cannot tell me?”
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This time, my consciousness did not fly off to a strange world. Nor did I open my eyes in “that” Charlize’s body inside what people commonly call a “dream.”

I was in a world that did not exist, and I instinctively realized what that world was.

This was inside the Pope’s wish. Therefore, I seemed to now understand.

And so I thought I finally understood the question I had once wondered about.

Why had he taken Her Majesty the Imperial Consort and left Sasha on the road?

Looking back, it was simple. So simple that it hadn’t occurred to me precisely because of that.

To play the savior of a child abandoned by the world and make them follow him blindly. The awakening of divine power depends most on one’s own will. I know. The Pope had only made plans.

Using the antidote that would wake me as leverage, he toyed with Duke Lienta, but he had not taken his money, nor his life, nor forced Sasha into a life worse than death.

Nothing had become reality. Imagination belongs to the one who imagines. And yet… Getting furious over the fact that he even thought that way about us—that’s my prerogative too.

It was fortunate I had lived badly before realizing I was reincarnated.

Even if I start living kindly now, dying won’t send me anywhere better, so I might as well commit my misdeeds without soaking my pillow at dawn.

“Is it something you cannot tell me?”

“Don’t you already know?”

“You think I do.”

The Pope murmured as though turning the words over in his mouth. Then the hand resting on the table struck the crystal orb as if by accident.

The orb fell and shattered loudly.

…It’s a life gained as if by chance anyway. Rather than grovel and plead, I’d rather make his spine run cold and rob him of sleep.

“Oh dear. I’ve made a mistake.”

Instead of sighing, the Pope smiled.

“I suppose I should say that, but, my lady, remember this. Displaying hostility like this will not benefit you.”

The Pope was threatening me.

He’s frightened.

“This will be my last act of kindness.”

“I won’t thank you. We’ve both been kind to each other, after all.”

The Pope’s smile withdrew.

As for wearing an unpleasant expression, I am second to none.

“Then I’ll take my leave.”

And just as I stepped forward… Clatter!

I smiled faintly.

That being had called it a “divine relic.” Right… a mere human cannot destroy something that belonged to God.
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The man who stepped down from the carriage at Elluiden manor was Theodore Vanachell.

To dismiss his rigid expression as simple nervousness at visiting the manor of a high-ranking noble would have been insufficient.

The knight accompanying his lord briefly wondered, then dismissed the thought.

No matter that he had only recently come of age and inherited a marquisate… standing before the archduke was not something one could do without tension. Bloodline, ability, and now even said to be under divine protection.

“Return first. I expect the conversation will be long.”

“I will wait.”

“Return home.”

And the young marquess strode off.

Paying no heed to the knight watching him from behind, Theodore clenched his trembling hand into a fist.
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The Marquess is invited to an intimate banquet held in the inner chambers of Elluiden manor.>
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My lady… does that mean what I think it means?

Having been guided by the butler, upon arriving at the garden, he found an unexpected person there.

Momentarily flustered, Theodore bowed deeply.

“I greet Your Highness the Archduke.”

“Charlize seems to be running a bit late.”

“Is that so?”

Although the archduke was not even looking at him anymore, his mouth felt inexplicably dry.

Concluding that it was the pressure of the archduke’s displeasure, Theodore hesitated before speaking. “The lady and I…”

It was then that Calix, who had been leisurely surveying the scenery, suddenly tilted his head.
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Theodore, having opened his mouth, soon regretted it.

Why did I do that?

He did not know how much the archduke knew about their agreement, so a proper explanation was difficult to begin with. Before that, there had been no need to explain at all.

However, to evade the matter here would have been even stranger, so after a brief silence, Theodore spoke. “We are in a cooperative relationship, working toward a common goal.”

“Marquess Vanachell.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“There is nothing to worry about, so you need not be concerned.”

The man with the handsome face smiled faintly. His eyes, that returned to the garden scenery, were truly indifferent.

He looked leisurely, as though appreciating a work of art, but there was a solidity about him that would not easily be turned aside by ordinary matters. Of course, that was merely needless worry.

Rustle.

At the sound of withered leaves being stepped on, the blue eyes that had previously seemed somewhat bored quickly brightened up.

“I apologize for being late.”

“It’s fine. More importantly, is your conversation finished?”

“I don’t believe there will be any need to revisit for the same matter.”

After the brief exchange, Charlize signaled to Theodore with her eyes.

“Sorry, Marquess. Did you wait long?”

“Not at all, my lady. I simply arrived early.”

“No. It’s because of my inadequacy that you had to wait so long. Hmm. But what shall we do?”

Charlize suddenly tipped her head back and looked up at the sky.

For some reason, Theodore found the gesture unnatural. The archduke, however, lowered his gaze and calmly tilted his teacup, looking entirely unbothered.

“Something’s come up. I’m sorry to make you wait longer, could you go ahead?”

Charlize discreetly handed something over.

“And this.”

Theodore accepted it reflexively, then belatedly checked what it was.

“…”

It was a whip. The most common bearer of such a thing would be a coachman.

Theodore’s expression twisted faintly.

Whether she noticed or not, Charlize tilted her head as if to say, “Why aren’t you going?”

Theodore stared at her characteristically blunt expression for a moment, then turned away without a word.

Only the knuckles of the hand gripping what she had given him had turned white.
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When Theodore Vanachell had gone far enough, Calix set down his teacup.

“Don’t laugh.”

“Sorry, Charlize. I already did.”

For all that I possessed one of the better acting skills in Lienta manor, I had been utterly ignored.

It was depressing that I couldn’t even retort by asking whether he did it better than I did.

“You said there’d be no need to return for the same matter. Does that mean you achieved your purpose?”

“Hmm.”

I swept my gaze around.

Calix answered readily, “There’s no one.”

“Pardon? Even the knights of the Black Night?”

Calix gently confirmed it.

Clutching the back of my neck, I decided to begin with the most important issue.

“Didn’t I tell you to always travel with knights at your side?”

Calix subtly averted his gaze.

“Isn’t there something more important to discuss?”

“This is the most important thing. What are you saying?”

“…”

His fine eyes creased slightly.

Even with a wrinkle like that, he’d still be lovely.

“Charlize, it would be better not to continue this topic. At this rate, I might end up not bringing knights even to the punitive expedition.”

“What a terrifying thing to say.”

Becoming serious as well, I promptly scrapped the matter and steered the conversation back on course.

“The purpose of my visit has been achieved.”

“That was quick,” Calix murmured in admiration.

I immediately continued. It wasn’t to show off. It was simply necessary to explain carefully for Calix, who had not been present.

“So, you see…”
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Both Charlize and the emperor’s envoy had left.

However, instead of returning to his bedchambers or prayer room, Laud remained in the reception room.

Is that even possible?

