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“Other than dark magic, what else could it be?”

Calix openly showed his suspicion toward the Pope, and even though it had been said that I could detect dark magic, the Pope did not dissolve the group. No, he couldn’t.

“Because the restrictions are being maintained with dark magic.”

Even if the only person who knew the secret—that the real leader was the Pope—had died and was gone, the Pope could not overlook even the slightest possibility. No one wants to create variables when the result is right in front of them.

“Hmm.”

After thinking for a moment, I soon stood up from my seat.
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By the time one noticed a small change in a deep lake, the truth was that the lake had already changed entirely.

It was around then that the imperial consort ended her seclusion. The first place she visited was where the late emperor was laid to rest. Her expression was not bright, but she appeared quite healthy.

“I apologize for making the Pope move about like this again.”

Emperor Antonio slightly furrowed his brows.

“If someone has the leisure, then that person should move.”

At the Pope’s reply, Antonio scoffed inwardly.

He acts detached and composed, but the Pope dislikes Elluiden just the same. The fact that he tried to eliminate Calix after the imperial consort was proof of that. Although the former had not even properly begun before collapsing, the latter had also failed. In other words, even if he sat at the head of the temple, the Pope was nothing special.

Antonio ground his teeth.

Calix, just how are you planning to make use of the imperial consort?

A secret was nothing special. If no one could speak the truth aloud, that alone made it a secret. In that sense, it was suspicious that someone capable of creating a perfect secret had deliberately revealed that the imperial consort had been harmed by dark magic.

When Calix left the capital to hunt the dark mage… That was the perfect opportunity!

The imperial consort had been hidden so thoroughly that he could not find her at all.

Reflecting again on his regrets, the emperor recalled what happened five days ago, when the Pope came to see him.
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“Lady Lienta told me as well that she can discern dark magic.”
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There were quite a few points of doubt.
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“Dark magic is so cunning that at times it almost seems to possess intelligence. In the last subjugation, even the high-ranking priests could not catch its tail.”
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The face that said this, explaining that it was the reason he had not immediately sought the emperor upon returning, was as gentle as ever.
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“I was able to find the dark mage thanks to the advice of Duke Linix, who has now passed away, as well as the days I had previously spent searching in secret.”
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Duke Linix was discovered dead in a ghastly state near a private gambling den. It was assumed that, despite having no money, he could not break his habit, joined a game, and met such an end.

It was said that Calix, claiming that Duke Linix’ death was also partly his fault for failing to properly protect him, provided a generous condolence payment.

Protect him? That’s laughable.

Jurgen Linix seemed to intend to use that money as capital to start another business, but it was obvious that he would fail again and simply waste it.

Well, it’s no longer a matter that concerned family.
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“A search? What do you mean by that?”

“It seems that God is still watching over the empire. However, when I began the search, the lady was already no longer in the capital.”
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As he said this, the Pope held back his words with a somewhat troubled expression.
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“The part where the lady said she suffered harm from dark magic and, during the course of treatment, ended up able to detect dark magic because it was not properly removed… That part concerns me.”

“By that you mean…?”

“If it was merely a lie told to win the archduke’s favor, that would be fortunate. But if not… why would she say that she harbors dark magic?”

  [image: ] 

The Pope raised the possibility that Charlize might be a dark mage.

That… was not a bad appearance.

“I sent word because there is something I wished to ask. By any chance, do you know of something called the sacred tree?” This time, Antonio genuinely frowned. “It is presumed that it has already been used. So we are investigating how it is used and for what purpose, but there has been no progress.”

“I remember seeing something about it in the temple’s library,” Laud replied in a casual tone. “With the end of the Holy Era, countless plants imbued with divine power disappeared from this land, yet only that tree and Tuverrot flowers survived. But why is His Majesty the Emperor asking personally?”

“From now on, the First Order of the Imperial Knights will take charge of the investigation.”

Even if Antonio had been looking directly at Laud at that moment, he would not have sensed anything strange, because Laud’s expression did not move in the slightest. And even when he had raised the suspicion that Charlize was a dark mage—having already resolved to turn her claim into a lie even if it were true—he had merely worn the expression most fitting to the situation.

“The sudden appearance of the sacred tree seems suspicious.”

“If you intend to request the temple’s cooperation in this matter, it would be difficult to answer immediately. However…”

Although Antonio had arranged the meeting, it was Laud who decided how it would end.

“…I can tell you that I will consider it positively.”
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“Damn it.”

That was not a curse directed at Count Philliam, who had kindly written the letter.

“I hoped that if the temple and House Ronatus became badly entangled they might withdraw, but that expectation has already been shattered…”

Since the case had been transferred to the First Order of the Imperial Knights, the emperor himself would now be directly involved. How long could even a powerful noble house ignore a request from the emperor? Even if we generously assume, three months will be difficult.

Groaning, I pressed my forehead with my index finger.

At that moment, there was a knock.

Another letter must have arrived.

“Come in.”

Hoping that another good idea might suddenly pop out through purely physical means, I pressed harder with my fingertip.

“Why are you doing that?”

The person who entered was not Leah, though he did have a letter in hand.

Calix must have found the index finger struggling to support the weight of my head rather pitiful.

Leaning my forehead against his cool palm, I confessed, “I’m worried Lavette might end up getting married at this rate.”

“Try trusting Marquess Ronatus a little more.”

At times like this, the easiest solution was a contractual marriage with divorce as the premise, but the problem was that there was no decent man who would keep the contract.

Whether I had muttered that thought aloud or he had read it from my mind again, Calix mentioned someone suitable.

“How about Marquess Vanachell?”

“A contract marriage will be the very last option.”

I immediately lifted my head.

Calix smiled a little. Resting his chin on the back of his hand, he looked at me with narrowed eyes. When I gave him a questioning look, Calix, with a voice tinged with amusement, hummed and tilted his head slightly.

“Then the proposal you made to me, on the condition that we marry in fifty years, was that also your very last option?”

“Yes.”

Back then life had been quite miserable, but the rather sad part was that it wasn’t much different even now…

“…That answer was so immediate I somehow feel hurt.”

It sounded playful, but not entirely so, so I offered him sincere comfort.

“It’s not like that now, so you don’t have to be hurt.”

“Mm, thank you.”

Calix smiled.

“Is it really still so, Charlize?”

I could only blink at him.

Come to think of it, my life isn’t actually that miserable. After all, how many people can improve their eye health simply by turning their heads?

I answered solemnly, “Not yet.”

“Then when everything is over—”

“W-wait a moment!”

In a panic, I clapped a hand over Calix’ mouth.

That’s a total death flag!

Calix’ eyes widened slightly in surprise at my behavior.

I carefully removed my hand and spoke with great solemnity. “Things about the future should be said in the future. You mustn’t say them now as if you won’t be able to later. That’s the rule.”

“A rule?”

“A very credible rule.”

Everyone who says things like that ends up dying later. Some even die right before the promise comes true!

If Rosetta had been here, she would’ve helped me cover Calix’ mouth too.

“So please say it then.”

Calix blinked a few times lightly, then suddenly laughed.

“All right. I will.”

For some reason, it felt like I should slightly turn my head and fan myself with my hand, but the resolve to look at his face right now won.

I was staring at him with bright and attentive eyes when Calix let out a quiet exclamation.

“Come to think of it, a letter arrived. The sender was Count Decande.”

Count Decande was a collector of relics and Ains’ grandfather. Although it had been quite a while since we had properly met, we occasionally exchanged greetings, so the letter itself was not particularly sudden.

Since I’m a person who knows proper manners, I usually open other people’s letters neatly with a letter knife… except for Erich’s.

This time as well, the envelope, cut cleanly in a straight line, slipped from my hand and fell to the floor. It was then that I read a certain part of the letter.

“Charlize?”

The gaze that brushed past the envelope on the floor reached my face.

I held the letter out to him.

“Count Decande has a hobby of collecting. He’s quite skilled at it, so some of them turn out to be holy relics. But the count never realized which of his collections were one.”

However, this time, the letter said that one of them was presumed to be a holy relic and invited me to come see it.

“It was rare that even fragments of the future were completely useless too.”

“Do you think that relic will help my lady now?”

“Yes.” I narrowed my eyes. “It’s too kind… almost as if it were intentional, but it also doesn’t feel like coincidence. If that’s the case, there must be some intention or reason behind it, however, nothing comes to mind.”

Originally, this world had never been kind to Charlize.

Calix remained silent.

As I lowered my gaze and thought things over, I didn’t question it further. Because even Calix would not be able to find the answer.
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“My lady!”

Ains, who had grown quite a bit taller, toddled over.

Definitely general material!

Before Ains could launch a headbutt into my legs, I quickly scooped him up.

“Kyaaah!”

Perhaps thinking it was a game, the child burst into laughter, while the arms supporting him trembled like a wind-shaken aspen.

“You little rascal.”

Fortunately, Count Decande took the child away, so the unsightly scene didn’t last long.

“Since my lady has an interest in artifacts, I thought you would accept. So I prepared things in advance to make viewing comfortable. And thank you for coming as well, young Rodante.”

“I am the one who should be grateful.”

“Hahaha. I heard you ranked highly in the academy entrance exam. Congratulations. That’s really impressive.”

“It wasn’t just high. He was in seventh place,” I slipped in the remark and then pretended to mind my own business again.

Rodante, who seemed to glance briefly at my face, replied humbly with thanks.

Count Decande proudly explained the journey through which he had obtained the relic. I kept sneaking glances at the arm with which he held Ains tightly, while Rodante smiled at Ains, who was staring at him.

Once again, Count Decande had transformed into his professor mode. Though I tried to listen earnestly, most of his words passed right through me… until one sentence struck hard.

“So in the end, I bought it for quite a large sum.”

…Huh.

“Since it’s a secretive item that doesn’t even appear at auctions, I hope it will be an enjoyable experience for my lady as well.”

…Huh.

Right now my eyes must surely be shaking like a tiny boat caught in a violent storm.

What am I supposed to say to Calix about this…?
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“Do you think that relic will help my lady now?”

“Yes. It’s too kind… almost as if it were intentional, but it also doesn’t feel like coincidence. If that’s the case, there must be some intention or reason behind it, however, nothing comes to mind.”

  [image: ] 

Oh, world…

I was inwardly smacking my forehead in embarrassment for babbling like that when…

“This is it.”

Suddenly feeling desperate, I jerked my head up and muttered weakly, “It’s an arrow.”

“Hoho. You should say it’s ‘in the shape of’ an arrow.”

Count Decande smiled kindly, but in a way that could not be contradicted.

I immediately corrected myself, “It’s shaped like an arrow.”

“Isn’t it remarkable? That slender arrow-shaft shape has been preserved even now. And it’s made of wood, not iron.”

Rodante, who stole a glance at it, wore an ambiguous expression.

‘Right?’

‘Let me look a little more, my lady.’

Indeed, the count had completely fallen for it. My blanket wouldn’t need cleaning for quite some time. There’d be no chance for dust to settle on it anyway.

“Well then? Even to my lady, isn’t this a magnificent embodiment of elegant straight lines? It must be shown to the high-ranking priests of the temple to be officially recognized as a holy relic, so I called it speculation… but I’m certain this is one.”

He already likes it this much…

Avoiding the count’s sparkling eyes, I fixed my gaze at the stolen goods disguised as a holy relic. No matter how many times I looked, it was still an arrow.

Still, I can see why the count was fooled. The arrow, which must have endured the years exposed to the elements, showed almost no damage.

“There’s hardly any damage…”

“Yes. That’s what’s so remarkable!”

“And somehow it exudes a certain dignity…”

“It’s mostly straight lines rather than curves, yet it’s elegant.”

“The tip is clean…”

For a moment, completely forgetting there was a child present, I almost blurted out “Is that a bloodstain?” and shot up into the air.

“That’s the only part that holds the passage of time. I like that too. A holy relic that bears the years.”

The count smiled with satisfaction, while I was quietly wiping away my tears.

Perhaps from hearing the Count’s lectures so often, Ains—who had retreated into a corner—suddenly cried out.

“Sha!”

“You mustn’t call His Highness the Imperial Prince’s name so carelessly, Ains.”

Ains puffed out his chubby cheeks.

“He couldn’t make time today. He’ll come next time, so don’t be too disappointed.”

In truth, Sasha simply couldn’t come because his movements would inevitably be interpreted politically. Count Decande, who surely understood the circumstances, wrinkled his nose apologetically and relayed my words.

“He says he’ll come next time.”

“Yay!”

And so the brief outing ended, leaving nothing but wounds in my heart.

Sigh.
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After learning of the Pope’s scheme, the first thing that came to mind was, of course, the hunting festival.

So many of them, and always the same pattern.

My brain had ended up being trained by it.

“Hmm.”

But this time, unexpectedly, it wasn’t a hunting competition. Though it still involved weapons, the structure was similar.

An archery tournament… that’s unsettling. Because the fake relic Count Decande had shown recently just happened to be an arrow. Could that actually be a real relic…?

Perhaps the way I was narrowing my eyes and staring intently at the invitation looked suspicious, because Livan asked cautiously, “My lady, are you thinking of participating?”

“I’m considering it.”

“It seems even House Lienta has no desire for the prize.”

“There’s a prize?”

The one who answered my extremely materialistic question was Calix.

“It’s widely rumored that a diamond from the Maritime Kingdom was recently auctioned and has been brought into the imperial palace.”

“I won’t participate.”

The competition, suddenly announced to take place in a week, had a very impressive prize attached.

“My lord, who do you think is suitable? I was thinking Parker might be a good choice.”

“House Elluiden won’t be attending.”

“What? Why?” Livan nearly jumped. “You should sell the diamond on the black market and give the servants bonuses!”

I asked casually, “Livan, aren’t you being a bit too honest?”

“It appears as though he’d only meant to think it, but he’s accidentally said it out loud.”

Livan briskly denied it, then looked persistently at Calix again, but Calix only smiled in silence.

I also smiled silently.

If House Elluiden doesn’t participate, then House Lienta could win. Hehehe.

[image: ]

Time passed with those scheming thoughts, and then the day of the competition arrived.

“How could this happen?” I muttered blankly.

The knight who had won the tournament Duke Lienta held to select a participant for the archery competition—knowing well my competitive streak, let’s call it that—suddenly couldn’t participate because of a severe headache.

“It’s fine, Charl. There’s still the knight who came in second.”

“My lady, I will surely win—Agh!”

The runner-up tripped on flat ground and twisted his ankle. After that, someone broke a finger, and another suddenly clutched his eye and cried out in pain.

“That’s strange. Still…”

“Father.”

“Hm?”

“I’ll go.”

As though the word “Boom!” had been stamped across both cheeks, the duke’s face turned pale in an instant.

“But the competition is dangerous.”

“We won’t be aiming at each other. We’ll be shooting at the targets, won’t we?”

“The bow is extremely… Very, very heavy. Didn’t you see?”

“It’s lighter than life.”

“Huh? W-well, that may be true… Right! I’ll go instead.”

“Whether I win or lose, there’ll be all kinds of talk.”

The duke blinked with a face that clearly said, “There have always been all kinds of talk.”

“I’m going.”

“Wait. Charl! Charl!”

Resolutely stepping forward, I vowed that from now on, instead of making thrifty use of my already ruined reputation, I would conduct myself properly.

Soon after, the competition began.
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When Charlize appeared, the faces of the nobles looked perplexed.

Why would the lady step forward herself instead of sending a knight…?

There were slight variations, but the thought itself was the same.

“Lady Lienta is good with firearms…”

The faces of the nobles grew puzzled again when they failed to find any meaningful similarity between guns and bows, but only for a moment.

“Lienta, victory!”

Even though the match had not yet run its full course, the flag was raised. Even if the opponent’s arrow struck the exact center from now on, they could not surpass House Lienta.

“What in the world is happening?”

“How is the lady only making long-distance attacks…?”

It was enough to send chills down one’s spine!

Some nobles even turned their eyes away stealthily, unable to keep watching the lady glaring fiercely at the target.

“Those eyes look like they’re aiming at a person!”

Since Charlize herself was seeing the round target as the Pope who had meddled with her house’s knights, the nobles who had such thoughts had rather good instincts.

Meanwhile, someone else was just as bewildered as they were: Livan.

Charlize, however, was not bewildered. She had long since nodded to herself that this unstoppable momentum was the triumph of her determination aimed at the diamond… and the Pope’s neck.

“My lady, were you always skilled with a bow? At this rate, you might really win.”

No reply came, but Livan hadn’t really expected one. It was more a kind of admiration, so he just kept letting out breath after breath.

“Lienta, victory!”

Calix suddenly looked down at his own hand.

After briefly glancing at his whitened knuckles, his blue eyes returned to the arena.
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“Were you always skilled with a bow?”

  [image: ] 

Another memory surfaced. A moment that had lost its light and been buried beneath words that had merely passed by flickered again.

Is the restriction lifting? A restriction meaningful only up to a certain point in time…

The strange dream that had ended at some moment.
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“It’s too kind… almost as if it were intentional, but it also doesn’t feel like coincidence. If that’s the case, there must be some intention or reason behind it, however, nothing comes to mind.”
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It still didn’t quite catch at the fingertips, but the distance had undeniably narrowed.

“Lady Charl is really amazing!”

Sasha clenched both fists tightly and bit down on his lips.

“Since they’re pushing all the way to the finals in a single day, I’m worried about the lady’s stamina. Otherwise, she might even win.”

“I still think Lady Charl will win.”

“Then I’ll believe that too.”

Indeed, despite being presented as a competition meant to relieve boredom, the tournament ended in a single day.

That was precisely the suspicious point Charlize had noted.
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“If the reason they gave for holding the competition were genuine, they would have scheduled it over a longer period. Ending it in one day is suspicious.”
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Calix covered his right hand as though smoothing it.

It was because he had the uneasy feeling that he might signal the Black Night to start responding without even realizing it.

“There will be a short break before the semifinals.”

Sasha’s shoulders shook.

Watching his legs swing impatiently, Calix smiled faintly.

“Shall we go see Charlize?”

“Yes! Yes!” Sasha quickly stood. “Is there any cold water? I wonder if Lady Charl is very tired?”

“Then we should bring drinks and desserts.”

“Lady Charl likes green grape fresh cream cake, chocolate strawberry cake, and strawberry cream cake the most. I hope there’s some left.”

Calix stroked the child’s head as he shifted his eyes anxiously. And then…

Whether it was because his senses were sharpened to catch even the slightest unease, or pure coincidence, something caught at the edge of his gaze.

It was only an instant, but it was enough.

“Uncle! There’s cake over there!”

“That’s fortunate.”

The eyes that smiled nonchalantly tilted slightly.
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Thanks to Sasha bringing the cake, I won the semifinals.

While diligently finishing off the second cake for the finals, I glanced to the side. The moment our eyes met, the knight abruptly asked, “Is it good?”

What the…?

I had two questions.

One was why he was asking a question about something that was obviously delicious, and the other was that he had spoken to Charlize.

Which house’s knight is he?

If I’d known it would be like this, I would’ve watched the other matches.

“Could I have just one bite?”

“No.”

It’s not that I’m greedy and want to eat it all myself. I’m just being cautious in case there’s some scheme about someone dying after eating something given by Charlize. Seriously.

“Well, it does look too good to give to someone else.”

The knight scratched the back of his head and laughed good-naturedly. Then he went on, even saying things I hadn’t asked.

“Ah, my name is Nathan. I haven’t been in the order long, but it’s an honor to participate in such a big tournament.”

With a face that said, “I see,” I kept shoveling cake into my mouth.

“You’ve already finished? You’ve got quite an appetite. I eat well too, but I’ll concede this one to you, my lady.”

Right then, the horn announcing the start of the match sounded.

“But I won’t lose the match. Since it feels like I’ll be able to see it through to the end this time, I’m excited.”

The knight smiled bravely, his eyes shining.

I stared at him blankly, then finished chewing the green grapes and walked toward the arena.

Waaah—

Surprisingly, that was the crowd cheering! The fervor, having reached its peak, was enough to make them cheer even for Charlize Lienta.

“We will determine who goes first.”

The attendant tossed a coin engraved differently on each side high into the air.

A crisp clap sounded, and the attendant carefully turned his clasped hands so that the back of his left hand faced down.

“Lienta will go first!”

Thinking that I still wouldn’t know which house he belonged to even after three arrows, I drew the bowstring to the subtle point where the tightly pulled current stabilizes. Then, I released it.

Whish.

“10 points!”

Whish.

“10 points!”

Whish.

“10 points! Lienta, 30 points!”

As I turned back, through the cheers, I heard a low “whoosh” from beside me.

The knight spoke in a low, almost whispering voice, “You’re impressive. Still, I won’t be ashamed of what I said in the waiting room.”

I learned a new way of living. I should also face my embarrassing past shamelessly.

I gave a small nod. The knight grinned roughly and stepped forward when he was called.

“Next, Nille will take their turn.”

Nille?

I didn’t need to look… I could hear it.

Their matchup order luck has been incredibly good.

So what he said about being glad he could finally see it through to the end must have been sincere.

He couldn’t have bribed his way in, so was the matchup order just luck?

Nille was the very house that had contributed to Sasha falling into the temple lake.

The tax evasion case erupted, and not only did they thoroughly fall out of the emperor’s favor, but the family also wavered under the burden of an enormous fine, greatly diminishing their standing.

Had it not been for the money they received from the empress in exchange for tormenting Sasha, they would have fallen even more.

And yet, that same House Nille recently recruited a new knight.

Despite being in a financial situation where they ought to be dismissing the knights they already had.

The reason I know another family’s circumstances so well is, of course, because I am targeting Nille. I haven’t forgotten, you bastards.

Not long after glaring straight ahead, I found myself swallowing tears.

I knew something felt off…

It was because I had heard that the prize was a diamond.
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“10 points. 10 points. 10 points. A total of 30 points, it’s a tie!”

It was a tense match, worthy of a final. Though only three arrows had been fired out of nine, the attendant, who had lightly signaled for more arrows, raised his voice again.

“Next is Lien—”

He faltered, because Charlize was staring up at the sky.

Without realizing it, he followed her gaze, and soon after, a pure white bird appeared at its end. For a moment, overwhelmed by its size, large enough to be called a divine beast, he could only gape.

“A good omen,” someone muttered. “It must be a good omen.”

“My goodness. A good omen!”

“Could it be a divine beast?”

“We will temporarily suspend the match!”

Amid the rising murmur, the attendant’s words were pitifully ignored.

“I haven’t been in the capital long, and already I get to see a good omen. I must have good fortune this year.” Nathan, too, stared up at the sky with his mouth slightly open.

Charlize glanced at his foolish-looking face, then moved her hand.

“My lady?”

Nathan’s eyes widened when he noticed the arrow aimed at the sky.

Hearing his bewildered question, the attendant reluctantly tore his eyes away from above, then jumped in shock.

“M-my lady!”

Before anyone could stop it, the arrow cut through the air with a whooshing sound.

Someone screamed, someone covered their eyes, and someone kept watching. After a few seconds passed, what fell made no sound.

“…It disappeared. No, it didn’t disappear.”

“It wasn’t a bird…?”

It was too clearly defined to be just a mere cloud.

A noblewoman, recalling the shocking news that had shaken the capital, murmured like a sigh. “Could it have been… an illusion?”

A euphemism for dark magic.

At the same time, a deathly silence swept over the stands. Many people twitched as though they wanted to flee immediately, but all remained in their seats as if by agreement. No one wanted to fall under suspicion.

In an atmosphere where even a single word had to be chosen carefully, no one dared speak, but their thoughts were the same.

‘Did the lady realize it was an illusion?’

‘If so… how did she notice?’

One of the people who could answer that question was staring up at the sky with cold blue eyes.
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“The priests have arrived, without their vestments which they regard as precious as their lives.”
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The reason he was able to recognize what they were was because there were faces he had memorized in advance. There was, after all, a reason they could not be made up of only low-ranking priests.

How the Pope had justified this and made the priests carry it out was unknown, but it was not important. He must have intended to pin an act of divine power on dark magic to prove Charlize’s incompetence.

Having easily seen through the scheme, Calix lowered his gaze to look at Charlize.

Charlize was coldly staring at a corner of the sky. It was not difficult to guess what she was thinking either. So Calix smiled faintly.

“T-then, the tournament…”

“It would be best to stop it.”

Charlize stepped toward the hesitant attendant.

Startled, the attendant hurriedly took three steps back, then barely stabilized himself in place.

“And I would like to propose a search of the area.”

“A search, you say? But… please wait a moment.”

The attendant turned without hesitation.

Seeing him run over, the emperor frowned, then, with an inscrutable expression, granted permission for the search.

A search for something of unknown identity was bound to be slow. It would only prolong the time they were all being held there. The nobles hid their discomfort as best they could, soothing their children who complained of boredom.

But unexpectedly, things moved quickly.

“My lord… could this be—”

A knight carefully holding a branch whispered to Count Philliam. In the stillness, movement was rare, so many eyes had already turned toward them.

Among them was a friend seated beside Erich Ronatus, who was yawning widely.

“A knight from Count Philliam’s house picked up a branch.”

“It looks like the count’s taken an interest in gardening,” Erich replied indifferently, and his friend jabbed him in the side.

“This is strange. Erich, take a look. See if that tree is the one!”

“At this distance, what am I supposed to—”

At that moment, Erich felt a familiar gaze and instinctively turned his head at once. It was a reaction ingrained in him without any training.

As expected, Charlize was looking at him.

“…Should I take a look?”

Through recent events, Erich had grown quick-witted.

“Hm. It does seem like it.”

“I knew it! But why is that tree here?”

Ignoring his fussing friend, Erich stole a glance at Charlize.

She wasn’t even looking this way. And at this distance, it would normally be impossible for Charlize to hear what they said… yet somehow, it felt like she could.

I should keep my head down from now on.

Rubbing his goosebump-covered arm, Erich made a firm resolution.

Just as the murmurs behind them began to grow louder after overhearing their exchange, Count Philliam was seen approaching the emperor with a resolute expression.
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Right now, I was angry.

It was true. I was upset that I had participated so earnestly after being tempted by a diamond I had never even intended to give.

Bastards.

An ill-mannered fool who knew nothing of propriety stood up from his seat.

“Lady Lienta, come closer.”

The moment I arrived, the emperor spoke rapidly.

“The lady asserted that the bird that appeared earlier was an illusion. Was it dark magic? No, didn’t the lady remain conscious?”

The emperor’s face twisted strangely.

“Then what exactly was that bird?”

It seems this wasn’t something discussed beforehand with the Pope.

The very center of this mire of deception was here. And I had already been involved in it long ago.

“Your Majesty, I believe I know a little about that tree.”

“You do?”

The emperor furrowed his brow.
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Early morning.

Antonio was somewhat irritable.

It was not because the archery tournament, though halted as planned, had not ended in the way they intended.
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“If a knight were to die by misfortune in the finals, and that incident was presumed to be the work of dark magic, then by observing the lady’s reaction, would we not be able to determine whether her claim of detecting dark magic is true or false?”
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It was largely because he had been turning over Charlize’s words in his mind all night.
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“It seems more like divine power than dark magic? But there are no priests here.”

“There is the sacred tree.”

“If it is merely because of the tree’s epithet, I too find it concerning. However, several priests have testified that no divine power is being sensed.”

“What if it possessed divine power before it was used?”

  [image: ] 

Charlize’s expression as she said that was, as always, unreadable.

The reason he could not dismiss her as a madwoman spouting nonsense was because of her mind, which had repeatedly skipped grades at the academy.

That was not something achievable by mere rote memorization.
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“If it is not dark magic, then there is nothing other than divine power capable of producing an illusion of that scale.”
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After finishing her words, Charlize stared at the piece of wood he held.

The knight beside him drew his sword and checked it himself. The interior was indeed hollow.
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“It was discovered on Count Philliam’s ship.”

“If it is a sacred tree, could it not have been processed and used on another continent?”

“Of course, Your Majesty’s words have merit. However, to me, attempting to smuggle out a used piece of wood seems like an effort to evade the empire’s notice.”
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“If, as the lady suspects, it is a tree imbued with divine power…”

Why would divine power have been necessary?

Antonio glared at the branch on the table. And then…

“Your Majesty—”

“Let him in.”

…the guest who had been waiting had arrived.
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What was the reason divine power was needed?

The question that should have been asked first was, “Who would dare misuse divine power to plot such a scheme?” but Antonio boldly skipped that step.

Who else could it be but the temple?

Outwardly, he dismissed Charlize’s words as speculation, but in truth, he had suspected it from the moment he heard them. It was only natural, after all, a person who seized what was not theirs became desperate and oversensitive at the thought of losing it.

The sound of the door opening rang out, and Antonio turned with a faint sneer.

“Pope, you’ve arrived.”
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The day after the archery tournament, which left behind nothing but bitter memories, what I gained was muscle pain, a slight lovesickness, and information about Nathan, the new knight of House Nille.
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“He was selected a week ago, because of his archery skills.”

“Was there someone who leaked information about the tournament to the count beforehand?”

“We have confirmed that the count attempted to negotiate with several parties to dispose of the diamond.”
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“Was it the Pope’s little act of revenge?”

It didn’t look like coincidence… it looked like Nille had been singled out.

Sasha fell into the lake because of Count Nille’s child. He met the divine beast there, so it ended up helping us in the end. Then he should have gone after Count Nille, so why involve an unrelated innocent person?

Shaking my head, I glanced toward Count Decande’s estate.

I promised I’d bring Sasha next time.

Ains’ sparkling eyes struck my conscience hard.

“Right… even if it was a relic, it’s likely its function ends with that, so there’s no need to go right away.”

After consoling myself, I turned my head further. At the end of my gaze was the imperial palace. By now, the emperor would be speaking with the Pope, thoroughly suspicious of him.

“Don’t forget. You were the one who said the tree might be connected to dark magic.”

It might be too much to hope for… He’s easy to provoke because he’s foolish, but he might be too foolish to be of any use.

Letting my shoulders slump, I recalled the future I had glimpsed on the morning of the tournament.
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“Because she can detect dark magic, the lady obtained a relic from me.”

“A relic?”

“Yes. A relic that shows what one wishes to see.”

Antonio’s expression changed at once.

“Then that means…”

Laud gave a faint smile.

Having witnessed that, Antonio involuntarily gritted his teeth.
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I used that well this time, after seeing how the emperor reacted there.

The Pope isn’t incompetent enough to let the emperor take the relic, so he downplayed it… even though saying it reveals answers when asked would have stirred the emperor more.

“Does the Pope not know that it shows answers when you ask?”

Hmm.

With that, I took the crystal orb and set out.

First, Sasha.

“I’m having a picnic.”

“When the weather gets warmer, let’s go again.”

“Yes.”

Sasha smiled brightly.

For now, it seems Sasha can just see it.

Since Calix was away and not at the residence, the next place I went to was Lienta manor. There were two people there, so it was killing two birds with one stone.

Adrian let out a small exclamation. “I see myself living in a good house!”

“You will, soon.”

Once the Pope is dealt with, there’s no need to continue staying uncomfortably here.

Duke Lienta gave me quite a bit of money for going through that long trip last time, so buying a decent house in the capital wouldn’t be difficult.

“I already am, though?” Adrian smiled. “Is there anything more I should be doing?”

“…Uh.”

Adrian’s expression fell. The atmosphere was so heavy it felt like a dark cloud had been cast over his shoulders, and I faltered before speaking.

“T-then… do you want to work at a merchant company?”

“A merchant company?”

“Yes. The one owned by House Lienta. You’ve worked well with people, so you’ll be well regarded there too.”

“So what I’ve done can be described that way,” Adrian muttered with a strange expression.

“Do you not like it?”

“No, I do. I can start tomorrow.”

“I’ll let them know.”

“Thank you, my lady. I’ll work hard so as not to bring you shame.” Adrian grinned.

I wanted to live lazily. I wanted to live feeling life pass by slowly, yet somehow it had come to this, turning it over in my mind, I trudged out of the room.

And the reaction of the next person I met, Rodante, was different from the other two.

“A crystal orb.”

Oh.

“That’s right. It’s a relic that shows you the answer if you ask.”

“Then…” Rodante hesitated, then asked, “Do I have to say the question out loud?”

For some reason, the boy in front of me truly looked like a fourteen-year-old.

I blanked for a moment, then hurriedly answered, “No! You can just think it.”

“Then I will do that.”

Rodante gently closed his eyes.

It felt too precious to even put into words, so I simply hoped that what the child wished for would come true.

His eyes, revealed slowly, shone like a night sky filled with stars. Rodante smiled faintly.

“I saw you in the future, my lady.”

“Was I very old?”

“No. You were young.”

“I see…”

As I murmured, a little disappointed, Rodante quietly looked back at the crystal orb.

I can’t not say it.

“You know, Rodante…”

“Yes, my lady.”

His eyes, readily lifting from the crystal orb, met mine.

“Have you thought about marriage?”

It was a completely out-of-the-blue question, but it had to be asked in advance!

It would be burdensome if I started talking about wanting to be a godmother when I don’t even plan to marry.

The reason my thoughts jumped this way was largely Theodore’s doing. And the reason I went through with it, even knowing it could become an embarrassing memory that would linger for years if rejected, was largely because of Nathan.

“I’m not sure.”

Rodante smiled faintly.

“Could I even be a good husband… and a good father?”

So he had thought about it.

“It might be hard alone. But together, it wouldn’t be. By then, I’ll have experience too, so I’ll be of use.”

Ah.

Then, a realization suddenly struck me.
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“It’s too kind… almost as if it were intentional, but it also doesn’t feel like coincidence. If that’s the case, there must be some intention or reason behind it, however, nothing comes to mind.”
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This world had originally never been kind to Charlize.

Why would someone who isn’t kind to everyone be kind to someone? Because they’re close. Because they care. Or perhaps, just because.

However, in the end, it would be because they wanted to help.

[image: ]   

The brief meeting between the heads of the two traditionally opposing forces went exactly as they had expected.

The emperor suspected the Pope, and the Pope refuted that suspicion.

“The bird was manifested through divine power by priests who had secretly attended, and it was meant to test the lady.”

“There must have been a ‘test’ agreed upon beforehand. Did the emperor believe the Pope’s words?”

“No. He didn’t.”

Once suspicion takes root, it runs deep.

Even if the priests who supposedly attended had been present, the emperor would have assumed their stories were coordinated… and the Pope had come alone at that.

“There is no vow to eradicate dark magic.” Charlize spoke suddenly. “That is a matter for the temple. I do not think it is something I should involve myself in.”

“Right. Let others handle that.”

“I want to make it so that no one can ever lay a hand on Sasha again.”

“My lady…”

Calix, who had reflexively tried to refine the words lingering in his mouth, soon spoke again. After all, they were close enough to speak plainly.

“Sometimes—no, often—I think that you and Sasha really care about each other a lot.”

“That’s right. We care about each other a lot. We’ve been like that for a very long time.”

Charlize let out a small laugh.

“Is that why we ended up meeting in the first place?”

There was a resonant weight to her words. Calix’ blue eyes deepened.

“There’s something I want to show you.”

What Charlize took out was a crystal orb.

“Do you see anything?”

“Not yet.”

Charlize said, “I see,” and closed her eyes before opening them again.

For some reason, even that brief moment when her green eyes were hidden felt hard to endure.

“This time, try asking what you want to know. You don’t have to say it out loud.”

Calix was silent for a moment, and then he asked, “When Charlize is in a low mood…”

What should I do? There was no need to voice the rest.

“I can guess what it showed.”

“Mm.”

“It’s me eating cake, right?”

“That’s right.”

“As expected.”

Charlize lifted her chin slightly.

“There’s actually something else I wanted to ask the most.”

“I can guess that too. How to resolve it, right?”

Charlize added that after meeting a workaholic like Calix at Lienta manor today, she had come to focus more on “how to solve it” than on “why.”

“That’s correct.”

Calix smiled faintly and lowered his gaze.

“I didn’t want to ask the crystal orb when we’re sitting face to face like this.”

“…”

“But now, I find myself wanting to ask why it wasn’t good.”

He raised his eyes.

At last, he met Charlize’s green gaze. As usual, it seemed indifferent, yet it also seemed to hold a shade he had never seen before.

After a silence that seemed eternal, Charlize spoke.

“You know, Calix. I think I’m someone who can’t do great things that require conviction but can do something very big for a very small reason. No, I was that kind of person.”

He knew instinctively what Charlize was about to say was connected to his question.

There are many strange things in this world that cannot be explained, but this intuition could be.

Because that distant sensation he felt each time he retraced memories and fractures returned once more.
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Therefore, this was something he had to say first.

“I thought about it while having a dream that only ends once you carry out predetermined actions.”

Though it sounded, at first glance, like a remark without context, Charlize quietly watched him.

“Maybe… it wasn’t just a dream, but some kind of reality.”

If an answer existed, it meant the choice has already been completed.

“So… I wondered if it might have been something that had already happened.”

His lips curved slightly.

A very brief moment passed before Charlize spoke again, with her face was as expressionless as ever.

“A year ago, before I went down to the duchy, I began to remember my previous life.”

From her indifferent green eyes, it was easy to tell that in that previous life, he had not existed.

“When I look at Calix, I see the future. And after experiencing divine power, when I look at Calix, I faint… and then I see something again.”

Charlize narrowed her eyes.

“I, who could intermittently see the future, Calix, and Rodante—the three of us—when we looked into the crystal orb, our reactions were different from others with divine power.”

The moment he heard that, it felt as though space had flipped.

The roar of rain crashed violently in his ears, the chill of the air pressed in, and the suffocating sense of helplessness tightened around his throat.
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“Archduke! Even Your Highness cannot come like this without notice. His Holiness the Pope and the High Priest are—”

“He is my guest.”
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Through a vision flushed red, the faintly visible eyes of the priest were a vivid orange.

It was like only seconds had passed, or perhaps dozens of minutes.

It must have been the former.

That judgment, too, was not intuition, but experience.

“Then…”

This time, Calix did not try to refine his words. What he said carried a strange resonance.

“The reason only the three of us are different… might be because we experienced something together.”

“It might be understandable with Sasha, perhaps… but Rodante, that’s a bit strange.” Charlize let out a quiet exclamation and added, “It’s not that I doubt what you’re saying. It’s just that you and Rodante haven’t really met much.”

“Charlize.”

Though memories flooded in beyond what he could bear, enough to make his head feel like it might burst, Calix just smiled.

“What I meant wasn’t this time.”

That had to be it. He had finally grasped the tail that had always seemed just out of his reach.

Even so, he had no intention of being kind to Laud, who had unexpectedly become a sort of helper.
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Once again, he was inside a strange dream.

He was treating a familiar man with an unfamiliar attitude. No, truthfully, it wasn’t even familiar to himself.
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“Is it really possible?”
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The world was like water pooled in the palm.

That was why he always had to keep his hand cupped, so it wouldn’t spill. However, he welcomed that discomfort.

For someone who had yet to avenge his younger sibling, peace was not something he should be allowed.
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“Not only the lady… can you really save Angel as well?”
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His vision wavered like the surface of rippling water.

Rodante, as if by habit, opened his hand again, then clenched it tightly.

The moisture escaping between his fingers felt pathetically insignificant.
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“If it goes according to plan.”
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The man, not even bothering with the blood on his cheek, dragged a dry hand across his palm.
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“Then what must I do?”

“Nothing for now.”
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He answered, still expressionless.
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“I can’t be certain there won’t be anything in the future.”

“That future, is it now, or…?”

“I told you…”
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The man smiled sharply.
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“…there is nothing ‘for now.’”
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The boy who had never known kindness without a price showed his wariness.
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“Then why did you come to someone like me, who isn’t even needed?”

“The Pope is God’s representative, and the High Priest is the next Pope…”
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His blue eyes stared intently at him as if to pierce him immediately.
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“…so wouldn’t God be seeing through your eyes?”
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The gaze held no warmth, but beneath it lay unmistakable anger.
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“Ha…”

Rodante let out a rough breath. His trembling hand, still clutching the bedding tightly, suddenly swept over his face that was soaked with tears.

No, he escaped before reaching the temple. Angel is alive. Charlize is alive. So this… perhaps…

Throwing off the blanket, Rodante hurriedly got up and pulled a sheet of paper toward him. The writing, scrawled with still-trembling hands, was uneven in size and thickness, but it contained everything necessary.

Rodante, gripping it, ran up the stairs.

“Ro-Rodante? Your face—”

Adrian’s sleepy eyes widened.

“I need a messenger bird.” Rodante’s lips trembled. “Q-quickly please.”

Adrian slapped both his cheeks roughly, then immediately got out of bed.
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“I just wanted to help.”

It was a sentence I had turned over in my mind the entire way in the carriage to Elluiden manor.

With a title like that, I thought that bastard of an author was trying to mock me.

Just as I reached my destination, it felt like tripping over a stone and falling. I felt like an idiot.

I’ve almost figured everything out, and yet… I still don’t know.

My spirits sank, and all my strength drained away.
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After arriving at Elluiden manor and trudging along, a gentle voice suddenly called out.

“My lady, is that you?”

My eyes must have been shining like a predator that had spotted its prey, making the steward falter slightly.

I quickly closed the distance he had created and asked, “You’re old, so your insight must be deep, right?”

“I may be old, but I cannot say my insight is deep. However, I can listen to your concerns, my lady.”

The fact that he understood immediately is proof enough of his insight!

“Who is it that I most want to help?”

Even as I asked it, it was an utterly baseless question. I let out a long sigh. I asked it so abruptly, he might say “a parent.”

Right then, the butler began, “Well…”

I wondered if he might laugh it off, but he seemed to be considering it seriously.

“Isn’t the one who most wants to help someone… the one who loves them the most?”

“…I thought you’d say a parent.”

“That may be the case as well.”

The wise butler smiled faintly.

Only now did it feel like I understood why the dream and the original novel seemed similar, yet different. Because it was a story written from the perspective of someone who had lived through that moment. Distortions were inevitable.

But then, why is Rodante different from Sasha and Adrian?

I tried to think it through physically but only ended up leaving a long red mark on my forehead.
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“You know, Calix. I think I’m someone who can’t do great things that require conviction but can do something very big for a very small reason. No, I was that kind of person.”
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Even though trying to save my father had led to this, I was still moving forward.

And yet, even with all the answers laid out, the problem still isn’t solved.

Just as I was about to say it… Calix suddenly smiled, and for some reason, I felt that what he was about to say would connect to my question. I couldn’t explain why.

Calling it intuition felt too grand and calling it a mere wish didn’t quite fit either. Maybe it was just coincidence.
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“What I meant wasn’t this time.”
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The thought I had before entering the office, as I looked down at House Elluiden’s carriage, might also have just been coincidence.

In the midst of a life that ended in death, I opened my eyes again.

That was no different from turning back time.
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The emperor suspects the temple.

With the position he seized even by defying natural order now under threat, he would do anything.

It was something that would happen eventually, but the timing Laud had anticipated was not now. Soon, it might not end with merely keeping a close watch on his movements… he might even take action.

Should I have eliminated Count Philliam?

Though his principle was to deal with traitors on the spot, delaying it because the count was still useful had been a mistake.

If he were to assassinate the count now, it would only amount to admitting that he had used the sacred tree for impure purposes.

There’s no way the emperor came to suspect it on his own.

The appearance of the hollow tree itself was not surprising. Count Philliam must have siphoned it away beforehand.

The archduke must have been involved. The lady had been going in and out of the count’s estate, after all.

Laud placed his palm somewhat roughly against the magic artifact attached to the door.

As soon as the artifact finished its recognition, the door opened on its own with a chilling sound. And although the few lamps illuminating the vast space left it dim, his steps did not falter.

The door located deep inside appeared ordinary at a glance but knowing that the platinum clasp itself was a holy relic made it anything but ordinary.