The fact that shattered fragments had come back together meant time itself had been reversed. Indeed, he had never imagined that such an old relic would still retain that degree of power.

His gaze, which had been fixed on the spot where the crystal orb had rolled, eventually shifted to the imperial edict.
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…Therefore, by imperial authority, we command that you cooperate with Charlize Lienta to the fullest extent.
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His tightly pressed lips twisted.

The words spoken by the unqualified man, who had ascended to the throne by seizing what belonged to his nephew, were intolerably unpleasant.

Had the imperial envoy arrived before Charlize, it would have been far more irritating than it was now.

It would have looked as though he had accepted the lady’s request by imperial command.
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“That’s right. I restored the relic.”
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When her green eyes that had been looking down at the restored crystal orb slowly turned toward him, Laud spoke.
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“If it was a ‘mistake,’ it can be undone. Of course, repentance should come first.”

“…”

“The crystal orb is undeniably a relic of the temple. It is difficult to accept the lady’s request. However…”
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The man, who merely wore the expression of a benevolent figure through long practice, ground his teeth.

[image: ]

“I can lend it to you. I hope the time will not be wasted.”

“Is that Your Holiness’ repentance?”
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“Haha.”

That had been Charlize’s reply to words layered with both subtlety and naked implication. Although she had grown somewhat more restrained compared to before, her ill-mannered turn of phrase remained.

In the dimness, the chill glint in her eyes slipped beneath lowered lids. And when they rose again, her gaze was remarkably gentle.
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“It is absolutely not that I cannot act.”

We were speaking in low voices when we reached the end of the path, and our steps came to a halt.

Did he kill him?

The thought alone was sorrowful, but if it were Theodore, I could concede it with a heart pounding in grief.

I had not lost anything. He had.

He must have killed him.

Aside from the faint, intermittent sound of small footsteps on stone stairs, it was silent.

The days when I had believed Gregory Linix to be the final mastermind and pursued him flashed before my eyes.

They had been days of sheer hardship… Ha.

I, who had dropped my gaze, struggled to lift it and my shoulders flinched.

“I suppose I’ll have to revise my assessment of Marquess Vanachell upward,” Calix whispered lightly into my ear.

I agreed wholeheartedly.

“You’ve arrived.”

The eyes of Theodore, who had turned around, were red with anger.

Gregory Linix, even when pretending to be a gambling addict, had never appeared in such a wretched state. Even his eyes had lost much of their malice.

Hm. There are far too many possible reasons.

Duke Linix, who had turned his head away as if deliberately avoiding Theodore, seemed only now to realize we had arrived.

When he spotted me, his eyes flew open. Like a man who had found water in the desert, he lunged forward and seized the bars as though clutching at his lifeline.

“My lady, make me a witness! Just as in the public trial, you’ll be able to draw answers from me as well!”

Theodore stepped aside.

I moved to where he had stood and asked, “Why should I?”

[image: ]

Gregory Linix found it strange.

…Does she still not know about what the Pope had planned, with the imperial prince at the forefront? Since House Lienta and House Elluiden are connected, I thought they would have grasped it by now.

If that were the case, it was fortunate he had not gone into detail. It was then…

“I heard the duke accompanied the subjugation force and was of considerable help.”

As if verifying something, Charlize lightly swept her gaze across the inside of the prison.

“I benefited quite a lot because of the duke. The trust of Duchess Baier, which I gained after saving Lord Lucas when he was cursed. Learning in advance of the plan to harm Sasha. And the duke contributed, in part, to my engagement with His Highness the Archduke. None of it was likely your intention, but I should say thank you nonetheless…”

Hope flickered in Gregory Linix’ eyes, and his throat bobbed sharply.

To plan for the future, one must stay alive. To preserve one’s life, one can endure anything.

Then, one of the faces he would later pound the ground in regret over looked at him directly.

“…but you’re no longer of any use.”

Charlize smiled.

“So you can die now.”

The stunned expression at those unexpected words gradually flushed and blanched.

“Y-you…!”

“What?”

Her tone remained flat.

“For the sake of ambition, you treat other people’s lives as less than pebbles at your feet. You’re delighted whenever you find someone’s weakness, thinking of how to exploit it. You discard anything without hesitation. I tried imitating you. Don’t you like it?”

“My lady!”

“So you’re not as cowed as they said. Or is it that you think I’m an easy mark?”

The hand Duke Linix had pressed against the bars suddenly moved. His arm shot forward with clear intent, but it did not even reach Charlize before being firmly restrained midway.

“Arghk! Archduke!”

It was not because of that pathetic resistance that Calix lowered his hand, but because Charlize seized Duke Linix’ wrist.

Crack!

Gregory Linix’ wrist was violently forced back, slamming against the bars with a resounding snap as it broke.

Her eyes, the color of lush greenery, gleamed fiercely.

“Save the rest of your words. You can ramble them to yourself in hell.”
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After telling us to make ourselves comfortable, Calix left first, and before long, under the darkened sky, only Theodore and I remained.

Theodore looked up at the sky and laughed, but I did not.

Isn’t it a bit much to do that right after coming out of a prison?

“I thought I’d feel relieved, but it’s not quite like that.”

“Of course not. Your way is too restrained.”

“It’s not so much that I’m restrained… No, never mind.”

Theodore let out a sigh.

“Don’t you feel empty, my lady?”

I looked at Theodore. He was staring at the empty space opposite us, his head slightly bowed as though someone stood there.

“I feel empty, and I truly despise the person I was back then… being powerless like that.”

“Don’t hate him too much. That boy endured and lived on, and now he’s gotten revenge against his family’s enemy.”

After a brief silence, Theodore murmured belatedly, “Is that so?”

“When you feel like this, you should go to bed early. Head back.”

“I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”

“Then I can help.”

I pressed my fingers tightly together, sharpening the tips for show.

Theodore laughed again. The ease of that laughter seemed proof that something inside him had come loose.

I glanced at his neck. As if sensing it, Theodore quickly covered the nape with his hand, hiding it from my view.

“At times like this, people usually suggest drinking together through the night. You’re quite heartless. We were comrades with a shared purpose, after all.” Then he added swiftly, “I wish smooth sailing for Your Highness and yourself, and I am keenly eyeing the position of godfather to the child who will be born between you.”

“Oh.”

A man with a firm purpose doesn’t die easily. The chances of receiving Theodore Vanachell’s obituary tomorrow just decreased.

“I can’t promise you the godfather’s position, but I can offer something else. If you ever get stabbed in the back again, contact me. If we repay it immediately, you’ll spend less time stewing it over. Better than now, right?”

“I may look like this, but I am a marquess. I can manage on my own.”

Theodore gave a faint snort of laughter.

“I know. Still, it’s better when there are two of us.”

“Actually, before my lady arrived, I was about to explain the nature of our relationship to His Highness.”

Slowly withdrawing his lingering gaze from the empty air, Theodore furrowed his brows slightly.

“I could not understand myself why I did it, but now I do. Perhaps it was because I did not want to be cast aside by my lady, to avoid any misunderstanding with the archduke.”

Looking at his face, I found myself idly having a thought.

What’s the opposite of a hidden mastermind?

In any case, the unfortunate man who had once sided with the villain in the original novel asked, “May I contact you even if I don’t get stabbed in the back?”

“…If you’re aiming for the godfather’s position, shouldn’t you resolve to strengthen our relationship properly instead?”

I had asked in all seriousness, but Theodore just let out a soft laugh and replied, still smiling, “You’re right.”
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Before heading to Calix’ office, I knocked on Sasha’s door.

The patter of footsteps approached, and the door opened slightly.

The child who peeked out through the gap smiled brightly. “Lady Charl!”

I pulled the still-small body fully into my arms.

“No more bad dreams?”

“Yes. Not anymore.”

“And the strange voices?”

“I only heard them in dreams, so those are gone now too.”

“And your favorite friend?”

The child drew in a sharp breath by my ear.

“It’s still Lady Charl.”

The first day I went to Elluiden manor with the child suddenly came to mind.

I should’ve gotten out of the carriage and walked him in. What had he been thinking, stepping down from the carriage on his own that day?

Without realizing it, I must have hugged Sasha too tightly.

He asked, concerned, “Lady Charl?”

“From now on, I’ll only let you be happy.”

Flowers, money, power… I’ll lay everything in Sasha’s path. Enemies, threats… I’ll eliminate them all. To do that, I’ll have to possess them myself.

I was absorbed in thoroughly vile and wicked thoughts when Sasha fidgeted in my arms.

Thinking he might be uncomfortable, I was just about to lower my arms when…

“I’ve been happy for a long time.”

“…”

As if sharing a secret, the child spoke shyly, “The diary that Livan gave me was very thick, but it seems I will soon have written on the last page, so I think I will need to ask for a new one.”

“Then… let’s keep living like this.”

“Yes.”

Since when? The child smiles with something like pure brightness.

The smile I had only vaguely imagined shines far more vividly in reality.
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Calix asked nothing. Instead, he said, “Leave Duke Linix’ aftermath to me.”

He smiled lightly.

“Perhaps this is why I was born into the imperial family.”

I didn’t say “It’s fine” or that “I’ll handle it myself.” After all, ours was not a relationship that required drawing clear lines over such things.

“This is the relic I received from the Pope.”

“They say if you look into this relic and ask a question, it gives you the answer.”

“Yes. But it seems it doesn’t work for things beyond my capacity. It just shows my face.”

“If it can be taken out of the temple, it can’t be a particularly powerful relic.”

Calix quietly looked down at the box holding the relic.

“But still, it’s a relic. It must contain divine power. Are you sure it’s all right to look at me afterward?”

Ah…

So much had happened that I’d forgotten. The day I saw this relic and received an answer, I didn’t faint even after looking at Calix.

“I’ve already seen Calix after getting an answer once. It should be fine this time too.”

Calix blinked slowly.

I opened the box, muttering thoughtfully, “If it’s a divine relic, maybe it’s different.”

“A divine relic?”

“Yes. That’s what he called it.”

“Who did?”

That’s difficult to answer. Even I don’t know who he really is. “A very, very long time ago, a being, in the form of a man, said so.” That’s all I would be able to say.

I took the crystal orb out of the box, then lifted my head and tilted it slightly.

“Do you know what this is?”

Calix smiled quietly.

“Yes. It’s been a very long time.”

“The Pope only lent it. We need to finish before he asks for it back.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“This is my lifeline.”

Instead of asking why, Calix closed his eyes for a long moment before opening them again.

For an instant he looked faintly unsteady, and I glanced at him in concern, but perhaps I imagined it.

In a calm voice, Calix answered, “Yes. Let’s do that.”
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During a similar time, at Lienta manor.

After the meeting—held over several days by those who had once served as commanders-in-chief—was finally adjourned, an unexpected guest arrived at the manor, where he had returned from the imperial palace and was enjoying his usual secluded routine.

It was the chief chamberlain of the imperial palace.

“Have you finished all your discussions?”

“Yes. For today, at least.”

The chamberlain started with an apology for the sudden visit but proved it to be mere courtesy by questioning him for hours before departing.

The main topic was, naturally, Charlize and dark magic.
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“Father, I intend to say this to the emperor.”

“I would tell you to pretend you know nothing… but knowing your acting skills, do as you see fit.”
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He knew there was no time to ask many things. However, that was fine.

After all, there was only one thing he really wanted to know.
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“Charl, you… Are you really all right?”

“Father, this is not a path toward danger, but a choice made to survive, so you need not worry about anything.”
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And so, Velliac resolved not to worry about Charlize’s choices.

Only…

“His Highness the Imperial Prince is still young. That concerns me.”

“With His Highness the Archduke in good health, what is there to worry about?”

“Is that so? I suppose you’re right.”

To begin with, he was a father whose child’s reputation had sunk through the floor. So the fact that a regent, who had seized the throne by putting forward his nephew, was his child’s fiancé would hardly trouble him.

Velliac Lienta gazed beyond the garden, deliberately turning away from that word which begins with “father” and ends with “law,” and could be spoken in one breath.
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He lifted his eyelids.

The moment he saw the crystal orb, one memory returned.
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“What’s the problem? We just need to find the divine relic. Then it will be resolved.”

[image: ]

That distinctive smile—half arrogant and half playful—had only been seen for a brief instant, yet it was etched beneath his eyelids and now suddenly flooded his vision.

Through repeated reincarnations, her face had changed slightly each time, but in the first life, she had greatly resembled Charlize.

If, contrary to the divine beast’s speculation, divine power did not erase my memories in order to protect me.

He had tried to grasp the fracture of the world, and perhaps inevitably, he failed.

If his assumption was correct, then there would be no being capable of perceiving it.

He had resolved to end eternal life and acted on it immediately, but she possessed such overwhelming power that it took time for her to reincarnate again and again.

So perhaps the fracture had never existed to begin with.

If it wasn’t to prevent my mind from collapsing, then this too must have been set in place.

So that it could not be remembered.

Why is that?

Why did it feel less like a measure to protect himself, and more like the latter? Perhaps because the one who made that choice… was himself.
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I do not gamble with my life, but threats cannot be ignored. I took a handkerchief and set off.

“My lady, why are you carrying a bag…?”

As I dabbed at the corners of my eyes and headed toward the garden, I ran into Leah by chance. She suddenly fell silent. Then, in a trembling voice, she asked, “Are you… going back?”

“No!”

The words burst out of me at once, I’m not going anywhere for at least sixty more years.

If I’d known this would happen, I should have brought a hand mirror instead of a handkerchief. I was wailing inwardly, wondering if I’d somehow become gaunt in a single moment, when Leah pressed a hand to her chest and laughed.