And beyond it, it was even less so.

The pure white crystal, close to its source, emitted light on its own like a luminescent substance, making illumination unnecessary.

Glaring fiercely at the crystal, namely the holy blood, Laud twisted the corners of his mouth.

“I’ve come this far.”

He had put in the effort to achieve it. Just a little more, and it would be done.

There isn’t enough time.

“It’s difficult to capture both the imperial prince and the archduke right now. In that case…”

The guardian of a fallen nation is of no use anywhere anyway.

His lips curved deeply.

“Then ‘that’ can be used by someone who needs it.”
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“Wait a moment!”

“Between us, there is no longer any need for the words ‘wait a moment.’”

“N-no, just wait a moment! Just a moment!”

“Why is it that every time all that comes out of your mouth is ‘wait,’ and yet I always end up hoping?”

“I’m telling you, I have a feeling!”

With his eyes sparkling, he quickly sat down. The divine beast then pressed a hand lightly to his chest and seemed to sink deep into thought.

There was a time when he could not even maintain the form of a lizard and was just a stone. To think he had grown into such a spirited boy was deeply moving. Now I just hoped he would grow even more, quickly regain the power to maintain his true form, and grant my wish.

“Your expression is strange.”

The divine beast shot me a dubious sidelong glance, then squeezed his eyes shut as if trying to seal off his vision entirely… only to throw them open again almost at once and shout, “I’ve got it! This is a sign that someone is after the power of life and death over me!”

I quickly wiped at the corner of my mouth. Thankfully, nothing came away on the back of my hand.

“Is that signal not something that can be learned?”

“It’s divine grace or something. You can’t. Anyway! I’m telling you, someone’s after me!”

“Oh dear…”

“A mere human dares target a divine beast! I absolutely will not let this stand! I’ll split in two the head that dared entertain such futile thoughts, and I will grant them no rest! With the blessing of oblivion removed, I’ll make them bitterly repent their sins through hundreds of reincarnations!”

The boy rose floating into the air and rattled it all off in a rapid-fire tirade.

He was speaking with such fervor that I felt bad only half-listening, so I gathered up what I could from his words, and there was one part that caught at me.

“Hundreds of reincarnations with the blessing of oblivion removed.”

The moment I murmured it absentmindedly, the divine beast suddenly cried out, “B-but I don’t know who would dare do such a thing!”

“Who else could it be besides the Pope?”

After launching into a speech about how I must not say it so casually, that before the life of a divine beast not even the slightest possibility should be overlooked, the divine beast added slyly, “It does seem like it’d be him.”

“Surely a human can’t capture a divine beast, so please don’t worry too much.”

“I am not worried.”

The divine beast huffed sharply through his nose and declared it bravely.

I nodded as if to say, “I see,” then asked, “But tell me this. Are we just glossing over the question I asked?”
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“I have seen the Pope reverse time to repair an object. Is it possible to turn back not just the time of a specific object, but time as a whole?”
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I had expected him to start raging again about whether a question mattered more than the life of a divine beast, but unexpectedly, he fell quiet.

The divine beast closed his eyes, then opened them again. The boisterous little child was gone, and in his place were eyes deep with the layers of time, fixed on me.

“That is not important to you. Even if you do not know, nothing will change from before, and even if you do know, it is not something you can lay a hand on.”

“I still need to know.”

“Why?”

“If I am right, then I will have a great many things to do from now on.”

The divine beast then asked what it was I thought.
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“Isn’t the one who most wants to help someone… the one who loves them the most?”

  [image: ] 

The steward had been right.

Should I be grateful there were so few candidates? At least there was no need to think long over it.

It had been a pitiful life, even if she had brought it on herself. At the very least, I ought to feel sorry for her. After all, I was the one who had gained this life thanks to her.

Perhaps the reason the original novel’s force had not bound me was because it had wanted the story to change.

It was strange enough that Charlize’s aftermath was written into the original, but if the intent had been to make me come to my senses and live properly, then it was not entirely incomprehensible.

If she died, the duke would become a wreck, so it was telling me to hold tightly to my lifeline. She must have known that it would work well on me.

In truth, she had cared for her father very deeply… Though for someone who knew that, there had been more than one or two times she had treated her own life as worth less than a dandelion seed, but I decided to let that pass.

Ah, anyway, from now on I’m going to live very, very, very properly.

I would do my best to pull out of the mire the person who had loved me most.

Even if someone glared at me with wide-open eyes while cursing to the bitter end that people do not change, I would give up cleanly.

If I could control other people’s hearts, I’d be a god.

I was entertaining the sort of impious thought that would get me dragged off to the temple if I said it aloud when I suddenly realized how unusually quiet the divine beast had become. When I cautiously checked his face, it was dark with worry.

When I sent him a look asking what was wrong, he answered, “There was. The Pope can do it.”

It was abrupt and unfriendly, with all the context cut away, but it was not hard to understand.

“…A lifeline is tougher than one might think.”

As a senior who had had his life threatened countless times by the Pope, I patted the shoulders that had slumped into a little triangle.
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Not long after the divine beast left, I heard a tapping sound.

It’s Adrian’s messenger bird.

The little bird somehow looked utterly exhausted. When I gave it some food, it wolfed it down and flew off in a hurry, as if afraid someone might catch it.

“Could it be… because it’s the same kind of bird?”

I reflexively hurried to slap both hands over my cheeks, but nothing happened.

It looks like the divine beast really did get all his energy sucked dry.

There was nothing embarrassing about it. Protecting oneself was always something to be taken seriously and done with one’s utmost.

“Isn’t this from Rodante?”

For some reason, his handwriting, which was usually so neat, ended in sharp strokes.
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My anxiety may simply have taken the form of a dream, but I have a bad feeling.
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Though it was crossed out, the unstable handwriting was still readable if I looked at it closely. I brushed my fingertips over it.
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Could it actually be the future?
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Beside it, the new sentence had apparently been written more slowly, because it was quite clear and careful.
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I have a feeling it may be the future.
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There was one thing I had long wondered.

Why did only the three of us react differently when we looked into the crystal orb?

Though we did not know exactly what point in time it had been, the three of us had gone through the same thing. It must have been something enormous. Something so great that it could not be erased even with time.

“Then it can’t be the future.”

Murmuring absentmindedly, I looked at the paper once more.
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He had said “there is nothing ‘for now.’”
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What caught at the edge of my vision were the words dream-Calix had supposedly said.
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“What I meant wasn’t this time.”
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The flames that began with the frail candle quickly devoured the note.
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“Even if you do not know, nothing will change from before, and even if you do know, it is not something you can interfere with.”
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Well…

There was one thing I had learned in this life.

You only know once you go through it.

Worrying ahead of time, feeling relieved ahead of time, overpreparing ahead of time… none of it meant anything, so I decided to live faithfully in the present.
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It’s a relief if it’s the future. That means it can be changed.
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The sentence I wrote after a long time of thinking was false, yet not only false. Even if Angel were threatened, I was going to hold on tight and make sure she kept her footing here.

It was while I was waiting for the melted wax to harden.

…Angel.

But then, who was the one who had sent that strange letter said to have begun

in the resort city of Angel?
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The structure of the temple was complex, and there were areas even the High Priest could not enter.

Only two people knew all the maze-like twisting passages by heart: the Pope and the chief priest. But in this generation, it was only the Pope.

The door to the unguarded storeroom opened, and the sole one who understood smiled.

“This time, I cannot give you time to prepare.”

Muttering to himself in a regretful tone, Laud reached out toward the blue gemstone.

“I did not wish to do this.”

He meant it. Even if it was only barely clinging to life by relying on the lake, a divine beast was still a divine beast, and it was true that he had been reluctant to lay a hand on that being.

“But this too must be divine providence.”

Yet he had decided. And because he had decided, there was no hesitation. The gemstone he seized firmly without pause rolled smooth within his hand.

“Now… show yourself.”

His thin lips curled upward.

Once he sought out a new way forward, what had been stalled like a ship caught on a reef began cutting through the current as though it had caught a fair wind.

The archduke’s interference had been rather successful, but that ends now.

Was it because his mind had sunk into cruel imaginations? He noticed it a little late.

“Hm?”

The gemstone was in truth the divine beast’s heart. It could also be called the foundation for why the divine beast came to respond only to direct imperial blood.

The only ones who still remembered that hidden history now were the Popes.

The second prince, unable to tolerate the first emperor’s intention of returning the heart to the divine beast, assassinated his father. The ambitious man, who chose that chance to cast aside his soft-hearted elder brother and become emperor himself, met a dreadful end, as if cursed. And so the timid imperial prince came to entrust the divine beast’s heart to the temple.

The emperors who came after tried again and again to reclaim it, but failed, and in the end it was forgotten. Just like the divine beast of light itself.

But why?
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“…”
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Before he knew it, his lips were twisted.

He once more poured divine power into the divine beast’s heart, but again there was no response.

After repeating the same act several more times, Laud finally let out a hollow laugh as his eyes gleamed with a sharpness like a blade stared at the heart.

“So it already existed.”

‘There are two situations in which a divine beast’s contract ends. Either the contractor dies, or the contract period comes to an end. Since the contract period generally lasts until the contractor dies, in the end it could be said to be only one.’

“A long-cherished wish is always accompanied by hardship. Please watch over me, so that I may accomplish this task.”

With those bleak eyes hidden behind his lowered lids, his face looked strikingly holy.
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The only reason I managed not to spill the tea was because of the triumph of my determination never to lose anything once it had entered my mouth.

Well, he was aiming for my throat from the start anyway.

After all the threats I had read up to now, there was no reason for the world to come crashing down all over again.

“Charl, are you hurt somewhere?”

“Huh? No?”

“Your hand is shaking.”

“…”

I took a sip of the tea again before I steeled myself.

Getting used to it would only make me complacent. This tension isn’t bad.

“A-are you… all right?”

At some point the divine beast had appeared and was fidgeting with his fingers. Since the Pope had gone “thump-thump-thumping” on his heart several times, of course he could not fail to know.

“…A lifeline is tougher than one might think, or so they say?”

Like a hawk snatching prey, I seized the divine beast’s hand. Then I stared intently at the face that only looked young on the outside.

“H-hey, what, why, why is this one acting like this!”

The divine beast turned to Calix as though asking for help. He was looking this way with a smile on his face.

“From now on, you live and I live.”

“Huh?”

“We’re a community of shared dest—Mmph!”

“T-this one! What is she even saying?! Ha…haha!”

“Let—Mmph!”

The divine beast lowered his voice as much as possible and whispered, “Shh… shh! I got it!”

If he said so, then I would not waste my breath saying more.

Even though I sent him a look telling him to take his hand away now, the divine beast only kept sighing heavily.

The road to becoming a community of shared destiny looks rough.

It was fine. It was only a temporary community, after all.

…But the contract period isn’t until I die.

“Wait a moment. Your eyes look suspicious.”

“Oh.”

Unexpectedly, maybe we really would work well together!

Anyway, something like a dark omen, yet not quite a dark omen, hung over my head.

I’m not scared. After all, dark clouds always pass eventually.

In that sense, it could almost be called welcome.
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There was something curious about winter in the empire.

Even while the biting wind howled fiercely, the weather would suddenly turn mild for a week.

After that it would grow cold again as though it had never once been warm, but people said that, while waiting for that brief taste of spring, they found the hope to endure the bitter winter.

There had once been a time when the temple fooled people by claiming this strange natural phenomenon was a blessed period granted because the Pope prayed to God day and night, but as the authority of the priesthood declined, that excuse was snatched up by the emperor before anyone noticed.

The festival held to commemorate this period, claiming it was not the Pope’s doing but a gift from God, was the Spring Festival.

That short spring had now arrived.

Having looked forward to this day with all her heart, Rosetta swept through small banquets and tea parties just as she had declared she would.
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“Once I officially become Countess Eclisse, it’ll be hard to attend things like this, so I’m going to enjoy as much as I can now.”
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She must have been bored without Irian.

Irian had gone down to a moderately lively estate and was diligently capturing the sea on canvas.

The interest that began because she was the painter I sponsored, Irian carried onward through her own skill.

“I can see Livan over there.”

So that was why he had disappeared in the morning, saying no one even needed to tell him that he would secure the best spot. The seats really were quite good.

“Prince Sasha!”

Livan, who had been waving his hand widely, hurried over and snatched the picnic basket from Calix.

I noticed Livan’s sly little scheme, and I admired Calix’ keen discernment.

“I was imagining the face Prince Sasha would make when he enjoyed this, and before I knew it, the time had flown by. Prince Sasha, do you like it?”

“Yes. Thank you, Livan.”

As if he had not been grinning just moments ago, Livan said regretfully, “That is a relief. Then I shall be going now…”

“Are you going home?”

“I should. I cannot very well disturb such a cozy time.”

Sasha hesitated.

Then Calix bent slightly at the waist and whispered gently, “It’s all right. Livan isn’t going home.”

Livan’s eyes flashed like lightning splitting the dark night sky.

“He’s going to enjoy a picnic with the knights who came with him.”

“Then, Prince Sasha, if you would go over there…”

“It’s Sir Jay, Sir Parker, and Sir Eric. You won’t be bored,” I added kindly.

If Livan looked like he was about to cry, I had been planning to say I was only joking and include him after all, but after checking where the knights were, he promptly left.

“If I’m right beside you, I might end up hearing things I’d rather not, so maybe this is better instead…”

Muttering that, he went on his way.

The lunch the head chef, who had been waiting for this day just as eagerly as Rosetta, had prepared with all his skill was truly dazzling.

There were so many kinds, and every single one was shockingly delicious, so I kept finding myself staring out into the distance.

Oh, come to think of it?

The landscaped green area was crowded with people dressed lightly, yet for some reason, within a five-meter radius of us, aside from Livan’s group, there was no one else.

Did Livan drive them off…?

After sneaking a glance at Livan, I looked at the child. The sight of him smiling brightly while repeatedly glancing around as if bored caught in my eye.

Sasha has better social skills than we do, so he likes having friends.

I was just practicing smiling without making it obvious, intending to stroll over like a friendly neighbor and suggest they play with our child.

“Ah.”

The child hurried off and crouched there for quite a while.

“It’s not the season for bugs.”

““Did he see a flower?”“

We muttered at the same time, looked at each other, and then quickly turned our attention back to the child.

Yesterday, even after hearing of the Pope’s scheme from the fragments of the future, Calix had remained calm.
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“He’ll assume Sasha is the contractor.”

“Of course! I do not so easily make a contract with a mere human. You should consider it an honor!”

“Yes.”
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His gaze was still calm, but it was definitely watching the child.

The child, who had been fidgeting, was up before I knew it and came back toddling.

Breathing a little hard, Sasha smiled brightly and carefully opened both hands, which had been clumsily cupped together as if holding a small egg.

“It’s a gift.”

Inside them were two clover rings.

For something made with such tiny hands, he must have worked very hard, because there’s nothing clumsy about them.

“Thank you, Sasha.”

Calix, after blinking a few times, said that. If one knew his polished way with words, one might dismiss it as nothing more than thanks offered out of obligation, but I thought otherwise.

He’s flustered because he likes it so much.

Sasha giggled.

“This is for Lady Cha… Lady Charl?”

I was already gone from that spot. I dashed off like an arrow, moved my hands like an arrow, and dashed back like an arrow.

And yet I was not tired at all. Today, I thoroughly enjoyed the fruits of all that stamina training.

“Sasha’s.”

Calix, who before I knew it had a clover ring on his index finger, smiled faintly and removed it.

Three rings of different sizes gathered in the small palm.

“It’s just like a family.” The child, who had spoken softly, blinked hurriedly. “T-the rings!”

“…We weren’t family?” I muttered blankly.

For a child with such good social skills and such ease in making friends, he was extremely strict about the norms set by society. I could already see the makings of a wise and good emperor…

“N-no. We are family. We’re family.”

Sasha, shaking his head back and forth, acknowledged the exception.

I kissed his soft cheek and swallowed the words I wanted to whisper very quietly in my heart. I had come to realize that this was not a perfectly novel-like world, but because it still followed certain forms, I thought it would be better to avoid actions that could become a kind of foreshadowing.

To think we only live at most a hundred years, yet it won’t even let me say what I want to say!

My fighting spirit blazed up.

I need to hurry up and get this over with.
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Many things came with the festival.

One of them was the banquet at the imperial palace, and attendance at today’s banquet was voluntary.

“Lavette.” Erich raked a hand roughly through his hair as he spoke. “Do you really have to go today?”

There was no way the emperor would let this banquet pass quietly.

If we’re not careful, he might even propose publicly…

“It’s a banquet held in gratitude for God’s grace. I can’t very well not go.”

“Hey, Lavette.”

Erich felt stifled. The words that everyone else was just coming to have fun rose to the tip of his tongue, but he kept his mouth shut.

It wasn’t as though he didn’t know his younger sister’s disposition. Instead, he asked, “And the lady? The lady didn’t say anything?”

“No.”
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Lavette… Just hold on a little longer. A situation will come in which the emperor won’t even be able to speak of marriage.
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She had burned the letter, but the gentle comfort she kept precious in one corner of her heart. Lavette then pressed her hand lightly against her chest.

“The lady will be attend… Ha. I don’t know. Anyway, come out when it’s time. I’ll be waiting. Let’s go in together.”

“Thank you, brother.”

Instead of answering, Erich slammed the door behind him and left. But because she had caught sight of the red ear peeking through his hair, Lavette still smiled quietly.

“My lady. I’m all right,” Lavette murmured the words she had written at the end of her letters again and again.

The words that spread into empty air reached nowhere and faded away. It was a fitting ending for a shoddy lie that could not even deceive herself.
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This banquet had one feature that set it apart from the others.

As though to prove it really was a banquet celebrating spring, several budding young couples would bloom there.

“Will the emperor make a public proposal?”

“Probably.”

Calix agreed softly and gently smoothed the furrow between my brows with his fingertips. And even though it had to be a thankless task, with me scrunching it right back up every time, Calix paid it no mind and kept at it.

After cursing the emperor inwardly for quite a while, I abruptly said, “The Pope will try to harm the contractor, won’t he?”

It was something I could only say because Sasha was not here. Since the banquet’s defining trait was what it was, it was an unspoken rule that young children did not attend, so Sasha was left at Elluiden manor.

By now, he was probably studying within the tight security spread around him without him knowing.

“Most likely.”

Whether they kidnapped the contractor and offered them up as a sacrifice, or eliminated them to forcibly sever the divine beast’s guardian contract, both were difficult tasks.

If so, then the more likely option was elimination, which involved fewer variables.

“By the way, if it becomes known that a guardian contract has been made, the emperor will be beside himself.”

Calix smiled a little.

“He already has been for quite some time.” And then he said in an even tone, “So nothing changes.”

As though there truly was no need to worry at all. So I answered as well, that in truth, I had not worried even a little.

[image: ]   

“Your Majesty. It is time for your entrance.”

Antonio crossed the corridor. And just like his unhesitating stride, his expression was full of confidence.

House Ronatus continued to avoid the issue, yes, but that could not last any longer. After all, their troops would be quite useful.

In the three years the marquess had been bedridden, the order of knights had suffered almost no losses. That was probably why they dared to dig in their heels and refuse the marriage proposal instead of thinking of how to make up for those three years of absence, but since the family of this future empress seemed likely to remain quiet, this arrangement was acceptable enough.

After leisurely finishing his congratulatory speech, the emperor at once found the woman who fully deserved the epithet “Golden Lily.”

When their eyes met, Lavette had been about to greet him, but Antonio gave a derisive snort when he saw Erich tactlessly start speaking to her.

The atmosphere gradually ripened.

Some were awkwardly exchanging fond glances, while lovers whispered sweet nothings.

Amid all that, Antonio strode forward. The nobles who stepped aside shifted their gazes in bewilderment after the emperor. At the end of them stood Lavette, her face calm at first glance.

The emperor bent one knee. And at the action, so plainly laden with meaning, low gasps broke out here and there.

“Lady Ronatus. I, Antonio Faric Alophe, promise you a life of which I may boldly proclaim, even before God, that I was your faithful spouse.”

Erich widened his bloodshot eyes. In the end, he had heard a public proposal after all.

My lady. Where is my lady?

His eyes darted frantically until at last he found Charlize.

Holding a wineglass, she was watching the spectacle as though she found it interesting.

“…My lady?”

It was the moment Erich, in a trembling voice full of disbelief, barely managed to force out that weak call.

Clang―!

While the emperor was making his proposal, no one would dare whisper. That was why everyone in the room could hear the mere sound of a glass falling and shattering.

“Lady Lienta…”

What went unspoken afterward was the thought that even at a moment like this, her behavior was impressively consistent. But when Charlize clutched at her chest and bent forward, the mood changed at once.

“Charl?”

Charlize swayed hard after leaning her head limply against the archduke’s shoulder as he hurried over to her.

Antonio, who had been looking at her in displeasure, immediately changed color and moved quickly.

He said the lady will faint when she senses dark magic.

“Why is the lady suddenly—”

Antonio raised his voice as though demanding an answer, then forgot to finish his sentence, eyes widening as his throat bobbed.

The tips of Charlize’s hair were turning blue.
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This is impossible!

Antonio took a step back without realizing it. He still remembered it vividly. He could not forget… because that poison had made him emperor.
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“The current emperor is far too weak-willed to carry on the glory.”
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It had been when he was kneeling before the world’s injustice, resenting the reality that he had been deprived of the throne simply because he had been born later.

That was when that man had appeared, saying those words.

The reason he had accepted the unbelievable effects of the poison spoken by an unbelievable man was because he had seen with his own eyes what happened after it was taken.
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“All of the poison has been destroyed. It will not appear again.”

“For the glory of the empire.”
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As though he had made his decision solely for the sake of the empire, the man had stepped back without coveting power, and Antonio tracked him down and eliminated him.

I made sure it had definitely been destroyed. Then has the method of making it spread?

Forcing himself to hide his twisting expression, Antonio cast a furtive glance at Calix.

He was young enough that he shouldn’t remember our brother’s final moments in detail…

It was then that he met those bright blue eyes.

He could not understand why such a small motion, merely the slight tilt of a face, felt so oppressive. But even after that gaze turned away from him, Antonio remained stiff, able only to swallow.

“Charl.”

With that short call as the start, all kinds of noise broke out.

“Surely not poison…”

“But if it was the drink, I drank it too.”

“Could there be something wrong with the glass?”

“T-that would mean the culprit is in here!”

Antonio stared at the murmuring crowd with bloodshot eyes.

She didn’t even cough up blood, and yet they jumped straight to poison.

…But it was understandable that Charlize’s strange reaction would immediately make them think of poisoning.

Just how many assassins had infiltrated Lienta manor?!

Antonio’s head ached as he considered whether this was a scheme Calix had staged using Charlize, or the work of some madman. His face twisted.

And then, somewhat belatedly, he demanded, “Calix, what in the world is going on here?!”

As if checking once more quite naturally, he looked again at the tips of Charlize’s hair, which were still tinged blue.

Her lowered eyelids merely looked as though her eyes were closed for a moment, but the way she leaned against Calix, limp and drained of strength, made her seem like someone in a very deep sleep.

“Who knows?”

After that brief reply, Calix looked down indifferently at the shattered pieces of glass.

Even getting a single answer from him isn’t easy.

Antonio bit his lip in fury.

Seeing the state of her hair and still staying this calm, he must not realize this was an attempt at poisoning. Then he probably knows the late emperor’s death only as a sudden one.

Antonio jerked his gaze away irritably and inwardly felt relieved.

“That is, unless you can think of what else it might be, if not poison.”

And when his eyes lifted again, they were steady, as though he knew everything.

“Poison?”

Trying to hide his flustered thoughts, Antonio twisted his face in exaggerated disbelief.

“Evidence? Do you have evidence?”

It was then…

“I can testify.”

The one who stepped forward was none other than Lavette Ronatus.

The woman praised as the most ladylike of ladies looked as if she had run here in complete disorder, forgetting even propriety, the hem of her dress crumpled.

Her trembling lips pressed together once, then opened again, and the voice that came through them sounded firm at first hearing.

“The lady has indeed been poisoned. Her symptoms are identical to those my father, Marquess Ronatus, experienced.”

“…What?”

Antonio of course knew about what had happened to Marquess Ronatus. But no such thing had been in the report listing the findings of the internal investigation.

It was an outward change and missing it would have been stranger.

“…”

Only now realizing that a mole had been right under his nose, Antonio’s complexion changed at once.

“The…” Steadying his numb voice, Antonio shouted, “The banquet is suspended. Seal every exit!”
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Since it was a banquet meant to bless the birth of young lovers, it was an unspoken rule that children and older nobles did not attend.

At least it’s fortunate that Duke Lienta isn’t here because of that.

The last time, while wandering around the annex with the crystal orb, I had gone to the duke and told him in advance.
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“Even if rumors spread at the banquet that something has happened to me, ignore them all. Nothing will happen to me.”
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Even so, if he saw it in person, it would probably be a blow to that fragile stomach of his.

Rosetta looks far too shocked…

I heard Rosetta scream, “My lady!”

Keeping my eyes closed, I groaned inwardly. I had to fool the emperor, so I could not go around telling everyone, and because I had kept my mouth shut, I felt sorry.

“I can testify.”

…Lavette.

The clever Lavette must have realized at once that this was the “situation in which the emperor won’t even be able to speak of marriage” that I had mentioned.

Even so, Lavette’s voice, wavering little by little, sank into me.

I thought I would be lucky enough if recalling her father’s condition did not upset her. I never expected her to step forward herself.

The strong and kind Lavette must know, but obviously, I had not actually taken poison.

Just because I know the antidote does not mean I am such an extraordinary person that I would risk my life doing something dangerous.
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“A potion that dyes part of your hair if you take it…?”
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Hazel shifted her eyes and said gloomily…
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“Uh… I’m not such a great apothecary. I’m sorry to disappoint you, my lady…”

“…This is harder than what you achieved before?”
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So even for someone who developed a potion that makes a person speak nothing but the truth for a set amount of time, there were things that were difficult…

I was on the verge of tears, wondering how I was supposed to get my hands on the poison made from Tuverrot, when the divine beast unexpectedly solved it for me.
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― Here it is!
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The situation now was the result of putting the liquid the divine beast had given me between my molars and bursting it at the right moment.

Since it was a method assassins often used, it really did feel as though I were biting down on poison, which left me rather unsettled, but the effect was certain.

“Calix, where are you going?!”

“Can we really just leave the person who passed the poison be?”

“If it’s the same thing that was used on Marquess Ronatus, that means it poses no danger to her life. There is no point in summoning the imperial physician.”

“Then are you saying we should leave her here to become a spectacle?”

“Lay her down and cover her with your clothes, wouldn’t that do?!”

He’s lost his mind.

Then again, something from the past he had thought he had erased cleanly had suddenly popped back out, so it was enough to drive him half mad.

“No one may leave this banquet hall until the culprit is found!”

“Understood.”

“You dare defy the emperor right now… W-what did you say?”

“I said I understood.”

The surroundings fell silent in an instant.

When someone readily accepts something so unreasonable, and for no discernible reason, it forces others to become cautious.

The emperor was probably thinking something along the lines of, “What exactly is that bastard plotting?”

“Because I, too, very much want to find the true culprit behind this.”

Calix’ arms tightened around my body.

“The late emperor displayed the exact same symptoms before he passed away.”

A silence, akin to death, descended.
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With his lips pressed near Charlize’s ear, Calix whispered, “So just bear with it for a little while.”

The movement of his lowered eyelids lifting to reveal those blue eyes was slow and unadorned, yet somehow it was difficult to look away.

Settling his turbulent thoughts, Antonio asked cautiously, “You say the late emperor showed the same symptoms? Are you certain of that, Calix?”

The emperor could not afford to make it look as though he were giving away more information.

“I swear upon my heart before God.”

Antonio bit into the tender flesh inside his cheek and jerked his head away.

“Begin the questioning! For now… start with the servants.”

So long as Calix remembered the time of the late emperor’s death, revealing anything and finding the true culprit was out of the question.

As Antonio was considering executing one of the servants to cover things up, that uniquely flat voice rang out.

“Your Majesty, Charlize does not accept drinks handed to her by others.”

“…Then this is an even graver matter. It may not have been aimed at a specific person.”

“It may simply have been meant to cause confusion and make people shrink back.”

As those blue eyes stared at him, Antonio clenched his fist harshly without realizing it.

Even when his nails dug into his palm, the emperor did not feel the pain, and only ground out, “That may be so.”

“Lady Ronatus. Is there an antidote available? The same scheme may occur again.”

“There is no antidote left.”

“And the method of making it?”

“I know how.”

“The captain of the knights will arrive at Ronatus manor tomorrow. Pass it on to him.”

Lavette looked once at Calix. The person who had told her how to neutralize the poison was Charlize. So that glance had been cast in the hope that Calix knew as well, but his expressionless face yielded no answer.

If so, then speaking here was the right thing to do.

“I can say it here as well.”

The emperor arched a brow, but it did not matter whether that meant “Do not say it” or “Say it immediately.”

Looking at Charlize, Lavette said firmly, “The scent of a withered Tuverrot flower. That is how this poison is neutralized.”

“…”

A poison with absurd effects that defied all common sense could only be undone by a flower protected by the temple… How many people could stay calm and casually think that Tuverrot had not been called “God’s Wings” for nothing?

At the very least, none of the high-ranking nobles who had weathered all manner of schemes and power struggles would think so.
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In that case, the temple was practically holding a massive supply of antidotes in its hands. And the only side that benefited from that was the temple.

However, it wasn’t only because of that. It was also largely because the belief was widespread that an antidote could be made from the poison’s main ingredient.

Silence weight heavily down over the banquet hall as though it had physical weight. And among the crowd, who did not even dare move their lips, the first to speak was Lavette.

“There were Tuverrot colonies blooming in the garden of House Ronatus. That is why, after learning the antidote, my father was able to recover without much difficulty.”

That outwardly mild statement also meant that whoever had plotted to harm Marquess Ronatus could just as easily have tampered with Ronatus manor.

Because scattering the antidote nearby could only look like mockery.

Antonio furrowed his brow.

Why go that far for Ronatus? How much of a threat could a stubborn investigator possibly be?!

His thoughts kept circling the same spot without end.

Then a voice he always found hateful in its composure cut through the hall. “From this moment forward, House Elluiden will protect House Ronatus, who has provided decisive testimony.”

Calix, speaking in a flat tone as though reciting a statute, suddenly turned to look at Charlize.

When his eyes faced forward again, they were expressionless, though there was no way of knowing what light they had held just moments before.

“Lady Ronatus, I would like to thank you for the great help you have given.”

“It’s nothing.”

Lavette bowed her head.

To request protection from another house was little different from exposing the inadequacy of one’s own. But since this was the would-be culprit behind a poisoning attempt aimed at the sole heir of a ducal house in the imperial palace’s banquet hall, in this case it would earn only a little ridicule. But even so, Archduke Elluiden spoke of protection under the name of witness protection.

It did not suit the situation, but Lavette suddenly thought that the lady seemed to have found someone similar to herself.

“As it is an unprecedented poison, we should leave open the possibility that it is the work of the same culprit.”

No sooner had Calix finished speaking than Antonio sprang up.

“It is too early to jump to conclusions!”

The eyes that met his a moment later were odd somehow.

Antonio, feeling guilty himself, hastily added, “But it is also too early to dismiss the possibility that it is the same culprit. If someone is trying to harm not only Marquess Ronatus but also Lady Lienta, then the nature of the crime is exceedingly vile.”

Murmuring that with feigned gravity, Antonio asked the attendant beside him, “Can the imperial palace accommodate this many people at once?”

The attendant, briefly going blank, swallowed hard, counted inwardly, and then answered, “Yes, Your Majesty. It is possible.”

The nobles recalled the last banquet hall incident, which had ultimately remained unsolved.

It was as they were secretly exchanging ominous glances…

“Sir Forte is to head straight to the temple and make sure that there is no disruption in the supply of antidotes.”

Antonio stroked his chin.

“Until the culprit is identified, everyone will remain in the imperial palace. You will suffer no inconvenience in your stay.”

In the end, “those words” were spoken.
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“Charlize. We’re inside the carriage.”

I opened my eyes wide.

“Even knowing the plan, I couldn’t help worrying,” Calix murmured softly, smiling as though he had finally been able to relax.

I tried to smile too, but perhaps because my mind was in such a hurry, I ended up making a strange lopsided grin.

“Thank you for promising to protect Lavette.”

“It’s not exactly the sort of thanks I expected to hear from my lady… but I’ll gladly accept it.”

If he had only taken Lavette’s courage and left it at that, Lavette might not have minded, but Erich would have gone astray.

If that happened, there’s no knowing where that fool might have run his mouth, saying Lady Lienta had given him such an order.

At any rate, it had been resolved.

“By keeping us in the imperial palace, does the emperor suspect us?”

I was not actually worried, but I asked out of courtesy.

Calix answered in much the same tone, “He is a man full of suspicions, so that may be part of it, but with what happened to Marquess Ronatus as well, I think his determination to identify the culprit is stronger.”

“That makes sense. Someone who can toy with the marquisate and also target House Lienta… Of course he’d be uneasy about what their intentions are.”

And I was also extremely uneasy right now!

Sasha’s safety isn’t the issue. I’m the issue. If I went even a single day without seeing Sasha, my heart would grow cold as if I had fallen into a pond, and now it looks as though I won’t be able to see him for quite a while…

I closed my eyes and let out a sorrowful sigh.

“Charlize?”

A warm hand gently cupped my cheek.

Still with my eyes closed, I murmured, “When I think about not being able to see Sasha, my heart aches terribly. It hurts so much more than when I lost a diamond necklace right before my eyes, there’s no comparison…”

At the edge of my darkened vision behind my closed eyes, a diamond sparkled.

Have I been missing it this much?

Startled out of my wits, I opened my eyes without thinking. And then I thought that perhaps that light had not been a diamond at all, but the majesty of a beauty bright enough to shine through even closed eyelids.

“Then…”

Calix, who had been thinking with his eyes lowered, smiled.

“Can you endure two days?”
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The next day, in the morning.

The temple not only readily provided ten Tuverrot flowers but also sent a high-ranking priest.

It was Baros, the very man who, despite the Pope’s coaxing, had shut himself up in the prayer room day and night, doing nothing but pray.

For the reason that he was acquainted with the archduke, he, who was summoned, walked through the imperial palace in a thoroughly displeased mood.

The place he finally arrived at was the little building where the archduke had apparently spent his days as a prince.

How tasteless.

That was to say, not the residence the late emperor had yielded to his youngest brother upon ascending the throne, but the one where he was said to have lived with a dancer.

Feeling oddly refreshed at the thought, Baros gazed intently at the building and recalled his conversation with the Pope.
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“Here. This is the antidote.”

“Excuse me? I thought the antidote was Tuverrot…”

“Yes. More precisely, it is not an antidote. Because it is not limited to this poison. Back when I had not yet left the prayer room, God bestowed upon me the original holy water.”
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As he said this, the Pope smiled strangely.
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“Priest Baros. Do you also suspect that the temple had a hand in producing that poison?”

“Absolutely not!”

“It seems God foresaw in advance that such a thing would happen. But the eyes of the world still do not look kindly upon us. So suspicious gazes will likely gather even upon this holy water, and yet I still wish to help the person in danger. Even knowing that there is an antidote.”
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Deeply moved, Baros let out a breath.
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“But there will be people guarding the lady’s side.”

“Leave that to me, Priest Baros.”
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The Pope had trusted him and given him this order personally, and Baros wanted to carry it out no matter what.

After closing his eyes and praying briefly, Baros started walking again.

“You have arrived. His Highness the Archduke is away due to an audience, but there were orders that you be shown in, Priest.”

He had a feeling things would go well.

There was a brief problem because the attendant who had guided him to the lady did not want to leave, but that too was resolved without much difficulty.

Thanks to seeing the wound on the attendant’s hand.

“The healing power can be divided. It need not go only to the lady.”

“Then until another attendant arrives…”

“There is no time to wait. Is this not an urgent matter? Even now, the poison that has burrowed into the lady’s body must be spreading.”

The attendant hesitated.

“If it really troubles you, could you not simply leave the door open?”

Baros checked the position of the attendant who had stepped out into the corridor.

That attendant will be able to see my back.

A setup in which only one side could be observed was, for now, rather fortunate.

Baros, seated in the chair by the bedside, took the vial from inside his robes.

Lightly lowering the lady’s chin, he tipped the vial between her slightly parted lips.
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At the same time, at the temple.

Laud looked down at the vial with narrowed eyes.

The liquid that would lead Charlize to a true death shone clear.

He had no interest in whether this incident was the lady’s scheme or the doing of a third party who knew of the poison made from Tuverrot.

The one who made the guardian contract with the divine beast must be one of three: the archduke, the lady, or the imperial prince.

There was no way the proud divine beast would have entered a guardian contract for any reason other than the imperial prince. If so, then the answer could only be the imperial prince or someone around him.

“I’ll find out once I eliminate them one by one.”

In that sense, Baros was the most suitable card.

Because Baros had a past of being at odds with the archduke, it would be easy to draw the line and say it was a matter of personal resentment. That was why Laud had intended to use Baros when eliminating the imperial prince.

The position of a high-ranking priest inherently had the power to break down people’s guard. But because of this incident, Laud changed his mind.

When Marquess Ronatus woke up, he did not suspect Charlize.

At the time, Charlize had indeed been coming and going to Ronatus manor, but it had seemed more reasonable to think that the House Ronatus’ information network, which had been tracking the matter persistently, had simply borne fruit by good fortune.

“The lady had been in steady contact with the archduke since before the engagement.”

He had considered the imperial prince the most likely contractor, but the method of neutralizing the poison made from Tuverrot was top secret. What bothered him was that someone had discovered a method of neutralization known only to a very few.

“A divine beast would never obey the orders of a human who is not its contractor. So it is not the young imperial prince.”

Laud’s jaw stood out sharply. Even though he knew the world did not move rationally, he had still overlooked it. After all, this irrational world had helped him only once.
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Nine years ago, in the summer.

That day when he had happened to sense, by chance, a power said to have disappeared long ago. Because of what happened that day, Laud had ended up borrowing the absurd format of a fairy tale.

“Had things gone according to plan, I would have been able to make use of that divine power…”

The imperial prince failed to awaken, a variable called the archduke appeared, and the sacred trees were burned.

God gives humans adversity and tests them.

However, he was not the kind to kneel before it. Laud was confident he could overcome it and seize the ending he desired.
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At the very moment Labette spoke of how to neutralize the poison, the silence packed thick through the banquet hall was palpable.

That might have been why this thought came to me so naturally.

Could Adrian really tell me something that would cause this much upheaval, even indirectly?
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The moment I doubted, a crack ran through the thin glass wall I had not even known existed… and only then did I understand what had been glittering so vividly within my closed field of vision was a shattered fragment of the wall surrounding me.
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Click.

The door, opened for a moment, closed again.

“You’ve come.”

Until Calix arrived, Antonio had been pretending to handle state affairs as usual and set down the pen he had been holding. He did not forget to arrange a fairly calm expression as well. However, the very fact that he had sent for him from early morning onward revealed his intense impatience, so it was a rather meaningless struggle.

“How is the lady’s condition?”

“It is exactly as the lady of House Ronatus said.”

“I see…”

Antonio bit his tongue hard.

So the intention was never to kill Marquess Ronatus… but what sort of matter was it, where it was advantageous that the target remain alive but simply to lose consciousness?

He had thought about it all night but had gotten nowhere. That was why, before the sun had risen, he had summoned the caption of the knights and ordered an investigation.

It bothered him that Duke Lienta was backing Illyden Forte, but with Illyden’s rigid temperament, he was the least likely to be a mole.

Suppressing his anger with effort, Antonio brought it up lightly.

“Calix, you mentioned the possibility that the instigator of ‘that incident’ involving Marquess Ronatus and the culprit behind this one may be the same person. Do you still think so now?”

He clearly saw a trace of thought flicker across that beautiful face he had been covertly watching.

“It may be mere conjecture but speak now even if you are not certain. Someone infiltrated the imperial palace itself and targeted the lady. It is an urgent matter, so lowering your guard a little may not be such a bad thing.”

Antonio said this shamelessly, though he himself would be the very one to later say, if Calix’ conjecture proved wrong, “Shouldn’t one naturally approach an urgent matter with caution?! Are you so lacking in thought?!”

Calix tilted his head as if hesitating for a moment, then finally spoke.

“I still think it is the same person. However…”

“However?”

“I have come to think it may be the same person, or an accomplice of the one behind the incident reported by Count Philliam.”

Antonio’s eyes narrowed. The suggestion of a connection to an incident he had never thought of sent a chill through him.

When Antonio stared as though pressing him onward, Calix obediently continued, “What troubled me was the fact that, although Marquess Ronatus could have been assassinated, he was merely rendered unconscious. So I investigated it before.”

Antonio flinched. Even if there had been something suspicious, casually admitting that he had personally looked into the affairs of a noble was not something that ought to be said so lightly.

He had felt it several times already, but the sense of unease he had screamed down and ignored each time surfaced again.

Even so, he is weak-natured, incapable of taking even a single life, Antonio thought stubbornly.

“That was when I learned that among the marquess’ private lands, there is a forest adjoining the capital. This was brought by a knight who went to the forest the day before.”

Antonio looked down at the branch without much interest, then abruptly raised his head at the words that followed.

“It is presumed to be the same species as the tree Count Philliam reported.”

“So that’s why they didn’t kill him,” Antonio muttered.

At the time, both the young lady and the young lord had not yet come of age, and their mother had long since died. There was not even a dependable adult for them to rely on, only people around them full of greed and intent on dividing up the property as they pleased.

So they made sure he only lost consciousness, so that the relatives could not lay hands on the marquess’ property.

For a moment, he thought it would have been easier to make it one’s own than to sneak in and out of the forest, but Antonio shook his head.

Since matters were enlarged to this extent, they must have guessed that the existence of the sacred trees would become known to the world someday. So they must have left it under the marquess’ name in order to conceal their own traces perfectly.

Antonio narrowed his eyes.

“Then if the marquess lost consciousness, logging must have been carried out over those three years, and wagons must have been coming and going through the forest regularly. Even if they used the cover of night, there would still be one or two witnesses. We can investigate that.”

Having muttered to himself, Antonio dismissed his guest. But even at that gesture, full of the implication that only his own purpose mattered, Calix left the emperor’s office without any change of expression.

Contrary to Antonio’s expectations, the Pope had not touched the forest. No, it would be more accurate to say he had never intended to touch it, because there were no sacred trees there… but witnesses would appear. He would make sure of it.
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“After speaking to the emperor, you need only cut down the trees there appropriately. They will think the mole let something slip, and so they hurriedly dealt with it.”
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And then Charlize clutched her forehead roughly.
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“Though I’ve lived my life treating lives lightly, why do I feel guilty?! Is it because I’ve come to realize to the bone how precious life is? I didn’t feel this way when I told you to burn the sacred trees.”

“Sometimes there are lives that ought to disappear from the world, and that tree is one of them. If it continues to exist, it will only bring about more tragedy.”
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As Calix recalled the words Charlize had muttered after glancing at him, his expression turned slightly odd.
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“For someone with that face to talk about tragedy… now that is a tragedy that takes no thought for the people looking at it…”
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“Hmm…”

But since Charlize often said and did strange things, he decided to count this too as one of her regular occurrences.

His blue eyes that turned toward where Charlize was at sank for a moment. Irises like the deep sea at night slowly opened and closed.
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“You must not come. I am all right.”
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“When you say you’re all right, it only makes me worry more.”

And yet Calix willingly nodded at Charlize’s words… because the worrying was his to bear.
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Baros furrowed his brow, because the precious holy water had run down Charlize’s cheek.

Honestly!

Though he himself was the one who had abruptly poured liquid into the mouth of an unconscious person, Baros blamed Charlize.

Before it could stain the pillow, Baros hurriedly wiped Charlize’s face with a handkerchief.

Should I tilt her chin back further? Or bend her neck a little more?

It was holy water personally bestowed by God Himself. If the lady truly had swallowed the holy water, then she ought to open her eyes at once. Seeing that she was still unconscious, it seemed she had let all of it spill.

Afraid of spilling even more of the precious holy water, he stoppered the vial again, and Baros carefully moved his hand so as not to be caught by the attendant watching from the corridor.

It was the very moment his fingertips touched the lady’s chin.

Smack—!

It was so sudden that he was left dazed instead.

Baros blankly watched the eyelashes slowly rise as he rubbed the back of his hand with his other hand. And at last, when his eyes met those green ones…

“Chilly” was not enough to describe them.

Charlize glared at him as though he was an insect parasitizing a cherished flower and snarled fiercely, “What do you think you’re doing?!”

“M-my lady!”

As though he actually had been watching, the attendant came running at once.

“You’ve regained con—”

“I asked why you were touching my face?!”

“E-eek!”

At those words, the attendant began trembling violently.

“I-I’m sorry, my lady. I had a wound on my hand, and when the high-ranking priest said the healing power could be divided, I stayed in the corridor and just watched from there.”

Unable to even look into those cold eyes, the attendant hung his head low.

“That’s enough. How could you possibly go against a high-ranking priest’s words?”

“T-thank you.”

The attendant’s eyes brimmed with tears at such excessive leniency.

Baros realized that leniency was not meant for him. The lady had just laid one burden of responsibility onto him.

“My lady. You misunderstand. I was trying to heal you—”

“And what is that?”

At the end of Charlize’s gaze was the vial.

For a moment Baros looked stricken, then changed his mind. This is better, actually. Not only could he explain away the lady’s absurd misunderstanding, but he could also exalt the Pope’s dignity.

“Ah, that is—”

The hand moving boldly toward the vial was full of confidence, but there was another hand that snatched the vial first.

“Hm.”

Lifting the vial to eye level with only two fingers, Charlize twisted her lips.

“My lady, that is not something to handle so carelessly! It is holy water bestowed by God Himself!”

“Really? Then you drink it.”

For a moment anger surged at the way she referred to a high-ranking priest of the temple as though he were no different from a mere attendant, but Baros calmed his breathing. It was not as though he did not know how arrogant she was.

“Isn’t the fact that you regained consciousness without an antidote proof enough, my lady? This holy water cannot be wasted for such a trivial reason.”

“You talk too much.” Charlize said it as though she was bored. “Shall I feed it to you myself?”

Baros’ face flushed hot with humiliation.

With a gesture thick with emotion, he snatched the vial back from Charlize.

“You have slandered a believer belonging to the temple and urged the waste of holy water. You will most certainly be held responsible for what happened today, my lady.”

“I’ll consider that after you drink it.”

Staring harshly at Charlize’s smooth face, Baros pulled out the stopper and tipped the vial back. He deliberately moved his throat with loud gulps, then showed her the emptied vial.

“There. I swallowed every drop. So now, my la—Guhck!”

Had the burning heat filling his insides surged all the way up to his throat? Yet what stained his palm was vivid blood.

“W-what in the wo—Achk!”

Baros collapsed to the floor.

The last thing he saw was Charlize’s face, still utterly expressionless.
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He was a Pope who, having no leisure to wait calmly for the right moment, had even resolved to use the divine beast as a sacrifice. I had thought that if time dragged on endlessly, his impatience would surely drive him to act rashly at least once.

W-w-what is this? I had thought what that high-ranking priest fed me was Hazel’s medicine, I mean, the one that makes one tell the truth.

The Pope could easily get his hands on a withered Tuverrot, after all.

That explains why my nose wasn’t itchy.

Every poison was made together with its antidote in the process of preparation. In the same way, Hazel had also made a medicine against which her own medicine would not work. And I had already taken that in advance…

[image: ]

“The high-ranking priest attempted to poison me.”

Setting aside the fact that I had not died, I still had no idea why the inside of my mouth, which had just held a deadly poison, had not even begun to rot, but in any case, it was only natural to make use of it.

I lifted my eyes with a grave expression.

“In a situation where I had taken a poison neutralized by Tuverrot, for me to regain consciousness after drinking another poison means…”

The emperor, gripping the armrest fiercely, spoke through clenched teeth.

“It is highly likely that Tuverrot was included among the ingredients of that poison.”
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On the surface, this worked out much better.

I smiled to myself in satisfaction.

Something like this had happened in the imperial palace, so it would be hard for the temple to stay quiet.

Even if the priest they sent had done nothing but pray in all innocence, I had every intention of pinning it on them with, “It was a poison neutralized by Tuverrot, but regaining consciousness through prayer means…?”

“Holy water bestowed by God, is it? Then the Pope must be managing it personally.”

The emperor smiled so faintly it was almost imperceptible. Whether it was because he wanted to be acknowledged by the Pope as emperor, or because he intended to drive divine authority into the ground, was still unclear, but one thing was certain: he had no intention of letting this opportunity pass.

Only belatedly did the emperor, who had likely been painting himself a rosy future, ask, “Lady Lienta, was there anything suspicious at the time you drank the poison?”

It was the sort of prioritizing one would expect from a man unworthy of the imperial throne.

“No. I was the one who chose the glass, and I did not pick it in any particular order.”

The emperor stroked his chin, thought for a moment, and asked again, “Did you drink the wine in the glass right away?”

There was no need to frown as though recalling the events of the time. Given what an enormous sordid spectacle there had been, it would have been stranger to be confused.

“No. I walked around a little before drinking it.”

“Then perhaps the trick was not in the glass, but something done at that moment. Was there no one who drew your attention away?”

“At the time, His Majesty the Emperor was proposing to Lady Ronatus, so I had taken my eyes off the glass.”

“Ah, that’s right.”

The identity of the real culprit had not yet been revealed. And since he was the sort who treasured his own life dearly, he would probably find it burdensome to become entangled with Lavette, who had made a decisive contribution to thwarting the culprit’s purpose.

Originally, I only meant to expose the one aiming for the throne… just enough to stop the emperor from thinking about marriage.

A large-scale event like an imperial wedding was no different from laying one’s neck on the line. It was only a temporary measure, but Antonio would not remain emperor for long, so it did not matter.

“Anyway, it troubles me that the lady has now been exposed to two poisoning attempts.”

In other words: “Now get out.”

I disliked having to keep facing him too, so I was just about to reply at lightning speed.

“Ah, and keep the death of Priest Baros under wraps for the time being. If word spreads that there were two attempts at poisoning, it will only cause confusion.”

“…”

That line bothered me quite a bit.

That day, I was able to cross one of the emperor’s options off for good.
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“The emperor went to the temple himself.”
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The moment I heard Calix say that…

“…”

A suspicion rose like water mist, armed with a certainty stronger than any evidence.
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The darkest dawn, just before sunrise.

Calix opened his eyes.

His face, hounded by a familiar nightmare, was calm.

Perhaps because this place was the same as in the dream, he found himself wondering for a moment whether this was truly reality.

Slowly brushing back the hair that fell over his forehead, Calix crossed the bedroom he had seen countless times in nightmares and still knew well. And then, the moment he opened the door…

The first thing he saw was a certain someone’s profile.

The hair, soaked with the dawn light that passed through the wide opening of the corridor, was pale.

It was dazzling, and that was how he knew: This was reality.

“You’re awake?” Charlize asked casually.

Calix bought himself a moment with a smile before asking gently in return, “How long have you been here?”

“Not long.”

Her shoulders looked cold.

“I’m waiting for the sun to rise.”

He thought Charlize was waiting for the sunrise because she wanted to see a fragment of the future.

Calix lowered his eyes with a quiet, “Mm…”

The emperor’s intentions were as clear as the surface of still water.

The fact that he had suppressed the news of Priest Baros’ death, the fact that he went to see the Pope first thing today, and the fact that the Pope happened to be staying in the imperial palace.

They’ll say the attempt to poison me was made later, so it won’t look like Baros was killed by the same culprit. The dead told no tales, after all.

There had once been a time when, because of the threat of poisoning, he had cut back his meals to the bare minimum. Since Charlize would not interfere, this much would not be difficult.

“Even now, you should try to sleep—”

Calix tilted his head slightly. His glossy black hair brushing his forehead swayed.

Charlize turned toward him and replied as though explaining herself, “I made my dawn prayers.”

The motion of lifting the teacup from the ledge by the pillar was indeed somewhat slow. But the gaze fixed on the water inside it remained sharp.

“Insomnia is the enemy of health. The price for praying without sleep, I’ll make them repay it without fail…”

Though little more than a mutter to herself, the fighting spirit in her words overflowed.

Calix, who had gone still as though time itself had stopped, suddenly blinked. He carefully brushed the skin beneath Charlize’s eyes with the tip of his forefinger and finally let out a quiet laugh.

“…Do I look that haggard? I’ll make them pay even for aging me ten years in a single day…”

“No.”

He pressed a light kiss to the corner of Charlize’s eye, then buried his face against her small shoulder.

“No, Charlize.”

“I’ve already prepared myself, so there’s no need for you to try to distract me like this.”

“My lady has just delivered a rather cruel evaluation…”

He could feel Charlize flinch. It was the kind of sensation that could never be conveyed from a distance, and so Calix burrowed a little deeper.

“…Actually, I liked it very much. A face that looks magnificent even from afar is even more astonishing up close, and—”

Charlize kept rambling until at last she fell silent after murmuring, “Your lips are so soft…”

Calix smiled again.

Antonio had likely given them this residence for some base ulterior motive, but regrettably, he would not be able to satisfy those expectations. Now, he found himself almost grateful that Antonio was the sort of man he was. Thanks to that, Calix was standing in a place he never would have sought out of his own will.

Even for a story that seemed as though it would never continue, there was a next. What direction it would take, no one knew, but one could only learn by living through that time.

“…You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“I thought the Pope and the emperor both had to be eliminated too.”

Calix said it in the same gentle voice.

“As long as you’re alive, you can do anything.”

“Exactly!”

Charlize, who had been nodding vigorously, suddenly paused.

Lifting his head, Calix asked, “Does it feel like treating life too lightly?”

“When you aim for someone else’s life, you have to be prepared to stake your own. So this isn’t taking life lightly.”

Others might not have known, but he could tell. Unlike her resolute voice, the green eyes looking down at him were filled with worry and concern.

But that soon cleared, and Calix smiled quietly.

“I really do have to kill them,” Charlize said with eyes blazing with determination.

It was comforting, greater and deeper, than any other.
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The study was bright with the noon sunlight streaming in.

Seated in an armchair, Antonio closed his eyes lightly beneath the pouring sunlight.
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“Are you saying Priest Baros died from the poison he claimed was holy water?”

“Let us not speak in circles. I need that poison.”

  [image: ] 

If the Pope had tried to deny it there, it might have become rather troublesome, but instead he had answered with a benevolent face, “Is that so?”

Then again, hadn’t we already conspired once before to kill Calix?

Antonio, who had just scoffed, recalled the vial that was no longer in his possession.

The succession of poisoning attempts displeased him, but one thing was certain: with Calix staying in the imperial palace now, this was a golden opportunity that would not come twice.

“The moment you started protecting the imperial prince, your mistakes began. Had you not done that, I would have spared your life, as I did until now.”

Clicking his tongue, Antonio stroked his chin.

Why the Pope was after the lady’s life is unclear, but there is room to connect it. The sacred trees, for instance.

If he succeeded in removing Calix, he intended to deal with the Pope as well.

That very morning, Antonio had received a report that part of the forest owned by Marquess Ronatus had been logged in a somewhat crude manner.

Although he knew there was a mole, there was no way he could simply let it pass with a “just as I thought.” The elegant porcelain decorating one side of the study had ended up headed for the incinerator.

There were sacred trees in the private forest of Marquess Ronatus, who swallowed a deadly poison neutralized by Tuverrot. And sacred trees were trees imbued with divine power…

Not knowing that these were clues carefully dropped one by one so that he would connect them to a whole, Antonio praised his own plan.

“A comrade exists only until the objective is achieved.”

After everything was over, it was right for the secret to remain in his hands alone, so Antonio lifted his glass. After all, he could afford an early toast.

He was leisurely emptying it as he waited for the news to come when hurried knocking broke through the relaxed atmosphere.

“Your Majesty.”

Antonio deliberately put on a solemn voice.

“What is it?!”

“The attempt to poison Archduke Elluiden has been discovered.”

Antonio, who had blithely predicted that the uneasy atmosphere would settle once the mastermind was caught, froze where he sat.

The attempt was discovered?

Which meant, in other words, that it had failed.

Glass shards once again ended up scattered across the floor the servants had swept and polished.
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He meant the promise that it would all be over within two days.
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“Pretending I had taken poison would not have been a bad idea, but then I wouldn’t have been able to keep my promise.”
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Just how pitiful must my face have looked?

With my cheek pressed flat against the carriage window, I recalled the brief conversation I had with Calix.
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“By the way, what were you planning to do if the Pope hadn’t tried anything?”

“I thought the Pope would help. If he hadn’t, then I was going to make it impossible for them to keep me in the imperial palace any longer.”
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Smiling kindly, Calix saw me off and told me to go ahead first.

While I was looking off into the distance, Elluiden manor was already right before my eyes.

That was right. Even before the attempt to poison the archduke was uncovered, this current situation was already the joint work of Duke Lienta, who had protested that there was no reason even for me, the person concerned, to remain in the imperial palace, and Calix.

Lavette must have reached Ronatus manor by now too.

They had targeted me one after another, and then aimed at Calix as well, so the emperor had been unable to refute the argument that Lavette could be the next target.

Hmm. Whether the others live in the imperial palace for a hundred years or ten thousand years has nothing to do with me.

A hundred years was a little interesting, but I had no interest in ten thousand.

The moment the carriage stopped, I hopped right out and froze awkwardly…

Huh?

…then changed my mind.

As it happened, there was something I wanted to ask.
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“Lady Charl.”

Sasha, who had such a strong sense of safety that he would not even go near a moving carriage, came running over happily.

Still patting that tiny little head, I kept glancing at the child’s shoulder.

Is he tailing Sasha when he isn’t looking? Is that what this is?

“Ah! Look, Lady Charl.”

The “Ah!” before “Look” was awkward beyond belief. He had clearly been dying to say it. So, with solemn reverence, I wiped at my nose. Thankfully, there was nothing there.

“A clover came riding on the wind, so I made a ring with it, but it doesn’t seem to wilt.”

I changed course.

It was not the butterfly perched on her shoulder. The clover itself was the divine beast. Sasha liked clover rings, but he was not the sort of child to pluck them for no reason.

I would wager even my dinner that he had waited and waited among the grass, then pretended to come flying in on the wind.

So he liked Sasha enough to endure even the pain of being pierced!

“So I want to give it to you as a gift, Lady Charl.”

Sasha smiled shyly.

“Mhm. Thank you.”

― Wait. If you know it’s me, why are you accepting it!

“Right.”

― What do you mean by “right”?! Saying it so nonchalantly!

“I am simply so used to immediately accepting gifts Sasha gives me.”

― Give it right back to the child’s hand at once!

“If you would like to see Sasha trying hard to hide his disappointment, I can do that.”

― …

With the clover in my palm, I trudged to the bedroom and first drew the curtains.

“That being the Pope kept trying to summon. What kind of person is he?”

― What? What are you talking about?

“…It seems you possess acting skills on par with Sir Evans.”

After soothing my startled heart, I narrowed my eyes again.

“I mean the male lead of that story the Pope was trying to make people remember in the form of a fairy tale. What is he like?”

― What are you talking about…?

A few days ago, I realized it.

There was a third party involved in the part Charlize had failed to grasp and therefore could not tell me about.

“It seems that being has been helping me all this time. I should at least show some gratitude. If you take someone’s kindness and leave it at that, what kind of person does that make me?”

― Well, that is true, but… Ah, anyway, I must be going now. The lake is waiting for me all lonely!

“Wait… He just disappeared.”

Ugh.

This time, I pulled my hand away before leaving a red mark on my forehead. Thanks to that, it was not a total loss.

He was the one who told me about the crystal orb, so I took a guess just in case, and it seems I was right.

Whenever it came to things like the secrets of the world, the divine beast had always been extremely stingy with his words.

Carefully lifting the ring, which had lost its vitality and looked as though it might crumble at any moment, I placed it in the treasure box.

As I fiddled with the lid, I murmured softly, “I know it was not because you had ulterior motives and wanted to win favor with Sasha while Calix and I were away and she was alone, but because you could not ignore even the smallest possibility.”

The reason he could not reveal himself to the child was probably similar.

“But you know, I only realized this recently, but sometimes it is better to be reckless than too cautious.”

When someone precious makes you cautious, it only shortens the time you can spend together. And when having much to lose makes you cautious, everything around you look like a trap, and you hesitate at every step.

The irony of the world was that sometimes the one with nothing held the advantage.

Thud.

I looked down at the jewel box after it shut with a rather jaunty sound, then said, “Right,” and opened it again.

“Do not blame yourself just because the Pope found out. It was only because I asked a question you could not answer that you had no choice but to leave.”

And it was fine even if he knew.

I had only let the Pope know a little sooner than planned.
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“The divine beast has returned!” the boy priest said it in an excited voice.

The divine beast, which had come to be regarded as no more than a creature of legend, had regained enough strength to leave the lake.

Could this be a sign that the temple will regain its glory?

The boy lifted his head, thinking His Holiness would surely be just as delighted as he was, then faltered.

He was certainly smiling with benevolence, and yet there was something cruel in that smile. But after he blinked once, the face he showed again was nothing but holy, as though that unforgettable sense of discord had been no more than a fleeting illusion.

Even so, unable to brush aside that unease, the boy still hesitated.

“That is good news. I will have to discuss the details with the other priests. You may go now.”

“Yes, Your Holiness.”

The boy bowed deeply and left.

“Ha.”

Laud finally let out something like a laugh of exasperation.

When the emperor asked for poison, his first thought had been what to do with such a pathetic creature. But he soon realized that it was a good opportunity for him as well.

If Calix died, then good, because he would be dead. If he did not, then he would learn who the contractor was.

The divine beast, whose trail had gone cold at Elluiden manor at dawn on the second day after the banquet, returned to the lake not long after Charlize came home.

A divine beast could remain near its contractor without consuming divine power.

So at first glance, it might seem Charlize was not the contractor, but a little thought made it clear.

It had been staying by the imperial prince’s side the entire time, so its divine power must have kept being depleted. Even besides the contractor, the depletion only stops. It does not recover. So once the contractor returned safely, there was no longer any reason to remain there.

Laud curled his lips.

“This will make things much easier.”

The lady, originally known for handling firearms well, had displayed unexpected brilliance at the archery tournament. But her talent had one major flaw. It required tools.

The preparations had already been completed for a long time. So there was only one thing to worry about.

The emperor knows too much.

His eyes, which had been weighing whether to eliminate him before he said something unnecessary or leave him be for now, quickly lost interest.

“Useless, isn’t he?”

The attempt to poison the archduke had failed, so the emperor would move one way or another. Therefore, it seemed better to watch and decide later.
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The voice that cut off his rambling was remarkably calm.
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“Your Majesty.”
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That in itself was not surprising. Calix was always like that. But this time, it felt particularly insulting, to the point of being unbearable.

Thinking it was a chance that would never come again, he had forced himself through something rash, but it had not even been properly attempted.

He had undertaken it while accepting the risk that there had already been three poisoning attempts in the imperial palace within the span of a few days. And yet, the thing he had resolved upon and carried out was avoided as though it were nothing.

The flaw of that younger brother, whom he had tried so hard to dismiss as having vulgar blood in his veins, had in truth been only that one thing.

Just as he was barely containing the violent storm inside him, Calix spoke in that same voice, as though it was nothing.
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“I intend to root out whoever is behind this poisoning.”

“…What do you mean by that? Priest Baros, who was behind it, is already dead.”

“I do not believe the high-ranking priest was behind it. By what route he obtained the poison, and how he could have bribed the servant in less than a day.”
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The imperial color he had always yearned for because he could never possess it was looking straight at him.

He had hated always being forced to do nothing but look, and had finally seized it, yet even now he could do nothing but look.
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“I intend to dig up everything.”
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“So in the end, you covet this place!”

Calix could not ascend the throne by legitimate means. Therefore…

“…the imperial prince has to disappear.”

The truth was, he was not confident he could eliminate Calix.

Antonio’s eyes gleamed as he swallowed down the humiliation that had risen all the way to his throat.
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I blinked with uncertainty.
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“We will have to make the temple reveal the oracle. We can say that Sasha possesses divine power and is being sent to the temple so he can be taught how to handle it properly.”

The Pope too wanted custody of the imperial prince, so matters would surely proceed smoothly.

If the reason was that he possessed divine power and would be educated at the temple, what excuse could there be to stop it?

Antonio clenched his teeth hard.

Even if more imperial subjects come to look forward to Sasha’s future rule, it would not matter. The imperial prince would be eliminated anyway… but the talk that would arise from this would not disappear easily.

“‘Since the emperor did not inherit the characteristic hair color of the imperial family, unlike the late emperor, it is only natural that he cannot produce an heir with divine power.’”

“‘Then perhaps the archduke could.’”

…Rumors like that.

However, now that he had become certain of Calix’ irreverent intentions, he was willing to endure that sort of humiliation.
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What kind of projection was that supposed to be?

“So he says…”

Calix was wearing an expressionless face.

If it were me, I thought I would probably feel the same way if I learned my own brother was such an obvious sort of person. Was Lavette like this too?

I found myself newly admiring how calm and unspoiled her disposition remained, even with a brother like Erich.

“The divine beast outranks the Pope, doesn’t he?”

I gave a thumbs-up.

“Let the two of them settle it by talking. Surely the Pope is not going to announce that he beat the divine beast.”

…If he did, I would offer my deepest condolences to the divine beast’s pride.

“The Pope will reveal to the emperor that my lady has entered a guardian contract with the divine beast, and he will insist that the contract must be broken before the oracle is announced.” Slowly rubbing at his brow bone, Calix smiled faintly. “I thought it was suspicious that he handed over the poison so readily. Looking back on it, I think I understand what he was after. I imagine my lady thought the same.”

“I’m the one who suggested pretending to take the poison made from Tuverrot.”

“I will not blame you. The ones who should be blamed are the Pope and the emperor, who did not let the opportunity slip by.”

I nodded vigorously. That’s an excellent attitude.

Calix smiled mildly, like an exceptionally clever student. “But Charlize…”

There was still a faint smile on his lips as his fingertips tapped the table soundlessly.

“Do not say that you intend to get yourself kidnapped.”

“Not at all.”

They would probably just hold another hunting tournament anyway.

Come to think of it, I was thinking of going to Count Decande’s residence soon, but that has become difficult… or so I thought.
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Would you believe the seller was exposed for carrying out a massive fraud and fled to a neighboring country. They say he auctioned off artifacts after passing them off as holy relics.
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Then if you give this to me, wouldn’t I be arrested for trying to deal in holy relics on the black market…?
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I purchased it properly as an artifact, so there should not be any trouble. My hobby is somewhat well-known, after all.
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“Ah.”
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Every time I looked at it, it left a bad taste in my mouth. Though of course, that was not the only reason. It reminded me of something my lady had once shown interest in, so I sent it.
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“Right… Thank you.”

I brushed away a tear as a sinister object stained with blood of unknown origin had come into my hands.

“Leah might be startled if she finds it while cleaning, so I should hide it somewhere…”

The moment I suddenly wobbled on the bare floor and caught myself with a hand on the artifact, a white light flashed briefly, and the bow was absorbed into my hand.

“W-what was that?!”

When I hurriedly checked my palm, there was not a single wound on it.

“Oh.”

At a time like this, when the Pope’s determination to crush me was practically piercing the heavens, for this mysterious object to end up in my hands was, in my experience, unlikely to be simple coincidence.

Could this be…?

Even after checking that the corridor was empty, I lowered my voice to a whisper and murmured, “Summon.”
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…And nothing happened.

Huh.

Even the line I had gotten from Livan, the master penman, was useless.

“…Oh, world.”

A sinister object stained with blood of unknown origin had literally come into my hands…
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Around the same time, in the emperor’s office.

“Tsk.”

Antonio arched a brow in displeasure.

“To think matters have progressed only this far. I am deeply disappointed.”

The person standing before him was the captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights, Illyden Forte.

“Since I requested this interim report rather suddenly, I could have overlooked the report itself being rough. But the contents should not have been this poor!”

It was no more than faultfinding, born of his desire to seize the upper hand in his dealings with the Pope as soon as possible, but Illyden bowed with perfect courtesy.

“My apologies.”

“Sir.”

After reading the report and knitting his brow once more, Antonio rubbed his chin as though coaxing him along.

“It would not do to present the results of an investigation as mere speculation, but at present we are short on clues. Even so, is there not a need to adopt that method at least in the process? Who would have had the greatest need for the sacred tree?”

“Are you ordering a targeted investigation?”

His expression and tone were impeccably respectful, but what he said was maddeningly dense.

Antonio, who had habitually clenched a crystal shard in his hand, slowly loosened his grip.

Yes… a creature like him would never be acting as a mole. But that did nothing to ease his sour mood, so his deeply pinched expression remained as it was.

“I did not expect the emperor’s advice to be taken that way.”

“My apologies.”

At last Antonio shot him a sharp look, then roughly pulled open a drawer and took out a long box.

“It is part of an unused sacred tree. Since the temple may be involved in this matter, do not think of showing it to a priest just yet. You are to keep it on your person.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You may go. Let us hope the next investigation shows some progress.”

Illyden then left the emperor’s office.

Now it was not so much cold as cool, and his dark blue cloak fluttered in the breeze.

Unlike his unhesitating stride, Illyden’s thoughts were rather complicated.
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“The lady speculated that the sacred tree may originally have possessed divine power.”
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The emperor, who had not bothered to say where the sacred tree had come from, had gone out of his way to name the source of that speculation. It was a way of leaving himself room to push the blame on Charlize Lienta if things went wrong.

Charlize, who had worked closely to help him regain his position as captain of the First Order of the Imperial Knights, had in truth asked for nothing. The same was true of Duke Lienta, who stood firmly behind him.

I need to warn my lady to be careful.

The emperor’s assumption that Illyden Forte was not a mole was not wrong… It was just that Illyden thought of himself as a deserter.
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How surprising.

There was no news of a hunting tournament. Likewise, there was no word of any event meant to send people outside, like a treasure hunt. There wasn’t even any news of a banquet.

“Could it be that the Pope can see how much lifespan a person has left and is just waiting for me to die naturally?”

My lifespan really was short. It had only been extended thanks to the crystal orb.

As though punishing the back of the hand that had been scrubbing the crystal orb so hard, I smacked it sharply with the other hand.

After polishing it gently until it was clean enough to reflect my face, I stared fixedly at the orb.

“…I want to ask, but I’ll hold back.”

It was because a sudden sense of unease struck me that there might be some penalty if I used it for private ends too freely.

What I had seen in today’s “fragment of the future” had a lot to do with it.

“The God of this world is awfully strange, and it leaves me feeling unsettled,” muttering under my breath, I tucked the crystal orb neatly back into its case.

When I asked how to deal with the Pope, it did not show me anything, either.

Even if I asked a similar question, it felt like all it would do was show me my own face again.

It was around then that I received a letter with the sender line left blank.

Illyden has gone through trouble again.

With his upright character, he must have agonized a great deal before even writing the letter. I had not done anything awful like press him for updates, but still, I felt sorry that he had been dragged into this worry because of me.

After reading the letter through at one go, I burned it and rested my chin in my hand.

“He is trying awfully hard not to take on any risk.”

I wanted to march right into the emperor’s dream and scold him, “You do not have the proper attitude!”

By the time those useless thoughts had run their course, the letter had burned completely away. With both hands politely cupped around the ashes, I stepped out into the garden.

“I scattered it over here last time, so maybe I’ll go over there this time.”

I was hurrying along to give the proper spot its daily fertilizer.

That was when I saw someone who had just leaped down from a horse running frantically toward the entrance of the manor.

It was a face I could not forget. After all, he had been my very first running mate.

Isn’t that Sir Lauer?

Perhaps he felt my blank stare, because Sir Lauer glanced back and cried, “My lady!”

No. Perhaps he had not cried out. Perhaps he had only murmured it very softly, like a sigh, because even the dry rustle of the ashes in my hand sounded strangely loud.

“His Grace the Duke… His Grace has…”

“Ah, so this was it.”

The “fragment of the future” did not show only the future. This time, it seemed, it had been the past, not even the present.

The Pope had met the emperor yesterday, after all.
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“One thing, Your Majesty. If you mean to use someone, you must also be prepared to be used.”
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Still, this hardly had to be the event that taught me those fragments could show the past too.
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Laud set the teacup down again. The cooled tea was bitter as though it was a deadly poison.

“The lady ought to be grateful to me.”

Without hesitation, he poured the tea onto the floor and tipped the teapot.

“Pretending to have taken the poison made from Tuverrot must have been a dangerous move, meant to expose the emperor’s transgression and smooth the way for usurping the throne. But the emperor is not an idiot. There was no way he would properly investigate an incident in which he himself might be implicated, was there?”

The lips wearing a faint smile moved again.

“That is why I handed the hilt over to you.”

The emperor dared to think he could use him conveniently, but Laud had no intention of tolerating that.
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When Charlize arrived at Lienta manor, the reception area was packed with servants.

“My lady.”

“The culprit?”

“We have not finished identifying them yet.”

“If the attempt from outside failed, then they must have tried from within. Like Ron, they may already have been bought off, so investigate without distinguishing by length of service, reputation, or position.”

“Yes.”

“Sir Noah.”

After shortly uttering the name of the knight she herself had brought, Charlize went up the stairs. When the butler gave a nod, Noah followed after Charlize.

The third-floor corridor they reached in an instant was quiet, and the room they entered was not the duke’s bedchamber, but an unused vacant room.

“The attack came just as His Grace had left the capital to inspect the duchy.”

Winter would soon end. Since the Lienta duchy lay in the South, a grain-producing region, estate inspections at this time of year were part of the regular annual schedule. However…

“It’s blatant.”

Charlize curled one corner of her mouth.

“It’s far too similar to what happened to Marquess Ronatus.”

There was no need to state outright that the poison used was the same.

The very man who had once saved the late emperor’s life back when he was still a prince was Velliac Lienta. That was why the first people to fall under suspicion and be investigated had been his escort knights.

“The statements are consistent. They say the surroundings suddenly darkened, and although they went on alert, an arrow came from above. The arrow that was lodged in His Grace’s right shoulder was removed by the physician while treating the wound and kept separately.”

“I see,” Charlize answered expressionlessly.

The reason Noah could not think his always-bold lady truly calm even with her father in danger was because he had seen her trembling hands.

While looking out the window, Charlize said suddenly, “It’s strange. It feels as though this is something that must not be changed.”

The remark was hard to understand without context, but Noah did not ask her to explain.

“I’m asking this of you.”

“Yes, my lady.”

After placing a hand on Noah’s shoulder, Charlize left the room. Noah then turned to look at the window Charlize had been staring through.

It faced toward the temple.
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“My lady. You’ve arrived.”

By the time she entered the duke’s bedchamber, the butler and the head maid had already come.

The atmosphere was not wholly sunken, because it was a poison whose antidote was known. That was why Charlize’s cold face was only natural.

This attack can only be interpreted as a warning.

“We sent word to the temple requesting coo—”

“There’s no need.”

Charlize pulled three or four Tuverrot flowers from inside her clothes, as though she had snapped them off by hand.

“I didn’t want to carry them outright. With that color, it makes it look like I’m bringing funeral flowers.”

The butler, who had managed to keep his eyes dry until now, wiped away tears and answered, “That is true. His Grace will surely wake up in good health.”

“We will step out first, my lady.”

Supporting the butler, the head maid signaled for the physician to come out at once as well.

Even when the door shut, Charlize still looked down at her father with eyes devoid of warmth.

“…Is this because I drank poison?”

The duke knew as well that she had not actually drunk poison at the banquet. So she was not speaking of this time.

“Once I learned who it was that kept me alive, and who helped me, I thought I did not need to know anything else.”

The sense of discord was clear, something she would never have noticed if the “fragment of the future” had not shown it to her at all.

The world was telling her to know everything.
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The news that Duke Lienta had been struck by a poisoned arrow swept through the capital.

The nobles who had still been confined to the imperial palace were cleared of suspicion and allowed to return home. With the attempted poisoning of the lady, which they had witnessed themselves, added to it, the story became all the more sensational.

Ordinarily, it would have been something no one would dare speak of aloud, but since an antidote existed, there were quite a few who brought it up.

“So it is that poison again this time. It’s too ominous.”

“As if Lady Lienta were not enough, now even His Grace the Duke… What in the world is the culprit after?”

“Come to think of it, I heard there was an attempt to poison His Highness the Archduke as well. Surely it was not the same poison?”

It was at that moment that the conversation fell dead.

“The late emperor, House Lienta, and the archduke. That combination…”

However, it was not something they could bring themselves to say out loud, so the noblewomen merely pretended to sip their tea, hiding the lower halves of their faces behind their cups as they clutched at their pounding hearts. And there was another person who had learned of this even earlier.

That person was Elijah Baier.
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There is no need for that.
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Charlize had flatly refused the suggestion that, if Elijah herself became the target of a poisoning attempt, it might serve to properly put a noose around the emperor’s neck.

“What in the world is my lady thinking?”

But the lips that said those words were still curved upward. Even when a knock sounded at the door, Elijah’s eyes did not move from the fireplace where the note was burning.

“Mother.”

Lucas entered hesitantly.

“What is it?”

“Are you going to the capital today as planned?”

“I am.”

“Couldn’t you… not go?”

Lucas clenched his fist tightly and raised his head with determination.

“I heard that all sorts of incidents are happening in the capital. They say even another ducal house was attacked in such a wicked way, and I’m worried about you, mother.”

The child looked as though he might bow his head again at any moment, but even as he swallowed hard, he kept his eyes fixed stiffly on Elijah.

Elijah, who had been staring expressionlessly at her young son, said in a hard voice, “First. It is not the ‘another’ ducal house. House Lienta’s financial power may be formidable, but the level of its knight order is no match for House Baier’s. Second. Precisely because so many incidents are happening in the capital, I must go. Is it right to hide away in my own territory, turning my back on what ought to be done because I fear poisoning?”

“…No,” Lucas answered gloomily.

Then, in the very next moment, his mother, who had seemed as though she would remain expressionless forever, smiled faintly. “You did very well to state your thoughts plainly.”

Blinking rapidly, Lucas’ lips twitched.

“Then I’ll get ready too—”

“Lucas, you will remain in the territory.”

“What?”

“If the situation turns unfavorable, move with Sir Gabriel. You will have to cross the empire’s border by land, so do not neglect your training.”

Young as he still was, Lucas could understand what those words meant. Barely moving his lips, he asked in a voice that seemed about to disappear, “Then what about you, mother?”

“I will have to pay the price for my choices.”

Narrowing her eyes, Elijah smiled.

“I have a feeling this will be my last trip to the capital, in one sense or another.”

Either her last because she would die, or the last under the reign of the current emperor.
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As soon as word reached him that Duke Lienta had been struck by a poisoned arrow, Antonio immediately sent several stems of Tuverrots to Lienta manor.

It was rather unsightly, the way he was practically shouting that it was absolutely not his doing. But he could hardly do otherwise.

The possibility had arisen that the late emperor’s death was not sudden heart failure, but poisoning. And as though that were not enough, there had now been repeated poisoning aimed at House Lienta.

To anyone looking at it, wouldn’t it seem like the emperor’s doing, trying to bring down House Lienta, the very family that would give wings to House Elluiden!

But Antonio had never had any intention of touching House Lienta with a poison whose antidote was known. If it would certainly kill, that was one thing, but if they survived, there was nothing to be gained.

Sure enough, not long after rising from his sickbed, Duke Lienta began investigating the poison made from Tuverrot.

House Lienta’s informants, backed by the great merchant company they ran, were spread across the entire empire. Antonio had certainly disposed of the one who had handed him the poison, but he did not know what traces might still remain.

“Summon Duke Lienta at once and declare that this is an obvious overreach—”

“The duke has ample motive. And if I stop him, all it will do is make me look like I have something to hide!”

If Katarina had been here at a time like this, she would surely have thought up some clever scheme. So he had called for her younger brother instead, only for the man to spout such nonsense.

Pressing a hand to his forehead, Antonio waved him off irritably.

Jurgen moistened his lips anxiously.

There’s a million deltons on the line!

He could not afford to let this perfect chance slip away pointlessly, this chance that might allow him to reclaim the former glory he had once enjoyed as the empress’ brother.

“If it pleases Your Majesty, how about making it so that Duke Lienta has no choice but to take his eyes off the investigation?”

Antonio turned toward him in irritation.

Undaunted, Jurgen recited what he had prepared, “Make it so his attention is drawn elsewhere, so he cannot concern himself with the investigation. If the head is uninterested, then the hands and feet will not run about as eagerly as before.”

Antonio, who had been about to bark out what in the world could possibly distract him from the one who had tried to poison both his daughter and him, stopped short.

“…”

There was such a thing.

Calix, you will likely use this as an excuse not to send Sasha to the temple. But in the end, I will make it so that this very matter leaves you no choice but to send him.

This was one step back for the sake of two steps forward.
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The incident that had been fading from people’s minds due to the repeated poisoning attempts entered a new phase. Its connection to the deadly poison at the center of all the talk had ultimately come to light.

“I heard there were sacred trees in the forest owned by Marquess Ronatus?”

“Yes. And they say those trees had divine power? Sir Illyden Forte apparently had a priest confirm it.”

“I heard the lady was the first to tell His Majesty that those trees might possess divine power.”

“She must have heard that from His Grace the Duke, right?”

“Of course! That’s why the ducal house was so…”

Before the atmosphere could turn cold, the noblewoman hosting the tea gathering hurriedly spoke up.

“So I hear the acolytes are practically living in the library now, trying to find records on sacred trees?”

“And they say His Majesty sent an imperial command ordering the lady to join the investigation as soon as she recovers.”

The information was concrete and detailed.

That was because Antonio had taken pains to use this opportunity to bury the subject of the poison made from Tuverrot as well.

“In any case, I just hope this is resolved soon. Things have been so unsettled lately that I can’t even let the children go out, you know?”

And what brushed through their minds then was an old oracle.

The noblewomen seated there all thought to themselves… that they wished the archduke would hurry and find the imperial prince a playmate.

Resolving once again that they ought to build connections with that side, they only sighed outwardly and said, “Exactly so.”
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Who was the one who needed divine power most? The one who could make use of divine power. There was no proof, but there was more than enough suspicion.

No one would directly point at the temple and name it the culprit, but it was said that the number of nobles visiting the temple had dropped sharply of late.

If they lacked even that much sense, they would have a hard time living in the capital.

I drained a whole glass of water in one go.

“My lady, you’ve been drinking a lot of water lately.”

“I need to wash away something impure.”

“I don’t know what it is, but I hope your wish comes true, my lady.”

“Thanks for the kind words, Leah.”

What was running down the back of my throat now was not water, but my tears.

That blood on the arrow, whose was it?

There was no answer this time either.

“It surely couldn’t be, but just in case, could it be that after enough time the blood fades on its own, so it goes searching for fresh blood to stain itself with…?”

I sprang to my feet at once.

When pointless thoughts kept multiplying like this, the best thing was to overwork my body until the only thing floating through my head was a soft bed.

Before I went around the garden, I had gone upstairs first, meaning to at least have a look at Calix’ face.

“It’s natural that the Pope is cooperating so readily, but it’s strange that he isn’t making any other move.”

“The Pope won’t move openly. Keep your eyes on the emperor instead.”

“Yes, my lord.”

As if he had never just answered as crisply as a competent subordinate, Livan asked in a tone brimming with curiosity, “But… is the lady really that?”

The phrasing was so peculiar that Calix did not answer.

I decided to keep climbing the stairs.

Livan, who did not know how to give up, asked again, “By that, I mean. That. Is it really true that the lady really did that with that?”

“You mean whether she really made a contract with the divine beast?”

“Eek! Someone might hear!” Livan recoiled in horror.

I stood squarely in the corridor with my arms folded in a decidedly insolent way, blocking the path.

Looking at me, Livan asked suspiciously, “But is it really true? Really?”

“Livan, your tone is even more suspicious. And so what if someone hears. I don’t care if it spreads.”

“No! If it does, people will only say worse things about the lady, asking what in the world you did to the divine beast to make a guardian contract with you, and Prince Sasha will surely be the one hurt by those rumors, even though you yourself won’t care!”

“…That hurt me a little.”

“Now of all times?” Livan’s eyes widened into circles.

Seeing that innocent face suddenly made my stomach lurch. As I staggered, looking for a wall to brace myself against, Calix caught me.

“…I’m more hurt right now. You gagged when you saw my face, didn’t you? Didn’t you?”

“Maybe it’s because I drank too much water…”

When I muttered that apologetically, Livan replied primly, “It’s all right. It may have been because of me that your stomach turned, so I shall remove myself at once.”

That attitude of never missing an opportunity was something worth learning from.

“Let’s go to the reception room.”

A short while later, I lay stretched out on a long couch, catching my breath.

“Leah asked the butler to replace the water bottle in the lady’s bedroom with a larger one, but I think I’ll have to refuse.”

“Don’t refuse. Leah will be hurt. I’ll drink in moderation.”

“Mm. Only a little, Charlize. At this rate you really are going to make yourself sick.”

Calix looked worried as he brushed back the hair scattered over my forehead.

What had been tickling me was gone, but oddly enough, it still itched.

“It just feels unsettling.”

“What does?”

Come to think of it, I had forgotten to tell Calix.

On the first day, I had been too horrified to say it aloud, and on the second, there had been no time for anything because the duke had been struck by a poisoned arrow.

“A strange object stained with blood entered my body.”

No matter how many times I thought about it, it was bizarre.

I had gone gloomy and lowered my eyes.

“Was it, by any chance, a bow?”

“Oh. Did you see it too, Calix?”

Since it was being brought into Elluiden manor, it was possible Calix had inspected it beforehand.

“Count Decande was tricked into buying it as a holy relic… No, it was an artifact, but he paid ‘holy relic prices’ for it and it cost a fortune… Hmm. Anyway, he gave it to me as a gift.”

Calix laughed softly. “That was a fine gift you received.”

He must have thought I was joking when I said it had entered my body. How shocked would he be if he realized a story absurd enough to sound like a joke was actually true.

Worried for my lover, who had an unexpectedly delicate side, I answered, “Right.”

“Charlize. It’s true,” Calix whispered in a low, secretive voice, as though telling me something confidential. “That blood belongs to a dragon.”
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“…”

With trembling hands, I quickly finished off the tea and asked as calmly as I could, “That dragon… it isn’t, by any chance, the same dragon from The Little Hero and the Brave Princess, is it?”

Calix drew it out with an odd expression.

“Hmm. Why would you think that?”

“It isn’t so much that I guessed. I’m just hoping it isn’t that dragon.”

Calix asked why, and I replied desperately.

“The Pope was desperate to reproduce that dragon’s power. If he finds out there’s a bow stained with dragon’s blood inside my body, won’t he conduct every kind of experiment on me just to pull it out…?”