“Oh, I see. You startled me. Then where are you headed with the bag?”

Ah. She must’ve thought I was returning to Lienta manor. This is why one must cling tightly to one’s lifeline and live on. Having your heart lurch over the smallest thing is terrible for your health.

“Just to the garden for a moment.”

As I told Leah, I really went only for a brief moment and returned at once.

If anyone had seen my face after placing the box with the crystal orb back in its place and turning around, they would surely have flinched and stepped away. It was because an unmistakable sinister smile had slipped out.

“No nosebleeds.”

My shameless resolve never to return it to the Pope grew even firmer.

Still… why did that being tell me?

In context, the divine relic they were seeking was this crystal orb, so it wasn’t strange that he knew about it. But why help me, someone he had never even met?

Could it be he couldn’t enter the temple himself, so he used me?

If so, it was really killing two birds with one stone. After all, until its time of retrieval, I would be able to live a little longer.

I looked down at the sphere with something close to fondness, then closed the box. And then, after a long while, I opened my diary.
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List of those to eliminate:

That bastard
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With satisfaction, I drew a line through it and wrote beneath it.
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List of those to eliminate:

That bastard

The Pope
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“Hmm.”

After tapping the paper several times with the tip of my pen, I abruptly stood and opened the box again.

Staring at its smooth, gleaming surface, I requested, “Help me speak with that being.”

The crystal orb flickered faintly once or twice, as if unsettled, and then shone brightly.

It was a familiar descent.
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Sunlight streamed brightly into the office.

Livan, who had been staring at documents with a sallow face, glanced sideways.

Everything’s been resolved except the decisive evidence.

Of course, gathering that decisive proof was the hardest part, but they were steadily closing in. It was only a matter of time.

The one who knew that better than anyone was acting like this, and he couldn’t understand why.

If anyone saw him processing documents without rest while simultaneously tracking those connected to dark magic, they would think the archduke was on the defensive. He was not one to allow variables, but neither was he someone who blindly calculated every possibility and blocked them all.

This is why first love is terrifying.

Just as he shook his head and lowered his gaze back to the documents… Bang!

The door flew open.

There were very few who could enter the archduke’s office without knocking, and only one who would open it like that.

“I’ll go cheer on Sasha, who’s likely training in swordsmanship.”

Livan hastily gathered the documents and hurried out.

From behind, Charlize muttered, “He doesn’t even bother making excuses now,” but her voice didn’t even reach Livan’s ears, which had already grown distant.

Calix circled around the desk with a smile.

“Shall we have iced tea?”

“You saw me go to the garden?”

“By chance.”

It had begun by chance, but it had not remained so.

He did not mention that while her steps had been unsteadied on the way there, they were fierce and resolute on the way back. Nor that that was not the only reason he couldn’t look away.

Charlize gulped down the iced tea in one go, her eyes shining.

“That tree, you’ve been leaving it alone.”

“Yes. I have.”

The reason wasn’t anything special.

It wasn’t feasible to cut down trees across such a vast area one by one, and they also served as evidence for the charge that the Pope was smuggling them, so there was no need to remove them unnecessarily.

Even though he might be steadily accumulating divine power through them, it would not be enough to achieve what he ultimately desired.

“How about we deal with it now?”

“Does it bother you?”

“It does, because innocent lives are being lost.”

There was no need for him to say otherwise, so Calix just lowered his eyes quietly.

“What method did you have in mind?”

“Let’s just burn it all down.”
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Certainly, arson was a wicked act. I never had any intention of it either.

The “Charlize in the dream” is Charlize, and in any case, I am me. Those two merely had that sort of conversation…

I hadn’t heard what came before, but it seemed she must have asked whether she could burn it.

The being let out a dry laugh.
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“If it isn’t yours, you discard it without hesitation.”

“I know that the ‘you’ you’re referring to isn’t me.”
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Huh?

Her tone was different.

Has quite a lot of time passed?

Regardless of what I was thinking, their conversation continued.
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“Must I respect the ‘you’ who will soon disappear?”

“Who knows? I might still remain even after that.”
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They’re fighting again.

If anything was different, it was that the being truly looked weary this time. He rubbed one side of his face with his left hand before speaking.
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“Burning it… Yes, that’s a suitable method. It will vanish without trace. Why didn’t I think of that sooner?”
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He laughed in a way that made him look mean-spirited.
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“You’re not planning to set an ordinary fire that will consume other lives as well, are you? You may not be able to create flames with your divine power, but you could carry it upon the fire.”
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What he added next was tinged heavily with self-deprecation.
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“It wouldn’t do to destroy an innocent forest and earn yourself another curse, would it?”
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So if it isn’t an ordinary fire, nothing else will burn? To destroy a sacred tree with divine power, there’s something almost ironic about it.

“…Are you saying you’ll go yourself?”

“Huh? No.” I shook my head immediately. “I’ll send Adrian.”

It was time for him to earn his keep.

And the next day…

“That’s a relief.”

If Adrian had said he didn’t want to go, I would have had to grab a handkerchief again and set out myself, but he accepted willingly.
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It makes me happy that I can finally be of help to you, my lady.
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“Adrian’s of Calix’ type too, I see…”

To enjoy being put to work this hard. Really, I’d encountered three rare specimens of humanity.

Since it was too long and difficult a journey to make alone, several knights of the Black Night and the elite knights of House Lienta decided to accompany him.
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“I will accompany them as well, my lady.”

“I thought you might. After all, Noah is among House Lienta’s finest knights.”

“I shall return.”
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I worried when I heard they were heading to the winter forest, a place that must hold unpleasant memories, but the smile he wore made me think I’d done right to say it that way.

The guards under the Pope protecting the forest thick with sacred trees would likely be strict, but since they were of House Elluiden and House Lienta, it shouldn’t be difficult.

Even if they hide their origins, their exceptional skills will betray them, but that didn’t matter. We have more than enough circumstantial evidence on our side.

Before Adrian departed, I sent one more message through the messenger bird I borrowed, and reply came back almost immediately.
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Father is firm. So am I.
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That’s a relief.

And three or four days later, they returned with the news I had been waiting for.
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“…The forest burned, you say.”

“I have no excuse.”

The man lowered his head.

“Enough with the useless talk. Who was it?”

“It is presumed to be House Elluiden.”

“No.”

Laud narrowed his eyes.

“With the archduke, his nephew, and the lady all in the capital under these circumstances, it would have been difficult to fill House Elluiden with that level of force.”

“And my lord…”

The man bowed his head even deeper.

“The item we intended to use was completely destroyed in an unexplained fire before it could set sail.”

“Leave.”

The room, left to itself, fell silent.

“Ha.”

Laud, who had been keeping his eyes lowered for a long moment, suddenly laughed.