It wasn’t as though I had any confidence I could avoid being caught by the Pope.

“It’s all right.”

Even though I had sunk into complete gloom, Calix spoke gently.

“The bow will appear when my lady needs it.”

My head, which had been swaying unsteadily because all strength had drained out of me and it could no longer bear its own weight, snapped up at once.

“How would you know?”

“Shouldn’t that have been the question you asked when I told you the blood was a dragon’s?” Calix asked back, tilting his head with me.

“Since Calix would not lie to me, how you learned about the bow is not important. But taking it out of my body is directly tied to my life, so…”

I turned serious again and sank so deep into thought that I forgot to keep speaking, and before I knew it the surroundings had gone quiet.

When I blinked and broke off my thoughts, a gaze met mine as though it had been waiting.

“If all that means is that I won’t lie.” Calix smiled a colorless smile. “Is it still not important?”

“When it comes to secrets, I’m not exactly easy either.”

He probably would not be able to keep up with me.

Calix smiled with a familiar expression. Somehow, the hand that tucked my hair behind my ear felt as though it had been a very long time.

“How about we compete next time, Charlize? See whose secrets are harder to match.”

Sadly, I cannot be completely sure there was not a trace in my eyes then of, And no prize on the line…?

“As for the reward… Hmm. How about a diamond necklace?”

“Would that be awarded in celebration of the winner, or given to console the loser?”

“Well… We can decide that then too.” And then he pressed his lips close to my ear and whispered, “There’s plenty of time to think.”

It was exactly the sort of thing that sounded like a flag for dying right before one’s wish came true, but I boldly let it pass.

The world itself probably had not even heard it. After all, it had been so soft that only I could hear.
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Around the same time, at the temple.

“What could possibly be the problem? We have nothing to hide, do we?!”

“How long can baseless rumors really last? Let’s not be so oversensitive.”

“Isn’t the problem the fact that the vile rumor is spreading quickly among the public? We cannot overlook this.”

“That’s right. We need to respond!”

Where had all the people who had been acting so lofty gone… that now every last one of them was raising his voice?

Outwardly keeping a gentle face while sneering inwardly, Laud finally spoke.

“Everything you say has merit.”

“Your Holiness.”

“What is Your Holiness’ view of this situation?”

“For many years now, the temple has suffered under countless disgraces.”

Wearing an expression of deep regret, Laud continued.

“At times we kept silent, and at times we responded, but the course was always the same. There is only one way to stop a fire once it has already begun. You find the point of ignition and put the fire out there.”

“You mean…”

“It will not be enough to deny it officially. We must present evidence proving that the temple is not involved.”

“And yet it was the emperor who cast disgrace on the temple, which had done nothing. Why must we go this far?”

One high-ranking priest’s beard quivered, while the faces of the other high-ranking priests, the very ones who had been insisting they must respond, were likewise full of displeasure.

So this is not turning out badly in every respect.

However, that’s true of everything in the world and cannot really be counted as any special advantage, Laud thought coldly.

The number of eyes looking at the temple with suspicion was growing. Which meant, naturally, that faith in the Pope, as the face of the temple itself, was thinning.

And of course that had a negative effect on his divine power.

This commotion breaking out now… cannot really be dismissed as coincidence.

The point at which the emperor changed tack was unmistakable.

The emperor had arranged that private audience in great secrecy, but Laud figured out who the other party was in less than an hour… and it took roughly another two hours to abduct Jurgen Linix in secret.
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“I-I don’t know! Ahck! I was only told to put the thought into the emperor’s head… I wasn’t given any further instructions! It’s the truth!”
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Another twenty or so minutes to determine what had been discussed in that private audience, and then, getting rid of him took only seconds.

A sharp trace of amusement spread through eyes that had until then been inorganic, with only the corners of his mouth faintly lifted.
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They said the temple was going to respond head-on.

The rumor everyone had been keeping quiet about, though it was now spreading beyond control, was going to be openly refuted in broad daylight. And as if that were not enough, they were apparently planning to announce that they would also actively cooperate with the investigation.

…Which was what I was hearing from the divine beast now, after the news had already spread everywhere.

He had gone to the trouble of coming all the way here, and it felt like I would be the bad guy if I said there was probably no one left in the capital who did not already know, so I only furrowed my brow deeply and asked, “Is that so?”

The divine beast’s mouth twitched.

“So doesn’t that mean you ought to respond too?”

“Yes.” I gave a big nod and asked, “By the way, where is your heart?”

“Why?”

The divine beast crunched noisily on a chocolate cookie and washed it down with tea.

“Then are you just going to keep leaving it in the temple’s hands?”

“Of course not!”

The divine beast, who had seemed uninterested, boldly set his teacup down with a sharp clack.

“Last time, the Pope touched it while filling it with divine power, so I learned where it was. But shouldn’t bringing down the temple’s standing come before the heart? One thing at a time. That would be better,” the divine beast said it as calmly as if he had only entrusted his liver to the temple rather than his heart.

Picking up a cookie, I asked back, “If the temple’s standing and reputation hit rock bottom, what do you think the Pope, who wants to overturn the imperial family, will do?”

“I may not know exactly, but he’ll use some filthy trick.”

“He will claim that the divine beast has declared it will no longer protect the empire, and that this is the emperor’s fault for rashly attacking an innocent temple. If that happens, people will start whispering that all the decisive evidence that lined up so neatly must have been fabricated.”

“…Right. If my heart is destroyed, I die,” the divine beast muttered blankly and dropped his cookie onto the table.

I stuck another cookie into his empty hand and continued, “He is the kind of man who even considered using the divine beast as a sacrifice. What would he not do?”

“So you really are doing this one step at a time!”

The divine beast, having switched his stance in an instant, praised me.

“I thought you were a child with no plan whatsoever, but you are very clever!”

Praise on that level does not make my shoulders rise. It is simply the truth.

“But is it possible? You only know the location. It must be hidden away extremely well. And on top of that, it may be crawling with private soldiers. Because my heart is worth that much!”

The divine beast let out heavy sighs, saying being too outstanding was a problem too. And I sympathized with complete sincerity, because Sasha was the same.

If Sasha had not possessed divine power, then once we realized the Pope’s intentions, all we would have had to do was flee into exile together…!

“Even so, we have tied the Pope’s hands and drawn the public’s attention to the temple’s every move, so it will not be as difficult as you think.”

At that, the divine beast muttered again, “You seem as though you have no thoughts, yet somehow you do?”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Even if my heart is guarded by layers upon layers of knights, you must not give up.”

“You are stating the obvious.”

“Yes. I never doubted that you understood your duty!”

My sense of duty is detachable, much like my character.

Even though I could clearly guess what sort of end Jurgen would meet if left alone, I still did nothing.

“I will not take that as a compliment.”

“Why not?! That, of all things, is a compliment!”
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All things are blessings in disguise. If you stay alive, then at least once, eventually, fortune is bound to come.

This time, that fortune was standing back-to-back with misfortune.
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“I will not think that I should not have told you my lady now possesses a weapon you need not trouble yourself to carry around. We are in love, not trying to bind one another.”
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“Could it be that Calix has acquired some incredible holy relic too?”

He had been rather composed even during that duel with the diamond necklace as the prize, after all.

Calix, who had always been particularly quick to react when it came to my lifespan, had changed. Of course, he had not been able to smile as usual when he said that, but he had not looked pained either.

“Is this what trust between lovers is?”

The sort where, because each of us is precious to the other, we each hold tightly onto our own lives.

Rather than tactlessly asking Rosetta, who was far too busy to breathe because of the succession lessons that had piled up while we were stuck in the imperial palace for days, I thought it through by myself, and it actually seemed quite plausible.

Nodding resolutely, I quickened my pace.

“Right, I was getting ready.”

Sasha, with his broad-brimmed hat snugly pulled down, smiled with almost closed eyes.

“The very image of a model student. Once Sasha enters the academy, he is sure to become an example to the other students. Now then, let us head straight to today’s lesson location—”

“L-Lady Charl?”

Sasha quickly climbed onto a chair and hurriedly peeled the paper stuck flat against my face away.
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“A-are you okay?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Lady Charl’s cheek is all red.”

“It only looks that way. It doesn’t hurt.”

“Really?”

I nodded vigorously, saying it was true.

To protect my eyes, I had hurriedly squeezed them shut tight, so in the end it was only the paper that hit my face.

“It’s a newspaper.”

Still patting the little head of the child who was looking up at me in concern, I took the paper from him.

[image: ]   

BREAKING NEWS!

  [image: ] 

It was a single-sheet makeshift newspaper distributed on the streets. Although it was lightweight enough to easily float in a light breeze, the garden at Elluiden manor was too vast for it to have flown all the way here.

It looks like the divine beast did this.

Rubbing at the bridge of my nose, I lowered my gaze a little further.
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Is House Linix headed for the back pages of history?

Jurgen Linix, the only direct descendant of the Linix family, has died. Accordingly, His Majesty the Emperor is said to have urged the guards to pay closer attention to public order, while also considering revoking the title granted to House Linix.
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“Hmm.”

“Is it bad news?”

I lifted Sasha down from the chair and answered, “No.”

The child blinked meekly and looked up at me, and I couldn’t help but grin.

“It’s interesting news.”

“That’s a relief.”

Sasha smiled a little, showing his tiny teeth.

“Then let’s go out now.”

“Okay.”

Perhaps worn out from finishing today’s character lesson, Sasha quickly fell into a deep afternoon nap.

Suppressing the lazy urge to lie down beside him and sleep too, I returned to my room and swiftly drew the curtains and activated the communication device.

“I’m not sure the timing will work.”

But fortunately, it coincided with the knights’ break, so I was able to exchange a few brief words.

I asked only what mattered, “Does father know too that the emperor is considering revoking House Linix’ ducal title?”

“―The rumor is rampant even among the knights, so His Grace the Duke most likely already knows.”

“All right. Thank you.”

“―Not at all.”

The device, which had been glowing, fell quiet again.

There was no precedent for revoking a high noble’s title simply because all of its direct descendants had died. It was not so much that it was impossible as there was a line that ought not to be crossed. If that happened, the imperial family would be able to wipe out the direct descendants of any house it coveted and swallow up its wealth whole.

So naturally the nobles could not help but watch closely to see how this would turn out.

“He’s drawing everyone’s attention to the imperial family’s movements.”

One thing had become clear.

The emperor must have convinced himself that, with the sacred tree, he could deal the temple a lasting blow. Not merely to divert House Lienta’s attention away from the poison made from Tuverrot. He really intends to strike at the temple… Is he planning to bring up dark magic too?

The target he meant to smash was the temple itself, so he was making a grand spectacle of things to elevate his own standing.

“But then again, the Pope must have noticed that too…?”

I clutched my head weakly, but in the end I sank down with a thump.

In a low, mournful voice that seemed dragged up from deep in my core, I muttered, “You action-oriented idiot stuffed with nothing but ambition.”

I had to keep him from getting dealt with by someone else before I dealt with him myself.

What a nuisance…

I did not want Sasha to become the protagonist people would talk about and argue over for generations to come, as the emperor who stood against the temple. Therefore, Antonio had to stay alive a little longer.

After I let out sigh after sigh, I pushed myself up from the floor and rose unsteadily.

Staring fixedly at the imperial palace in the distance, small from here, I made that firm vow, “I’ll make you pay back the price of this headache, with interest.”
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“The news that His Majesty is considering revoking House Linix’ title is spreading quickly. By tomorrow, the newspapers will be racing to report it, so I expect there will be no nobles left who do not know.”

“Well done.”

Smiling in satisfaction, Antonio dismissed him.

The current Pope is rather difficult to handle.

The young Pope, draped in an atmosphere of piety as though the sole purpose of his life were to serve God, had a side to him that was hard to read.

All I have to do is hold the temple accountable for its sins and replace the Pope. Who was it that appointed him, after all? If the new Pope wants to keep his position, he will obediently follow my words.

If the one to be dealt with through the temple had been Calix, then even if his inner thoughts were unreadable, the capable Laud would have been the better choice. But the target was only a child who barely came up to one’s waist.

Once they succeeded in dragging Sasha into the temple, it would all be over… because Calix had no grounds to ascend the throne.

It does not matter if the Pope realizes my plan. No matter how he reigns as king of the temple, does he think he can even come into my sight without my permission?

At first, it had only been to divert Duke Lienta’s attention, but now Antonio had decided to crush the temple and establish the authority of the imperial family, because an opportunity like this was unlikely to come again.

The temple and the imperial house had checked one another and struggled for dominance ever since the founding of the empire. In the long years since its founding, there was no way the temple had never once cast disgrace upon the imperial family. Therefore, Antonio did not feel even the slightest twinge of guilt over this decision.

As people often were just after coming up with a way out of their situation, Antonio was full of confidence. He even smiled with the sense of superiority of a villain cornering others.

If Charlize had seen it, it was the kind of spectacle she would have slapped soundly until his forehead swelled red.
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As one scene closed…
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“But, Your Holiness, what sort of evidence could there be to prove that the temple is unrelated to that incident?”

“It is easy enough to submit proof of a connection, but proving innocence is this difficult…”

The high-ranking priests spoke in gloomy tones.

“How can His Majesty do such a thing?”

“Is this what we get for accepting without complaint the demands to dispatch priests to the countless hunting competitions?”

“I never thought he was a wise ruler, but this is tyranni—”

“Enough.”

In a grave tone, Laud cut off the remarks as they were steadily growing harsher.

“He is still the emperor of the empire.”

“I misspoke. My apologies.”

The high-ranking priest apologized with a face that did not look sorry in the least.

“Even if we uncover evidence, it will be difficult to wash away a stain once it has already been cast. In that case, there is no choice but to uncover the true culprit.”

“The true culprit?”

“Yes.”

Laud smiled a smile that was convincing in form alone, devoid of all warmth.

There was no value in spending one’s energy on something that did not truly need to be resolved.
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…the blue eyes that came fully into view were calm. A placid lake, with neither crashing waves nor flowing currents, held my gaze.

It was then that a small laugh sounded by my ear.

“Should I open my eyes a little wider?”

“It’s fine.”

“Mhm. All right.”

Calix was not blinking, so I could not very well do something as cowardly as blinking myself.

This is my limit…!

Squeezing my eyes shut, I leaned back and flopped against the chair.

Come to think of it, at some point I started viewing these fragments of the future from far too close.

That must be why they kept clinging even after the fragment ended. Resolving to watch from farther away next time, I rubbed around my eyes with the back of my hand.

Delicate fingers carefully touched the corners of my eyes.

Pleased by the somewhat cool touch, I let my face rest in it and spoke. “It seems the Pope intends to drag this matter out sluggishly, so long as it never reaches a conclusion.”

“The temple has lost faith. It surely must have affected the Pope’s divine power as well.”

Calix narrowed his eyes slightly, as though my eyes mattered more than delving into the Pope’s schemes.

“Don’t push yourself like this next time.”

It felt like a very long time ago that I had once stayed so tense, thinking Calix might stab me in the eyes.

“No. Next time I’ll close my eyes first.”

“I’ll stop on my own!”

Calix, who had been looking at me as though measuring something, nodded slightly.

I was grinning like someone who had just been granted a rare treasure when Calix spoke again. “He did not have enough time to find a new way through, so he is probably thinking the divine beast’s power will be enough. So be careful, Charlize.”

“Yes.”

I widened my eyes fiercely for a moment, intending to visually demonstrate my will to live.

“Huh?”

A strange sound then slipped out of me on its own.

“What is it?”

“That’s strange…” I muttered to myself, then hurriedly added, “It’s not that I forgot Calix existed. It just struck me as a little fascinating.”

Calix did not ask, “What do you mean?”

“Normally, when someone is planning some great undertaking, they think they have to gather as much power as possible. If someone like the Pope went to all sorts of lengths collecting holy blood, he would be obsessed with making sure he succeeded.”

Ordinarily, he would have been burning with the resolve to use a dark mage and make Sasha, Calix, and even me all into sacrifices at once.

“But he isn’t doing that. It’s as though he knows only this much power is necessary.”

At that moment, a thought struck like lightning, and a flash burst through my mind.

If what the Pope intended isn’t merely a simple rebellion… Something easier to notice than traces of turning back time.

“…Calix. Do you happen to know when the first volume of that fairy tale came out?”

Calix answered readily, “Was it eight years ago?”

It doesn’t exactly coincide with when I first met Calix.

However, if he had been fumbling around, unable to find a method, then a gap of about that much was not hard to believe. It was then…

“Charlize.”

Calix smiled only with his lips.

“Do you want to make the bet now?”
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“Very well.”

Even though I had accepted the proposal, Calix wore a strange expression for a moment.

His face quickly smoothed out, and he asked, “Who gets to have the prize?”

“The winner decides.”

“All right.”

“Then I’ll go first. I remember my previous life.”

It was only for a very brief instant, the sort one would not have noticed without watching him, but Calix was shaken. Then he lifted the corner of his mouth.

“What a coincidence. I was about to say the same thing.”

“Until we met at the banquet where Sasha was announced, I could not remember Calix’ face. To be precise, in my memories your face was obscured as though it had been scribbled over with crayon.”

“Is that why you asked when that fairy tale first began appearing in this world?”

“Yes. And actually, this is the second time I’ve lived this life. But my memories of the first are incomplete, and I want to find them.”

Calix laughed suddenly. Then he murmured softly, “This is similar too.”

“Having strange dreams is also something I have in common with Calix. The ‘man’ who appeared in those dreams helped me.”

I had wondered why that man had helped the present me, and the Charlize of the first life. I could not find a reason, so I had also thought that maybe he had simply acted on a whim.

A being with divine power coveted by the Pope, and someone who could use tremendous power for something as trifling as personal interest without a second thought…

However, just now, the moment I heard Calix’ proposal, I understood.

It had not been an act of kindness without a reason.

“That was you, Calix, wasn’t he?”
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He knew, even himself, that he had spoken at a strangely apt moment.

That was why he had a premonition… that perhaps Charlize had realized it the very instant she heard his proposal.

“Your guess is correct.”

“As expected,” Charlize, muttering as though repeating it to herself, narrowed her eyes. “If that’s the case, then from this moment onward I’ll have to tip off the Knights of the Black Night to devote themselves entirely to guarding Calix.”

However, he had not anticipated this reaction. And so, Calix realized that the “previous life” Charlize spoke of was a time in which he did not exist.

“If the Pope learns that you’re alive, he’ll lose his mind over it.”

Perhaps because she found his silence strange, Charlize looked at him for a moment, then blinked.

“Oh. The winner is Calix.”

“You aren’t even going to give me a chance to speak?”

“No. I cannot win anyway. You had quite an extraordinary past.”

The moment he heard her calm voice, for some reason, Calix spoke in a whisper touched with laughter. “If anything, call it a previous life. Otherwise it makes me sound like someone who lived shamefully until I met my lady.”

“Is that so?” Tilting her head, Charlize said readily, “Then I’ll correct it.”

“Charlize, I—”

“Don’t. We don’t know from which point you might be bound by restrictions. I thought it very strange that the divine beast was so sparing with his words, but now I understand.”

“If that’s the reason, then I may never be able to tell you.”

“The only time one has to divulge a secret is when one has been captured by the enemy and wants to stay alive.”

It was a strange comparison, but it felt very much like Charlize. Calix ultimately acknowledged that continuing this topic would be nothing but his own selfish desire.

“Charlize, congratulations on becoming the owner of the diamond necklace.”

“The necklace is… fine.”

Charlize, pronouncing each syllable carefully, paused for a moment.

“Instead, I would like an imperial pardon.”

“That is not allowed.”

“Why not?”

“Charlize, were we in a hierarchical relationship?”

The refusal chosen by the man with the ever-gentle voice was solid, without a gap to slip through.

Charlize furrowed her eyes and muttered as though sighing, “Ah… the imperial pardon was stuck in my head, so…”

“My older brother acted shamelessly and mistreated his benefactor.”

“For the record, father regrets it very deeply, so you should not call him a benefactor.”

“Mm-hmm. Thanks. Thanks to you, I’ll be a little less out of favor.” Calix smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “But there is a condition. You must always value your own life above all else.”

“I did not ask for a wish ticket because I wanted to get kidnapped by the Pope.”

It felt as though he had asked why, and also as though he had merely looked at me.

Her green eyes curved gently, and her features that normally carried a cool impression formed a full smile.

“If I’m still alive by then, I’ll tell you.”
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The reason the Pope told the high-ranking priests he would confront this head-on was simple: He had decided to use this situation as an opportunity to make the members of the temple harbor a firm hostility toward the imperial family.

That hostility would serve, in a way, as aid in achieving his goal.

“Even if the Pope originally intended to accumulate more divine power, the fact that he gave it up in the end means it does match the power he used when tampering with my memories. Then what is his real objective?”

It was surely of a similar nature, but nothing came to mind. I tried thinking about it but quickly gave up. The long-cherished wish of someone who’s going to die soon isn’t important. Anyway, there was one thing I had learned from that fragment of the future. Namely, that the Pope was going to be absolutely obsessed with taking my life!

“As the final villain, he is a little intimidating…”

No tears came. After all, there had been far too many threats to my life already.

I was sitting solemnly by myself in a chair when I heard a familiar “thump-thump” sound.

“Even when an eagle pecks at it with its beak, it doesn’t even get scratched, so a bullet probably wouldn’t pierce it either.”

Feeling a small but warm sense of relief, I deftly removed the paper tied to the eagle’s leg. No, let me correct that. It was not deftness, but instinctive speed born of protecting my arm. I took it off so smoothly it looked as though I had been practicing from the start.

I quickly offered food to the eagle with its keen eyes, then unfolded the paper.
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My lady must already know that the audience the Pope requested of the emperor was denied. My ears tell me this: the Pope passed a letter to a servant and said it contained something confidential, so the emperor himself had to read it. Somehow, I have a bad feeling about it.
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“…Hm.”

Patting the place where my liver—now no bigger than a bean—must be, as though consoling it, I muttered inwardly that there was no way it could get any smaller than this. And that there were people in this world with even smaller livers than mine, so I ought not lose too much confidence.

That was right. Antonio was about to become one of them.
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“What is the meaning of this?”

He simply could not understand how things had come to this. Even when the Pope had requested an audience, Antonio had refused with a sardonic smile.

“It is a letter sent by the Pope.”

“Read it.”

“Well… His Holiness said it contains something confidential, so His Majesty the Emperor must inspect it personally.”

Antonio did not check the letter, which he had tossed carelessly into one corner of his desk, until the next day.

“Ah, right. He sent something like this too.”

The man had been so anxious he had even prepared a letter in advance, and Antonio was curious how long that pride of his, not requesting a second audience, would last.

The paper he unfolded at leisure was not even half full.

Growing displeased as he read, Antonio abruptly sprang to his feet and rang for a servant over and over. And that was how matters had reached this point.

“Do you wish to mention Your Majesty’s want of virtue again?”

The Pope threatened him still wearing that benevolent face.

“Ha. So it does seem the Pope is properly entangled in this matter! To bring up such absurd nonsense. The only reason I do not pursue this sin further is because I do not wish the late emperor to be brought up in so distasteful a topic.”

“You’ve grown rather talkative. You must be afraid.”

Antonio ground out, “Pope.”

Without caring in the slightest, Laud said, “Do you think I would accuse Your Majesty the Emperor of a crime without evidence merely to get past the moment?”

“Pope!”

At last Antonio braced a hand on the table and stood from his seat.

“Did I say there was evidence that I was involved in the late emperor’s death? How much trouble do you think that would cause? An autopsy cannot be performed, so all it would amount to is suspicion!”

“What if there is a recording of the transaction itself?”

Antonio froze where he stood.

“There are many who reach the throne through patricidal means, but only one kind can keep it. A conquering monarch.” Laud lowered his brows as if in pity. “But there is little land of any use on the continent outside the empire, so if you were to start a war merely to gain that, you would only bring forward the date of your deposition.”

“…”

“Why are you still standing?”

Looking at Antonio, who was staring with wide eyes, Laud let out an “Ah,” in a tone that was deliberately meaningful.

“You only agreed to the transaction after checking several times that there was no magic tool present. Your Majesty, that is why magic is such an unreliable thing.”

“…What is it you want? If you want me to announce that the incident has nothing to do with the temple, then tomorrow, at once—”

“No, Your Majesty.”

Laud spoke lightly.

“Lure in Charlize Lienta.”
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I was furious.
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“Do you intend to kill the lady?”

“Well…” Laud tilted his head as though considering it. Then, smiling, he asked, “Shall I kill her?”

Antonio, out of humiliation, clenched his teeth.

“If you are asking my opinion, then I too would answer. Well, it is true that I worry how uncontrollable the lady, who strutted arrogantly with my family at her back, would become if she were to become the archduchess, but that is hardly a crime worthy of death.”

He answered quite leisurely, but in truth she absolutely had to be eliminated.

‘If the lady comes out alive and tells the duke the whole story, that would be disastrous.’

The power of the imperial pardon was tremendous.

If Antonio merely ended up badly injured at the duke’s hands, then because of the imperial pardon he would have no choice but to forgive it, and if he died, then the next emperor would naturally be Sasha, so there would be no reason to pursue the matter.

At that moment, Laud made a sound in his throat.

“Since Your Majesty desires it, I shall think it over.”
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My life is not a ball for them to toss back and forth.

The price of taking another’s life lightly would by no means be cheap.

“Was it unpleasant?”

It seemed I had unconsciously clenched my fists tightly. As Calix unfurled my fingers one by one, he rubbed the palm marked by my nails.

“They were plotting my abduction.”

“That was very unpleasant indeed.”

Calix smiled a vague smile.

“What are you thinking of doing?”

“I’m thinking of taking a modest little trip.”

“If it is modest… are you planning to go alone?”

“What?” I recoiled in horror.

At a time like this, traveling alone sounded exactly like a farewell trip with my life.

“No. I’ll have company.”

“Really? Who?”

“Someone Calix knows very well. No, not someone. A creature.”

“…That somehow makes me even more uneasy than hearing my lady would go alone, but that must be my imagination, yes?”

“That’s right.”

Calix let out a small and amused sound, but his face still looked complicated.
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Tapping the desk, Antonio cast a glance toward Elluiden manor.

If it had been up to him, he would have sent a letter to Elluiden manor the moment the Pope left, but he could not do that.

Calix would certainly find it suspicious… and there’s no need to give him any room to prepare. And so the most he managed to endure was a single day. Besides, I have a pretext, don’t I?

The very person who had first raised doubts about the sacred tree was none other than Charlize Lienta. And this was hardly a sudden summons.

He had already sent an imperial command ordering the lady to join the investigation as soon as she recovered. But in the end, all of those thoughts were nothing more than a struggle to soothe his anxious heart.

The moment he heard a knock, Antonio granted entry and pressed urgently, “The answer? What did Lady Lienta say?”

It was a question thick with impatience.

Hiding his own unease, the attendant answered, “Lady Lienta has apparently left on a short trip ahead of her marriage.”

“What? How dare she forget an imperial command?”

Yet Antonio himself had done exactly that. He had long since forgotten Duke Lienta’s request to join the matter himself, saying that as the very source of the information he feared his daughter, who had already once faced threats to her life, being placed in danger yet again.

“So where did they say she went?!”

“They said even the archduke does not know, as he did not ask the destination.”

It was obviously a lie.

If the Pope has gone so far as to threaten the emperor, then his patience must have run out long ago. So where am I supposed to find the lady…?

Antonio clenched his fist hard, then suddenly paused.

“Even if she kept it from her fiancé, she must have told her father. They are an infamously close father and daughter, aren’t they?”

This situation might actually work in his favor.

Suppressing the excitement rising in him, Antonio barked in an angry voice, “I’m going to Lienta manor.”
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― When you go this quiet, it somehow makes me uneasy. What are you thinking about?

“I was thinking there might not be a next life.”

― I thought you were bold, but you worry a lot. It may be dangerous, but there won’t be any situation where even your soul is extinguished.

“…If the soul is not extinguished, then there is a next life?”

― …Then what exactly were you worrying about…?

“I’ve gone through so much in this life that I wondered if this one might be the last, the end of it all.”

Who, living their life, would ever think their forehead might get soundly struck by the wind…?!

Since I was busy hanging on tightly to what I assumed was the divine beast’s neck, I could not even rub my forehead, and instead bent lower, letting the harsh wind dry my tears.

― But still… isn’t now the very worst possible time? I’ve heard it too. The Pope is paying close attention to you.

“That’s why it has to be now.”

― I understand. If you say so, then so it must be.

The divine beast, after saying that, fell silent for a moment.

― Still, it’s surprising you came alone. I thought you’d call me out separately, but you didn’t.

“You mean Calix? And how did things turn out this way? If you’re really curious, I can tell you.”

― I’d rather not hear it.

And so the conversation ended, but thanks to how much my forehead still throbbed, it was not boring.
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“You’re thinking of going without any escort knights?”

“I’m planning to ride the divine beast there, and in any case, it would be difficult for knights to get inside, so it’s better if I go alone.”

“The Pope may have prepared something so that he can detect divine power.”

“I can’t not go, so I have no choice but to accept that. More than that, what bothers me is that it amounts to defying the emperor’s request. It’s obvious he’ll go running to father, all excited.”

“Trust the man with the unprecedented record of serving as both the former chancellor and commander-in-chief, Charl.”
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It seemed my body must really have been tired because I couldn’t help but think of Calix.

Honestly, he’s as delicate in temperament as he is in appearance.

At first glance, it sounded like he was just praising my father for making me feel better, but in truth he had been eliminating the very root of my worry. Then the divine beast said, as though at a loss…

― I suppose landing like this really will be difficult. You, are you really going to be all right?

“I’m the one who suggested it. If not this way, we’ll waste an entire day walking.”

― In my opinion, you are slightly not in your right mind.

“Then at least say I’m someone with a keen mind that values efficiency and a courageous heart.”

― Why not go further and ask that, once this is over, Sasha be told how impressive you were?

“I am not such a terrible person that I would saddle a child, who has only just gained a heart about as heavy as my body, with a debt.”

― You…

After letting out a shallow breath, the divine beast said firmly…

― Even if you’re frightened, endure it just a little longer.

It was then that a voice both unfamiliar and familiar brushed past my ear.
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“Be afraid for just a moment.”

  [image: ] 

The voice was clear enough to make me turn around on reflex. It felt as though, if I chased after it and grabbed hold of the wind, I might be able to keep it, and so I found myself staring after it endlessly.

― I will protect you, so there is no need to worry.

Perhaps because my head felt hazy, I followed the sound of the voice again.

At the end of that gaze was my hand, gripping the divine beast’s scales so tightly. My fingertips had gone completely white.

It was the very manifestation of my desperation to avoid falling to my death.

I flinched.

S-so this must be what it means to be enchanted… To think I nearly let go of my lifeline and tried to catch the wind instead!

Resolving to pull myself together, I opened my eyes wide, only for the sting in them to truly force me back to my senses.

― Trust me.

Somehow, the words sounded almost solemn.

I asked with equal solemnity, “Will the rest of my life be easy?”

― I am a divine beast, not God, so I cannot foresee things, Charlize. Get ready. Now!

At the same moment his words ended, the divine beast’s form disappeared, and my body, with nothing left to lean on, dropped straight down.

My body turned half a circle in the air, and my vision was full of densely packed trees. However, I didn’t strike any of the sharp branches.

More than it being a coincidence, it’s likely thanks to the divine beast’s protection… even though he grumbles a lot, he’s pretty meticulous.

As though some formless force were supporting me from below, the speed of my fall gradually slowed, and at last both feet landed safely on the ground.

“Let’s go.”

The divine beast, now manifested as a boy, jerked his head firmly.

“You’re going like that?”

“What? Were you planning to take all the blame by yourself if we got caught?”

The boy clicked his tongue and started walking, as though there was nothing more to say.

“It’s right over there.”

To all appearances, it looked exactly the same as the path we had just walked. There was not so much as a building, nor was it even level ground.

“It’s just a minor trick.”

“At this level, trying to approach could get us discovered immediately. Let’s do it now.”

“That doesn’t quite follow. But I like the attitude.”

Perhaps because he was finally about to see his heart again after so long, the divine beast looked a little tense. A little tension always helped when it came to carrying out something important properly, so I nodded with equal determination.

The moment the divine beast placed his hand on a certain spot, a staircase revealed itself. The end of the stairs was nowhere in sight, as though this path led into a bottomless abyss, but since failure meant death anyway, I was not afraid.

“Let’s go.”
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Antonio arrived at Lienta manor without warning, accompanied by knights.

“I greet the glory of the empire.”

The duke, who greeted him with perfect, flawless etiquette, showed no trace of fear even at the sight of armed knights.

That quality of his that had always been irritating remained unchanged.

Antonio, who thought the reason was that the duke possessed an imperial pardon, clicked his tongue once again at his past self for having granted it, then lifted his chin sternly. “Duke, I have come in haste to seek your wise counsel. How should one properly respond to a person who defies the emperor’s command and behaves suspiciously?”

“Are you speaking of my daughter?”

The duke’s green eyes, belonging to a man who had never once been meek before the emperor, darkened.

“I clearly requested that the lady cooperate as soon as she recovered, and yet not only did she keep delaying, but she also suddenly vanished altogether.” Narrowing one eye as though suspicious, Antonio continued, “Thinking back on it, it was strange how she had seen through the matter of the sacred tree when there had not been a single clue. Yesterday, at the audience, the Pope said this: that not once had he felt dark magic at the time the lady mentioned. And so, I was planning to accept the Pope’s request and order the lady to the temple.”

Duke Lienta remained silent, as though listening intently.

In truth, it’s likely because he has nothing to say in response.

Sneering inwardly, Antonio drove the point home. “As though she sensed that, the lady vanished in an instant. Duke, how am I to interpret her actions? Do you know?”
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The path split into two. More precisely, there were two doors before us. One had a magic artifact attached to it, and the other a holy relic.

I cautiously suggested, “What if you turn into a lizard and sniff out the Pope’s sc—”

“It seems we’ll have no choice but to split up. If you encounter danger, press the back of your hand.”

I physically blocked the divine beast as he shot off toward the door with the magic artifact.

“Why? Are you trying to go that way? I think this side looks like the trap. How likely is it that the Pope would trust a magic artifact?”

“Does the Pope also know that, if he touches the heart, the divine beast can know where it is?”

“He probably doesn’t. It hasn’t reacted until now.”

He did not bother mentioning that, to be precise, it was only because he had lacked the divine power for it until now. I was not such a bad person as to say something that would hurt a friend.

“Given the Pope’s nature, he’ll try to capture intruders alive. He has to identify the traitor, after all. So the wrong path may have traps to capture us or send us to the temple. Since there were only two choices, even if we guess right this time, we can’t ignore the possibility of running into several more doors later.”

“I understand your concern. But it is not as though there is no way. The range is too narrow for even me to know exactly which path is the real one leading to my heart.”

“As you said, these two doors are the real one and the fake one. And the fake one is imitating the real one.”

The divine beast blinked and tilted his head. For some reason, the feeling was oddly familiar, and I gave a short laugh.

“Then I think I may be able to find the way.”


[image: ]

Having dealt what he considered a decisive blow, Antonio relaxed and watched how things unfolded. After all, it was a trap woven so tightly that escaping it would not be easy.

Even if the lady were to appear before them this very moment, the fact would remain unchanged that she had defied the imperial command despite having recovered enough strength to set out on a journey.

Now then, I wonder what sort of excuse the duke will piece together.

His thoughts had run too far ahead to stay fixed on the present. And so Antonio failed to notice it… that there was not the slightest trace of panic to be found on Duke Lienta’s face.

Velliac Lienta recalled something that had happened not long ago.
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“Your Grace, my lady left a message.”
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It was delivered by the empress’ dog, whom Charlize had brought with her.

He felt sorry for his daughter, who trusted people too easily, and even more than that, he felt guilty. Therefore, it had fallen to Velliac to investigate whether this was someone worthy of Charlize’s trust and, if not, to deal with it accordingly.

Surprisingly, the investigation into the loyal dog named Noah concluded that he was someone who could be trusted.
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“My lady said there is something she must do. So if His Majesty comes calling her a criminal and asks after her, you are to say that even Your Grace does not know where she is staying. More precisely… she asked that you speak only at that time.”

“Repeat it exactly as Charlize said it.”
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The overall meaning was the same, but one part was indeed a little different.
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“―Father, his acting is… Well, anyway, I’m only telling you beforehand, so you won’t worry. But if the emperor finds that he seems off, he might suspect he really knows where I am. Please, Noah.”

“Did Charlize worry about me all the way to the end?”

“The day before she left, that is, just a little while ago, she said she felt much more at ease now that she could trust in Your Grace’s ability to deal with the situation.”

“Yes, I see.”
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Velliac smiled faintly.

“A criminal who has defied the imperial command and fled is, by principle, to be executed in public.”

By contrast, Antonio’s face stiffened ever so slightly.

He had come here imagining Duke Lienta as someone who, regardless of whether all the servants were watching, would immediately drop to his knees or order his aide to bring out a letter of pardon.

Antonio opened his mouth slowly, as if testing the waters. “You speak in a manner befitting a duke. I never would have thought you capable of being so cold even toward your own daughter, but it seems my coming here to seek your counsel was not in vain.”

“I am relieved that my humble advice has been of help to Your Majesty.”

Duke Lienta bowed with the precision of a model straight out of an etiquette manual. His etiquette was so exact it bordered on excessive, and while that should be the very attitude a subject ought to possess, it instead made Antonio’s heart begin to beat in an ominous rhythm.

It was then that a sharp blue glint, cold as the edge of a blade, flashed through the green eyes that symbolized House Lienta.

“Your Majesty. If my advice has been of help, may I offer one more word?”

Overwhelmed by the force of his presence, enough to make him swallow dryly without meaning to, Antonio hesitated and failed to answer at once.

“So there was already a visitor.”

At the voice he had never expected to hear at this moment, Antonio turned in surprise.

“I came thinking that perhaps the duke, as the lady’s father, might know her whereabouts. I did not expect to find someone else who had thought the same.”

Laud smiled gently.

“So then, what was Duke Lienta’s answer?”

“I, too, do not know.”

In exactly the same tone as ever, Laud spoke as though he was merely suggesting tea, “That is unfortunate. In that case, there is no choice but to issue a wanted order.”

Antonio, alone, was startled by those words.

“Your Majesty, as Charlize’s father, may I say a word?”

He had certainly come here hoping Velliac would maintain this very stance, and yet for some reason a chill ran down Antonio’s back.

Out of stubbornness, Antonio replied, “Was that what you meant to say to me before the Pope arrived? Go on, then.”

“It has come to light that there exists some unknown individual or group that used the sacred tree to accumulate divine power. But the purpose for which that divine power was needed remains unclear.”

That was one of the many concerns gnawing away at Antonio’s nerves.

“As Your Majesty said, my daughter had already grasped the use of the sacred tree even before there were any clues. Therefore, it occurred to me that the reason my daughter had no choice but to defy the imperial command may have been because she had secured decisive evidence…”

Velliac continued, turning his gaze to Laud.

“It suddenly occurred to me… that those trying to block her path would be the true culprits.”

It was a clear warning, and a declaration of such deep familial love that he did not care if it meant making an outright enemy of one of the empire’s two great powers.

Looking thoroughly regretful, Laud said, “That is wishful thinking so vague it can hardly even be called a conjecture.”

“I merely mentioned one possibility.”

As though he could not care less about the tense atmosphere, Laud smiled.

Naturally, the reason he had gone out of his way to visit this manor was not to ask the duke about the lady’s whereabouts. He simply happened to acquire a fitting reason to visit and had come to confirm something that had been troubling him for some time.

The possessor of divine power who had burned the sacred tree… He must possess a considerable amount of divine power.

If so, he could not just leave him alone if he might become some help to the lady’s strength.

Perfectly concealing all such thoughts, Laud asked, “What does Your Majesty think?”
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The divine beast made a huge fuss.

“What are you? Have you been here before? Or do you have a holy relic that can find the way? No, that can’t be it. Your clothes are too light!”

“It’s a minor trick.”

“This is no minor trick!”

“Then it’s a trick.”

“Then was disabling the magic artifact another one of your tricks as well?”

“That was just a sneaky little ploy that exploited a weak point in the magic artifact.”

There was so little tension in choosing our way that we could walk while exchanging trivial chatter. Even though I was solving a problem whose answer I already knew, it was not exciting in the slightest.

Perhaps it was because, from the very beginning, I had realized the truth that not only the divine beast’s heart awaited us at the end of this path.

The divine beast, who had been trailing after me in constant admiration, suddenly stopped me and said, “Wait a moment.”

“That’s a holy relic.” The divine beast clicked its tongue. “They kept their guard up to the very end. This has become rather troublesome.”

“Is it difficult to undo?”

“No, that’s not it.”

The divine beast narrowed his eyes and wrinkled the bridge of his nose.

“It looks like a latch, but it has no locking function. Still, to open the door, that must be removed.”

“So it is meant to signal an intrusion.”

The divine beast’s small shoulders drooped gloomily.

“Yes, sneaking in has become difficult.”

To encourage him, I lightly patted the empty air about one centimeter above his shoulder. “In the end, nothing has changed from what we expected. We chose the timing on the assumption that we would be discovered anyway.”

“…Right. We did.”

The shoulders that had quickly lifted again brushed against my palm.

“I’m opening it.”

“Yes.”

“I’m opening it.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m opening it.”

“…”

After waiting and waiting, I pulled it out myself.

“Eek!”

Bang—!

With the dull sound of the latch tumbling across the floor in the background, I immediately threw the door open.
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“It is too weighty a matter to decide on immediately.”

Antonio let the vague remark fall, which made Laud smile.

The reason that smile somehow looked as though it were mocking Antonio himself was probably because the hierarchy between them had already been established.

“That may be true, but…” Laud, who had opened his mouth as though generously willing to let it pass, suddenly stopped speaking.

The silence, like a void, so still that not even breath could be heard, lasted only an instant. However, it was not so brief an instant that someone who could read even the path of a sword would fail to catch it.

“Since the duke says, after all, that he does not know the lady’s whereabouts, there seems to be no reason for us to remain any longer.”

His tone was so natural it was as though that momentary gap had never existed in the first place, but Velliac noticed.

The Pope had clearly been shaken and still is.

The first possibility that came to mind was his child. Perhaps it was simply because she was the one most precious to him, or perhaps it was because, in the face of any threat, she was bound to be the first thing he thought of.

However, as long as there was even a possibility that Charlize was involved in the reason for the Pope’s agitation, there was no way he could ignore it.

Velliac slowly opened his mouth.
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“Eek!”

The divine beast, still squeaking, ran through the open door.

Feeling sorry at the thought of disturbing the reunion of two who had not met in a long time, I went in as slowly as possible, only to find the divine beast’s back standing frozen in place.

“Divine one, why are you just standing the—”

Ah.

There was no way I could fail to recognize what the densely packed crystals filling my vision were called. Even though I had already guessed, my mood sank all the same.

As though at a loss for words, the divine beast stared endlessly into the vast interior with wide eyes. I understood well enough why he was in shock, but unfortunately, we had no time.

“We must hurry.”

“Yes, right…”

I took the divine beast by the arm and led him onward, though he still could not take his eyes off the holy blood.

Staggering as it walked, the divine beast muttered, “I did not expect them to go this far. Even though I know full well how far humans greedy for power can go, even so…”

“No one can know everything.”

“But I should have known. I should have known…”

Unable to bear the self-reproach, the divine beast eventually buried his face in his palms.

There is no meaning in regretting what is already over. However, mourning the pitiful life sacrificed to someone’s greed is by no means meaningless. Therefore, instead of pulling the divine beast along again, I walked alone toward the place where his heart lay.

Enough time had already passed, and because of that, the steps I had been taking in haste gradually slowed at some point.

It was from the moment the divine beast’s heart came into view…

This form… A red heart shape with blunt edges.

It was identical to that object whose making I had once spearheaded.
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My heart pounded irregularly, like a hand beating frantically on a door to deliver urgent news, and I was left momentarily stunned.

Surely I won’t be punished by heaven for trying to make money by imitating the divine beast’s heart… right?

It really was an incredible coincidence. It was the absolute true, with not a bit of falsehood. It was just as I was forcing my trembling hands into the gloves…

Right… they say people become remarkable in a crisis, and apparently I was no exception.

Something from quite a long time ago suddenly came back to me.

The wish ticket!

Now that he was able to manifest even in his true form, I could just cling to him and beg him to stop God.

Having quickly regained my composure, I briskly finished putting on the gloves.

When I looked back one last time, the divine beast’s small shoulders were still trembling now and then.

It can’t be helped.

The thing I had prepared in case I ended up needing to touch the divine beast’s heart had come in useful, but there was of course no way I could feel proud of my own thorough preparation.

Should I have warned him beforehand? He seemed to dislike humans, so I thought he’d just click his tongue and call that Pope a wretched bastard…

From the moment I realized the Pope was planning to force a guardian contract onto the divine beast, I had guessed he would be keeping the heart and the holy blood together.

If things had gone so far that he meant to use the divine beast as a sacrifice, he would be pressed for time. In that case, even travel time would have felt too precious to waste.

There should also be some way around here to contact a dark mage.

I reached out my hand. I thought of the divine beast, younger and clumsier than now, bound to the dear friend to whom it had once been able to entrust even his life.

And then, at last, the moment my fingertips touched his… a light that filled the entire chamber burst forth as though exploding, and in the end it swallowed even my vision whole.

“Charlize!”

I could not tell whose hand it was that seized my shoulder so urgently.
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…
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“I have no intention of involving myself in human affairs.”

“I heard there is someone waiting for you.”

“What?”
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The divine beast’s head whipped around.
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“Who said that, and where did you hear such a thing?!”
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The man smiled inwardly in satisfaction.

A life that has endured for so long carries memories too numerous to count, and within those memories there is bound to be a special bond.

The blade of grass he had tossed out, thinking he had nothing to lose, had succeeded in stirring the deep waters.

The man chose his words carefully…
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“The state of the continent is in chaos at present. After the collapse of the Holy Era, it is practically as though each of the priests who scattered to the winds founded a country of their own. So your precious person, divine one…”

“Not precious!”

“…Even if that bond of yours were to reincarnate again, they might be swept up at once in the turmoil and lose their life in vain, leaving Your Divine Beastness with nothing but another long age of waiting. Such a tragedy could happen.”

“So you are telling me to aid in your founding of a nation? For the stability of the continent?”

“There is a saying that anyone who receives a dragon’s help is bound to repay that grace many times over. If so, I have a strong premonition that your bond will return to the body of my descendant.”
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The divine beast was shaken too deeply to deny it.

It was as though God could not forgive the dragon for ending his own immortality as he pleased and so held fast to the cycle of his reincarnation.
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“Yes, perhaps…”
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There was one thing the divine beast had misunderstood then. It had nothing to do with that human. The divine beast had never trusted humans to begin with, so there was nothing to be betrayed over.

The reason he had even handed over his heart was merely because he intended to enlarge the debt of gratitude through causality. So that God would not be able to stop him as what was happening now.

What he had misunderstood lay in the reason he had been unable to see his only dear friend for so long: God did not permit the reincarnation of the dragon who had become human. It was, after all, an act of unnaturally obstructing the natural flow, and even a god was subject to law.

The reason God had no choice but to do that despite the law, and the reason he had to cling so desperately, was that even though he had become mortal, he still possessed the power to shake the world.
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“It has been a long time.”

“You… Have you remembered everything?”
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Instead of answering, the man smiled.

His smile, cold only in appearance, was familiar.
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“I have a favor to ask.”

“To think I would live to hear you asking a favor. You really have become nothing more than a mere human. So, what—”
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At the sudden aura he felt, the divine beast froze.
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“You… you truly… you truly have lost your mind. Not once, but twice!”

“Are you counting in advance even the things you will meddle in from now on?”

“This is no time for pointless jokes! You could truly be annihilated.”

“I know.”

“That’s why I came to ask this favor of you.”
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His blue eyes curved as he replied just as calmly.
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“…lize! Get a hold of yourself! Charlize!”

The consciousness that had vanished in an instant returned just as quickly.

“I’m awake.”

When I opened my eyes wide and answered clearly, the divine beast let out a long sigh and slumped, bracing itself at my side.

“I thought you were going to die like that.”

“Has much time passed?”

“No. By my reckoning, not even a minute has passed. That is, by human reckoning.”

The divine beast timidly added, “Probably,” after that, but seeing that the Pope was still nowhere to be seen, it seemed roughly that much time had passed.

“At least that’s a relie—”

Something hard caught against my fingertips.

Can he really have been so startled that he even forgot to put his heart back to his body?!

I turned in shock, only to find not a heart there, but a bow.

It’s something I had seen before. Could it be that the favor he mentioned was…?

That was something I could ask about later, so I shook the thought from my head and rose to my feet.

“Let’s gather up the holy blood and get out of here.”

“Right, yes! We must collect it.”

The divine beast looked around.

“It has not been used yet. So they can still reincarnate.”

…If they are made into holy blood and used, they are cast out even from the cycle of reincarnation…? That trash of a Pope. I want to live a long, long life, not become trash that will not even burn. To turn away from lives that were extinguished without fault is to become the same kind of trash.

Especially them, who were sacrificed at the hands of the Pope after he seized the opportunity created by the time I turned back.

“I have a subspace pouch.”

“Then let’s hurry.”

The divine beast, reaching toward the holy blood, suddenly turned and shouted, “You mustn’t touch it! There is a spell on it that causes the holy blood to disappear if it is touched by an unauthorized hand.”

That means it’s to keep whoever found it from using it… Better that it disappears entirely.

The divine beast bit down on its lip.

“Are we not even permitted to free their shackles and console their souls?”

There was something rather strange in the way he said that.

I was about to toss the bow into the subspace pouch, but paused and asked, “Does that mean breaking the crystals?”

“Yes. The crystals bind the soul. They must be shattered for the shackles to come undone so that they can return to the cycle.”

I lowered my gaze slightly.

Focusing closely on the sensation in my fingertips, I tapped my leg with no more force than a feather, and a heavy ache ran through it.

“Ah!”

“For now, we have no choice but to get out quickly and block the Pope’s approach… What are you doing?”

“I think this might work.”
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Sasha carefully chose the flowers.

When Charlize returned from her trip, he planned to present her with a flower crown he had made herself.
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“That’s a lovely plan. Charlize will be very pleased.”
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Sasha, who had been shyly twisting his hands together after hearing “How impressive” from his impressive uncle, lifted his head with wide round eyes at what came next.
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“Hmm. As it happens, I have just the right magic artifact.”
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What he received was no other than a magic artifact in the form of a transparent glass case that stopped the flow of time.

Since uncle even gave me a magic artifact, I have to make it even prettier.

The tiny hands diligently making the flower crown, beaded with sweat, were scratched here and there. They were so delicate that even the stems, with all their thorns removed, left abrasions. But despite the stinging pain, the child worked in silence and at last completed a decent flower crown.

He stared at it proudly with his mouth slightly open, then hurriedly and carefully placed it inside the case.

He’ll be pleased if I tell him I finished it, won’t he?

The child ran earnestly on little steps. He nearly tripped on the soft velvet carpet that swallowed even the sound of footsteps, but at last he arrived.

He caught his breath and was just about to knock when he heard a voice from inside say, “Yes.”

Because it was muffled by the door and low besides, the child hesitated for a moment, then soon understood.

He must be tired today.

He did not know how, but even before he knocked, his uncle always noticed when he came. So that had to be the case.

The child stretched his hand up, turned the doorknob, and let the voices slip through the crack of the door that was opened only about a finger joint’s width.

It’s Livan.

“The reason Duke Lienta volunteered to the emperor to keep watch over the Pope and me must have been that he sensed something amiss.”

The next voice belonged to another aide who was kind to Sasha.

“But the emperor is hardly going to monitor the Pope, is he? If anything, it has only ended up tying the duke’s hands.”

“It has already been two days without any word from the lady. I do not know what we should do about this…”

“And how has our lord been?”

“He appears calm. But one cannot judge by appearances al… Prince Sasha.”

“What do you mean?”

Sasha’s trembling lips moved.

“Has something happened to Lady Charl?”

“No, the lady must simply be having such a delightful trip that she forgot to send word,” Livan said it smoothly.

Sasha knew that look. It was exactly the same expression the imperial consort had worn whenever Sasha asked about his father.

Still clutching the doorknob tightly, Sasha weakly shook his head. “No.”

Livan squeezed his eyes shut at their clear mistake.

Since this was also Calix’ office, and Sasha was the kind of child who always asked permission before entering, he had never imagined something like this would happen.

Drawing in a silent breath, Livan opened his eyes, and just as he was about to say something…

“Sasha.”

“Uncle!”

The child ran to him again with all his strength and clung to him.

In a trembling voice, he asked his ever-kind and ever-gentle uncle, “Lady Charlize didn’t really go on a trip, did she?”

Calix, gone deathly pale, looked at the small hand clutching him.

“But… But then… where is she?”
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The small hand clutching him tightened in desperation.

“Please answer me.”

Ordinarily, the child would have snatched his hand back at once and apologized for wrinkling his clothes, but now he only kept his head bowed low.

Calix looked quietly at his young nephew.

The child was still small, perhaps even smaller than he himself had been when he had gone without the late emperor’s protection. However, a small frame and young age did not mean the weight of one’s worries was small as well.

“Sasha.”

The child, who slowly raised his head in hesitation, met Calix’ eyes, and could only blink at the apology that finally came.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner…”

…and I’m sorry that for a while yet, perhaps for a very long time, there will be many things I still cannot tell you.

“…It’s okay.”

The child slowly let him go, and Calix took his small hand into his own.

“We should continue this somewhere else.”

Sasha’s eyes widened until his pale blue irises showed fully round.

Before the person who understood his heart, the feelings he had been bravely keeping hidden bloomed all at once like a flower bursting open.

Only then did the child answer sorrowfully, “Yes.”

Calix lifted him into his arms and signaled to Livan with his eyes, who then hurried past to fetch Sasha’s spare clothes.

The child, cradled in his arms, straightened up and asked urgently, “Are we going to Lady Charlize?”

“Yes.”

“Lady Charlize is all right, isn’t she?”

Calix smiled faintly.

“Yes, she is. But we are going so that she can be even more all right.”

Sasha, after blinking several times, murmured in a tearful voice, “She’s a hero.”

Nestling back into his broad embrace, the child murmured again as if speaking to herself.

“…Lady Charl always was from the very beginning.”

It was the first time he had ever seen someone so wonderful, and unlike the small and cute hero in the fairy tale books Sasha liked, Charlize was a real hero.

“That’s right. So Charlize will still be all right now.”

Sasha nodded again and again.
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Around the same time, at the imperial palace.

“Charlize Lienta’s whereabouts still haven’t been confirmed?”

Instead of repeating the same answer he had already given several times, Illyden lowered his head.

Antonio asked in an exasperated tone, “It’s not as if she took a hired carriage or even traveled by horse at the very least, right?! The destination may be unclear, but the route she departed by is obvious. If the lady showed her face, she would have drawn notice for that, and if she hid it, that too would have looked suspicious enough to stand out. So why has she still not been traced!”

“I have no excuse.”

“Ha. And how are the Pope and Duke Lienta at present?”

“Duke Lienta has shut himself away, and there have likewise been no sightings of the Pope outside his residence.”

“So they are all staying quiet.”

Antonio let out a breath, saying that was at least some relief.

House Elluiden’s aide had judged that the emperor would never keep watch on the Pope, and Livan, rather than agreeing or disagreeing, changed the subject.

The aide had also guessed that the Pope had managed to gain an audience with the emperor by coercing him, but he did not know the exact reason.

Antonio was fully intent on dealing with the Pope, who had touched the point where he was most vulnerable, if only the chance arose.

“That will be all, Sir Forte.”

Though the office was utterly silent once he was left alone, Antonio pressed hard at his temples and frowned like someone dragged out to watch fireworks.

His head ached from how noisy his thoughts were.

“What sort of scheme is Duke Lienta plotting?”

With a sigh, Antonio sank once more into that moment he had turned over in his mind again and again.
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“Your Majesty… in the end, I have no choice but to trust my child. Therefore, I ask Your Majesty to place His Holiness the Pope and myself, Velliac Lienta, under house arrest.”
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It was, naturally, a tempting request, and just as naturally, not one he could readily accept. He could not help but watch the Pope’s reaction.
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“Then, Duke, are you naming the temple as the force behind these sinister incidents?”

“I do not suspect the temple.”
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At the meaning that he was not to equate the temple with himself, the Pope’s smile deepened.
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“Duke, are you aware that you could lose the imperial pardon you have preserved for so long over this shallow judgment.”

“If it can be lost, then that too would be a relief.”
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It was a remark made with the Pope’s rebellion in mind.

The smile on the Pope’s face vanished as if washed away, and the atmosphere rushed toward the brink of explosion.

That tension was soon broken by the Pope’s light laugh.
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“Very well. I understand. Your Majesty, please grant Duke Lienta’s request. However, Duke, your life may be spared by your imperial pardon, but for attempting to place the Pope under confinement without following proper procedure, you will have to pay for that sin to the temple.”
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Antonio, who had lived ever since poisoning the late emperor by suspecting everyone and keeping his guard up, could tell.

“The Pope was certainly enraged.”

He had accepted in the end, but the murderous intent that passed between them at that brief moment had been genuine.

“If so, then is the duke’s guess correct?”

If the duke’s guess was right, then Charlize would return holding the card that could bring down the Pope.

If that happened, then even if the truth of the late emperor’s death came to light, it could be dismissed as something the Pope had fabricated in order to escape the corner he had been driven into. He would be able to manipulate the temple as he pleased as well.

“However, if that is the case, then the Pope would never have accepted the duke’s request.”

Far from stopping the lady, he had willingly tied his own feet…

There was only one way to stop this thought process from circling pointlessly in place: find Charlize and interrogate her.

“Where in the world is that lady, and what is she doing?!”

Antonio slammed his fist down on the innocent desk.
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There was only one reason Laud had remained quiet for two whole days.

It was because, in any case, he knew she would not be able to come out of there carrying the divine beast’s heart. There had been many unwelcome intruders who had coveted the divine beast’s heart, and over long years the temple had completed dozens of layers of barriers in preparation for that.

“The intruder must be the lady.”

It was true that he had been shaken at first. After all, someone had dared to approach in order to obstruct the means of fulfilling his great long-cherished wish.

However, while his movements were checked by the duke, he had instead grown calm.

There was a holy relic that had to be activated in order to leave the sealed chamber, and its function was to transport the user to the temple.

She would end up in his grasp eventually, so moving personally would do no more than provide a fine opportunity for the archduke’s men, who were keeping watch on him, to dispose of her quietly.

“The lady could not have made it there on her own. The divine beast must have gone with her.”

He had recovered enough strength to deceive others into believing he was still remaining at the lake. Even so, at present, he was likely standing before the holy blood, able to do nothing but feel powerless. He had not even considered the possibility that the divine beast might damage the holy blood.

Laud believed he knew the divine beast well.

“If the divine beast refuses to give up its heart, then I need only eliminate the lady, seize House Lienta’s wealth, and offer up the very space where the divine beast resides as the sacrifice.”

If the divine beast gave up its heart, the matter would be even easier.

This time, time was on his side.

“I do not know how she found out, but the lady vanished at a remarkably convenient moment and succeeded in getting close, however…” Laud smiled as though truly regretful.

Unfortunately, the lady would lose her life without even having the benefit of learning the lesson that one must not rush into such matters.

Laud slowly rose from his seat.

The reason the divine beast has remained there for two days is probably because it could not tear its eyes away from the holy blood… A being closest to the gods could hardly be otherwise.

“In that case, I should help it make a choice.”

It was at that very moment that a strange sensation that could never be ignored suddenly swept over him.

“No…”

Laud’s face hardened.
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Clang! Clang!

“Y-you, are you all right? If it’s too much, say so. Let’s switch.”

“I’m fine. Please rest.”

“There’s no need to force yourself!”

“I’m really fine.”

To the divine beast, who still looked troubled, I bent my wrist this way and that for him to see.

“…It seems you really are fine.”

“That’s right.”

So this is how the effects of having once devoted myself to swinging things showed up. My wrists have evolved into wrists of steel.

Rather than look around and count the remaining crystals, which would break my rhythm, I asked the divine beast instead, “How much longer will it take to break all the crystals?”

“Uh, well… about two seconds?”

Thunk!

That was the sound of my heart dropping right now.

“Or not? Ten seconds?”

The divine beast, watching my expression, casually stretched the time a little.

Even so, it was still only a matter of seconds…! Escaping before the Pope arrives just got a lot harder. The difficulty level of this life had always been like this. Only now did it feel familiar again…

Holding back my tears, I kept my hands moving busily.

By the way, what is this bow made of?

Its durability was incredible.

One swing can shatter ten crystals.

“Now there are really only two seconds left! Keep it up!” the divine beast cheered me on, hopping in place.

At last, even the final crystal cracked.

“Well done! Truly marvelous!”

Once the unbroken stream of noise ceased, there suddenly came a sound like glass rustling… because I had turned around.

“Divine one, may I ask you one thing?”

Standing atop the countless shards of crystal, I looked at his youthful face.

“With enough power to erase one person’s memory, what could be done in relation to rebellion or the founding of a nation?”

He watched me silently for a moment, then opened his mouth. “This answer is an equivalent exchange for having saved countless lives.”

The divine beast’s eyes were still dark, and I soon learned why.

“Charlize, that’s not all.”
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“I am sorry, but for the time being, you will have to bear the hardship.”
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The young priest diligently pushed the trolley.

His Holiness the Pope was someone who used honorifics even with a mere priest and was kind in all things. And yet they dared, without any grounds, to suspect such a man and keep him from even stepping outside his residence.

From what the boy had overheard, this outrageous news seemed to have spread throughout the capital. Which meant that every believer entering the temple had effectively become no different from a watcher.

Is this also one of that vile Lienta’s tricks?

The boy, biting down hard on his lip, widened his eyes.

“Your Holiness?”

The face that usually wore a benevolent smile looked somehow cold.

The boy’s fingers twitched involuntarily, and only after the Pope brushed past him did he come to his senses and hurry after him.

“Your Holiness. If there is some urgent matter, then I—”

“You.”

“Yes? Forgive me, but I did not catch that, Your Holiness.”

There was a large difference in their height, so to keep up with the Pope, who was moving at a quick pace, the boy had to run. However, even while he hurried after him and asked again because he had failed to hear, the Pope’s speed did not change.

Just as he was about to ask once more, wondering whether the Pope had not heard his question, the Pope said in an even tone, “You have always looked after my residence. I also heard that when I lost consciousness, you attended to me in every possible way.”

Flushing bright red, the boy bowed his head low and mumbled, “N-no. It was only what I ought to have done.”

Laud smiled a little more deeply.

Originally, he had meant to say that someone like him, who could not properly do a single task aside from trivial chores, could hardly be of any use.

He may prove fairly useful.

It was not for no reason that he had kept him close. The boy possessed rather fine divine power, enough that he could even aim for the position of next Pope.

“You must be worried that by leaving my residence I may invite needless suspicion.”

Laud gave a somewhat wan smile, as though he understood.

“However, something has arisen that requires me to move quickly. This will no doubt draw many suspicious eyes, but that is a burden I must bear.”

“Your Holiness…”

“If even the high-ranking priests all leave their posts, they will suspect that the temple is plotting some wrongdoing and will tail me. If that happens, it will interfere with finishing the task. So, would you accompany me on this journey?”

The boy’s throat bobbed hard.

“Yes, Your Holiness. If I may be of help, however slight, it would be a joy beyond measure for me.”

“That is fortunate. There is no need to prepare anything. We will move at once.”

The face following behind him was resolute, and his footsteps were full of force.

Laud did not even feel inclined to mock it, so expressionless, he kept his gaze fixed straight ahead.

Ten more minutes to the prayer room where the portal was located. And from the portal to the place where the holy blood was kept, roughly another twenty minutes.

Enough time had passed for some of the holy blood to be damaged.

Yes. I had grown lax.

Charlize Lienta had never once moved within the bounds of his expectations, yet he had gone and thought of it in ordinary terms.

There is no way to contact the outside from that space. Then contact with the archduke must have been cut off as well. In that case, the archduke may by now be heading there himself.

Not everything in the world turned only for the worse. Laud was a man who knew how to make use of that fact at precisely the right moment.

That was why, before leaving his residence, he had contacted a dark mage to bring the late emperor’s son, who would be left alone at Elluiden manor.
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Duke Lienta’s house arrest was carried out thoroughly.

The servants of Lienta manor were also confined, and the main gate was firmly locked, forbidding not only anyone from leaving but even any entry.

“Speak.”

Velliac tilted the wineglass in his hand, and inside it, the amber liquid swayed like waves.

“I said, speak.”

Lienta’s butler, his face grave, finally opened his mouth with difficulty. “You said my lady left to gather evidence. I am very worried. Our lady, she cannot even wield a sword, can she?”

Without a word, Velliac tilted the glass the other way.

He had not heard from Charlize the purpose of this journey. He had only inferred, from the course of events, the reason Charlize had had to move personally.

Seen one way, it was a gamble staked on his own safety. But that did not matter. Ever since his wife’s death, the only reason he had lived at all was Charlize, his sole remaining family.

After the butler, who went on chattering anxiously for quite a while, withdrew, Velliac drew back the curtain. Elijah Baier was there.

“It has been a long time, Duke Lienta. I ask your pardon for coming by so discourteous a route.”

Velliac opened the terrace window.

“I trust the journey today was not too difficult.”

“If I were spotted by the imperial knights, the name ‘Duchess Baier’ would scarcely be worth much.”

And then, Elijah went straight to the point.

“Around the time Lady Lienta requested information related to the temple, I planted a few people inside it. They say a trolley laden with food was left as it was near the Pope’s residence. Immediately after, they discreetly looked into the priest who served as something like the Pope’s personal attendant, but he had vanished without a trace.”

Velliac, who had listened in silence without any change of expression, said, “There is a portal in the Pope’s prayer room.”

It was not the sort of information one would mention casually. The Pope’s prayer room carried symbolism much like the emperor’s office. However, it was also the sort of thing House Lienta might well have managed to uncover, and information from Duke Lienta was certain.

“Then it is highly likely he moved from there. Do you know the place connected to that portal? If the Pope moved personally, it cannot be anything trivial.”

“I do.”

At the brief reply, Elijah smiled slowly.

“I see. Then there is something else we must do.”

Elijah had faced the crossroads of life and death countless times in his life. The instincts honed to her utmost limit had not failed her this time either.

Indeed, in a certain sense, it truly might be her last trip to the capital.

“Then it is time for us to move.”
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Even if it was a carriage crafted by one of the finest artisans, the ride could not be perfect on every road. And all along the uneven path, Sasha swayed again and again.

Then the carriage stopped. A knock followed, and the door opened.

“Sasha, we can’t go any farther by carriage from here.”

“Y-yes.”

The child, with both hands wedged tightly between his legs, looked plainly tense to anyone who saw him.

Calix asked gently, “Even so, do you still want to go?”

The child nodded vigorously.

“Come here.”

Sasha wrapped his arms around Calix’ neck in a fierce grip.

“Just bear with it a little. Just remember that you won’t fall.”

“Yes.” The child nodded, then added, “Please don’t worry.”

“Keep your eyes closed too.”

Sasha quickly squeezed both eyes shut, and even with his eyes closed, he could tell how fast the horse was running. Therefore, Sasha could not help but think, “Should I not have come after all?”

If he had not been there, his uncle would already have arrived by now. He would have moved as fast as possible from the beginning. However, the child had already come along fully prepared to blame herself and reflect on it as much as necessary.
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“Whether you come with me or stay at the manor, it could be dangerous.”
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His uncle had said it as though those two choices were the same, but Sasha knew they were different.

If I went along, uncle would have a harder time.

When he could not answer and only hesitated, his uncle tilted his head and smiled a little teasingly.
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“Then I suppose I’ll have to try harder from now on to make you trust that I can protect my nephew.”

“I want to go. To Lady Charl… I want to go with you.”
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Even if only the choice of going together had been dangerous, in truth, the child’s answer had already been decided.
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“Charlize left to find the divine beast’s heart. There is someone trying to use his heart to do something bad.”
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The horse gradually slowed.

“Well done. You can open your eyes now.”

Only after both feet touched the ground did the child open his eyes.

He had been squeezing them shut so tightly that his vision was somewhat blurry. And yet, somehow, he could tell what expression his uncle was wearing as he looked at him.

Calix lightly kissed the child on the forehead.

As the chill running through his body vanished and warmth spread through him at once, Sasha opened his eyes a little wider.

He touched his forehead absently, and by then the scene before him was nothing more than an ordinary forest. He was looking around in confusion when Calix placed a hand on one of the trees, and part of the ground split open into a rectangle.

Sasha bit his lip hard.

Lady Charl is in there.

The stairs stretched so deep that their end could not be seen, but the child was not afraid in the slightest. Because this was the path leading to Charlize.

Thinking of the person waiting at the end of it, there was no way he could be afraid. If anything, he wanted to hurry, and his little shoulders twitched with impatience.

“All this time, we kept you away from danger because we worried about you.”

At the sudden voice, Sasha tipped his head back. His eyes met the gaze looking down at him without warning.

Looking into those endlessly gentle eyes, for some reason his throat tightened.

“But then I started to think that perhaps that made you lonely.”

“Lonely…”

The child barely managed the word in a choked voice, then spoke again.

“I wasn’t lonely.”

As he enunciated each word carefully, both his hands tensed as well.

He could distinctly feel the strange unfamiliar presence on the index finger of his left hand. It was the ring he wore together with his uncle and Charlize.

“I’ll wait below the stairs.”

“All right. Be the first to greet Charlize.”

The child, nodding vigorously as if to say to leave it to him, went down the stairs energetically, his bag swinging.

Calix watched the tiny retreating figure until it disappeared from sight, then slowly blinked and turned away.

Divine power is needed to open the stairs. So the divine beast must have realized we were approaching. Perhaps even the Pope has.

“It doesn’t matter.”

He was coming here anyway.
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The divine beast answered, “Charlize, that’s not all.”

That dragon—no, Calix—had not erased only my memories…

“You asked what could be done in relation to rebellion or the founding of a nation. I will answer. Anything can be done.”

“…”

“Think about it, Charlize. Was that all that disappeared from you? And what about what you gained?”

The divine beast shut his mouth tight, as if to say it could speak no further than that, so I slowly nodded.

“You’re right.”

What I had lost were my memories of Calix and my feelings for him. What I had gained was information about the future and…

“For now, we should leave.”

I cut off the thought before it could deepen.

The rest could be considered after we get out.

“Right. Then—”

The divine beast’s eyes suddenly hardened. Then, with the corners of his mouth twitching, he threw out a chilling remark.

“They say even a ghost appears when spoken of, and here he is.”

“What? A ghost?”

“What are you talking about? I’m talking about your partner.”

The divine beast clicked his tongue as if I were hopeless.

“You said he wouldn’t come, so why has he come again?”

How bashful.

I knew full well that he thought of him as a dear friend he treasured enough to send even his heart far away.

“Come to think of it, did he stick some sort of tracking magic artifact on you… Wait. What’s with your face?”

“My face has always looked like this.”

“No. It was definitely different. You looked at me as though I were a child!”

Feigning ignorance, I edged toward the door.

The divine beast came right after me, shouting, “What did you see while you were unconscious? What did you see?! There are sides to a divine being that a human must never dare look upon! So tell me at once! Your life could be in danger!”

I confessed at once, “I witnessed a touching friendship.”

“N-no, no, no! I do not know what you saw, but you are mistaken. It is absolutely not like that!”

The divine beast’s face turned bright red as he huffed and even clenched both fists tight.

Wary of a fist that might suddenly come flying, I pushed the door with my body. And so, I became someone leaning against the wall.

Is it not push, but pull?

Still unable to let it go, I pushed and pulled a few more times, but the door held fast.

“It looks like there is a mechanism for getting out as well.”

“So to me it was friendsh… What? Move aside.”

As soon as I stepped aside, the divine beast peered at the door with a grave expression.

A moment later, a low voice burst out, as if chewed through clenched teeth. “No wonder the last door had no trap. To think this was what was hidden.”

The divine beast’s youthful face twisted. He bent down and picked up a key.

“Look here. You see this small hole? This key has to be inserted into it.”

Sure enough, there was an opening about the size of a finger joint, shaped much like the grooves of a key.

“There is only one way to escape this sealed chamber. But if you use that method, you will be moved to a designated place. Most likely the temple.”

Grasping at my dazed thoughts, I barely managed to ask, “Then can the Pope come straight here as well?”

“It does not seem so. A holy relic is guarding this place. There is no way something like a portal could be maintained inside.”

“What about outside the door?”

“There was none there either.”

That is strange. Rather than making whoever gets in into a rat in a trap, would it not make more sense to stop them from even thinking of entering in the first place?

The divine beast swallowed hard and set his face.

“The fact that Calix has come means there is a high chance the Pope is here as well. So it should be all right even if we arrive at the temple like this. As for the temple’s layout, I know it better than that bastard does.”

“Divine one, can that holy relic only be activated once?”

“That is not so.”

“Then please go first.”

“What?”

However, the divine beast soon nodded.

“Right, you must have something in mind.”

The small hand inserted the key without hesitation.

As I thought…

At the end of my gaze, the divine beast was still there.

“This door seems to be meant to prevent the heart from being taken out. That may be why they did not install a portal nearby. Since it could not be taken out anyway.”

But even as I said it, one question remained: Why had they not blocked it from the start? The Pope had even moved the holy blood here.

Had they not considered the possibility of damage at all?

It felt oddly unsettling to dismiss it that way.

I narrowed my eyes and looked around. However, all I got from that was the realization that if I delayed and got caught by the Pope, I would die.

He might fly into a rage and say that since I had smashed all that holy blood, I should pay for it with my life. Wait…! Now I understood at last, why they had not blocked entry from the beginning.
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There was a portal in the prayer room!

The young priest, clutching his pounding heart, hurried after the Pope.

The forest, untouched by human hands, was difficult to walk through, but even that made his small heart race.

“We are almost there.”

Instead of moving his feet more quickly, the Pope came to an abrupt stop.

“Please wait here.”

When the boy hesitated, the Pope smiled as though apologetic. “I cannot place too heavy a burden on one still so young.”

He was about to say that it was all right, but the Pope was quicker.

“If you spot someone suspicious, speak into this holy relic and pass the message on. I leave the rear to you.”

“…Leave it to me, Your Holiness.”

“Be careful.”

Looking at him with concern, the Pope left after those brief words.
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Standing there awkwardly, the boy looked down at the orb that fits in one hand.

He had seen a holy relic like this before.

The lady has divine power too, so why is she standing against His Holiness?

The boy’s eyes widened.

How much time had passed while he kept clutching the orb tightly?
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Laud smiled grimly as the sensations of the holy blood being damaged came to him one after another.

His hurried steps paused for a moment, then slowly resumed.

“Archduke… so we meet here.”

He said it as though it was nothing, but that was only on the surface.

That face, holding no emotion whatsoever, was so excessively beautiful that it felt cold. It was like standing before something not human. However, too much had already come to pass for him to stop over nothing more than an ominous feeling.

“Even if the archduke was outside the legal jurisdiction, protecting the back of a criminal who has invaded the temple’s vault is not something that will be easily overlooked.”

“The temple’s vault…”

After murmuring the words briefly, Calix spoke evenly.

“Are you confessing that it is the base of a wretch who stole countless lives behind the scenes to make holy blood and joined hands with a dark mage?”

House Lienta and House Elluiden’s information networks were formidable. But if he could choose the exact path to the final door where the divine beast’s heart was kept without a single mistake and know every detail of what had happened… That was beyond something one could just accept as mere intelligence.

He even knows information that cannot be learned through spies.

Laud narrowed his eyes and kept smiling.

There was something he had added when he ordered the dark mage to bring the imperial prince.
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“Prepare so that the ritual can begin at once.”
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The holy blood was still being damaged even now. That was why Laud could smile.

Holy blood cannot be destroyed simply by smashing it. It could only be done with divine power on a comparable level. In other words, it had been lost… yet not lost.

Therefore, all Laud had to do was buy time for a while. Once the dark mage appeared, he could use the holy relic to switch places with the priest and head to the altar.

“It cannot be helped.”

Divine power was a force that could even turn back time. That meant it could stop it as well. Unfortunately, rolling the whole world in the palm of his hand was beyond his power, but if it was a specific space, it was possible.

Laud took in the space with his eyes, then he summoned divine power.

The two spaces, divided by an invisible line, gradually began to move at different speeds of time. The cool wind that had struck him even while he stood still receded, and the leaves that had been busily shaking gradually slowed.

At last, the movements of every entity except him came to a halt.

Did I overdo it a little?

Laud pushed back his hair. His hand trembled from having wielded such a vast amount of divine power all at once.

“Archduke, you had better hope that your divine power proves useful to me. Otherwise, we will not be leaving together.”

The moment he slowly took a step, within the time he had stopped, Laud caught a strange and unfamiliar distortion he could not overlook. However, he only noticed it, and there wasn’t any time to prepare.

Whiii—

Everything resumed all at once.

As though it had only briefly been in the eye of a storm, an even fiercer tempest came crashing in than before the calm.

The man who had seized and wound back a stretch of time that had tried to end as it pleased smiled with his lips alone.

“When someone keeps meeting it with their whole body every time, a cowardly trick like this will not do.”
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Meanwhile, the young priest was kicking off the ground and running because a man in a black robe had suddenly appeared out of thin air.

It’s a dark mage!

The boy, who had reflexively been about to report the dark mage’s appearance into the sphere, hesitated.

His Holiness told me to guard the rear. He must be confronting the dark mage at the front, so would this not only add to his burden?

After hesitating, the boy shut his mouth tight.

He could offer even his own life for the sake of the Pope, and that moment was now.

Where did he go?

The dark mage vanished again.

Looking around, the boy moved aimlessly.

Should I have told him right away. Even now, should I try telling him—

It was then, as he stared anxiously at the orb…

“The temple’s vault…”

A voice, gentle but not light, sharply cut through the cold air.

He knew the owner of that voice, as it was one not easily forgotten even after hearing it only once.

Archduke Elluiden!

The boy jerked his head up. Not far away, he caught sight of the archduke… and also His Holiness’ back.

“Are you confessing that it is the base of a wretch who stole countless lives behind the scenes to make holy blood and joined hands with a dark mage?”

Why…?

At some point, the orb had slipped from his hand, rolled over the dirt, and tears spread across the back of the hand he hastily reached out.

No. Not yet… not yet.

He harshly rubbed and wiped his eyes, and at last gripped the orb again, but in the end the boy still asked, “Why are you not denying it, Your Holiness…?”
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Then the divine beast suddenly said, “Charlize, I’ve found the answer. I can just leave my heart behind.”

The divine beast opened his hand and placed it over the left side of his chest. He lowered his eyes as if hesitating, but only for a very brief moment.

As the small hand gradually moved away from his body, a white light stretched thinly between them like a thread. At last, gripping the heart that had appeared in midair, the divine beast started moving first with his feet.

“If I leave the heart where it originally was, we can get out.”

“Its original place is inside your body, divine one.”

“There’s no time for wordplay. We don’t know when the Pope will come.”

“The Pope isn’t coming.”

The divine beast turned around with clear confusion filling his small face.

“He may have been pressed at first. He found someone with divine power similar to the damaged holy blood, so in the end it is the same as not having lost it, but it still created a burden he did not need.”

Looking at the youthful face that seemed to say, “I have no idea what you mean,” I added, “The Pope was planning to offer up the very space where the holy blood was kept as a sacrifice.”

The divine beast blinked, then tilted his head.

“If I leave the heart behind, we can move to the temple. And the Pope had no reason to be certain that I would be unable to give up the heart to the very end and would linger here indecisively.”

“If he were to offer up the temple itself as the sacrifice?”

I looked for a moment at the only exit.

“That is why he must have been shaken at first. If he offered up the temple itself just to catch someone with divine power only strong enough to damage a few pieces of holy blood, he would lose too much. Since he never appeared, he must have found a substitute, and now that all the crystals have been broken, he probably has no intention of coming at all.”

“So that means…”

The divine beast spoke in a voice pressed down as though suppressing something.

“If we leave this place, the people of the temple will be the ones sacrificed.”
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The small body looked even smaller because it was crouched down.

The child, sitting quietly with both hands clutching the strap of his bag, suddenly looked up. It felt as though he had heard a faint disturbance.

Uncle?

Sasha sprang to his feet, then crouched down again.

It was not as though he could help his uncle the way the knights could. If anything, he would only get in the way. His head drooped gloomily, already turning toward the path he had looked at several times before.

There was only one visible path, but he knew that forked paths would appear one after another. It was thanks to what his uncle had told him.
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“Do you remember it all?”

“Yes.”

“Sasha… there is no reason you must not take that path, and no reason you must.”
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That was all. His uncle said nothing more about it, as though leaving it to his decision.

“But…”

No matter what choice was made, the one who would bear the consequences of that choice would not be Sasha, but Calix.

The child touched the ring on his index finger for a long time.

“…I’m sorry, uncle.”

The ring, which had shrunk to fit the child’s finger, returned to its original size.

Carefully clutching the holy relic, which was a little too large to fit comfortably inside his small fist, Sasha opened the bag enchanted with weight-reduction magic and took out the case.

The duty to protect the life that the imperial consort had risked herself to spirit away, and the duty to reclaim that place as the rightful heir to the throne.

He could be free from all of those duties.
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“Study? What does a little boy need to study for?”
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That was because he had been under warm protection.

The child carefully opened his hand, hesitated for a long while, and then blinked.
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“I truly did not expect Duke Lienta’s guess to be correct.”

Just now, Antonio had received a report that the Pope had vanished from the temple together with a priest.

Antonio, who had been muttering to himself, suddenly twisted his face into a scowl.

“By what route did they say the Pope escaped?”

Illyden lowered his head a little further.
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Report to the emperor.
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This was how the note handed over by a knight who had entered the imperial knights around the same time began.

There was no sender’s name written on it.

It was not because they were accounting for the possibility that the spy might betray them, but because there had been no need to write it in the first place.

“The knight guarding the entrance to the temple reported that there had been no suspicious signs, so it is presumed there is a portal inside the temple. We are currently tracking the portal’s location.”

“I authorize the torture-interrogation of the priests. We must find that portal at once! If we delay, the life of Lady Lienta may be in danger. Sir Forte should join the search immediately… No, that’s not it. Bring Duke Lienta. He may be able to narrow down the range of places where the portal might be.”

The anxious wait was short.

“I greet the glory of the empire.”

“You may omit the formalities, Duke Lienta. Just now, we confirmed signs that the Pope secretly slipped out of the temple through a portal. It seems your guess was indeed correct.”

Antonio deliberately lowered his voice to a grave tone.

“If so, then the Pope must be heading toward Lady Lienta even now. We must pursue him at once. Is there anywhere you think a portal might be located?”

There was no immediate answer.

His daughter’s life was hanging in the balance, so Antonio had thought he would answer at once, and that he might use the chance to glimpse the extent of House Lienta’s information network.

Keeping a family’s intelligence capabilities hidden was more important than secretly preserving even the strength of one’s knight order, but Antonio had thought that in a situation like this, Duke Lienta would hardly keep it all wrapped up tight.

So House Lienta’s reach did not extend as far as the temple after all.

That thought brought some relief, but it was not entirely good news.

Antonio, busily turning over in his head how he ought to stop the Pope, froze at the next words.

“There is no need for Your Majesty to worry. The knights of House Lienta are already on their way there.”

“…What?”

Antonio, who had been keeping a sharp eye on the Pope’s movements, had only just obtained that information. Yet the duke, who had been shut up in his own manor, had heard it long before.

Struggling to hide his stunned expression, Antonio forced the corners of his mouth upward. “So the duke managed not to go himself after all. You seem to place a great deal of trust in your knights.”

“Each of us has a duty entrusted to us.”

Velliac Lienta had never bent before him, but neither had he ever been insolent. Antonio sensed a subtle gap, though. He had thought that was all it was, yet before he knew it, his hand was groping toward the bell used to summon an attendant.

What stopped it was not any physical means, but merely the duke’s voice.

“Your Majesty.”

Velliac pronounced the words.

“I now wish to act not as Duke Lienta, Your Majesty’s subject, but as my child’s father.”
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I corrected him, “Divine one, that would only be if we leave this place and go to the temple.”

“Is that not the same thing? If this door is opened, there is no choice but to go straight to the temple. I could manifest there and fly up at once, certainly. But as you know, the temple grounds are vast, and I cannot rely on chance… I am sorry to you.”

The divine beast, speaking in a heavy tone as he touched his heart, jolted at the shoulders.

“What now?”

“You are a very selfless person, divine one.”

“…Are you really the one to say that?”

The divine beast, sounding dubious, let out a long sigh and said, “Anyway, let me hear it. What are you thinking?”

I raised my hand holding the bow for him to see.

“Y-you, you, you! Were you planning to break down the door?”

This time, looking at a face that seemed to say, “This brute, who only has strength…” I shook my head.

“I’m going to break that groove.”

“So in the end, you are breaking something!”

“Oh, my head…”

Reeling, the divine beast let out a long sigh and said, “Yes, I see why you thought of this. You mean to destroy the part that functions as the holy relic and turning it into an ordinary door. But that is not like those crystals. How are you going to break a holy relic?!”

“It’s all right. I have dragon’s blood.”

“…What?”

And the color drained from the divine beast’s face.
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The unnaturally raging wind ceased, as if no disturbance had ever occurred, and the world went back to how it had been before. However, Laud could not do the same.

How could Archduke Elluiden…?

There were limits to how pleased one could be at discovering divine power great enough to spare some even after using it as a sacrifice.

Calix answered, as though he had read his thoughts, “It has not been long…”

It was as if he had never set honorifics aside and bared his savage side, he continued in the plainest of tones.

“…Should I say it is all thanks to His Holiness the Pope?”

Peace deferred by another was humiliating, but Laud did not attempt to break it. After all, the only thing he had to do was stall for time anyway.

Surely the archduke’s divine power could not exceed the sum of countless portions of holy blood and that of the divine beast.

Perhaps because he had regained his composure, he only now noticed the divine power behind him.

Ah.

Laud swallowed down a sneer. There stood the idiot who had failed to obey even the simple order to report into the holy relic.

Well, it seems the dark mage did appear after all.

If that was the case, then there was no reason to wait any longer. It really was fortunate that he had assessed that incompetent priest in advance and prepared for him.

Before moving his hand toward the holy relic in his possession, Laud smiled at Calix.

“Archduke, the lady is at the end of this path. The doors you must choose are the left, the right, the right, the left, and then the right.”

Whether the archduke accepted the chance to be with her at the end or not was of no consequence. The time it took from touching the holy relic to being moved to the designated place was roughly one second, perhaps even less.

…What?

And yet within that span of time, a moment so brief it could only be called an instant, Laud felt a strong sense that something had gone wrong.
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It was obvious by all common sense that the archduke should not have been able to catch him, and yet it felt not as though the archduke had failed to catch him, but as though he had chosen not to.