“So, you already knew.”

If he had meant to grow frightened and withdraw at this stage, he would never have begun in the first place.

The point of no return was passed long ago.

A cold-edged smile lingered long at the corner of his lips.
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I stared straight into Calix’ eyes.

…No, I won’t deny it. My eyes have been crooked for a long time now.

Calix shyly shifted his gaze.

“I’m just concerned. It wouldn’t do if the emperor were killed, the way the Pope killed the empress.”

I let out a long and serious sigh.

“Are you worried that Duke Lienta, the young lady, and even my share might be taken?”

When I looked at him in puzzlement this time, Calix answered, “He’s been quite a nuisance.”

“Even so, how can that be the same?”

The smile drawn across Calix’ lips remained unchanged.

“There’s no difference.”

If I hadn’t read this novel, I might have nodded for a fleeting moment and thought, “Is that so?” But I had read it. I knew the late emperor, and so, I couldn’t be fooled.

“Have you ever thought about paying the emperor back?”

In the original story, the reason Calix usurped the throne was because of Sasha. His motive was never revealed, and I’d thought there was no need to know it. But for some reason, I found myself wanting to know the hidden thoughts that had never been written in the novel.
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“Well… I’ve never thought about it.”

After some consideration, Calix spoke slowly.

“The late emperor’s will came first.”

I knew it, more or less. He had entrusted his son to him and told him to live cautiously. The late emperor must already have known Antonio’s ambition.

He had firmly warned even his younger brother, who had little chance of ascending the throne. He must have guessed that Antonio was the sort who could take even the lives of his own kin to satisfy his greed.

Then Calix said, “Now that I think about it, yes, I do feel like paying the emperor back.”

There was a time when I earnestly hoped Calix would be someone with a heart as vast as the sea… and he really was. That he really was, made my insides feel as though they were bursting!

But before I could internally beat my chest thinking, “Oh, you hopelessly kind person,” I asked first, because it seemed better to strike once and be done with it.

“Then why did you decide to usurp the throne?”

“No matter how large and sturdy the roof, it can’t block every torrent of rain.”

In the end, it meant he had done it to protect. Even in the original novel, the fundamental reason probably wasn’t much different. Sasha was one thing, but Irian was tormented by the empress and Charlize together…

Having become solemn, I nodded.

“Are your questions finished?”

“Yes.”

“Then may I ask one this time?”

I could only blink, because his was a voice that was as deep as something from the abyss, but at the same time trembled like something on the surface.
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Late at night.

I never thought the day would come when I, too, awake at night and only stare at the ceiling.
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“Do you know the identity of the one who spoke of the divine relic?”

“He’s from a very long time ago, a being, in the form of a man. That’s all I know.”

“I see…”
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At the time, I said that if he wished to know the identity, I would find out. However, Calix just replied that he wasn’t curious.

[image: ]

“But if my lady is curious, then do so.”
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“Hmm.”

It feels like he definitely knows him… but that they are on very bad terms.

The man wasn’t human. If he had lived an exceedingly long time, it wouldn’t be strange for him to have met Calix.

“I was planning to cling to him and ask to borrow the crystal orb for just a hundred years, but that might be difficult.”

I couldn’t tell whether my vision was blurring from tears or from sleep overtaking me.

Let’s assume it’s the latter.

While keeping my eyes closed, I must have fallen asleep, because when I opened them, the sun was already up.

As I rustled upright and sat blankly, an envelope placed alone on the table caught my eye.

Could that be…?

I hurried over. The sender was indeed the one I had been waiting for.
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“There was a mysterious fire aboard a vessel owned by Count Philliam. The goods handled there are all high-priced items even among nobles, so suspecting theft aimed at a perfect crime, the count personally began investigating and came upon a heap of strange ashes. Though he initially believed it completely burned and turned away, unease drove him back, where he discovered a charred branch.”

“At that point, I presume my lady has something in mind for how I should respond.”

“Several unauthorized branches were found last time, and now again, one cannot help but find it suspicious. Please report it to the capital guards.”

“Very well.”

“Thank you.”

“There’s no need for thanks. This is hardly a difficult task.”
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Count Philliam spoke as though it were nothing. But there would surely be internal backlash, and talk would arise about a count who reported mere branches.
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“If it really weighs on your mind, how about being my granddaughter’s chaperone?”
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…In truth, that seemed likely to stir even more talk.

“But Aria probably finds me unsettling right now, so there won’t be any need for chaperoning.”

It’s a relief. Really. Count Philliam’s residence sees such a wide variety of visitors that if one hides a carriage crest, slipping in and out goes unnoticed, but somehow, Aria always knew and had been waiting… after a few unexpected exchanges, we had grown somewhat close.

In a way, she was the only person I had naturally become close with.

Now, though, our relationship is about to become incredibly distant.
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“If I see you outside, may I greet you?”

“No.”

“Why?!”
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Imagining her, faced with the rare intensity on a face like Charlize’s, I must have answered in a somewhat intimidating way.
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“Look into my reputation first, then decide…”
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She is a young lady with grand ambitions to dominate high society. She will naturally distance herself from me.
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P.S. The case has been transferred to the capital guards.
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It’s indeed too large a case for the local guards to handle.

Though the count didn’t write it, rumors had already begun circulating about him. Not drugs nor luxurious contraband but merely branches… and yet he had requested an investigation. Some said he had grown senile and overly suspicious. Even if a tree was hollow inside when split in half, such trees were not unheard of.

I’m sorry, Count Philliam. A noble and refined chaperone might be difficult, but I will find a popular one eager to benefit from House Lienta’s favor.

I picked up my pen.

There’s a need to quicken the pace.
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The captain of the guard clutched his head.

“Ha…”

A knight of the guard looked at his superior’s bowed head with pity.

“No matter how much I think about it, it seems like it was just meant to be used as firewood. After an appropriate amount of time passes, let’s just say that.”

“You don’t know Count Philliam, that’s why you can say that! His temperament is formidable, we can’t just deal with this roughly. He’s definitely suspicious, and there must be something he hasn’t told us. If we fail to catch that… Ugh.”

Just then, someone knocked on the door.

“Captain! Lord Erich, son of Marquess Ronatus, has come to see you!”

“What?”

The unspoken meaning was, “Why is that delinquent here?”

The captain of the guard, suffering doubly, waved his hand dismissively. The knight, still looking at him with pity, raised his voice instead.

“He says to let him in.”

Erich, who then entered shortly after, had a triumphant expression on his face.
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Early, that same evening.

Though he had skipped meals and spent the entire day praying in the chapel, the Pope’s complexion remained gentle.

“So it turns out the wood was not completely burned and remained. Count Philiam reported it, and Erich Ronatus provided decisive information that revealed the tree’s true nature. I only learned of all this after everything had ended.”