What Laud sensed for the first time was something akin to the instinct of prey.

“So you’ve come.”

That strange sensation clung to him unpleasantly like glue even as he looked down at the dark mage, who immediately bowed his head upon seeing him.

“And the late emperor’s son?”

“Well… he was not at the archduke’s residence.”

“Not there?”

The dark mage swallowed hard and only watched his expression.

“Then he must be here.”

The dark mage, loyal to a master who never even entertained the possibility that the boy might have been hidden elsewhere, did not raise a doubt.

More precisely, he did not even have one. He merely asked, “Will you proceed with the ritual as planned?”

“Hmm.”

It was then that the long scrape of a blade suddenly rang out.

Shick!

Laud, his hand moved without hesitation, had drawn the sword worn by the dark mage disguised as a knight.

Caught wholly off guard by his master’s unexpected attack, the dark mage fell with his eyes wide open. Even as he coughed up red blood, he still managed to force out a strangled sound.

“W-why…?”

“What a laughable question.”

Laud smiled as he tossed the sword aside carelessly.

“What more use could a filthy dark mage possibly be than this?”

Even after dragging the larger body into the center of the hexagram drawn on the floor, Laud muttered without the slightest sign of fatigue, “Why is it that ugly things are always so tenacious?”

He sighed and turned toward where the sword had fallen.

At that moment, a sudden sensation came over him. It was, after all, the door that served as the final protection over the divine beast’s heart.

The accepted belief was that his power weakened with time, but this door was an exception, because successive popes had infused the door with their own divine power, so that if anything went wrong, they would know at once.

And this sensation was precisely that warning.
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This was the first time I had ever seen a human—No, let me correct that—a living creature’s face go that pale.

C-could it be…?

My own heart dropped, and I asked, “Isn’t dragon’s blood greater than any holy relic?”

“I-it is.”

So I had worried for nothing… Then I guess that isn’t why the divine beast is making that face.

It was just as I was forcing down the urge to stare a little longer at this curious phenomenon and rummaging through the subspace pouch for an arrow.

“R-right.”

A voice full of grim resolve rang in my ears.

“When I am in this form, my teeth are all rounded. So it seems I have no choice but to borrow your fangs.”

I hastily covered my mouth.

“My fangs prefer staying where they originally are!”

“What are you talking about? We have to get out!”

“I’m not a dragon, so it won’t help even if I bleed!”

“Bite down hard!”

“I can’t bi… What?”

“There. Here it is.”

The divine beast squeezed his eyes shut and held out his index finger, trembling in the air.

“Pain lasts only a moment. I have lived long and suffered pain many times, so I know that much. Though it is my first time resorting to such a thoroughly foolish method…”

He was muttering something, but it sounded very strange. At any rate, it did not seem as though he was after my fangs.

Still, it was too soon to relax. Keeping my mouth firmly covered with my left hand, I continued rummaging through the pocket with only my right hand, and at last I found it. I lifted it high like someone holding up a treasure dug out of the ground to catch the sunlight.

“Now we can get out!”

“Then hurry and bi… Huh?”

“Let’s try breaking it with this.”

“Uh… uh…”

The divine beast’s face turned redder than flame.

Once again, it was a curious sight one would not easily see twice, but regrettably I tore my eyes away. I wrapped my hand around the arrow shaft and was just about to head for the door when…

“Wait! Charlize! If anything happens to the holy relic, the Pope will notice immediately.”

“So that means we won’t have many chances.”

I took a solemn step forward, then quickly backpedaled.

“You do it, divine one.”

“Why?”

“I think I might faint again.”

“What? Very well.”

With a grave expression, the divine beast accepted the arrow.

And then… Thwack!

Thwack, thwack, thwack!

Thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack!

“…It seems this body’s grip strength is weak.”

The divine beast came back awkwardly and handed the arrow back.

Even with gloves, it was no use. If I faint again, there’s a good chance I might never open my eyes again. It wouldn’t take the Pope two whole days to get here, after all…

Staring blankly at the arrow, I suddenly lifted my head.

“Should I try shooting it with the bow?”

“What? Do you think you’re some divine marksman… Go on, try.”

The divine beast, having abruptly changed his stance, even stepped aside to give me a better angle.

I set the arrow to the bow and drew the string, then I spoke in a pitiful voice, “Divine one, please say you will give me a diamond necklace as a reward. It is a step that absolutely must be gone through for this to succeed.”

“If it succeeds, what is a diamond necklace? I’ll give you a tiara too!”

Thanks to the generous divine beast, I had a feeling that the miracle of the archery competition was about to repeat itself.

Tiara. Tiara. Tiara!

I let the bowstring go, letting the arrow cut through the air and lodging exactly in the small hole carved into the door.

“Well done!”

Unlike the excited tone in the divine beast’s voice, nothing happened. And then, in the very next moment…

Psssh!

A geometric pattern appeared on the door, and along those lines, the great door broke apart. As the fragments vanished, starting from the corners, the path glimpsed between them gradually became clearer.

“Let’s go now!”

The divine beast urged me to hurry, but I opened the subspace pouch first.

If I keep carrying the bow around and it smacks into my leg, it will be a fracture at minimum.

I tossed the bow and arrow roughly into the pocket and stepped forward.

“The Pope must have noticed the strangeness from the moment I struck it. We could run into him midway. So it may be better to choose the wrong path from the beginning instead. We would end up at the temple anyway.”

“You said Calix came.”

“He can get himself out just fine!”

“Sasha might be there.”

I could feel the divine beast’s gaze, but instead of turning around, I stared straight ahead.

“The moment the Pope confirmed the intrusion, he must have decided this would be the final day. If so, he would have no hesitation in using a dark mage. He may even have ordered Sasha kidnapped. So Calix must have brought Sasha with him.”

“Then would the two of them not be together?”

“He cannot keep him by his side the entire time. Because we have no idea what the Pope might say to Sasha.”

The divine beast bit down hard on his lip. “Charlize… I do not think you are unaware. The one the Pope finds desirable right now is not Sasha, but you. Not Sasha, whose divine power has not properly awakened, but you!”

“That is not the problem.”

There was another problem.

All the conditions Sasha needed in order to awaken are now fulfilled. If the Pope were to find Sasha alone…

I clenched my fist.

If this ended properly, the authority of the priesthood would fall to an unprecedented degree, and Sasha would become the emperor of an empire with no force left to threaten the imperial power.

So now there was no need for him to awaken. He would never have to know the pain that had to be endured in order to awaken fully. That little child, soon, would no longer have to bear anything.

The divine beast, who had only been looking at me in silence, moved first.

“We must hurry.”

After passing the second door, both of us stopped at the same time… because we had spotted a familiar figure.
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After the Pope disappeared from sight, the young priest staggered onward.

There was no way the archduke had failed to notice someone approaching, and yet he turned around.

“Wait a moment, Your Highness the Archduke.”

The boy barely managed to catch hold of the hem of the archduke’s clothes.

“Is it really true that His Holiness the Pope used the holy blood to… do such a monstrous thing?”

Tears spilled down in heavy drops. He wanted to say it could not be true, that it had to be some misunderstanding, but he could not bring himself to say it. He had already realized it. That… it was the truth.

The boy barely managed to ask in a trembling voice, “Is it true that he was involved with the sacred tree as well?”

The archduke’s blue eyes, looking down at him, were dry and held not the slightest trace of warmth. It was the sort of gaze that should have made his hand fall away on its own, but instead the boy only gripped tighter.

The reason he had lived had been erased, and in its place remained an ugly truth. The substance of his only salvation, so lovely in words, had in fact been nothing but a greedy human blinded by power.

Without realizing it, strength left his hand. He hurriedly clenched it again, but all he caught was empty air.

It was just like all the days he had lived. However, there was no time to drown in his feelings.

Hurrying after the archduke, the boy bit his lip hard. And finally, after descending all the stairs, the archduke stopped, and his gentle voice rang through the corridor.

“Sasha.”

And then…

“Uncle.”

…a small face popped out.
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Sasha faltered for a moment at the sight of the unfamiliar boy, but quickly said, “Lady Charl still hasn’t come yet.”

His gentle blue eyes looked anxiously down the corridor.

“Then shall we go meet her?”

The child nodded bravely and let go of one hand that had been clutching his bag strap tightly. To match his uncle’s great height, he had to raise his arm high, almost as though he were being made to stand in punishment, but he reached his hand out first.

The large hand that always took his once again passed on its warm heat. Sasha clasped it tightly and smiled faintly. Then, after a brief time had passed, two doors appeared before them.

“Priest, open the door on the right.”

The boy hesitated, because the door the Pope had mentioned had definitely been the one on the left. As he lingered uncertainly, Calix laughed softly.

“Were you not curious about the answer to the question you asked me?”

“…So that door leads to the temple.”

Looking at the calm line of the man’s mouth, the boy gathered his courage.

“I will go as well.”

However, only an emotionless gaze fell on him.

“Countless—” the boy stopped himself, realizing there was a child younger than himself present and swallowed the rest.

“Since they would have had to be people no one would look for, they must have been street beggars or children from orphanages. There may be faces among them that I know.”

He calmly listed reasons the archduke could accept.

Blinking rapidly in case tears welled up again, the boy asked desperately, “Do you not need the testimony of a third party?”
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The steps that had been gradually slowing finally came to a stop.

The divine beast, the only one still moving, also stopped once it reached me.

When all motion had ceased, the Pope moved his lips.

“I pay my respects to the great being.”

“What business brings you here?”

For all that his eyes gleamed fiercely, the Pope smiled as if he had heard something amusing.

If you’re wondering how I could still see everything so clearly with someone blocking my view, it was because that person did not even reach my chest in height.

So despite the divine beast’s efforts to shield me, all my weak points were still completely exposed. Instead of stooping over in a cowardly attempt to cover them, I simply watched the situation unfold.

“You came up with a rather unusual way to escape the sealed chamber. I found it interesting.”

“I have no interest in your impressions.”

“Why do you wish to preserve this empire? The empire is corrupt, the outskirts of the capital are overflowing with the starving, and the one calling himself emperor is a degenerate who killed his own brother.”

It was highly suspicious.

He’s bringing up exactly the sort of things the divine beast can’t help reacting to.

Sure enough, the divine beast clenched his fist tight and spoke through a strained voice. “And how are you any different? Did you not even commit the atrocity of making holy blood out of innocent lives for your own selfish purpose?”

“It was an unavoidable sacrifice for the greater good.”

Hm. He’s even spouting utter nonsense now.

“Then why did you not sacrifice yourself? If you had, I might have been able to understand your words at least a little.”

As the conversation deepened, so too did my suspicions.

I glanced around, but nothing seemed particularly different. I had passed through here once already, but the corridor itself was so plain and ordinary in structure that it had not been difficult to remember.

If only there had been a tapestry hanging on the wall or something, I could at least have wondered whether there was something behind it.

Thinking there might be some mechanism hidden away, I scrutinized the wall to make sure it really was just a wall. However, I felt no sense of wrongness.

Is he just trying to stall until the dark mage arrives?

The divine beast stamped his foot hard. “Enough! Enough with the sophistry!”

I could only blink, because the sound, though familiar, was oddly different.

It was a little embarrassing, but before I remembered my previous life, I had stamped my feet often enough as “Charlize” that I could tell the difference.

A subtly hollow sound. Not completely hollow… more like, something crudely put together… Could this be?

There was no time to check. I immediately grabbed the small hand.

“You really are… Cha-Charlize?”

Perhaps our trust in each other really had deepened over the past few days, because instead of asking why, the divine beast silently followed me.

The sound of the divine beast’s breathing was loud.

There was no way this much running alone would have made him pant like that. He stirred him up on purpose.

A little farther ahead was the door we had passed earlier.

I just need to make the divine beast open the wrong door and send him to the temple.

It was then that a voice tinged with laughter followed after us…

“How you figured it out is not important, I suppose. Still, let me tell you one thing. Lady Lienta, regrettably, it is useless.”

He was urging me not to waste my strength and just give up, but if I had been the sort to do that, I would never have bothered in the first place to find out who was trying to kill Duke Lienta.

I could just have confined the duke to the manor until he died of natural causes and kept the guards on constant alert.

At last, the door came into view.

It was the moment I reached out with all my strength and grabbed the doorknob that a coppery tang flooded my mouth.
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The archduke’s blue eyes stared at him without emotion.

Under that gaze, the boy’s throat bobbed hard.

The attendant who had stayed by the Pope’s side had suddenly turned against him. How many people would believe it was not a smokescreen?

“You would do well to forget your curiosity for the moment.”

True enough, the archduke replied only briefly, then disappeared with his young nephew.

The boy stood for a long time before the two closed doors.
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For a moment, Antonio doubted his own ears.
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“I now wish to act not as Duke Lienta, Your Majesty’s subject, but as my child’s father.”
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He could not find the expression he ought to make, so what he chose instead was to pretend to be at ease. Then he tried to begin by asking what he meant.

However, the corners of his mouth, which he had barely managed to lift, soon drooped again, and the words he had meant to say caught halfway up his throat and tangled there.

Perhaps that was because he had already understood those words without needing to ask.

No. That can’t be.

Antonio hastily rejected his intuition.

This is the imperial palace. Which meant it was the emperor’s stronghold. It didn’t matter if he was the duke of a great family commanding vast wealth and power, no sane man would declare war here.

“It seems you were greatly displeased that the Pope ordered a bounty placed Lady Lienta. But would it not be better to stop here?”

Was it because no answer came back? Or because of his unease? His words kept growing longer.

“I will not, of course, sit by and ignore the Pope either. So should we not proceed step by step? The lady would want that as well.”

“Your Majesty.”

“Yes, speak.”

“The day I saved the late emperor was when the enemy troops hidden in the gorge joined the battle and our side was driven onto the defensive.”

That was true. When others said they ought to wait longer, it had been Antonio who insisted that they were all too cowardly and that they must strike at once before the enemy reinforcements joined.

The result had been a crushing defeat as they fell perfectly into the enemy’s strategy.

“That day, while evacuating the late emperor… and Your Majesty, who had thrown away even your heavy sword and was fleeing in blind panic to the rear, to safety, I lost comrades I had fought beside for many years.”

Velliac smiled faintly.

“That may be why I could never bring myself to use the imperial pardon. It is the only thing left that allows me to remember that day.”

“Duke Lienta.”

At the words “fleeing in blind panic,” Antonio’s face flushed bright red, and he issued the warning through clenched teeth.

Paying it no heed whatsoever, Velliac went on.

“Gathering together the loyalty I still had from that time, I offer this final counsel. Step down of your own accord, so that His Highness the Imperial Prince would not have to ascend a throne stained with blood.”

“Velliac Lienta!”

Trembling all over, Antonio finally shouted.

“Do you understand what madness you are speaking right now?!”

“I have obtained the leash the Pope put on Your Majesty.”

Antonio froze, mouth still open.

“Would it not be better to step down on your own, rather than be executed under the disgrace of having defied all human decency and blinded by power, even tried to kill your young nephew?”

Not that Velliac had any intention whatsoever of letting him live comfortably even if he stepped down of his own accord.

Looking at Antonio with his eyes wide open, Velliac recalled the day that blood relative of this fool of an emperor, who looked nothing at all like him, had come to Lienta manor.

It had been one of the days when the house arrest he had requested from the emperor was being enforced.

Against the backdrop of a sunset sky, the man who had entered through the terrace smiled so kindly that one could hardly imagine him having broken through tight security without even waiting for the cover of darkness.
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“I am going to Charlize.”

“Do you know where Charl is?”

“There is one place I can think of.”
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Velliac had felt relief, and then asked…
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“You did not come all this way merely to say that one thing, I assume.”

“The Pope has a magic artifact that acts as an imaging recorder. It contains the scene of the emperor plotting to assassinate His Majesty the Late Emperor. The Pope will soon leave his base, so please take it then.”
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Velliac closed his eyes for a long moment. He had already known well enough of the current emperor’s greed. The sudden death of the healthy late emperor had raised many doubts, but Velliac had not suspected the emperor. More precisely, he had tried not to.

When he opened his eyes again, the interior before him was no different at all from what it had been before he closed them.

The man smiling faintly carried the air of someone who seemed never to have lost anything in his life. And then, Velliac suddenly realized one very obvious fact: He had watched Calix Elluiden ever since he was very young.

He may have failed to recognize that fully because, even under the emperor’s ugly and blatant hostility toward him, he never once wavered and had always shown such adult composure.

The emperor had tried to do something futile to Charlize, and every attempt had failed.

Velliac had not lost his daughter, but Calix had lost his only protector. And so, Velliac decided he would respect that.
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“Are you choosing the moderate course approach?”
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At that, Calix narrowed his eyes and answered…

[image: ]   

“If that had been my intention, I would have sent assassins into the imperial palace before dawn.”
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The voice grew distant. And once more, inside his heart, Velliac repeated the wish he had already made several times.

Charlize, my dear daughter, have you met the archduke safely?
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Dark magic has just been activated.

I wiped the blood running down my chin roughly with the back of my hand.

I put strength into my fingertips and barely managed to open the door, but then stopped in my tracks, because the hand I had stretched out behind me caught nothing.

The moment I was about to turn around, my body was suddenly shoved away. It was not a rough push, but with all strength drained from my body, I staggered badly all the same.

My hair covered half my vision, but I could not even think of brushing it aside. Through the narrowing gap of the door, the youthful face I saw was smiling even as cold sweat ran down it.

“You’ve done enough.”

Thud.

And then the door shut with a hollow sound.
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The divine beast leaned his back against the door so Charlize would not be able to open it.

He thought he understood what this dark magic aimed at him was. It inflicted pain when divine power was used, and its purpose was to keep him from using divine power. However, the divine beast’s very existence was divine power. So even now, without using divine power, horrific agony gnawed all over his body as though it would tear him apart.

“You have done something pointless.”

“You do not know, do you? Just how clever that child is. She has surely gone to the temple.”

The divine beast gave a short laugh.

“Now that things have split into two places, your plan has become the useless one.”

“You do know, do you not, divine one, that provoking me will do nothing good?”

As though his expression had never hardened, Laud spoke gently.

“If the lady has gone to the temple, then the divine one need only go there as well.”

“There is one thing you are mistaken about.”

The divine beast curled up the corners of his mouth.

“That child had no hand in Charlize’s divine power. It was there to begin with.”

“You say ridiculous things. I checked while she was still in the womb. It was not to this extent.”

“That would have been so.”

At the divine beast’s calm reply, Laud pressed his jaw tight.

“But you know too, do you not, how powerful memory is. She did not remember then, and now she does, so of course it must be different.”

“Even so, there is no anomaly. When I designed all this, I never factored in the lady’s divine power.”

“The power to tamper with memory, and the power to erase emotion.”

The divine beast closed his eyes for a long moment.

“The reason you broke your seclusion… was it not because you belatedly realized there had been another power besides mine?”

“I do not see any reason to continue this conversation further.”

Laud smiled a twisted smile.

It was then, though they could not yet feel anyone’s presence, they both realized it.

“There truly is no more time for conversation,” Laud murmured as though sighing, even though, at the root of it, lay exhilaration.

“Now that the lady’s whereabouts no longer matter, what will you do?”

Looking at the face of the man who was smiling at him, the divine beast calmly turned his gaze away. Laud, watching with interest the divine beast’s clenched fist to hide his pain, drew a holy relic from his robes.

“I will not offer thanks.”

A great burst of light flared, and the figure vanished as though melting into it.

“But I will promise you one thing: the divine beast’s power will not be used meaninglessly.”

Finally, all that remained in sight was an empty corridor, and only then did the divine beast twist his face in pain.

Perhaps that was why there was a saying in the human world that one ought to choose one’s friends carefully.

With his eyes closed for a long moment, a memory from some time ago passed across his mind.
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“Turning back time itself… Yes, with your power, no crack will form.”

“That was not what I asked, if I recall correctly. Can the soul remain intact even if memory is erased?”

“…Ordinarily, yes. But that child’s past is entangled entirely with you. Go ahead, then, if you mean to make her unable even to remember her father’s face!”

“So memory will not do. I will say thank you for the advice.”

“Wait a moment! You know, do you not? Twice. It is already twice. If time becomes tangled, there is no knowing what sort of anomaly may appear in that child.”

“If you mean she may come to remember ‘me,’ then it does not matter.”
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The sincerity briefly laid bare had stripped away even that superficial composure.

The divine beast shut his mouth tight, turned his head away, and closed his eyes, saying, “Do as you please!”
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“Remember this. Turning back time as a whole causes no crack. But the moment you lay a hand on an individual, traces remain. Someone may notice.”

“I gave up expecting to be reincarnated long ago.”
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Footsteps sounded from far away.

The divine beast lifted his weary eyelids, and his old friend soon stood at the end of his gaze.

“The Pope escaped with a holy relic. I…”

He glanced at the small child and swallowed the rest.

“I understand.”

“Then hurry and flee. Do not go to the temple. Charlize is there.”

“Charlize won’t be at the temple.”

“What? Then where did she—”

The divine beast’s eyes flew wide open as though time itself had stopped. Clutching his forehead, he fumbled for the doorknob.

“You fool! There’s nothing clever about that! Not one bit!”

The sound of his furious breathing soon died away… because there was nothing beyond the door.
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The step he had been taking paused only for a moment.

With a face showing no trace of agitation, Laud said lightly, “So you were here. How did you know how to come here?”

Laud’s mouth set.

“You’re late.”

For some reason, the hexagram that had been drawn in white was nowhere to be seen. There was only an ordinary floor, empty of anything else.

“So since you’re about to die, you’re casting etiquette aside. Is that it?”

He answered as though it was nothing, but inwardly he was anything but calm. There had been a reason he could remain at ease even under the divine beast’s provocation.

Depending on the direction in which the door was opened, the destination would change.

And yet the lady was acting as though she had known from the start that this was the destination.

How did she know? And how did she break the spell?

An odd sense of alienness crawled up his fingertips. That was why he smiled out of sheer defiance. And that only made it more unpleasant, because in truth, the very fact that he was feeling this emotion at all was absurd.

The lady had barged in alone without a thought…

No matter how great her divine power might be, Laud was hardly weak himself. So he couldn’t help but find the situation laughable as he took a step closer.

The eyes fixed coldly on her still did not hold a trace of agitation. However, just moments earlier, he had definitely been shaken. Therefore, Charlize ought to have been shaken as well.

…so why does she have such unfeeling eyes right now?

Laud twisted his mouth.

“Should I call it fearlessness, or sheer hopelessness? Even as the divine beast’s contractor, you still cannot summon the divine beast here—”

Just then, Charlize moved. And slowly, but without the slightest hesitation, she steadily closed the distance.

“I kept thinking about what to do with you.”

Without warning, she seized his collar and forced him down to her eye level.

Even so, the grip was not particularly strong. He could have shaken her off at once, yet Laud allowed it. However, it wasn’t because he found the grasp “of an ignorant child” pleasing in any way.

“Are you not relying too much on your father’s imperial pardon?”

“You’re planning to destroy the empire anyway, so what use is the imperial pardon?”

Charlize tilted her head.

“You tried to kill me and my father, but I have no intention of killing you. That’s too simple, isn’t it?”

Laud stared straight into the green eyes lit with a fierce gleam without even blinking.

She knew not only about herself, but even that he had meant to eliminate the duke as well. Right, the lady knew a great deal.

“What are you?”

In the end, the words slipped out from Laud.

Why had all those moments when his plans fall apart one after another suddenly come back to him? No matter how formidable an information network might be, its means was still human eyes and ears. By what route could she have known even the things only Laud himself knew?

He already knew of a “route” that lay beyond common sense.

Was this what the divine beast meant?

Laud closed his hand over the one clutching his collar.

“I suppose I won’t need even the divine beast as a sacrifice.”

It was something he would have been better off not saying at all.

Because despite clearly holding the upper hand, his voice was dry and utterly devoid of ease.
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Looking at the empty corridor, the divine beast moved his lips.

He did not know what to call this feeling, where even the young voice cutting through the air reached him only faintly.

“I’ll wait here. You’ll come back with Lady Charl, won’t you?”

“Yes.”

The child’s round cheeks lifted.

“I’ll come quickly.”

“You may come slowly.”

“Hmm. Then I think Charlize will scold me if I do that.”

“I’ll protect you.”

Calix gave a small smile and answered, “Yes. Thank you.”

“I leave Sasha to you.”

“…All right.”

Lost in thought, the divine beast answered a little late.

So he knows the holy blood has been destroyed. Then again, it had been broken with a bow. More than anyone, the Pope would know that Sasha, as he was now, could not serve as a replacement for the holy blood. So the child would not be swept up in any of it.

And yet, the divine beast could not for the life of him understand why his insides still felt so stifled, and he bit at his lip.

Ah.

Only when he felt a small stab of pain did he realize that the dark magic constricting him had vanished.

“I told her to go to the temple, so why is she going somewhere completely different?”

The words slipped out from the divine beast before he knew it.

“She should have just escaped quietly. Why go trotting over there and churn a dragon’s insides up like this?”

At some point, the face that had only been staring long at the door through which Calix had disappeared twisted.

“What a fool.”
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There’s no time to stay just like this.

The divine beast bit his lip and summoned his divine power.

There was something he had to do, at a place beyond the reach of Charlize and Calix’ hands at present. He had to find the stronghold of dark magic and wipe it out.

It was then that the child with a very gentle face murmured softly, “Clover, butterfly, and the wind…”

His blue eyes blinked once.

“…are you the one who was always by my side?”

The divine beast could not even blink and only kept staring blankly at the child as an indescribable emotion rose higher and higher inside him, like a river during flood.
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Turning back the time a little, to when I was left alone in the corridor.

“So there’s no helping it.”

I trudged over to the other door.

There’s only one reason I didn’t turn the knob right away even after grabbing it. At this point, the divine beast will probably allow for it, right?

Somehow, with the divine beast, it felt as though he would know everything that had happened even when he was not there.

This was my own tiny struggle to protect my back.

“No! I just can’t do it! I can’t be the only one to run away!”

The moment I was about to snatch my hand away, a familiar sensation ran from the fingertips touching the doorknob.

That’s right.

It meant blood had gotten on my chin again.

Dark magic.

I thought of the divine beast, who had been ready to throw away even his own life for the sake of the people in the temple.

“…So there’s no helping it.”

I opened the door weakly. However, the destination was not the temple.

At a glance, it was a suspicious space.

In the middle of pillars connected by planes of dim light stood a man whose breathing was barely hanging on.

The man, who had been staring at the door with wide eyes, spoke in a hoarse voice that sounded as though it would give out at any moment. “So they say you can sense dark magic. If I was going to die anyway, then I suppose the gamble was worth it.”

The dark mage, cackling, died just like that.

At the same time, the dimly glowing planes flashed. The violent burst of light that exploded in an instant tore my vision into disarray.

Squinting, I frantically rummaged through my pouch.

My hand found the stone I had brought just in case I ended up needing to strike someone over the head.

I hastily threw it, and the fist-sized rock vanished in midair without leaving even dust behind.

“…I nearly died without leaving a trace.”

Resolving to live from now on by preparing thoroughly for everything, I took five steps back.

“Now then. What do I do with this…?”

It was just as I was staring at it helplessly, my eyes narrowed. This sensation, too, is familiar. The more I blinked, the more my vision slowly began to blur.

“Wait a moment… this…”

I probably did not even manage to get, “Are you telling me to die?” out of my mouth, because I lost consciousness before that.
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It was a ridiculous thing to say.
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“Charlize. Remember this. It is not your fault.”
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It was her fault.

That the head of a great house had come to await so miserable an end was her sin.

[image: ]   

“The crime of daring to attempt the murder of the imperial prince. He will answer for it with his life.”
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It was a joint effort by the Pope and the emperor.

They meant to use this chance to take back the imperial pardon, and their solution was simple: She only had to die.
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“Do not even speak such words!”
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The duke was angrier than he had ever been.

He used the imperial pardon to save his daughter’s life, but that was all. House Lienta still fell in an instant.

Having become an unspoken public enemy of House Elluiden, no one wanted to associate with House Lienta any longer.

As all they had left was money, they became a family that anyone could point at and scorn. And now that it had lost the immunity as well, it was obvious the archduke would somehow bring down the family that had become a thorn in his eye.

As expected, Duke Lienta was accused of treason.

The fabricated evidence left no room to escape.

As the head of a ducal house, he was still confined to his own residence for now, but soon he would be dragged miserably into a damp and filthy underground prison.
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“Father did nothing wrong.”
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She could not tell what expression the blue eyes looking down at her wore.

Charlize lowered her head and clenched her fists.
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“You know that. It is true I approached His Highness the Imperial Prince with that intention, but I never once tried. I will die, so let my father go.”

“Unfortunately, this is not something I had a hand in, but…”
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His words were strangely slow, as though he were rolling them in his mouth.
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“Even at a time like this, you still do not ask for help.”

“If what you want is to see me cling to you pathetically, then I already am.”

“…”

“I’m saying I’ll die.”

“You’ll die?”
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Calix murmured suddenly. His flat voice somehow sounded angry.

[image: ]   

“Even if you die, that solves things only this once. The emperor will try to kill the duke sooner or later.”

“…”

“Then when that time comes, you will already be dead. What do you intend to do then?”
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When she returned with nothing to show for it, Lienta manor was unbearably silent.
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“My lady…”
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The butler trailed off, his complexion haggard.
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“Speak.”

“My lady…”
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As if that one word were the only thing he could pronounce, the butler sobbed.

A premonition then struck her like lightning.
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“No.”

  [image: ] 

However, she did not know why the steps she took were growing faster and faster.

She ran in a frenzy, but the body she finally gathered into her arms was cold, with not the slightest warmth left. He had been such a warm person, and the only warm person in her life…

What came to mind then was an old book she had seen in the academy’s hidden archive. It was a book she had come across by chance while trailing after Calix.

That strange book, suspicious to no end, had not been there when she went back alone to look for it. She had read it only once, but she remembered everything she needed.
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“Save my father…”
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It had said that a sacrifice was required to activate this ritual, and Charlize had fully intended to offer herself that role.
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“…and then I’ll die in exchange.”

  [image: ] 

Light spread across her vision, which meant the ritual had activated properly.

Now all that remained was to wait until the light consumed her as it completed itself.

Faced with perfect death, her heart grew strangely calm. This relief, which she was feeling for the first time in her life, was unfamiliar, but not unpleasant.

A moment later, the eyelids she had squeezed tightly shut, as though she did not even wish to take in the world at the end of her life, abruptly lifted.

Boom—!

A crack formed in the pillar of light.
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I opened my eyes and wiped away the tears that had run long down from the corners of my eyes with the back of my hand.
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“Yes, I was careless. You never once reached out a hand to me, so why would this time be any different?”
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With that faint voice as the last thing I heard, I pushed myself up.

That thing can still be broken.

I gathered divine power into my hand and struck at the light.

My hand ached from doing it over and over, but it did not so much as gain a hairline crack, let alone split.

Then when in the world—

I bit my lip and was just about to strike it again with my fist, but at that moment, warmth seemed to settle over the back of my hand.

As if drawn by something, my arm traced a wide arc. And then… Crack—!

It worked.

It began as a hairline fracture. From there, it took no more than the blink of an eye for it to spread and consume the entire pillar. The light, stained with irregular lines, dimmed and finally disappeared.

And that brought us to now.

“I suppose I won’t need even the divine beast as a sacrifice.”

Laud twisted his grip around my wrist.

“You alone will be enough, isn’t that fortunate for you? The divine beast and the imperial prince both ended up safe.”

Originally, I had meant to snatch the divine beast’s heart and the holy blood and run before I ran into the Pope.

I had planned to use the divine beast’s testimony to have the Pope executed and drag down the temple’s standing, but in the end, we met anyway.

I will not deny that when I grabbed him by the collar right away, a very, very great deal of personal feeling went into it. Still, there had been value in acting recklessly as though I held the upper hand and making him overwork his jaw.

He’s becoming anxious and impatient.

A gap would appear sooner or later, and when it did, greater height and stronger force would not help him.

It was one of the lessons I had learned while living at rock bottom in my previous life. And the right moment came quickly.

“There won’t be any need to make you bleed. You’re already a mess.”

Laud smiled pleasantly, as though measuring me.

“But it would be troublesome if you moved, so shall I deal with that first?”

He kicked the sword up into the air with the tip of his foot, making his eyes slide past me for just a moment.

This is it.

I smiled only with the eyes I had been keeping lowered all this time.

Thud!

“Ha.”

Laud frowned.

“What ridiculous scheme is this now—”

I swung my fist into his slick cheek.

“That one before was for my father. This one is for Sasha.”

The face that had turned sideways again turned towards me. With blood at the corner of his mouth, Laud let out a disbelieving laugh.

“Since it seems to be your dying wish, I suppose I can grant you at least this much.”

“No matter how much of a piece of trash you are, you’re still the Pope, so even if your execution were decided, torture would never be permitted, would it?”

I lowered my head close and met his eyes.

“That started to feel like a shame.”
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Laud laughed in his throat as he found himself wondering what expression that self-assured woman would make if he told her the truth.

“You seem to be waiting for your admirable fiancé, but what a pity.”

He jerked his chin.

“The door you came through is a one-time use only. Your fiancé cannot enter by the same method.”

By now, he was likely wandering through the maze.

It would take him quite a long time to make it back here again, so in the meantime…

“What are you talking about?”

Only her eyes held a fierce light carved into them, in contrast with her beautiful face that had remained expressionless all this time tilted.

Laud became puzzled and narrowed his eyes.

And then, at that moment, a voice rang out through the taut air.

“Is your hand all right, Charl?”

His tone was as orderly as ever, and this time was no exception.

“…When did you—”

“Just now.”

It was Charlize who answered Laud, whose face had suddenly twisted. Calix, meanwhile, had his gaze fixed only on Charlize’s hand.

That warmth, carefully covering the back of her hand, was familiar, making Charlize smile suddenly before speaking again.

“Actually, no, it was much earlier than you.”
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Laud clawed at the floor. He did not even notice the blood beading at his fingertips.

He abandoned all the moral duties he should have upheld as a human being. He treated human life without a second thought, sat in the glorious position of Pope, and surrounded himself with wicked things. He had spared neither means nor method.

By doing all that, he had only just managed to reach the very brink of his great long-cherished wish.

And this is how it ends… so futilely?

A corresponding price, that one thing alone had been lacking. And now even that had all been fulfilled.

Laud shut his eyes against the blood-red wash over his vision, and when he looked again, his gaze landed on one person.

…Right.

As long as the archduke was gone, that was enough. If the nuisance trying to protect the sacrifice disappeared, he still had a chance.

But how…

The feel of the portable holy relic in his robes was vivid, but there was only one reason he could not bring himself to decide so easily.

It was because of the archduke’s eyes at the stairs, because of those eyes that had felt as though it was letting him go quietly even though it could have seized him.

But there is no other way…

Laud admitted it. Other than this, there was no way out of this crisis.

It takes about three or four seconds to complete the transfer.

He only had to draw the archduke’s eyes away for that much time.

Even if I cause a disturbance right behind the archduke to make him look away, the moment he senses divine power, he will react at once…
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“And the late emperor’s son?”

“Well… he was not at the archduke’s residence.”

“Not there? Then he must be here.”
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“…”

A faint smile touched Laud’s lips.

The divine beast is unlikely to have the leeway to move while taking the imperial prince with him.

It was only a probability based on conjecture, but in the current situation, that was all there was to hope for anyway.

Then all he had to do was wait.
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“Clover, butterfly, and the wind… are you the one who was always by my side?”

The divine beast could not say a word.

It felt as though a burning lump were lodged in his throat. He could neither swallow it nor spit it out. Its presence alone was painfully clear.

“You are, aren’t you?”

His silence was answer enough, and the clever child understood that.

“Thank you.”

The child smiled like a flower blooming in a field.

Every human had an expression like that. That was why it had never moved him at all. And yet he could not understand why that ordinary smile was stirring such great ripples in his heart.

“How did you know…?”

“Hmm.”

The child blinked a few times before he smiled again, softer this time.

“I just did. I just knew.”

He meant that he knew without any reason.

A conversation they had shared long ago suddenly came back to him.
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“If we met by chance for no reason, then isn’t that fate?”

“It’s coincidence.”

“Why?”

“Because I like it like that.”
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Only then did the divine beast understand the one who had welcomed coincidences so gladly.

It was at that moment that he sensed movement earlier than he had expected. The door opened, and a head of silver hair peeked through.

“Hey, you!”

He rushed at her with fierce force, and perhaps because she knew she was at fault, Charlize backed away.

Driving her past the doorway and up against the wall, standing on tiptoe, the divine beast shouted, “Are you all right?!”

The face nodding up and down truly did not have a single wound on it, but the divine beast inspected her closely anyway.

“What happened to your hand?!”

“Ah.”

The side of her hand was all bluish black.

“You really know no method except brute force!”

“Insulting a friend is bad behavior.”

“And making someone worry is good behavior, is it?!”

Grumbling, the divine beast covered the side of Charlize’s hand with his small hand, then said, “This will do,” and pulled it away. Even then, he kept his gaze fixed on it and wrinkled the bridge of his nose in displeasure.

“I’ve only blocked the pain for now. You’ll have to get proper treatment after we return.”

That he could not even heal it perfectly was a humiliation beyond compare.

If someone explained this to the him of several hundred years ago, that he had to conserve divine power in case something came up requiring him to wield a great deal of it, he would probably only scoff.

“Thank you.”

“Enough.”

The divine beast spun around and started walking first.

“The Pope?”

“He’ll be out soon.”

“And him?”

“He’s with him.”

“…He’s not killing him, is he?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Is that so?”

Answering listlessly, the divine beast looked toward a certain spot.

…It was empty.

I’d been keeping watch the whole time, so when in the world…?

Even while exchanging idle words with Charlize, he had kept his senses on high alert in case some sign of divine power or dark magic suddenly appeared near the child, so how—

The divine beast’s face turned white in an instant, and he stammered, “This is bad…”

It really was.

“Aghck!”

…Something really had happened to Charlize.
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The first thing the child saw was her silver hair that had a bright color, like stars scattered across the night sky.

No matter how dark it was—or rather, the darker it was, the more it stood out. It was a light that brought relief to him merely by being seen.

The child ran toward that light, just as he always did before.

“Lady Charl.”

Even though the child threw himself at her without restraint, Charlize supported him firmly, just as she had always done.

Panting, the child gave a small smile. “Lady Charl. You aren’t hurt anywhere, are you? You’re all right, aren’t you?”

Suddenly, his body was lifted up, and he met a pair of seemingly impassive green eyes straight on.

However, the child knew the warmth contained in those eyes. There was no way he could not know when her gaze that checked his face and body was this warm.

“Thanks to Sasha worrying for me.”

“I’m really glad.”

Feeling genuinely relieved, Sasha stretched out his arms. It didn’t matter even if he looked like a very small child. He did not want to be separated again, so he hugged the warmly scented body with all his strength.

“It’s about time we went out now.”

Suppressing his reluctance, Sasha pulled his small chest away.

“Please put me down.”

“No.”

“I must be heavy…”

Sasha looked awkwardly down for a moment, then lifted his head again and blinked.

“That’s right, and in a very satisfying way.”

With a short laugh, Charlize crossed the corridor just like that.

His hesitation proved brief as the child carefully rested his cheek against Charlize’s shoulder.

The truth was that he wanted to stay in her embrace.
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Even intermittent physical training was better than none at all.

The solemn feeling brought on by the steep stairs, enough to make one’s head swim just from looking at them, lasted only a moment. Somehow, I had climbed them without so much as disturbing my breathing once.

“Wait here now. I shall destroy the dark magic that dared crawl into this sacred area.”

“As you wish.”

It was just as I stepped back three paces to give him room…

“No. I have changed my mind.”

The divine beast whipped his head around. His eyes shone like luminous stones.

“Things like this ought to be done loudly. Only then does one receive the proper reward!”

They were eyes so full of ambition that I could not possibly say, “The one who would give that reward is about to die, you know.”

“And the Pope… No, that thing too ought to receive the proper punishment. We must not let the evidence vanish, must we?”

“We already have more than enough evidence, and I think it would be better to deal with this quietly.”

If it blew up too much, it would only become troublesome…

I snapped my head around as well.

“No. It would be better if it became a bigger matter.”

“As expected, you really are clever! I knew you would think that too!” the divine beast chimed in.

Facing one another, we both nodded firmly.

Because I had decided to live properly from now on.

I would do my utmost to pull “Charlize” out of the mire, and the only thing that could repair a ruined reputation was a good deed to match it.

That meant I would have to refuse any reward, but I did not mind in the least. After all, the one who would be giving the reward would be Sasha or Calix, so it would be little more than emptying my own family’s pockets.

“Still, just in case, I shall first dispel all traces of dark magic I can sense around us.”

“That is a splendid idea.”

I stepped back three paces again.

Just as the light pouring from the divine beast’s hand began to subside, far off in the distance, I saw Calix.
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Even after the lady left the space first, the archduke merely continued to look at Laud… or perhaps what had truly lain at the end of his gaze was not Laud at all.

No emotion at all rested on that beautiful face, so that if a third party saw them, they would not be able to guess whether the two were enemies or allies.

“Do you have something you wish to say?”

In the end, it was Laud who spoke first.

“If so, say it now. Once we reach the capital, it will be difficult to have a quiet conversation.”

Letting out a long breath, Laud smiled faintly.

A moment of carelessness…

That brief instant was all he needed.

To deceive the archduke completely, even if only for a moment, he would need to act carefully from now on.

“Now that it has come to this, perhaps I ought to regret the past. But well, I do not regret it.”

“That sounds more like a confession better made to God,” the man who answered so indifferently blinked once. Then he murmured something impossible to make sense of, “By now, it should be enough.”

Did he make some sort of plan with the divine beast beforehand?

At words he could not ignore, Laud sharply narrowed his lowered eyes.

“Go on, Your Holiness.”

But the most incomprehensible thing of all was that man, who was still showing him courtesy.

“Is it really all right to let me move freely?”

At the probing question, the archduke smiled faintly.

“Thanks to the divine beast being here.”

“Is that so?”

Laud answered calmly, as though he had never seen the archduke’s divine power. However, of course he had not forgotten it, could not forget it, and must not forget it.

What in the world is he plotting?
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A nameless sense of foreboding rose within him. Turning it over in his mind, Laud reached the surface, and a strange gleam flickered through his hardened eyes.

They’re there, just as I thought.

On top of that, luck was added: the imperial prince and the lady were standing a fair distance apart.

The lady had likely meant to prevent the imperial prince from becoming entangled, since there was a chance she herself might end up in danger. Little did she know that such caution would only end up catching her by the ankle.

The claws of that ominous feeling lurking in his heart were sharp, and he could still feel them clearly, but things one cannot explain are often like this, vivid in their presence.

Otherwise, would there be such fools as to seize on mere coincidence and call it fate?

Well, that was precisely why Laud, too, tended to favor coincidence in the thoroughly political moves he made as one conscious of the papal seat.

He saw the divine beast, manifested as a boy, suddenly twist his face at the sight of him, so Laud lowered his eyes.

“There is a portal nearby connected to the temple. I will guide you…”

“Stop. I will choose the means Calix used to move.”

The divine beast glared at Laud with blazing eyes.

“Because you’ve been caught, you suddenly mean to tuck your tail and behave? You did something no human should be capable of. Even now, that head of yours must be filled with nothing but vile schemes, constantly hunting for some chance to resume the ritual.”

Just as expected, the divine beast acted exactly as he had hoped. He was effectively helping satisfy the conditions of keeping them here by dragging out the time.

“I have merely acknowledged that any further effort toward my objective would be meaningless.”