A silence like death followed, making the loud sound that came after, therefore, more jarring… though not more jarring than the fierce expression now spread across the face that had been so gentle moments before.

“I apologize.”

The man straightened without wiping the blood running down his forehead.

Grinding the words out, unable even to mask his twisted expression, Laud said, “Even if House Ronatus doesn’t know, there are informants within House Philliam. How did nothing leak even once?”

“It is presumed they were dealt with. The flow of information continued uninterrupted, so the exact timing of their removal is not yet known.”

“They couldn’t have turned, nor would they have extracted the method of communication from the informants.”

Laud narrowed his eyes.

“Should I praise the archduke? I don’t know how far his information network extends. At this rate, he could even toy with the emperor.”

“Should we win over the emperor?”

“That would only hand the archduke an excuse, but what’s strange is…”

A man of such nature, who trusted no one, only thought about it instead of speaking it aloud… Even if the tree’s identity becomes known, it changes nothing. The archduke must know that as well. So why is he wasting time?

The entire vast grove had been destroyed. The only way to prove the sacred tree’s power had been burned by their own hands. At the very least, he could no longer be cornered through the tree.

Even involving the guards is peculiar.

The man withdrew, and the moon tilted westward.

Unable to find an answer in the end, his face twisted in irritation.

One thing alone is clear…

He was wandering, unable to find his way, upon a board arranged by someone else’s hands. It felt as though he were a beast dragged by a leash… and it was an exceedingly unpleasant sensation.

If it’s about arranging the board, I will not lose.

Laud rose without expression.

And unlike theirs, my board is nearly complete.
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The inside of the glass greenhouse was warm even in this season.

Without having to decide between hot tea and iced tea, being able to drink both was really a good life.

As he poured iced tea into an emptied cup, Calix said, “I intend to arrange a meeting between Sasha and Her Majesty the Imperial Consort.”

When I lifted my gaze, the deep-colored eyes smiled faintly.

“I have a feeling the reason his divine power has not awakened lies there.”

In the original novel, the imperial consort did not appear at all, yet Sasha succeeded in awakening his divine power. Even so, I did not say we should wait longer. And it wasn’t only because I believed the two were meant to meet someday.

The point at which Sasha should have awakened had long since passed. Though not the exact same incidents, there had been several of a similar nature.

Even during the hunting festival, and even during the ambush in the imperial banquet hall, he did not fully awaken.

With so many variables now in play, anything could be delaying it.

If I started by examining those capable of shaking the entire narrative… Me possessing divine power… Calix as well… and Rodante, who did not exist in the original novel, appearing with overwhelming divine power…

“…”

I admitted it quickly.

Searching for variables is a guaranteed defeat.

There were too many.

“I am aware that awakening could instead endanger Sasha… What do you think, Charlize?”

I surfaced from my brief thoughts. Then, I looked at the man waiting for my answer.
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I do not know what it feels like when one’s guardian is the emperor of the empire. I could only guess. Perhaps it must have been an immense relief. That the late emperor died suddenly under suspicious circumstances. So even though he has many capable subordinates and is himself an archduke, Calix cannot ignore the possibility of the unforeseen.

“…And so, Lara met her nanny again and lived happily.”

I shot a sidelong glance at Sasha, who looked perplexed. It seemed like the result written by Livan and me, and additionally reviewed by Calix, had turned out abstruse.

I should have drastically reduced Livan’s involvement!

Judging by my experience with fairy tales, the part I wrote could not possibly deserve such harsh criticism.

While glaring firmly into the air, Sasha murmured, “It’s amazing that Lara’s memories came back the moment she saw her nanny.”

“…”
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“Rejected. It makes no sense.”

“Why not? Fairy tales and reality are different!”

“Have you forgotten it has to resemble reality?!”

“…Still, a fairy tale needs that sort of sentiment.”

“Pure fiction?”

“Don’t belittle fairy tales.”

“Anyway, it’s rejected. Rejected!”
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I should have compromised with reality.

Just as I was dejectedly fiddling with the edge of the paper…

“Even so, it was really fun.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It must be because I am similar to Lara.”

It doesn’t sting, because it was intentional.

“I was told someone raised me too. So sometimes I think about it.”

“…”

“I don’t remember, but I think they must have been a good person. So if I could meet them, I would.”

“Sasha… thank you.”

The clever and considerate child smiled faintly.

[image: ]

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Sasha lowered his gaze calmly, and soon after, the sound of a knock rang out.

The woman who entered through the open door was certainly a face he had never seen before, yet she did not feel unfamiliar.

Perhaps it was because of the deep affection welling in the woman’s eyes.

…Ah.

And that feeling soon swelled into a wave as large as a house, crashing over the child.
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At that moment, I was in my room.

I was frowning deeply because of the content of a certain letter.

“What?”

This, too, is because of its content!

“Ugh…”

As I crumpled the letter into a ball, I darted my eyes around.

Erich Ronatus had provided the decisive clue about the tree’s identity. And of course, that information came from me.

Since House Ronatus has ample wealth, we can fabricate that while investigating all sorts of things for the marquess’ recovery, he happened to discover it.

I still did not feel a grain of guilt about pushing Erich into danger, but he kept unsettling me.
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…I will take it you giving me this important task as a sign that you trust me…

…So please help Lavette.
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Right. Despite House Ronatus’ refusal, the emperor remained firm. That half-wit may be lacking, but he has a sharp eye for people… so he covets Lavette?

Later, when the misdeeds involving the sacred tree and its connection to the Pope come to light, if House Ronatus were entangled in this affair, I expected the emperor would eagerly distance himself. That was one reason for drawing Erich in.

But it seems he has no intention of letting go easily.

I picked up Lavette’s letter as well.

The gloom was because I could already guess its contents.
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My lady, I intend to marry.
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Rejecting the emperor’s proposal requires great resolve.

“It means she absolutely refuses.”

Thus, it is common to quickly marry another instead.
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As it happens, there is someone of an appropriate age among my distant relatives.
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“No way.”

Whether the emperor takes a new empress and produces an heir is none of my concern, and whether House Ronatus loses the chance to prosper further under a suitable head of house is none of my concern. However, I simply do not wish my friend to turn away from the life she wants when it is right before her.
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…I wish to make this request to Lavette’s elder brother. Would that be all right?
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I could faintly picture the face she must have worn when writing that it would be better than marriage, even if it were risky.

I hurriedly pulled paper toward me.

Just as I stuffed the hastily written letter into an envelope and asked for it to be delivered…

“My lady! I think you need to come at once!”

I sprang to my feet.
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I thought the world wasn’t romantic—that reality was reality for a reason—because things beyond human power very rarely ever flowed in a good direction.

After running around trying to save my father, the result was that I ended up facing an even greater enemy: the Pope, with dark magic at the forefront.