“You…!”

The divine beast bit his lip but said nothing more. Instead, he merely stepped closer to the imperial prince.

Trying to provoke the divine beast further will only invite suspicion.

Laud blinked without even brushing aside the bangs that had fallen and were covering half his eyes.

With the divine beast this close by, it has become troublesome… No, in this situation, there was no need to target the imperial prince at all.

It was then that the weakness the lady had revealed of her own accord flashed through his mind.

Laud slowly looked around. He was no dark mage, so he could not sense hidden dark magic, but he could guess that the divine beast had dispelled it.

If so…

Then, suddenly, the tree behind them came to mind.

When would the day come when it no longer caught his eye? Because he had looked at it every time he came to this place with that thought in mind, he had reached the point where he could describe it in detail without even looking at it.

That tree, whose name the divine beast would not know because though he looked at it, he had never truly taken it in, and whose name Charlize would not know because she had only seen part of it and never the whole.

The way he had learned of that tree’s power, and the way he had come into contact with the dark mage.

Yes, all of it had been coincidence.

A coincidence that had unfolded beyond the sight of Dod who designed even the finest threads so densely and assigned each living thing its own fate. Then again, if one thought back to the very beginning of why he had needed such things in the first place, perhaps it was not such a surprising coincidence after all. It had been a resolve born from witnessing a power that tried to defy fate.

Laud smiled faintly.

The dark magic had been dispelled, and yet it has not been dispelled.

Why was the next Pope chosen in advance under the name of the Chief Priest, even while the current Pope still stood hale and whole? Because the place where the divine beast’s heart was kept was something only the Pope was meant to know.

It was a secret unknown even to the high-ranking priests. So the force used to change this place to suit his taste could not all have been divine power.

All he had done was layer a thin coating of his own divine power over the dark magic that had encroached on this place, so that it would not be discovered.

There had never been any reason to preserve a place that had already lost both the heart and the holy blood. All the more so if it was the final means by which he could land a decisive blow.

There was no reason to hesitate, so Laud began to withdraw his divine power in order for the dark magic maintaining this altered place to slowly reveal itself.

And thus let him catch the “opening” he had been aiming for all along… Only a moment later, the eyes that had been watching the situation with interest, as though enjoying the spectacle of what was about to suddenly change, abruptly crumpled.
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Thinking, “I knew something felt off,” is pointless. From the moment something feels off, you have to move quickly.

That was how people like me survived well.

…This time has nothing at all to do with surviving, but still, the principle stands.
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“Just in case, if the Pope speaks to you, divine beast, please move to Sasha’s side immediately.”

“Is him speaking to me some sort of signal, then?”

“…Yes.”

“Then he truly is intending to target Sasha. Very well. I will protect the child.”

“I know you will keep Sasha safe even in a dangerous situation. But it is not a sight the child ought to see, so I think it would be best if you took Sasha and went straight back to the temple.”

“I shall.”

“Ah, but not in your true form.”

“Why? Sasha said he likes dragons.”

“The wind is too strong…”
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“Let’s go back at once. It’ll become dangerous if we stay here.”

“All together?”

“I suppose so.”

“Then… I want us to be in danger together.”

“What?!” the divine beast was horrified. “If you do that, do you think they’ll like it?”

“…”

“Hold on to me tightly.”

Sasha hesitantly took hold of the divine beast’s arm, then he turned to look at me. The child, whose little chest had been rising and falling, smiled softly as though nothing was wrong.

“I’ll wait at home.”

“Stay in your bedroom.”

In case he might wait in the lobby, I specified the place exactly, and Sasha smiled sweetly. On a winter day like this, he clearly has no intention of slipping into bed and wrapping himself up in a blanket.

“I’m very good at enduring the cold.”

There was not the slightest trace of boasting, but his voice was proud, as though he were presenting his one special strength.

My lips moved, and I realized there was no time to linger like this. Instead of nodding or praising him, I said, “I’ll see you in a little while.”

At that moment, a strange sense of déjà vu surged up. However, before I even had time to turn my head in alarm, it revealed itself at once.

“Aghck!”

A string of shallow coughs came one after another, as though they might cut off at any moment.

I put strength into my hand so the blood would not run through the gaps between my fingers, but perhaps because it was dark magic of an intensity I had never felt before, pain crashed over me without pause, enough that I could not keep hold of my senses.

“L-Lady Charl…”

“Don’t go! It’s dangerous!”

“I-I think Lady Charl is h-hurting…”

“She must have caught a cold. So it would be better for you to go quickly too.”

“Let me go. I want to go to Lady Charl.”

Their voices gradually grew faint in the distance, and I hoped it was because the distance between us was widening, and not because my consciousness was fading.

Come to think of it, I thought this might be a side effect of “Charlize” having meddled with dark magic. That was what I had thought when I instinctively realized she had turned back time. I did not know whether the Charlize of that time had possessed divine power, but even if she had, it did not seem likely she would have had this much. But that wasn’t it.

To begin with, she had not even hoped for that great a miracle.

As part of an equivalent exchange, she had offered her life in exchange for Duke Lienta’s. However, bringing back someone who had already died might, perhaps, be even harder than turning back time.

So it really was Calix who told her the part “Charlize” hadn’t known… But why had he erased himself from me? Why did he need to erase not only my memories, but even my feelings?

Suddenly, a familiar voice reached me.

“It’s all right.”

Is that the reason why…?

I found myself wanting to ask a question to which there could be no answer.
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The memories of his second life, the one he lived as “Calix Elluiden,” were still incomplete, but the first was as clear as his life before that.
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“It is a foolish thing. God would never permit your reincarnation.”
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With the goal before him, the princess stood in his way.
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“I am telling you there is nothing wrong with how things are now.”

“Yes. Perhaps with this choice, we may never meet again.”
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The dragon tilted his head as though it were nothing.
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“You will be freed from that arduous cycle of reincarnation, and I will be placing myself in the hands of God.”
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The princess did not feel relieved, even after hearing words that sounded as though he had yielded to her persuasion. They knew one another far too well for that.

The dragon gave a short laugh.

Yes, even having considered the possibility that success might still amount to failure in the end, he tried it and succeeded. The moment his memories returned, he sought her out… and that became the beginning of all misfortune.

Stained with the blood of beings whose names he did not even know, he made his wish.

“Turn time back.”

Back to before the wrong choice had been made, back to when she was still alive.

The second time, he acted differently. But why?

This time too, the ending repeated itself much the same way. No, if he had been only a little later, then in the end it would have been exactly the same.

Without showing any sign of surprise, merely meeting those cold green eyes, he walked into the light he had shattered.
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“Perhaps you and I truly are an ill-fated bond that should never have met.”
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“Ha.”
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A hollow laugh made in cold breath split the silent stillness.
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“But we’ve already met, so what can be done now?”
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Charlize shot back coldly.

Calix smiled slowly.

She’s right.
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“More than that, after getting in the way of the person who was trying to put an end to this ill-fated bond, do you really think that’s something you should be saying?”

“Not like this.”
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Not like this. It must not end like this.

Calix bent one knee.

His gaze rested on Charlize’s blood-soaked leg, but only for an instant. When their eyes met in a straight line, Charlize narrowed hers sharply.
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“Duke Lienta cannot be saved by this method. His life has already been taken by God, so it is no different from the price of a human life.”

“So what are you trying to say?”
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Looking into eyes full of wariness, he said…
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“You can turn back time. I can bear the price.”

“…Why you?”
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Those especially slender fingers scratched at the floor.
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“Answer me. Why are you saying you’ll bear it?”

“Do I need a reason?”

“Yes.”
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The green eyes glaring at him without even blinking were fierce.
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“I don’t want to go on misunderstanding until the very end.”
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He parted his lips calmly.
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“There is something I want to change.”
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However, the more he spoke, the more desperate he felt.
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“There is a point at which I want to act differently.”
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To do that, his memories had to be sealed away, while her memories had to be erased.

Perhaps what they needed was a first meeting in which neither knew anything.

…Even if it ends as no more than a passing connection, it could not possibly turn out worse than this.
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The plan Laud conceived began like this: The divine beast was beside the imperial prince. So even if he put the imperial prince in danger, the archduke’s eyes would truly only go to him for the briefest instant.

In that case, rather than aiming for the imperial prince…

Part of the reason he changed course so abruptly was his suspicion that the archduke might currently be unable to use divine power.

The archduke had clearly seen the bruise in the lady’s hand and still did not heal it. Considering their relationship, it would be more accurate to say he could not, rather than that he did not.

It would not be strange if the archduke had been rendered incapable.

Rather, it would be stranger if he had not. The absolute amount of divine power the archduke used when they faced each other before the stairs had been enormous. He had reversed time that had been stopped by divine power. He must have used at least twice as much as Laud.

Therefore, the plan ended like this: He would bind the archduke’s feet with divine power, and then easily seize the lady once she was left unable to retaliate.

“Aghck!”

…But why has it turned out like this?

Laud struggled out a dry breath. He did not even notice that the collar of his robe had been badly crumpled, as though an invisible hand had twisted it.

An unfamiliar divine power had spread over the dark magic sustaining the space like a curtain, enclosing it without the slightest gap. And the only reason he had noticed was because his own divine power, not yet withdrawn, still remained there.

What that meant was clear: The archduke had not been using divine power.

He could not understand it.

“How in the…”

How can he possess this much divine power? And without anyone ever noticing?

“How in the world…”

Is this even something a human body could endure in the first place?

A certain remark flashed through his mind.
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“…Should I say it is all thanks to His Holiness the Pope?”
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No. That’s absurd… a ridiculous fantasy.

Laud let out a hollow laugh. But eventually, the laughter spilling from his deeply bowed head died away, and at some point his shaking shoulders stopped moving.

When he finally lifted his eyes again, they were bloodshot, dense with red veins.

However, if that were true…

From the moment the lady had intruded into this place, his defeat had already been decided. It had been certain defeat.

In the red-washed field of his vision, long silver hair, a color that seemed able to shine all on its own, came into view.

Isn’t it unreasonable that the one who ruined everything should still get everything?

It was already a failure. No matter what he did, Laud could no longer achieve his goal… so he wanted to carve even half of this feeling into the lady as well.

When something one has worked so hard to attain is thrown into ruin, how would that arrogant face change? There was no hereditary noble who did not know the lady’s grand long-cherished wish, and Laud was no exception.

However, I cannot kill the archduke. Humiliating though it was, that’s the truth.

At that moment, he caught sight of the small figure struggling free from the divine beast’s arms.

Watching the child draw nearer and nearer to the lady, Laud suddenly thought, “There’s no need to kill him specifically, is there?”

Laud twisted his lips.
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“No!”

Leaving the urgent voice behind, Sasha ran.

His knees nearly buckled and sent him sprawling, but he barely managed to catch himself and staggered onward.

It was blood.

The child bit down hard on his lower lip.

She coughed up blood.

Not being a doctor, nor a pharmacist, he knew that his going there would not be much help. But thanks to Charlize, the child had come to realize one precious thing. Specifically, that a warm hand embracing you when things were hard could be an immense source of strength.

The more kind hands there are, the better.

Therefore, he wanted to grow up quickly. Then his hands would be very big, and they could be warmer still. He would be able to run a distance like this in a single dash, like his uncle.

“Lady Charl…”

It was a tiny voice, almost like he was just talking to himself. It was so small it barely reached even his own ears. And yet, Charlize, who had been leaning against Calix’ shoulder, lifted her head.

Her clear gaze, always so direct, struck like an arrow loosed from a bow. Only then, hiccupping back tears, the child dragged his tired feet onward.

I want to help Lady Charl.

He repeated the wish that had taken root in his heart sometime before.

It was not only because Charlize had saved him, and not only because she had treated him kindly. Even if it had not been Charlize who brought him to his uncle, even if their first meeting had been met with eyes that looked at him coldly and frighteningly… for some reason, the child felt he still would have liked Charlize very much.

It was a certainty needing no rational reason that flooded his whole heart, as though he had actually lived through it before.

“I want to protect Lady Charl.”

At last, the child whispered his earnest wish.
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The moment our eyes met had surely lasted only an instant. And yet in that instant, strangely, I saw many things.

Eyes opened wide in shock, a mouth twisted as though holding back tears with all its might. In that youthful face, I saw eyes from some time that would never return.

It was strange. I’m not even using a holy relic right now.
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“Your Highness the Imperial Prince, please return. If His Highness the Archduke learns of this, he will surely be furious.”

“I came to see the lady.”

“The lady is currently away.”

“I know she is here.”
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The imperial prince, known for his gentle nature, had insisted. Though he was a child, he was not in a position where one could treat him simply as a child, so the butler had no choice but to inform “Charlize.”

The answer that came back was permission.
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“My lady.”
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The child, who had his clenched fists resting on his thighs, hurriedly spoke.
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“I found out too late, my lady. I know. I know you are not a bad person.”

“I am a bad person.”
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“Charlize” said it coldly, with finality.
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“So go back now. I do not particularly want to see your face.”

“Even if you are a bad person, you were not a bad person to me.”
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The child, who had hurriedly started to get up and run over, stopped short under the chill of that gaze and instead gripped the hem of his clothes tightly.
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“Because of you, my lady, my divine power awakened. I told my uncle that before I came here. So…”

“Is that so?”
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“Charlize” laughed coldly.
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“Then why didn’t you do it one day sooner?”
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There was no time to sink into sentiment. I know that the child I should apologize to isn’t here. They’re same person, and yet not the same. Therefore, all I can do now is remember that unforgivable original sin forever.

It was then that a sharp sound suddenly cut through the air.

Swoosh!

The Pope’s attack came rushing in, and a beam of light shot straight toward us, closing the distance fast.

The moment it entered range… what spread before my eyes was a transparent barrier.

A hemispherical shield, curved like cupped hands protecting something from danger, collided with the oncoming light.

Boom!

A sound loud enough to split the ears rang out, and the pulsing light burst brilliantly, flooding my vision.

I know what’s happening.

I scrambled to my feet, and in doing so, I scraped my hand against the floor, but I did not even feel the pain. I only realized I was bleeding after Calix swept the drops of blood away.

“Go, Charlize. This time, leave what comes after to me,” Calix whispered as gently pushed at my back.

After the burst of light came a cloud of dirt scattered by the impact, throwing my vision into confusion. However, my feet did not slow as they ran toward the direction I remembered.

“Sasha.”

My voice was too soft.

He would never hear it like this… Not when he’s probably hurting so much right now.

“Sa—”

“Lady Charl!”

So why…?

The voice that answered me was thin with breathlessness, but it carried not the slightest trace of pain.
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Amid the gray-white dust filling my vision, I thought I saw a small hand stretched out toward me. And without hesitation, I grabbed it firmly.

I held on tight, as though I would never let go again.

Sasha might be hurting.

The thought came to me belatedly, and I hurriedly loosened my grip, but that tiny hand caught hold of me.

Though the area we touched was small, the warmth there was vivid and impossible to ignore. It did not matter what to call the emotion that began from our clasped hands and swept through my whole body. All that mattered was that I did not want to lose it again.

“You’re Lady Charl, right?”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

“Actually… Actually, I knew you were Lady Charl.”

Moisture crept into the shy voice at the end.

“You really are all right, aren’t you?”

“Yes… Thanks to Sasha protecting me.”

The child let out a faint little giggle.

“That’s a relief…”

The small body suddenly sagged forward. And while holding the child against me, I bit down harshly on my lip in case the words I wanted to say might slip out.

That child is not here.

So an apology would be nothing more than self-satisfaction.

I don’t want to feel even a little relieved after offering an apology to someone who isn’t here to receive it.

“Sasha!”

The divine beast came running. After checking the child’s body, he let out a low sigh.

“He has only fallen asleep. He must have been very tired. Charlize, are you all right?”

“I know this is not the right time to ask…”

I lifted my eyes and looked at the divine beast.

Keeping my gaze fixed on the being who could have stopped Sasha from running into danger so easily, I asked, “You knew Sasha would awaken completely, didn’t you?”

“I will not make excuses. However, if my guess was right, I was certain there would be no pain,” the divine beast answered readily, his face complicated. “At first, I thought Sasha’s divine power would awaken if all his memories returned. All the conditions had already been met, and yet something was blocking it, so I wondered whether incomplete memories were the reason. The vessel that holds divine power is important by nature, after all. But, as you know, that was not the case.”

“Are you saying the person’s own will was what mattered?”

The Pope had thought so too. He had schemed to become the child’s one and only person so that Sasha would desperately wish for his divine power to awaken.

“That may have been part of it.”

But the divine beast’s answer was not a complete affirmation.

“Wanting it for oneself matters, yes, but it also occurred to me that the important point may have been for whom one wished. Even then, was it not because of you that Sasha awakened?”

In the original novel, the one who had greatly contributed to the child’s awakening was Irian. Why had that been deliberately changed? Vague though it was, there were still scenes from before the regression that remained vivid.

Perhaps there are images one can never forget for as long as one lives.

The child who, unable even to blink, only nodded awkwardly and said, “I’m sorry, my lady. It’s because I wasn’t enough,” before finally bowing his head all the way down.

“How far can you go for your ‘master,’ divine one?”

“Well…”

The moment the divine beast was thinking of was probably different from mine. Because I was thinking of our very first meeting, when the “master” came looking for me, saying he was afraid of himself.

With eyes full of longing, as though remembering some distant time, the divine beast closed his eyes.

“…”

When he opened them again, the eyes revealed beneath looked at me gently.

“…even if one cannot remember, I can still grant one wish: the wish not to forget.”
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The archduke’s divine power, which bound Laud so he could not move, naturally blocked Laud’s own divine power as well.

That was why he had drawn even on part of his life force. And because he had pulled it out quickly and without preparation, some part of his body had been damaged beyond recovery.

Spitting the blood that surged up onto the floor, Laud narrowed his eyes and stared straight ahead.

I definitely cast up a barrier.

However, the archduke had not had time to prepare perfectly. He could not possibly have expected Laud to convert his life force into divine power.

The archduke had already used a considerable amount of divine power two or three times, and on top of that, some of it was still tied up in binding Laud.

It was worth betting on the weakness of a barrier made in haste.

When will the dust settle?

As he waited anxiously, a shape could be seen dimly approaching through the pale, clouded air… and the face that finally came into view did not have so much as a scratch on it.

“How?”

The stunned murmur gradually filled with fury.

“Why did you refrain from using divine power? Was it to make me misjudge and exhaust my strength?”

His blue eyes, now fully visible at last, were utterly devoid of warmth.

It felt like facing something not human as a primitive fear washed over him. The superiority in power was certain, and he understood it instinctively.

Therefore, there would be no shame in being utterly afraid. And yet perhaps because he had spent too many years thinking himself the superior one, Laud forced his lips into a twist.

And in that moment…

“—!”

A hand shot out without warning and seized his throat. It was such a solid, inescapable grip that not even the sound of his constricted breathing could slip through.

The man replied matter-of-factly, “If you ever fall back into that habit you couldn’t give up again…”

Not a single vein stood out on his hand, so that one could not guess the strength of his grip at all just by looking.

With an expressionless face that seemed almost bored, he explained kindly, “Since threats are useless anyway, you stop preparing alternatives. Like just now.”

It was a lesson his first life as “Calix Elluiden” had taught him.

In the eyes of others, he was merely a man of high rank, and if he remained unprepared because of that, they would inevitably come to think he was dangerous.

He could not afford to forget that.

The reason he had kept using absurdly polite honorifics with the Pope was also part of reminding himself of the position others saw him as holding.

Calix suddenly smiled. Though it was clearly bright, it was a smile that resembled a crescent moon somehow bleak against a dark night sky. And Laud instinctively realized that he had just touched the archduke’s reverse scale.

Unable to give up hope of recovering, he ventured a remark, “The lady nearly ended up in danger, yet you stay so calm. I thought you might lash out in anger at once.”

“Yes. I was angry.”

Calix smiled a little.

“But not at you. Why would I be angry at you?”

Letting out one dry laugh with the intent of letting his languid questions continue, Laud’s eyes turned red as though he had never smiled at all, and he asked bluntly, “With Your Highness’ power, you could easily turn the world in a proper direction. Have you no intention of changing your mind?”

“What changed is now.”

For the first time, the man who was always composed showed a savage side.

“So it would be better for you, too, to accept the end here.”

And then, it went dark.
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Calix lowered his cold gaze once to the man who had just lost consciousness.

Perhaps the Pope might think it made no sense for things to end without his even getting one proper attempt, after all the time and effort he had poured into fulfilling his long-cherished wish. That at the very least, everyone ought to have feared that his wish might truly come to pass. However, unfortunately, not every grand ambition is granted a grand ending.

Calix knew that very well. No matter what effort the Pope had put in, none of it could compare to what he himself had done. And yet… what sort of end had he met?
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“You said that I matter more to you than you do. Regrettably, I feel the same.”

“So hate me forever for being this selfish.”
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Calix smiled wryly.

Yes…

Perhaps for her sake, it might have been better if she had lived on hating him forever. He was used to remembering alone, so it was not something he could not endure.

However, he was even more selfish than she was, and in the end, he turned back time.

Had he known that the end of his second life would end in her ruin, he could not say whether he would have made the same choice. Still… he had hoped that Charlize’s third would not end in ruin.

That was why he erased the cause of that ruin from her memories. And although things had not gone as smoothly as he had hoped, Calix still dared to think it.

…Perhaps we were not ill-fated after all.
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The way home was together.

“So the two of you came together too?”

“There was a knight who acted as the coachman.”

“…Is he safe?”

“He was holding the Pope’s attention the whole time, so probably.”

“How heartless. If that knight heard you say that, he’ll be hurt.”

Instead of answering, Calix laughed.

A certain someone’s voice went on chattering and fussing over how careless his expression looked, while I held the child sleeping heavily with his chin resting on my shoulder. I tightened my arms around her.

“Charlize. Isn’t he heavy?”

“I wish he was heavier.”

“I was entertaining foolish thoughts. They say the simpleminded are always strong. Yes, what could possibly be heavy to you…”

I let out a small laugh as I glanced sideways at the endlessly chattering divine beast.

“Why?! Why are you laughing?!”

“Because you seem to be in a good mood.”

“Not at all. I’m not… Well, I do feel juuuust a little good. Hmph.”

The divine beast, bristling all his feathers—or scales or feathers, it’s all the same if it covers the body!—as though to prove he was every bit avian, finally admitted it.

Thanks to the divine beast’s generous use of divine power, the carriage sped up and reached Elluiden manor before half a day had passed.

I saw everything.

Livan and the butler came running out with teary eyes, saying, “My lady, have you returned safely?” but the very first one they looked at was Sasha.

“Duke Lienta has requested that my lady visit Lienta manor once you have returned.”

…Father, I was obviously planning to go… Have I lived so much like an unfilial child that he was worried I might not come even after all this…?

As I walked down the corridor, I took some time to reflect on myself.

After placing a goodnight kiss on the sleeping child’s forehead, I quietly left his bedroom on my tiptoes.

“I’m going to see my father.”

“I’ll take you.”

“No.”

I shook my head firmly.

“It’s dangerous. I might not get to see my father in time!”

“Then that won’t do.”

Calix, who had seriously agreed with me, suddenly laughed.

For a moment I narrowed my eyes, wondering if he was laughing at me. Then I gave a big nod.

It’s only natural for laughter to come easily when one was at home.

“Yes. Please go inside quickly.”

When I opened the door for him, Calix stepped forward easily.

“See you tomorrow.”

It was then, just as the door was closing, that a well-shaped hand caught it with a, “Wait a moment.”
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Calix lowered his head and kissed my forehead.

“May danger not follow you.”

My forehead did grow warm, but I could not tell whether that was because of divine power, or because of my own selfish desires.

I hurriedly backed away and glared at him, telling him to shut the door already.

“Have a safe trip.”

At last, that beautiful face wreathed in a holy smile disappeared from sight, and I turned around stiffly.

My face was surely burning red as I strode down the hallway.
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“My lord.”

The garden stretching beyond the window was vast, but its master’s eyes did not leave a single spot.

A man who seemed like an iron fortress, as though nothing could possibly draw his attention, reacted at once to the very start of what followed.

“A message has arrived saying that my lady has passed through the main gate.”

“To the reception room.”

Velliac turned around.

Whenever he thought about when his child would arrive, or whether she had been hurt anywhere, he lost all track of time.

Knock, knock.

However, the moment he heard that sound, he realized just how intently he had been waiting and Velliac sprang to his feet. Even as he strode forward, his steps remained utterly composed, the very image of an unyielding man of power.

At last the door opened, and the face he had been counting the moments to see began to appear through the gap.

“…Charl.”

The empire’s indisputable powerholder wore nothing more than the face of an ordinary parent worried about his child.

“Father… I’m back.”

He looked at her silently with reddened eyes, then suddenly thought that the child he had believed would remain in his arms forever had somehow grown this much already.

So perhaps she no longer needed her parents’ help now, and perhaps she would even take their concern as interference and find it burdensome instead. But parents were creatures who always wished they could continue to help their child… even if their child no longer needed them.
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House Lienta’s pastry chef was not only skilled, but quick with his hands as well.

Even though I had arrived without notice, the hot chocolate bombs were set in front of me in no time, and I found myself inwardly impressed.

“So it was true that the Pope went to you, Charl.”

“Yes. For now, I’ve got him penned up at Elluiden manor. I’m thinking of hauling him away tomorrow.”

“I see. You should rest for a day. You’ve worked hard.”

“Mm. I postponed my schedule because I wanted to see father first.”

The duke smiled faintly.

“The emperor has shut himself away. He is not even attending the regular meetings.”

“Is that so?” I answered dutifully, then stole a glance at the person sitting across from me.

…Why is he being so calm?

Just because I was thinking this because father was not shedding tears did not make me unfilial.

Not worrying would be far more unfilial!

After furtively watching him for a while, I cautiously asked, “Father… are you perhaps angry?”

“I was worried when I heard you had gone somewhere dangerous, but I was not angry.”

The duke tilted his teacup.

G-gasp!

The witness who had seen how terrifyingly the steam rose from that tea nearly fainted in shock.

“F-father, here’s some cold water.”

“Thank you.”

However, the duke looked entirely unbothered, as though he had just drunk lukewarm tea. That’s proof enough that something’s very wrong with father right now!

The duke toyed briefly with his teacup, then with difficulty opened his mouth.

“Charl.”

I nodded vigorously, urging him to go on already.

“Have you reached the age where your parents are a bother too?”

So he really is angry after all.

“…Next time, I will be sure to tell you beforehand before I go,” I answered gloomily and lowered my head, when I heard a rattling sound.

When I looked, it was the sound of the teacup knocking irregularly against the saucer.

With his hand trembling, the duke asked in a frail voice, “A-again… Are you saying you will go somewhere dangerous again?”

“You never know what may happen in life…”

“So you are saying you’ll go?!”

The duke squeezed his eyes shut so tightly that wrinkles formed at the corners.

I’m the very child people meant when they say children make their parents grow old… This unfilial daughter can’t do anything but hunch my shoulders apologetically.

“But I probably will not. It is not even work I am being paid for, so there is no reason for me to go again.”

“…No, Charl. Do as you wish,” the duke said, his shoulders drooping. “Live doing what you want to do…”

When he spoke again a moment later, his voice held a certain resolve.

“I will stand behind you.”

“What? No. Father, you should rest comfortably.”

I could not possibly evolve my level of filial impiety any further here.

“I want to be of help to you. Even if you may no longer need it.”

“Father, your very existence is a help to me.”

The title of being Duke Lienta’s only daughter, with no brothers, was an extraordinary thing. Even in my childhood, when most people thought the duke, who had lost his wife because of a child he had not especially wished for, hated his daughter, there were still, surprisingly, no fools who looked down on me to my face.

An unloved child of a powerful man is normally an easy target for spiteful bullying. However, because the family’s power was so immense, and because of my position as the “heir,” they kept themselves in check. I had benefited from that quite thoroughly.

Just as I was nodding to myself inwardly, a familiar “Hng… Hic!” sound rang out.

“Cha-Charl.”

Only now did I finally feel relieved.

For a long while, I quietly stayed by father’s side as he kept sniffling and going “Hng… Hic!”

I hesitated and hesitated before asking, “Father… may I hug you?”

“Hm? Mm-hm.”

I walked over to the duke, who was still sniffling. But strangely enough, I ended up feeling very peculiar.

When I took one step, I wanted to step back. Then when I took another, I wanted to run to him at once.

Maybe it’s because the scene looked just like it had back then.

The duke sat in his chair with his eyes closed… but the reason I could not think he was merely resting was because of the blood that had run down across his chin.

After hesitating, the hand I finally reached out touched him.

He’s warm.

It was the warmth of a living person. Not that frigid cold that felt as though it could freeze even the heart.

I still don’t know why the duke, before I turned back time, made that choice…

“…Father.”

“Yes, Charl?”

Even knowing the duke would find it strange, I ended up asking anyway, “Why would the head of a family accused of treason choose to take their own life?”

“Well…”

Even at the sudden question, the duke gave it serious thought.

“It may be because he wishes to avoid a public execution, or simply because he is afraid. Or perhaps it is to protect his family.”

“…His family?”

“Yes. Of course, that is in cases where the charge of treason was deliberately placed on him in order to weaken his political standing. Even then, though, there are hardly any who go so far as to throw away their life. Usually, they surrender more than half their property, and that is the end of it.”

“…”

Faced with an accusation there was no escaping, the duke had cast away his life to ask such questions: “Would this not do? Would this not be enough?”

He had staked his life on an offer that might not even have worked.

…Father.

If only I could turn back time, I would make sure we never reached the ruin where the duke had to choose death with his own hands.

I could do it…

As I thought that with my trembling lips pressed tightly together, I realized something.

Today, right at this moment, is precisely the point I had wished for when I turned back time.

This present was the result of changing things so that the duke would not die.

Father did not die.

There was no need to say it aloud. It was enough to whisper it so that only I could hear.

“The wish you set into motion by staking your life on it and stabbing your own leg had finally come true.”

Just then, a large hand gently patted my back.

“So you acted calm, but in truth you were frightened. Do you still need the comfort of your parent’s embrace?”

“Yes.”

I said it once more.

“It seems that I do.”

“In that case, you should not go to dangerous places from now on! It is not as though you absolutely have to go yourself. Yes! We can just send Archduke Elluiden, and… No, better yet, neither of you should go anywhere dangerous.”

Through my blurred vision, I answered with a small laugh, “That would be nice.”
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The Pope vanished without a trace, and the temple was thrown into upheaval.

“Unlike Duke Lienta, who was a nobleman required to make public appearances, His Holiness the Pope did not even have anything that could be called confinement,” the high-ranking priests had whispered as they mocked the duke.

Now they ran all over the vast temple grounds with pale faces.

“This is serious. The emperor has lifted Duke Lienta’s house arrest.”

“Then does that not mean he has noticed His Holiness the Pope’s absence?”

“How in the world did this happen…?”

One of the high-ranking priests pressed hard at his temple with a frown.

The still-young Pope is possessed of an exceedingly noble character.

With the temple driven onto the defensive and the emperor keenly watching for any failing on its part, no one could understand why, of all times, such a Pope would openly defy the imperial command.

“His Holiness the Pope must surely have his reasons. I shall wait for his will with a reverent heart.”

“That is true enough. Has His Holiness the Pope ever once made a mistake?”

It was practically a consensus born of avoidance and escapism.

And then, just as they were waiting in anguish for the Pope’s return, the young priest who had disappeared together with the Pope appeared at the temple.
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“His Holiness? Where is His Holiness the Pope?”

“More than that, what in the world happened for His Holiness to move personally?”

Questions poured out without end, laying bare to their anxieties.

The surroundings, noisy as though they were competing over whose voice was louder, gradually fell silent… because the boy simply stood there without giving any answer.

Only then did the high-ranking priests truly take in the boy’s appearance.

His unusually white priestly robe was darkened here and there, but what stood out more than the soot was the boy himself. Though he clearly bore not a single wound, he wore the face of someone carrying countless wounds.

“If you wait, you will all come to know.”

At the sound of that calm voice, the high-ranking priests finally realized how loudly they had been carrying on and gave awkward little coughs.

“I will ask just one thing. Is this headed in a favorable direction for the temple?”

It was a question deeply tied to a hunger for power.

The high-ranking priest who had spoken then met the transparent gaze turned on him and, as if to say, “What are you looking at?” stared back with shameless boldness.

The boy, drawing a faint smile across his lips, lowered his eyes and answered, “It is.”

“Ha.”

“That is a relief.”

“As expected, His Holiness the Pope would never act without reason.”

Those who had been trembling with anxiety for fear of losing their comfortable positions rushed to express their relief. Once they had gotten what they wanted, they turned their attention away from a mere priest.

Where no one’s gaze could reach, the boy looked in the direction of the imperial palace. However, what the boy was truly looking at was not the imperial palace. In his mind, he pictured a certain manor somewhere near the palace.

“By the way, when did His Holiness say he would be arriving?”

Drawing back his gaze, the boy opened his mouth. “You will come to know that too, if you wait.”

[image: ]

Around the same time, at the imperial palace.

In front of the emperor’s bedchamber, a servant who stopped the trolley announced, “Your Majesty.”

“Enter!”

It had already been three days since the emperor had begun taking all his meals in his bedroom.

His eyes streaked with broken veins, as though he had not slept a wink, turned toward the attendant. The first day alone had been enough for the attendant to be aghast at an expression more suited to a street thug than an emperor.

With practiced ease, the attendant tasted each dish one bite at a time. More precisely, he tasted them and then showed the emperor that there was nothing wrong with them.

“You may go.”

The attendant promptly withdrew.

Ironically, the emperor’s bedchamber, the most meticulously cleaned space in the imperial palace, had now become the filthiest place in the entire palace.

The room that had always been kept spotless was now full of stale, acrid air, because it had not even been aired out.

What is it this time, all of a sudden?

Clicking his tongue inwardly, the attendant hurriedly pulled the trolley away.

Meanwhile, Antonio, who watched the closing door to the very end, lowered his gaze and checked the meal.

He was a man with far too many guilty thoughts and had grown suspicious of everything. It was to the point that even after confirming there was no poison, he could not put his mind at ease.

For days now, he had been eating only the area near the parts disturbed by the attendant’s utensil, and though his body, having taken in only tiny amounts, complained with dizziness, he simply could not make himself swallow more.
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“Step down of your own accord, so that His Highness the Imperial Prince would not have to ascend a throne stained with blood.”

  [image: ] 

Crash!

The sharp sound of the one piece of porcelain that had remained intact shattering against the dish he hurled rang out loudly.

For the last three days, shut in his bedchamber, Antonio had thought and thought again.

House Ronatus. If it were Ronatus, then would it not be possible? Since Lavette Ronatus is especially close to Charlize Lienta, he could use her to abduct the duke’s daughter…

The problem was that none of them was particularly productive.

That thing, sprawling wildly in all directions, too vague to even be called a plan, always ran aground at the same point.

“Duke Lienta has that recording magic artifact in his hands.”

Antonio sprang to his feet and began pacing the bedroom.

“When an emperor changes, disturbances and changes great and small are bound to follow. Then all I need to do is win over those for whom preserving the present order is more advantageous.”

Antonio’s face soon twisted violently.

How many noble houses would truly want to stand on the side of a “flawed” emperor while going against the combined work of House Lienta and House Elluiden?

He was raking his hair with miserably trembling hands when, all at once, a knock sounded at the door.

Antonio, with his eyes wide open, jerked his head up.

“Your Majesty. Archduke Elluiden is requesting a private audience. What shall we do?”

Even as he asked, the attendant did not think a favorable answer would come.

He was only reporting it because this was not someone he could turn away on his own authority. While swallowing sighs for fear of provoking the emperor’s temper and being struck by disaster, he heard the emperor answer through rough breathing.

“Show him to the reception room.”

“Yes, then I shall send him away… Pardon?”

“Tell him he will have to wait about ten minutes.”

“Y-yes!”
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Ten minutes was an absurdly tight amount of time in which to groom a body neglected for three days and make it to the reception room, but the story changed if several people all worked at once.

Sure enough, Antonio threw open the reception room door at almost exactly the nine-minute mark.

“There is no need for cumbersome greetings.”

Antonio sat down across from him.

“What brings you here without so much as a word, younger brother?”

The answer to that familiar question was an utterly formal smile, so Antonio had to forcibly suppress the anger boiling inside him.

I was gracious enough to treat something with half vulgar blood in it as though it were close to me, and it does not even know how to be grateful!

A moment later, a pleasant voice rang through the room.

“We have taken alive the Pope, who was both the leader of a dark magic faction and the one plotting to rebuild the Holy Era while using holy blood and the divine beast as sacrifices to instill belief in God among all the people of the empire.”

“…What?”

Faced with information far too vast all at once, Antonio looked stunned.

But slowly, delight seeped into his dazed expression. He was appalled by the Pope’s vicious scheme, yes, but in any case it had been thwarted, so there was no need to fear it at length. What mattered was how it could be used.

I can claim that magic artifact as fake fabricated by the Pope with dark magic.

In Antonio’s eyes, without realizing it, Calix had effectively handed him the hilt of the sword.

Considerably more at ease now, Antonio arched a brow and said in an affectedly grave tone, “Then it would be best to keep this matter strictly confidential. It would only increase needless confusion.”

Of course, that was not his true intention. He only meant to keep it in reserve as a card for a counterattack when Duke Lienta revealed the recording magic artifact to the world.

“No.”

The answer that came back was languid. Calix spoke so nonchalantly that one would never think he was directly contradicting the emperor’s decision.

“You do not have that authority, brother.”

Perhaps he was merely matching the other man calling him “younger brother” by calling him “brother” in return, but Antonio suddenly found himself thinking…

Come to think of it, has Calix called me “Your Majesty” even once today?

That belated doubt came to him then.
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The child had a very long dream.
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“Sasha. Today, let us go look at the flowers together.”
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It was strange.

It was clearly a soft and gentle voice, and it made his heart feel all warm and full, so why was he not truly happy?
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“When I give the signal, run. Do not look back. Keep your eyes ahead and keep running. Irian will be there.”
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The moment he heard the voice he had truly longed for, the child realized it… because it was not that very voice he had wanted so badly to hear.
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“B-but if I go, what will happen to my lady?”

“You only have to let them know that I am here.”
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His vision was blurry, so the child hurriedly squeezed his eyes shut.

Only after the tears that had filled them spilled over could he see that person.
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“Hic… h-hic!”
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Though she did not have gentle eyes, the hand that wiped away his tears was gentle.
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‘It’s fine even if it’s only a misunderstanding. My lady is worried about me.’
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The signal came, and the child ran in a fluster.

As promised, he did not look back. He only looked ahead and ran as hard as he could.
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“T-there, hic, a dark mage is doing something to my lady…”
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He was out of breath, but the child spoke desperately.

Led by the duke, several knights of House Lienta immediately ran off, and the child was suddenly gathered into a warm embrace.
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“You must have been very frightened.”

‘No, I wasn’t frightened at all. Because my lady kept holding my hand.’

“The lady will be safe. Sasha gave the warning like this, and the armed knights have gone to her.”
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The child’s eyes widened.
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“I-I’m going. I have to go to my lady.”

“No, it’s dangerous.”

“It’s not dangerous. The duke went, and the knights went, and then…”

“I will go with you.”
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It was his uncle.
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“Then I will go too.”
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Held in his uncle’s arms, the child arrived.

And what he finally saw was his lady collapsed and gravely wounded.
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“No, it can’t be…”
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Unable to tear his gaze away, his little chest heaving over and over, the child clutched tightly at Calix’ hem.

And then it happened…
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“Eeeek—!”
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Driven onto the defensive by House Lienta’s fierce assault, the dark mage lunged at Irian… and then, the scene changed.
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“Sasha… I am about to make a choice I am sorry to force on you.”
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Calix knelt on one knee and touched the child’s cheek.
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“I promise you. I will do whatever it takes so that your divine power can bloom again… even if it is a decision worthy of scorn and a decision everyone would condemn.”
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It was a promise made because he knew the child relied on the divine beast.
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“If everything starts over again, then you will have to suffer the same pain once more—”
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The child, who had been listening quietly, for the first time cut off his uncle and asked urgently…
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“Start over again? Then… my lady will not remember me?”

“Yes, that is what will happen.”

“Then… it will be before my lady came to hate me?”
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The child mumbled in a tearful voice.
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“Then that is good.”

“…”

“I will go.”
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With eyes swollen red, the child wished it with all his strength.
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“I will go with your decision, uncle.”
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The gentle hand stroking his hair, the soft scent, and the neat voice quietly speaking to him began to drift into his ears at that moment.

Leaving all those memories from the other side that had briefly surfaced buried beneath consciousness, the child slowly lifted his eyelids.

“Did you sleep well?”

It was the kind of question one could only ask in a relationship that was endlessly ordinary and close, but for some reason, tears spilled down his cheeks.

“H-huh? Did you sleep badly? Then hurry and go back to sleep. Close your eyes. There, breathe in and out.”

“No, Lady Charl. I slept well.”

He could not tell whether he had dreamed, or whether he had slept deeply without a single dream. He remembered nothing.

However, there was one thing he could be certain of…

The child still smiled brightly, tears gathered in his eyes.

…that this was surely the moment he had longed for so very much.
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After having a cozy breakfast with Sasha, I hurried back to Lienta manor.
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“His Highness Imperial Prince awakened his divine power?”

“Yes. That is why I want to be by Sasha’s side when he opens his eyes.”
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Even so, as the child who had caused so much worry, I could hardly just show my face for a moment and leave. I had deliberately come with my stomach only half full.

I was wolfing down my second breakfast when the duke asked, “Come to think of it, where is His Highness the Archduke?”

“By now, he should be having a private audience with the emperor.”

“I see…”

The duke’s eyes grew deep, as though he were pondering something.

“His Highness the Imperial Prince is still young. Then is he planning to establish a regency after all?”

“Uh…”

With my mouth stuffed full of white bread, I darted my eyes about.

I didn’t ask.

After swallowing, I said, “I don’t know.”

“Well, in any case, there is only one answer, so I suppose it is not all that important a question.”

The duke nodded as he filled my glass with water.

“And what does he plan to do with the emperor? Even a rat will struggle when cornered.”

This one I know!

I smiled confidently.

“He says His Majesty is going to be executed together with His Holiness.”

[image: ]

Antonio lifted the corners of his trembling lips.

“What do you mean, I have no authority? Even if you captured the Pope, have you forgotten that the authority to pass judgment lies with me?”

“I will not drag this out. There is no need for that any longer.”

The orderly voice landed with a heavy thud, as though it had hung a great weight from his heart.

This has to be nonsense… The kind of tale a half-blooded relative would begin telling.

“I have verified the magic artifact Duke Lienta obtained.”

“So the duke fed you absurdities as well!”

Antonio finally kicked his seat aside and stood.

“You know it too, do you not? The Pope dabbled in dark magic. That recording as well was fabricated with dark magic.”

“It is not fabricated. It is merely a simple avenue open to those who were deeply involved with dark magic.”

“…”

“I am offering you a choice. Because I do not wish for my nephew to witness something ugly, I am giving that choice to the degenerate who not only committed fratricide but even dared to steal and seize that position.”

“Calix Elluiden!”

Calix smiled coldly.

The surname “Elluiden” had been given by the late emperor himself. It was a name he had bestowed with affection upon his young brother, who could no longer bear the imperial family’s surname.

“The only evidence you have is that recording magic artifact. Let’s see what exactly you can do with that.”

“If that’s your will.”

Calix rose without resistance.

Antonio shouted furiously, “Then remember this. If you touch me, your people will not come away unharmed either. The first will be Charlize Lien… Aghk!”

Antonio clutched his throat and started gasping.