My life was shaved away even when I was merely beside flowers called the “Wings of God,” and the people who became precious to me all possessed divine power, so being near them made my short life even shorter.

If that man hadn’t gotten involved and told me about the crystal orb, I would’ve died even sooner.

Even if my lifespan was burning away, I had no desire to leave.

It was the product of my selfishness. I’ve been really lucky. And so, I hoped the next act of selfishness would be lucky too. I even thought it would be enough if it were only this once. Wanting Sasha to awaken all of his divine power was our selfishness as well… and our wish for that child to be safe.

So as I ran down the corridor, I had no choice but to assume the worst.

The hand I set on the doorknob trembled, but I opened the door without hesitation.

The people gathered around a bed far too large for the child’s small frame all turned to look at me.

“Charlize…”

I stepped into the space he made for me and looked at the child. His small face, with his eyes tightly shut, was pale. From some point on, those cheeks had always carried a rosy flush.

“What happened?”

“He collapsed the moment he saw the imperial consort.”

“Has he been conscious…?”

“Not yet. But he’ll come to soon.”

This time it was the family doctor, Gehrig, who answered, with his voice trembling. And to the doctor who spoke of hope about something medically unexplainable, I just nodded my head.

“Charlize and I will stay with him, so you should go back first.”

A thin voice reached me not long after everyone else had left.

“Lady… Charl…”

“Yes, Sasha. I’m listening.”

I answered as I hurriedly took his hand, and Sasha spoke again.

“You know… that fairy tale…” His hoarse voice continued slowly, “Do you remember? The part I said was strange.”

“Yes. I remember.”

It was the part Livan had pointed out… and the part that had left Sasha bewildered, too.

I really should’ve cut it out, after all.

With the ambition of becoming a fairy tale author, meant to cram the next reincarnation “zone” into him if need be, I snapped my pen clean in my mind.

The child smiled softly.

“I saw Her Majesty… and I remembered everything.”

“…”

“So… I remembered it all.”

I crushed the already-broken pen under my foot until it shattered.

“So…”

A small hand gently wiped my face.

“Thank you. I was actually really curious.”

“I cry easily, you know.”

It wasn’t the first or second time I’d cried while staring at empty air.

“They said I cry easily because there are lots of sad things around me. Are you the same too, Lady Charl?” the child, who now possessed far too many sad memories, asked with eyes full of worry.

I murmured a very well-kept secret into his ear, the way Sasha had once whispered to me, “No, it’s hereditary.”

And I also added that that statement was only what an ignorant person would claim.

That night, the divine beast came on his own, even though I hadn’t called for him.

This time as well, he was in the form of a boy.

“It seems your divine power has recovered quite a bit.”

“It’s still not enough. Returning to my original form is still difficult,” the boy answered curtly and crossed his arms.

“There’s been a change in the child’s divine power.”

“How far has he awakened?”

“It may be hard to believe, but… he hasn’t.”

Calix, who had remained silent the whole time, blinked slowly.

For some reason, the boy’s shoulders jerked, and he stiffened his face again before speaking in a solemn tone. “Listen to the end! If the conditions weren’t met, how could it happen? However, a change did occur.”

“So you’re saying that if the conditions are met, he will awaken?”

“Yes. But even if he awakens, we still don’t know whether he’ll be able to wield all of his divine power right away.”

“There have been several times when the conditions were met, what is the reason that it was meaningless before and meaningful afterwards?”

“W-well, maybe… like how someone tampered with him so he couldn’t remember, they might have artificially blocked his awakening too,” the boy, flinching again for some reason, answered Calix’ question faithfully.

He said he’s lived in Lienta before. It looks like he’s been Lienta-ified.

Someone who would also become startled like they’d been struck by lightning over the smallest things briefly came to mind.

“Or maybe because the parts that were hollow from his missing memories got filled in, nothing’s leaking out through the gaps anymore.”

That’s a grand way of saying he doesn’t know.

When I glanced at Calix and saw him smile faintly, it seemed he’d caught on too.

Giving up, I asked the second thing I was curious about, “Why did all his memories come back?”

“Seeing someone’s face can make you remember. It happens all the time.”

The divine beast didn’t seem to find it strange at all.

Right. In his long life, he must’ve seen stranger things than this more than once or twice… I’d forgotten the important fact that the divine beast’s head had never really been helpful.

“Ahem. Anyway, it’s fortunate, isn’t it? Of course, the best thing would be for you two to live long and protect… Hm?”

The boy abruptly closed the distance. Then, he stared straight at me.

When I looked down as if to ask him what it was, the boy snapped his head away.

“It’s nothing.”

“Instead of leaving me feeling unsettled when I’m just about to sleep, I’d rather you straight-up tell me.”

“I must have been mistaken for a moment.”

That was the kind of line that sent chills straight down my spine.

Whether he knew how earnest I was or not, the boy muttered, “For a moment, you… Never mind, I was mistaken.”

He definitely doesn’t know…
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The night passed as I tossed and turned for a full five minutes, and morning came again. With a haggard appearance, I got up and checked the table first.

“There’s nothing.”

I got up creakily and picked up a note that was placed on the windowsill.

The eagle of Duchess Baier, wasn’t only serving as a messenger bird, but also had the ability to close a slightly open window.
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…But there’s one thing I’m curious about. Why are you focusing on the sacred tree? Even if it’s revealed that it was used, it will be difficult to prove what the purpose was. Or have you already identified a plantation?

…This isn’t an interrogation, so if it’s difficult, you needn’t answer.
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If one is the head of a great noble house, they are naturally an object of reverence… and those who regard them as such are, in most cases, fellow humans.

“You’ve done well.”

However, Elijah Bayer was more accustomed to a hierarchy that required no learning.

The eagle rubbed its head against her dry hand before soaring into the air.

“Wow.”

Elijah let out a faint chuckle at the sight of her child’s sparkling eyes and unfolded the neatly folded paper. Then, a glint passed through his previously indifferent gaze.

“Mother, is it something pleasant?”

Lucas smiled shyly.

“Because you’re smiling.”

In front of his mother, the child did not raise thorns to shield his tender core.

“It is… something along those lines.”

Perhaps it was the decisiveness of her tone. She found herself feeling strangely light as she read the letter again.

“Then… I hope only letters with that kind of content come from now on. You seem to be overexerting yourself lately. The office lights stay on all night.”

She looked down at her young son with an unreadable expression. And as the silence stretched, Lucas hurriedly opened his mouth, but Elijah eventually responded.

“It’s the first time someone has worried about me. It doesn’t feel bad.”

With a small chuckle, Elijah held the paper—embroidered with a flamboyant hand that resembled the lady’s—close to the flame.

“T-then! I’ll worry about you a lot more from now on!”

“…”

If it had been before “that” incident, she would have reproached the child. She would have said that such words were the same as wishing misfortune upon someone repeatedly, and that one should speak after careful thought.

I would have pressed him.

In such a harsh world, she had wished for her young child, who must one day lead a great house, to become perfect as soon as possible. However, a child did not remain a child forever.

How foolish it was to expect a seven-year-old to respond like a thirty-seven-year-old.

Time did not wait for anyone, so she had wanted Lucas to quickly acquire the force that would make the pack of jackals, waiting eagerly for her death so they could seize the house, tuck their tails and retreat.

Yes, it does not wait.

One must not foolishly surrender to the current of time, but she had learned how to live in this moment that would never return.

Opposing the temple, and assisting in the usurpation of the throne…

Those were choices she would have made even before “that” happened.

The only thing that had changed was the process by which Lucas would become House Baier’s patriarch…
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…I am aware that replacing the Pope is an unnecessary process…

…I will make sure that the temple cannot so much as stir for at least a hundred years.
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…and that was the same as everything having changed.
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Soon, new buds will sprout. When the green season arrives, I will need to leave this manor to enroll in the academy. Of course, the reason my lady visits this place so often can’t possibly be because of us.

Still, Rodante smiled quietly.

It was nice to see her so often.

In the meantime, Charlize, who had erased a slice of cake without leaving a trace, cut another piece from the whole cake she had drawn close to her.

“Is it about a month left until your enrollment to the academy?”

“Yes, my lady.”

Charlize’s brows drew together faintly.

It was an odd reaction that seemed to pass him by, and Rodante could only feel puzzled.

“It’s a common subject, so you take it from first year and every year until graduation. Just how much under-the-table money must have changed hands…”

Muttering something incomprehensible, Charlize suddenly turned her head.

Rodante would have been startled by the abrupt gaze, but he met it calmly with a smile. That smile, however, soon faded.

“For a month or two, be an insincere student. After that, I’ll make sure you don’t have to attend theology classes.”

“I…”

Rodante closed his mouth.

I don’t want to lie to my lady and say I’m fine.

He had found Angel. He was going to enter the academy he had once given up on. He could now imagine a future. Everything had worked out almost unbelievably well.

Although sometimes he still dreamed of being trapped in a carriage, kidnapped to be sold to the temple, he knew those were only nightmares.

Reality was different. It was all in the past.

“It’s all over now. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“Even if Rodante is fine, I’m not.”

Charlize set down her fork, leaving much of the cake untouched.

“I still think about what might have happened if my timing had been off and I hadn’t found you then, Rodante.”

“Because I’m under my lady’s protection?”

The moment those words had been spoken, it all came back to him.

In cold, lonely, and frightening times, only a few people could fully understand how significant the word “protection” had felt then.

Rodante smiled faintly.

“You know that’s not it.”

“…”

“It’s embarrassing to say this myself, but I’m not the kind of person who can go this far for everyone I protect. Well, I don’t plan on being anyone else’s guardian anyway, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

Rodante swallowed something. It was something warm… like a slice of night spent in a sturdy house under a thick quilt, listening to the rain.

“…I’ll become someone worthy of being your one and only ward.”

“Don’t become too outstanding. If you do, letters will flood in saying this and that about my eye for talent. Being not so excellent myself, just reading the letters would take me up to half a day.”

“Then I’ll become moderately outstanding.”

“And are you prepared to become an insincere student?”

Rodante smiled. “Yes.”

“Good.”

Satisfied, Charlize picked up her fork again.

That day, the pastry chef of House Lienta received yet another envelope, something that was becoming less rare by the day.

The duke had awarded him a bonus upon hearing that Charlize had finished an entire cake.

The pastry chef, studying diligently so as not to lose to rivals eyeing the position, had dark circles beneath his eyes even as he received the envelope.
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The captain of the guard was certain that the incident reported by Count Philliam was not something that could simply be concluded at their level.

However, trembling at the thought of reporting it to the emperor, he agonized dozens of times over whether it was truly a matter of such gravity.

“I greet Sir Illyden Forte!”

The captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights had come to see him.

The exchange of questions and answers, reminiscent of an interrogation, was quite long. As a result, by the time Illyden returned to the imperial palace, it was already early evening, yet he headed straight for the emperor’s palace without delay.

The moment Illyden entered the office, Emperor Antonio demanded sharply, “How was it?!”

With his head slightly bowed, Illyden began his report. However, even after the rather lengthy account concluded, Antonio’s expression did not change much.

“A sacred tree would not be ordinary. Have the investigation results on why it bears such a name come out?”

Erich Ronatus had said he went to the guards with a faint suspicion upon hearing that the inside of the tree was hollow.

Originally, they weren’t hollow. Then, doesn’t it mean the trees were used for some specific purpose?!

“Not yet.”

“And Count Philliam?”

“It appears he was entirely unaware of the tree’s identity.”

Indeed, had he known that reporting it directly to avoid a smuggling charge would escalate to this extent, he would likely have buried it on his own.

“Continue the investigation. Report every time there is progress!”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Then you may…”

Wait.

The emperor narrowed his eyes and stroked his chin.

“Following the dark mage, an incident of this scale has occurred. It would be even stranger if the two cases had no point of contact. In that case, Charlize Lienta may be able to produce usable results in this matter.”

Illyden, who had stirred so faintly it would have been missed by even a careful observer, skillfully composed himself and asked, “Shall I contact Lady Lienta?”

“Not yet. I will issue the order myself. Remain still.”

Antonio then waved him away. As Illyden turned, his eyes deepened ever so slightly.

“Not yet.”

Despite the necessity, there was a reason not to contact Charlize immediately.

The thought that it might be connected to the Pope who had visited the day before could be his own oversensitivity. However, it could not be helped.

Illyden could not—not even once—overconfidently assume that the person with the resolute hand who had caught him when he was driven to the edge of a cliff would, as always, make things all right again this time.
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The letter delivered by a street child bore no sender’s name, but I knew who it was.

So the enraged Pope is finally about to make a move.

“Tell him I’m grateful.”

“Y-yes! I will!”

Having received his tip, the boy shouted energetically and followed the servant out. The path from the entrance hall to the main gate would be easier this time.

The scenery outside the window shimmered in the early morning light.

I’ve already seen today’s fragment of the future.

“I knew something was off.”
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“It may be presumptuous, but it could also bring harm to you, my lord. Therefore, I…”

“I can no longer withdraw.”

At his frigid voice, the man fell silent.

“And I do not wish to.”

Laud sneered.

‘If the outcome is the same, how much does the process matter?’

The only thing that had meaning was the result.

“And if we stand to gain more than we have lost, is this not worth enduring?”

After all, it may be possible to seize House Lienta’s assets as originally planned.
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Illyden had said that two days before the letter was delivered, the Pope and the emperor had met.

“A matter that could harm the Pope, shake House Lienta, and require involving the emperor…”

There was only one possibility that came to mind.

To be continued…
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