There was no hand there, and yet, he could clearly feel fingers tightening around his windpipe. He frantically looked around, but the only person in sight was Calix, still standing where he was.

W-what is this…?

Just as his consciousness began to fade, the invisible hand gripping his throat vanished, and Antonio collapsed to the floor, with tears streaming down his face.

His small mind was filled with nothing but the thought that he had to breathe. His throat burned, but he paid no mind as he greedily dragged in air.

“Again.”

The man who was certainly his younger brother and yet did not feel like his younger brother at all, muttered the words.

“Try to say that again.”

His blue eyes, as vivid as the open sky, stared straight at him. And before them, he felt like pitiful prey transfixed by an arrow in a single shot, with helplessness spreading through his whole body.

The man who had been looking down on him without emotion turned away, but Antonio realized instinctively: He could not let him leave like this.

He jerked back to his senses and shouted in haste, “I will reveal it!”

Because he had suddenly shouted so loudly, he grabbed at his throbbing throat.

“I will reveal to the world that Duke Lienta’s daughter stopped the Pope when he tried to carry out that monstrous plan.” Antonio then hurriedly added, “O-of course, I will not merely reveal it. I will also bestow gold coins and jewels, no, even holy relics.”

“…”

“So…”

“It would be better to hear the rest another time.”

It was pressure, telling him that he first had to keep the words he had already spoken before any negotiation could begin.

Antonio clenched his fist.

Perhaps, from the very beginning, I have never had any choice at all.

[image: ]

Spring would soon come, which meant the time was drawing near for the two siblings to leave for the academy.

“Rodante, you no longer have to endure even a single semester of theology classes.”

I grinned.

He looked at me with an unreadable expression, then lowered his head deeply.

“Thank you, my lady.”

“I do not know what you are thanking me for. Rodante has helped me so many times that if I did not even do this much, I would be the awful one.”

Come to think of it, I should go see Adrian too.

They said Adrian, who had burned down the entire sacred tree grove, had been sick in bed for two days after coming back.

When you’re late, you’re supposed to bring a gift.

So I had already picked out a house in a prime location. As I was leaving Elluiden manor this morning, the steward told me the paperwork had been sorted out and even handed me the deed, so I could meet him today.

Then should I give the steward a gift too, to thank him?

This was the sound of my pitifully thin wallet being emptied.

And I also need to get entrance gifts for Rodante and Angel.

It was then that Rodante slowly raised his head and enunciated each word clearly.

“I will earn good grades at the academy, so that the title of being my lady’s first ward will not be an unworthy one.”

I’m not some hero who had slain an evil dragon, so hearing him call the position of being the ward of “that” Charlize Lienta a title is…

I felt terribly awkward, but I could not commit the cruel act of saying, “That means nothing at all,” to someone making such a solemn vow, so I just quietly nodded.
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…But then my wallet filled up again!

“In recognition of her distinguished service in thwarting the heaven-defying plan devised by Laud, priest and former Pope, who was also the leader of a dark magic faction, and in saving the empire, this is bestowed upon Charlize Lienta.”

On a day when the sky was especially blue and the breeze unusually soft, my pockets grew heavy in the first grand garden of the imperial palace.

“So that must be why Duke Lienta requested house arrest for the Pope… Ah, I mean, for that priest, so he would not be able to move about freely.”

“For the lady to have accomplished something so great…”

“For the lady to possess the power to accomplish such a thing…”

“…I wish this were a dream. How much more terrifying is she going to become?”

To those pitiful, trembling eyes, I answered diligently in my heart, “I have decided to change my ways and live kindly now.”

The reason I could not say that aloud was obvious. It would only make people clutch at their hearts and go, “H-hic! She heard what we said!” and “W-what do we do?!”

All I had done was hear voices that could be caught if one listened a little closely, but my past reputation was the problem again, because people would surely say, “Good heavens! Even her hearing is excellent!”

I was trudging back to my seat when I suddenly hopped three centimeters off the ground right there on the spot.

W-what? What in the world is with that look?

Erich Ronatus was even wiping away tears with a moved expression!

When our eyes met, he pressed his lips together firmly and nodded.

What exactly are you resolving yourself to? Cancel it right now!

Suppressing the urge to grab him by the shoulders and shake him and feeling nothing more than a modest desire to rinse my eyes out, I sat down.

Calix leaned toward me and whispered into my ear, “Congratulations.”

“No. Calix should have been standing beside me too…”

“Then I would not have been able to watch you receive your medal, Charl, so this is better.”

Calix smiled, his eyes curving.

That’s right. It wasn’t only my pockets that have become fuller, the emperor had also granted me the title of countess… Just how shamelessly is he trying to curry favor with Calix?

After thoroughly watching that desperate currying of favor, exactly one day later, the vile deeds Antonio had committed in order to ascend the throne were laid bare before the entire world.
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He had bestowed a title to the duke’s daughter.

“This…”

His heart ached over it, but he consoled himself by thinking it would make negotiations easier. He had even endured the arrogant way the duke’s daughter had curled her lips as though mocking him.

“T-this…”

Feeling both humiliated and relieved, Antonio turned on the light, intending at last to go to sleep.

“…”

The room is strangely bright…

“Find the murderer who poisoned His Majesty the Late Emperor.”

However, he was bewildered only for a moment, because Elijah Baier’s voice, faintly audible from afar, told him what was happening.

Antonio, who had been hurriedly gathering up his jewel box, pulled his hand back. Even if he used it, it would only lead to his being tracked and jewels he could not use were nothing but dead weight.

The immediately available gold coins were as good as nonexistent, since he had poured them all out for the duke’s daughter. He had thought he could replenish them again just by ordering a servant to do so, and that brief lapse of caution had been his mistake.

Damn it… Damn it all!

With bloodshot eyes, Antonio shoved the bookcase aside.

“To think I would end up like this.”

When it came to the layout of the imperial palace, there could be no one who knew it better than he did. After all, knowing the imperial palace’s secret passageways was one of the many authorities granted only to the emperor.

To reach the nearest passage from here, there isn’t even any need to open a door… it’s already in my own bedchamber.

Therefore, as soon as there was room enough for a single person to pass through, Antonio stepped inside without hesitation.
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Behind him, the bookcase shut on its own and sealed the entrance, and an old magic lamp lit the corridor, which smelled of dust.

How dare you humiliate me, Calix?!

Grinding his teeth, Antonio planned for the future.

His mind, sunk into impossible fantasies, failed to notice the figure hidden in the dim stretch ahead taking a step forward.

“What took you so long? I have been waiting.”

The moment he turned around in shock, what awaited him was pitch-black darkness.
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Turning back time, one late evening.

“Mm.”

With the faintest smile on his face, Calix made a low sound in his throat.

“There’s no need to necessarily infiltrate the secret passage itself. You can wait at the end of the path, or you could claim to have found a strange door while searching the emperor’s chambers and entered it.”

“It is not dangerous.”

“There are many holy relics owned by the imperial family. Since we have provoked him all this time, he may have kept them close by.”

“I have this, don’t I?”

I lifted the bow slightly and grinned.

Calix’ blue eyes deepened.

“It is better to infiltrate. Since the late emperor had absolutely no intention of yielding the throne to Antonio, would it not be quite good if it became known that he failed to flee through the top-secret passage passed from emperor to emperor, and was caught in the secret passage instead?”

Then I narrowed my eyes.

“Of course, you know you cannot be the one infiltrating, Calix, right? Please do what you need to do publicly.”

“Are you saying we should each do our own part?”

Calix suddenly smiled.

I hummed and tilted my head. “Rather than that, I think it would be better to say we are doing what each of us can for a common goal.”

Calix lowered his eyes as though considering it.

“Yes. Let us do that.”

A long while later, his eyelids lifted, and the deep blue eyes revealed beneath them narrowed.

“Promise me just one thing. That if you think it is dangerous, you will run away at once.”

If only Calix knew how desperately I had struggled all this time just to save my own life, he would have no reason to worry like this…

For some reason, I felt oddly self-conscious, so I fixed my eyes firmly and nodded.

Calix whispered softly, “Good.”

And so, the thing that knocked Antonio unconscious was the bow that had recently been proving so useful.

Before putting it back into my subspace pouch, I did not forget to briskly wipe down the part that had touched something filthy with a handkerchief.

Feeling full at heart just from looking at it, I patted the pouch lightly.

“It really is useful.”

There was a reason Calix had specifically asked the divine beast for this holy relic.

― …I do not think that is quite the reason.

The divine beast muttered dubiously.

Originally, I had not planned to bring the divine beast along, but he suddenly came barging into Elluiden manor that evening, so we ended up moving together.
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“Why did you not tell me?!”

“You seemed to be resting after a tiring schedule, so I did not wish to disturb you. If you are curious about what happened then, you may seek out my father, Duke Lienta. He will give you an extremely, very, vividly detailed account, as if you had seen it yourself…”

“Why is it only me you keep leaving out?!”
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So I brought him along too, because he seemed like he would sulk even more if I left him out of this one as well.

As I listened to the divine beast grumble, I bound Antonio tightly, completely absorbed in rolling him this way and that.

― I have already placed restraints on him so that he cannot move freely. There is no need for you to work up a sweat.

Oh? This is that thing… “It is not a boast, but I am rather quick on the uptake.”

My hands kept moving busily as I widened my eyes.

“Already? You’re amazing!”

― Naturally!

For a man like Antonio, visual effect was the most useful thing, so I would have tied him up anyway even if I knew the divine beast had already done something. But since he was looking pleased with himself, there was no need to spoil that by saying so.

The divine beast snorted proudly.

― Come along now.
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Under the command of the empire’s sword, the knights moved with perfect precision.

Since they had split up among the exits of each secret passage and taken up battle positions, the place where Elijah Baier was currently standing was somewhat quiet.

With her chin set firmly, the duchess stared straight ahead with close attention before speaking.

“You have arrived, Duke Lienta. His Highness the Archduke headed to the emperor’s bedchamber just a short while ago.”

The man had looked as though he had never even held a sword once in his life, yet the moment he took one in hand, it became difficult to imagine him without it.

Amid the hurried footfalls and the clamor of chaos, he alone seemed, at first glance, calm. He was not hasty, yet neither was he leisurely. However, the reason he did not seem like someone enjoying the composure of certain victory was his eyes.

“Is that so?”

Answering slowly, Velliac suddenly lifted his gaze to the sky.

“When the sun rises, many things will change.”
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As expected, there was no one in the emperor’s bedchamber, so without hesitation, Calix headed straight for the entrance to the secret passage.

Perhaps the late emperor had foreseen it. Like those who had spent long years on the battlefield, his instincts had been especially sharp, so he might have noticed long ago the treason in the gaze of the younger brother looking at him.
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“Calix.”

  [image: ] 

Otherwise, there would be no explaining why a man with such a strong sense of responsibility as emperor had told him about the imperial palace’s secret passage.
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“When a new emperor ascends the throne, many things in the emperor’s bedchamber are bound to change. But there are places that remain the same. Where do you think that is?”
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He moved, following that old voice.
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“That is right. It’s the entrance to the secret passage. If it is to avoid drawing the eye even as the years pass and people’s tastes change, it cannot have any ornate patterns. What do you think it is?”

  [image: ] 

The voice that had explained it to him step by step, so that his younger brother could recall it through conversation in case he ever forgot, had been gentle.
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“That’s correct, Calix.”
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He remembered the person who had pointed this place out to him.

The thoughtfulness of the one who had once been his only family, something he had not been able to truly feel in his first and second lives, seemed to flow into his fingertips.
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“Yes. Like this. Can you open it?”
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Leaving behind that memory, so like a recollection, he walked on.

At some point, as his steps gradually quickened, the voice that had been growing louder suddenly took shape and flew at him.

“Do you think Calix will be safe? You dared storm the imperial palace on the words of a vicious criminal alone. Do you think you can bear the consequences of this?!”
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“I only said a few words to the lady! I did not even frighten her. It was her own choice… Aghk!”
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“I have no intention of overlooking this. Treason is punishable by immediate execution, and if you wish to save even your father’s life, you would do well to cooperate with me willingly—”

At the moment the joint in his unknowingly taut jaw stood out white…

“Ah.”

…an exclamation, so indifferent it bordered on bored, pierced his ears.

“You sure do talk a lot.”
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“Ugh…”

Fearing that blood might get on the bow, I reduced the force a bit as I thrust, and that bastard, Antonio, regained consciousness.

After darting his eyes around and checking his condition, the first thing he said was this: “Lady Lienta! What is the meaning of this?”

I felt no need to answer and only rummaged through my pouch, and after rambling on by himself for a while, he finally went on.

“Poor Duke Lienta too. A seasoned politician like him, deceived by lies and dragged into something like this.”

Give me a break.

He should worry about himself instead of fussing over everyone else.

Why is it so hard to grab?

As I grumbled and seriously considered whether I should just roll Antonio over with my foot and strike the back of his neck with my bare hand, I finally got hold of it.

Got it!

That was the only reason I felt like answering him now.

“You sure do talk a lot.”

I clasped his right shoulder with my left hand and rolled it a few times.

This is nerve-racking… To hit with just enough force to knock him out, but not enough to crack his skull, requires a very delicate touch…

“I’m worried, but I’m not worried. We promised to make sure we both stayed alive.”

Just as carefully as I watched over myself, Calix would do the same. Knowing that, I did not let myself be swept away by fear strong enough to stop even my steps.

“I’m telling you to sit quietly and reflect on your sins.”

Wham!

This time, I swung properly.

…There’s just one problem.

I had thought I’d swung properly earlier too!

Hmm.

Just as I reached out, intending to pry Antonio’s eyelids open to see whether he was only pretending to be unconscious…

― He’s here! Then I shall step away and go see how things stand.

I turned my head with a grin. I had been about to say, “See? Just like I told you, there was no problem with facing the emperor, was there?”

However, the moment I looked at the face that finally entered my sight, I found myself moving before I even knew it.

I ran straight over and touched the corners of Calix’ eyes.

…This is strange.

I was certain the skin around his eyes had seemed flushed, as though he had shed tears, or perhaps as though he had been terribly angry, but now that I was seeing him up close, it was his usual color, without even the faintest trace of red.

“Charlize.”

My body, all its attention fixed elsewhere, reacted on instinct. And in a space where nothing moved, my gaze fell on the only place that did. He parted his lips as if to say something, but no words actually came from between them.

Sometimes there were things one could understand without anything being said, and this was one of those times for us.

As though only the two of us existed in the world, I looped my arms around Calix’ neck without hesitation.

The distance between us had already closed before I knew it, so I had to draw my arms in again, but that was not important.

The lips pressed to mine curved fully before at last slowly pronouncing a single word.

I smiled brightly.
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Dawn broke, signaling that the darkest hour had passed, and the sky took on an especially piercing shade of blue.

It was time for a certain child, one who slept early and rose early, to wake up.

Rubbing his eyes, the child climbed down from the bed, and then the window suddenly caught his eye. His feet, still heavy with sleep, wobbled toward the window.

At the end of a coincidence that needed no explanation, the child widened his eyes in surprise.

“…Huh?”

The moment two pairs of eyes looked up at the window as if they had heard his little gasp, the child grinned in return.

Sasha’s hand wriggled as though already moving a pen, because he had decided he would write in his diary that today, the moment he opened his eyes, he saw his uncle and Charlize, and that had made him very happy.

It was an exceedingly happy dawn.
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The day had dawned.

The nobles who had witnessed the flames last night rising as though they would swallow the imperial palace, or more precisely the part presumed to be the emperor’s palace, looked upon the rising sun with unease.

Among them, somewhat unexpectedly, was Lavette Ronatus.

“My lady…”

It was not because Charlize had told her the plan. It was because there was only one house that possessed the military strength, the financial power, and the legitimacy to carry out a usurpation of the throne.

“Lavette! Did you know?”

Erich flung the door open without even knocking and fired the question first. His hair was a complete mess, as though he had run over the moment he got out of bed.

“No.”

“She did not tell you either? She should have asked us. If it is knights she needs, we can provide as many as she likes.”

Erich, letting out a huge yawn, looked utterly at ease.

Lavette glanced at her brother for a moment, then turned her eyes back to the imperial palace.

Erich, absently smoothing down his hair, gave a derisive snort. “What are you worried about? Surely you do not think House Elluiden and House Lienta lost. You know better than I do, don’t you?”

It was such a clear understanding of the situation that it was hard to believe he was the same fool who had once joined in a scheme to target the imperial prince.

“Yes. They must have won,” Lavette agreed readily. “But I worry that my lady may have gone to the imperial palace and suffered even a small injury, that a knight who was close to her may have died in battle, or that she may have seen something terrible and remember it for a long time.”

Her golden eyelashes, shining especially brightly in the sunlight, trembled.

“That is why I am worried.”
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Around the same time, a head of red hair drooped low.

“I wasn’t dozing off!”

Rosetta, who had picked up a terrible habit from being worked so hard in crash lessons on succeeding to the position of Countess Eclisse, darted her eyes about.

Once she confirmed no one was nearby, her face at once returned to its usual prim expression, only to turn into one that looked as though it carried all the worries of the world.

“Just how much does my lady intend to make people worry?”

Muttering sulkily, Rosetta bit her lip hard.

“…Just yesterday she was granted a title, so what in the world happened?”

The fact that the emperor kept Duke Lienta in check was too well known not to be known. That was why, even though the merit Charlize had accomplished was great enough to warrant the granting of a title, every noble in attendance had been so shocked when the emperor actually mentioned conferring one.

The emperor’s unexpected choice, the flames that had risen at the imperial palace last night, and this present moment in which nothing could be predicted, like walking through fog.

Rosetta, who had done nothing more than turn her head to look out the window, muttered to herself for no reason, “At a time like this, it would be nice if Irian were here at least. Then I could at least share my worries with her.”
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So hurry back…
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Rosetta wrote with force in the letter she was drafting.
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The face of the old Count Philliam was rigidly set.

In one hand, he held a sheet of letter paper that, for some reason, felt as though it had arrived from a very long time ago.

It was the letter Charlize had sent before she drove out the Pope.

[image: ]   

I owe Count Philliam many apologies. However, there is one thing I can say: there is no need for you to worry about anything anymore.
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But how could he not worry? How could he possibly not worry about the person who had saved his granddaughter, dearer to him than life itself, and rescued him from the mire?

His eyes, fixed on the imperial palace as though they could not be pulled away, twisted faintly.

“Grandfather!”

Aria came running up, and as though he had never worn such an anxious expression, the count smiled generously.

“So Aria woke up early today. Was the sunlight too bright in your eyes? If so, we should change the curtains.”

“Oh, come on. More importantly!”

Aria’s eyes shone.

“There was a fire at the imperial palace! Did you see it too, grandfather?”

“Of course. I saw it.”

“Is this some kind of event too? When do I get to go to the imperial palace, grandfather?!”

The little girl, who had asked a question that did not really require an answer, chattered on eagerly again.

“Just thinking about it makes me excited! I want to go with my lady!”

Aria, who had been laughing with both arms thrown high in the air, stuck out her lips in a pout.

“But my lady hasn’t come by lately. I’m upset!”

As he stroked the hair of his granddaughter, who stood there pouting with her lips poked out like a duck’s, Count Philliam looked toward the imperial palace once more.

God, or thou who art equal to God. Please, grant once more the light that watched over Archduke Elluiden.

After offering up that earnest prayer, and not long afterward, the count was finally able to feel relieved.
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It was the opening shot…
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There was, after all, another party involved in the suspicious death of the late emperor.

It was the doing of Antonio, who coveted the throne, and he devised a vicious plan to murder not only the late emperor but even his young nephew.

Judging by the fact that the tips of the late emperor’s hair had turned blue, it is certain that it was due to the poison made from Tuverrot, and although the temple vehemently denied it, the possibility that it was complicit in the poisoning of the late emperor is remarkably high.

The temple, which had been devoted to refining the poison made from Tuverrot, had already secured the imperial consort and intended to use her to secure the whereabouts of the imperial prince as well. Furthermore, it is believed that they had harbored ambitions of controlling the empire.

Accordingly, it has been determined that making education about the temple mandatory for young students is subject to controversy. Therefore, theology will be removed from the academy’s curriculum, and all portals directly connected to the temple will be shut down.

Since, as the former Pope committed, the possibility cannot be ruled out that portals may be opened privately within the temple, the imperial knights are hereby granted the authority to conduct unannounced searches of the temple.
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…signaling the complete collapse of the temple’s power, which had maintained a precariously similar level of influence to the imperial family.
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If the emperor’s reign had been exceptional, there might have been people saying that his execution could at least be deferred until the still-young imperial prince came of age.

He was the chief culprit behind the atrocious act of kin-slaying in murdering the late emperor, but because Laud’s case that broke earlier was so shocking, there was room for the absurd nonsense of saying that was his only crime.

But he had been unimpressive.

I snorted a little and focused on polishing the crystal orb until it gleamed.

“Excuse me, but the voice I heard when I was flying on the divine beast’s back, that was yours, wasn’t it?” I cautiously voiced the question I had kept to myself. “I think I’m remembering things little by little, on and off.”

And finally, the main point…

As I briskly wiped the orb with both hands, I asked politely, “But I don’t think I’m going to remember the voice that got muted, so were you perhaps thinking of telling me what it said?”

I think I know, but I’m still curious, you see?

I polished the orb diligently as though offering a bribe, but no voice came in the end.

I could’ve asked the crystal orb outright, but that method didn’t particularly appeal to me. If it didn’t want to speak, I didn’t want to dig and force the answer out.

Before placing the orb into its case, my lips moved absentmindedly.

“Thank you.”

Only after saying it did I realize it.

…This was what I’ve wanted to say all along.

As I carefully set the crystal orb inside the box, I suddenly made a foolish face.

“Huh?”

Because the surface of the crystal orb seemed to flash for a moment, as if in answer. I stared wide-eyed, but as though it had been a trick of the light, all that showed on the surface was my own ridiculous face.

“I see.”

Had even the sunlight slipped across the result of my heartfelt flattery?

Scratching my cheek, I left the room.

The moment I stepped out the front door, a breeze like spring, which had already drawn so close, swept in softly and scattered my hair into disarray.

But now I no longer get sulky and think, “How harsh, just because I’m not the main character.”

“Lady Charl!”

A child with a smile brighter than spring flowers came running toward me with both arms spread wide, and Calix, who had been walking with Sasha, smiled softly.

Our eyes met, then the distance between us steadily narrowed, and a fragment of the future stole my vision.
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Silver hair. Green eyes. And a face that almost never shows any expressions.

The person so dazzling that, even more than the pure white dress she wore, it was impossible to look away.

“It suits you well, Charl,” he said, his eyes long and horizontal, curving tenderly. “Anyone can see that you’re the star of today.”
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It was that very fragment I had seen once before.

So it wasn’t my birthday.

That realization lasted only a moment as I quietly grew indignant…

You fragment that doesn’t even know the proper duty you ought to keep. I mean, is it fair to show me something like that in advance?!

As I fumed inwardly, another thought suddenly occurred to me.

But will I keep seeing them?

After I shattered the pillar of light that had shot up when the dark mage was used as a sacrifice, I had thought that perhaps I would no longer be able to see fragments of the future.

There probably wouldn’t have been anything after that for Charlize and Calix from before I turned back time.

Of course, I read a fragment of the future the very next day, so I learned that had been a wrong guess, but it made me wonder how long they would continue to appear.

“Hmm.”

I felt a little regretful that from now on, I might never know what expression Calix was wearing at the very first moment our eyes meet.

When I suddenly smiled, the child resting quietly in my arms followed with a little grin of his own.

Still smiling, I whispered, “I just had the feeling that we’re going to keep being happy from now on.”

To the point that there was no longer any need for fragments that showed the future… and to the point that they would almost feel cumbersome instead.

It was that kind of gentle happiness.

The soft cheek rubbing against my shoulder as happy laughter spilled out from him seemed to beam as if it were saying something. Then, lightly kissing Calix on the lips as he drew near, I had another thought.

After coming so close and yet not quite reaching, after wandering and wandering, this is the moment we finally stand face to face… Let’s finally love each other to our heart’s content.

It felt like the kind of day when we truly could.

The End.
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“This is a frame-up! You have all been deceived by Calix’ scheme, born of his greed for the throne!”

Antonio raged right up until the moment he was about to mount the execution platform, but no one paid him any heed, for there was hard evidence, along with long-held suspicion.

And yet the world does not always unfold only in the worst way.

Antonio’s wish, that all eyes would be on him, came true. Even if he gained it only through his death.

The execution was held, of all places, at the temple.

One of them had been deeply connected to dark magic, and the other had used a poison highly likely to have been made through dark magic, so there was a need to borrow the temple’s antiquated methods.

The Pope being executed at the temple.

Naturally, that memory remained vividly in the minds of all who attended, and the temple was unable to wash away that disgrace for a very long time.

Even while all manners of things were happening, time continued to pass steadily, just as it always did. And so, one week later.

The coronation of the emperor who would later be remembered as the one who opened an unprecedented age of prosperity for the Alophe Empire was only one day away.
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“What do you think, my lady?” the madam asked cautiously.

She was the owner of that very dress shop Calix and I had visited before.

The coronation was arranged so hastily that everyone else would probably have to attend in clothes they already owned. It was admittedly a little sly that I alone was having new clothes made, but… Our child is becoming emperor, no less! A person who needs an immediate object she can see and touch so she can instantly recall that day steeled herself to be sly if need be.

So there I was, fretting over how on earth the dress could be finished in only a week, no, in truth only five days. And then it suddenly came back to me!
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“How long do you expect it will take?”

“Two months, no, one month. No, no. Half a month will be enough!”
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So it was surely just my imagination that the madam’s eyes looked more sunken than they had a week ago, and that her complexion seemed a bit haggard. She was a remarkable person, capable of reducing the work time to a quarter.

“With my meager abilities, I could hardly hope to satisfy the lady’s aesthetic sense, but is there any part of it in particular that displeases you?”

“Hmm.”

I stroked my chin and narrowed my eyes.

“It’s perfect.”

“My God,” the madam added, squeezing her eyes shut. “I was simply overjoyed that my work suited the lady’s aesthetic sense.”

Sure enough, her eyes were even shining with tears.

Oh-ho. I nodded inwardly in admiration. A person so utterly sincere about clothes. I should come to her every time I need something new.

“You worked hard.”

“Not at all. Rather, I should be the one thanking you.”

With that greeting, the madam disappeared in an instant. I then moved quickly as well.

“My lady! You are late!”

“Sorry, sorry.”

Today’s secret rendezvous was free of constraints thanks to Calix taking Sasha with him to the imperial palace.

“Then from now on, we shall begin Prince Sasha’s last day at Elluiden manor as his ho…” The butler could not finish the sentence and only let out a hot breath.

I could only place a hand on his shoulder.

Livan, his Adam’s apple bobbing greatly, continued in the butler’s stead, “A surprise party to commemorate the last day Elluiden manor will function as Prince Sasha’s home, it is time…”

Livan had chewed his lower lip so badly it barely retained its shape, and at last he bowed his head. I then patted his shoulder with my other hand and finished the sentence for him.

“It is time to begin the final inspection.”

Over here and over there, this way and that.

The three of us stood shoulder to shoulder, glaring fiercely enough to tear into the place, and carried out our inspection with utmost diligence.
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Exactly one hour later, word came that the carriage had passed through the mansion gates.

“M-my heart feels like it is about to burst.”

“Oh dear.”

At such a young age too…

Looking at him with pity, I offered comfort.

“Then does Livan plan to take a rest?”

“No? Have you forgotten that I am a devout follower of Sasha Therapy?”

Livan let out a squawk, then put his tense expression back on.

“Then let us wish you luck.”

The butler looked rather apologetic.

“I fear I may have placed too heavy a responsibility upon you, my lady…”

“No, butler. In all the simulations, me doing it felt the most natural.”

That was right. My mission was a grave one: Even though it was not mealtimes, I had to successfully bring Sasha to the dining room.

Dragging my trembling legs and moving stiffly, I opened the front door.

Just then, the child was stepping down from the carriage. The moment Sasha set both feet on the ground and spotted me, his eyes curved wide.

“Lady Charl!”

And then he came running over in little quick steps.

“I toured the imperial palace with uncle. I also tried on the clothes I’ll wear tomorrow, and then…”

Without a word, I brushed the corner of his eye with my thumb.

It’s this child’s habit…

When he was trying to hold back tears, he would pour out words instead.

“You must have had fun.”

“Yes. I did.”

However, fortunately, it did not seem those were tears shed from sadness.

“You must be tired from walking so much. It would be best to have dinner early tonight.”

“I’m fi…”

The child, who had been saying that, suddenly let out an “Ah!” and smiled prettily.

“I’m hungry too.”

I heard Calix let out a small laugh.

“…”

For some reason, I crossed the hallway feeling both oddly heavy-hearted and relieved that things had gone well, all at once.

Around the time the dining room door came into view, I subtly slowed my steps. So naturally, the child, who had ended up walking ahead of everyone else, opened the door.

Pop!

A child-safe noise-reduced party popper went off.

The child, now crowned with dangling strands of multicolored streamers, blinked and asked in a hurry, “I-is it someone’s bi-birthday today?”

“No.”

Sasha muttered with a bewildered look on his face, “Then… if it isn’t any special day…”

“Why would it not be? Today is the day Sasha graduates from being an imperial prince.”

I plucked off a tiny bit of glitter stuck to his cheek as I spoke.

“So it is a very special day.”

The cheek my fingers had touched kept twitching, but soon it lifted into a round smile. The child, lips pressed tightly together, smiled happily.

“Yes.”

There were tears at the tail end of it, but it was unmistakably a happy voice.

It seems Rosetta’s research into “what children these days like” had hit Sasha’s tastes right on the mark.

“Well then. At last, it is time for the gift presentation ceremony.”

Calix smiled playfully, as if trying to lighten the mood, but that smile was the starting gun for the taut tension that swept over the three adults.

How terrifying must the gift be, for them to have prepared it like this…!

I would stake Livan’s frail little heart on the fact that the other two were thinking exactly the same thing right now.

After the gift-giving ceremony was over, we had a somewhat early meal. Cake was served for dessert, and the child broke into a soft smile at the sight of it.

“Was there a gift you liked best?”

“I…”

At the child’s answer, someone’s eyes trembled, someone drooped their head pitifully, someone’s eyes filled with moved tears, and someone answered, “Thank you.”

A sudden thought about all the countless birthdays the child still has ahead of him, and all the many other joyful occasions that would surely crowd the years to come came to me.

I’m already looking forward to this duel, where there would be no eternal victor and no eternal loser.
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The day of the coronation dawned.

The coronation, which had been prepared in the unprecedentedly short span of a single week…

“It’s incredible.”

…drew admiration and praise from all the nobles.

“I can’t believe it. How was this done in just a week?”

“With the wealth of House Elluiden and House Lienta, it’s possible.”

“Oh my. Is money alone enough to make this possible?”

“Lady Lienta is here, isn’t she?”

“…Ah.”

Only then did they recall the lady’s famous aesthetic sense.

“It truly is… extraordinary.”

“It is. It’s even more amazing than I expected…”

Because the lady had never once hosted a tea party, they had never really grasped just how exceptional that peculiar talent of hers was, and it kept catching their eyes, making their steps stop again and again.

Even the flowers, at the very least, had been arranged with perfect and exquisite precision.

Unable to take their eyes off them, and exclaiming over and over about how marvelous it all was, they found themselves thinking without meaning to, “Come to think of it, she really is amazing, isn’t she?”

It had been the lady herself who stopped the Pope when he resorted to dark magic to carry out his wicked plan.

“Yes. She truly is remarkable!”

“…Doesn’t it feel like the lady has… changed?”

“It… does seem that way, doesn’t it?”

“Maybe…?”

Answering without confidence, they finally said, “But she truly is remarkable all the same!”

That shift in thought aligned with the course of life a certain someone had resolved to pursue. And as if in celebration, trumpets rang out.

It was the sound announcing the start of the coronation.
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Sasha placed one careful step after another.

It felt as though his feet might tangle at any moment on the soft carpet, but thanks to all the times he had practiced with his uncle, he knew they would not.

He was not intimidated by the many gazes watching him, because he was not alone.

This was a path he had already walked with his uncle.
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“Sasha. It will be the same from now on as well. It is not a path you must endure alone. Do not forget that I will walk beside you until you come of age.”
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His uncle had bent one knee and met his gaze.
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“So there is nothing for you to fear.”
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At the end of the path he finally reached, the child placed his hand on the imperial crown resting atop an antique blue cloth.

Ordinarily, the procedure called for the Pope to place the crown upon the future emperor’s head, but since there was no Pope, so he had to put it on himself.

The small hand carefully lifted the crown, but perhaps it was heavier than he had expected…

O-oh no.

At the very moment it slipped from his hand, a gust of wind rising from below pressed the crown back into Sasha’s grasp.

…It’s Lord Divine Beast.

Wearing a faint smile, the child set the crown upon his head and turned around.

Thunderous applause broke out, but the child smiled without flinching in surprise.

It was partly because last night he had practiced, tense along with everyone else, not only with the child-safe noise-reduced poppers but with the adult fireworks too, but also because the gentle voice whispered by the person at the end of his gaze had settled warmly on his shoulders.
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“It’s a gift for Sasha, who tomorrow will become the most beloved emperor in the world.”
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He treasured that gift dearly, truly dearly, together with everything else Charlize had given him. He would never dare rank the gifts, but there was one thing he most did not want to lose, and the greatest gift the child had ever received.

It was the hand that had taken hold, without hesitation, of a grimy, filthy child kneeling in the street and begging.

It was the first warm touch he had ever felt in his life. And the child was certain he could keep that kind warmth for a very, very long time… as if he had already done so once before.
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The new emperor’s coronation was, beyond question, splendid. And that was not merely because of the setting where the nobles gathered.

Great and small festivals were held all across the empire so that the imperial citizens, too, could fully enjoy this joyful day. Fireworks on such a grand scale that even the commoners of the capital widened their eyes in astonishment embroidered the sky.

As an aside, the wish that had once been thwarted and driven Charlize to cry out in despair was finally fulfilled on this occasion.

Even the poor were provided with plentiful food, and of course, no money was taken.

Naturally, the nobles were left speechless by the wealth of House Elluiden and House Lienta, which they could scarcely even begin to measure.
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…And so my wallet grew thin again.

“I did not want to keep what Antonio gave me anyway, so this worked out nicely.”

I giggled.

That’s right. I’m not sad! Even though Sasha’s coronation is over! There’s only one reason… Sasha is not going to the imperial palace!

I was walking down the corridor with a grin on my face when I was suddenly dragged away. No, correction. I was not dragged away. I saw a certain someone’s bright red eyes and awkwardly followed him of my own accord.

“Huh.”

The butler was there.

What is this situation?

As I stood there bewildered, Livan, whose eyes were red from crying so much, asked, “Did you know too, my lady? That Prince Sasha, no, His Majesty, no, Prince Sasha, no…”

Livan, who had clearly been fighting a long battle with his desire to call him by name, sniffled and asked in a resentful voice, “That… he is not going to the imperial palace?”

“I did not know either.”

“Truly?”

“Yes.”

When I nodded firmly, Livan, after asking a few more times, burst into tears.

“In any case, thank goodness… Thinking of our little, young, precious… one, staying all alone in the imperial palace made my heart ache so badly I was even considering handing in my resignation.”

“What?”

This time, I shot him a resentful look.

“You’re being bad, Livan, pretending not to know the roster just so you could stay by his side the whole time.”

The butler, too, made a look of shock, as though he agreed with me.

“I-it is only that such a thought did cross my mind. In any case, my lord must already have known… so why did he not tell us? Was it perhaps meant to be a surprise gift for us?”

That was something I wanted to know too.

The one who answered was the butler, “I believe the archduke probably… thought the sole purpose of the surprise party was simply to celebrate the coronation.”

“Ah, right.”

The late emperor and Calix had been exceptionally close. Since it meant having to part again from the nephew he had only just found, we had agreed not to emphasize it too much.

That was why, in front of Calix, the party had only been explained in vague terms.

“In any case, thank goodness,” Livan kept muttering to himself.

Right. That’s true.

I remained there with a puzzled expression, then sought out Calix the moment the gathering dispersed.

“You set fire to the imperial palace on purpose, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I did,” Calix confessed readily.

I raised my thumb with admiration.

“That was an excellent idea.”

“Thank you. It was thanks to you, my lady.”

Since, somehow, it did not feel like an empty compliment, I just averted my eyes and pretended not to notice.

Calix, smiling with his eyes curving, suddenly suggested, “Would you like to go to the festival?”
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The festival was full of things to see.

Perhaps because of that, even now, when it was late and there were no children in sight, it was still crowded with people.

Calix and I walked along the street with our hands clasped tightly together.

We saw a talented person juggling no fewer than five balls, and we also witnessed someone swallowing fire.

“Huh?”

Which is to say, I kept making that sound over and over as we walked around.

One question remained, though. Each time I did, Calix lightly kissed me on the lips.

Is he blocking my mouth because he is embarrassed that I keep making strange noises? Hmm… But Calix had chosen a poor method. Because at the moment, I am a dangerous beast.

Then, at one point, I made the mistake of going “Huh?” because I thought a person rapidly eating noodles was performing some sort of trick.

…Has my sly scheme finally been found out?

I stiffened and cautiously tried to read the situation out of the corners of my eyes, but Calix only laughed softly and once again brushed a light kiss against my lips.

Cheerful dance music played all around us.

Lovers, of course, but even people who had just met took each other by the hand and danced happily together. Then, somewhere, all at once, a cheer erupted.

I looked to see what it was, and it was a proposal.

The woman cried with both hands covering her mouth, and the man slipped a ring onto her ring finger.

Clapping along as well, I asked, “Come to think of it, when do you think we will get married? Considering the coronation, around six months from now would probably be best, right?”

When no answer came, I turned to look, and Calix was wearing a strange expression.

“…Surely you have not forgotten my proposal…?”

“No. There is no way I could, Charl.”

I had been about to fall into shock, but instead nodded with the meaning, “That is a relief.” Then I quickly turned gloomy.

“But that proposal seems cooler than the one I made. Everyone is celebrating together with them, after all.”

“To me, the proposal you gave me was the finest proposal in the world.”

I smiled, pleased.

Calix gazed at my face for a long while, then murmured as though absentmindedly, “I do not want to see that gloomy face again.”

I tilted my head at the incomprehensible remark.

Even though I had not said “Huh?” this time, Calix lowered his head anyway.

Just before our lips touched, he whispered, as if he could not bear not to say it anymore, “I love you.”

The loveliest heart in the world poured itself out in full.
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That day, I had a dream.

I can tell…

This would be the last time I saw it.
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“I cannot state matters concerning dark magic directly. Instead, I will leave it so that you can infer it.”

“Very well. Then do it like this.”

  [image: ] 

Charlize twisted only her lips into a smile, her face otherwise expressionless.
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“I’m going to die because of you. Then even I would avoid you, would I not?”

“…”

“We are an ill-fated bond I would rather not be entangled with. Was that not why you were letting me remember? So I could remember this?”
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The voice that had continued so calmly wavered for a moment.
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“And…”
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As if she had never wavered at all, Charlize tilted her head lightly.
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“Erase my connection with the imperial prince too.”
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Recalling the trembling eyes she had seen last, Charlize blinked slowly.
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“It would be better if there were not even passing coincidences.”

“Coincidences are not something even God can interfere with, so that would be difficult.”

“Ha.”
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Charlize let out a languid breath.
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“A meeting that even God cannot prevent… What a cruelly romantic bond.”
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Calix rolled those words around in his mouth. Then, he cast a slow gaze.

He looked endlessly at the person who had said them, because he did not want to forget the face he was supposed to forget.

Perhaps that was why he ended up remembering those words for such a long time.
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I was busy.

It’s a strange thing.

I only had three friends in total, so how in the world was I this busy?
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“My lady.”
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Less than an hour had passed since it was officially announced that Antonio had been dragged down from the throne, Lavette came to visit without so much as sending word ahead.

It was something that would have surprised everyone who knew her usual temperament. So I was surprised too, until I soon let out an “Aha!” and laughed.
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“That’s right. You do not have to marry the emperor, nor anyone else you do not love.”
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That was when Lavette, who had been anxiously studying me the whole time, bit her lip hard. And then, just like before, she came running at me and threw her arms around me.
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“Irian heard what happened to you and happened to arrive in the capital at just that time. Since the wait until she got here was shortened, I naturally thought I’d be the first visitor, but I suppose not… My lady. You are all right, aren’t you?”
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Rosetta had spoken as though all she regretted was having lost first place, but one look at her eyes made it clear that was not all.

The moment Irian heard news of me, she apparently jumped into a hired carriage in a panic without even packing her things. She must have worried terribly on the way up, because the pallor in her face lingered for quite some time.
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“I am going to become a famous painter, no matter what. And I want to help make your life story known to the world.”
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When a person has a goal, they are bound to live more constructively.

For the sake of my friend, I hid my turmoil as best I could, feeling as though I were coughing up blood, and cheered him on.

“For some reason, though, taking turns meeting them has become part of my daily life ever since.”

Of course, I was still not busier than Calix, who was serving as regent in Sasha’s stead while he was still young, but that was beside the point.

“Come to think of it, some nobles must think Calix has finally achieved his ambition of seating his nephew on the throne and ruling as regent.”

Well, since that misunderstanding would shatter the moment Sasha came of age, there was no real need to bother refuting it.

“Besides, having a wicked image is not entirely a bad thing…” I muttered that to myself with a faintly nostalgic feeling, all while desperately avoiding the mountain of invitations piled up before me.
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“My lady, if you attend a ball now, it will cause an uproar. Everyone will want to get close to you.”
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Rosetta, now Countess Eclisse, had laughed with a smug little “Hmph!”
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“Is that so…? By the way, Rosetta, congratulations.”

“Hmm?”

“I hardly show my face in society, and Rosetta is one of my dearest friends while also being sociable, so people must be clamoring to invite you here and there.”

“…That’s true.”
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Rosetta had smiled very gently then.

When was the spring festival again…?

The moment I looked off into the distance at the hardships I could already picture without even trying, my eyes suddenly sharpened as though I had never felt wistful at all.

“The sun tilting at that angle means it will soon be three in the afternoon!”

Which meant it was Sasha’s official snack time.

Thanks to hurrying in a flurry, I did not waste even a single minute.

It was when we were sitting across from each other with a slice of green grape fresh-cream cake before each of us, of course, the sizes were different…

“I’m here!”

The temple’s standing had crashed straight into the ground, yet strangely enough, the divine beast’s divine power remained exactly the same.

All in all, that was a relief. It seemed the divine beast had developed quite a taste for going out and about.

“So the emperor is here too.”

You’re making it awfully obvious that you came already knowing that.

I had no idea how the divine beast always knew when it was my turn, but this was far from the first time he had persistently inserted himself in the middle.

When I stared at him, the divine beast, which had been subtly averting his gaze, suddenly cried out, “O-oh, come to think of it, when are you planning to use your wish ticket? I can grant it now.”

“…”

“…Surely you did not forget? Really? Seriously?”

This time, I quietly looked away from the divine beast.

“How could you forget such an exalted opportunity? Answer me. You’re just a fool with strength, aren’t you?”

The divine beast clicked his tongue as he crammed my cake into his mouth.

“In that case, you cannot use it today either.”

Timidly chewing a green grape, I let my shoulders sag.

Ah, right, that reminds me!

I opened my mouth, only to stop short.

…But wouldn’t it be a waste to use a wish on that?

“What is it?” the divine beast asked indifferently, idly waving his fork around.

I chose my words carefully, hoping to be tossed a few crumbs of information.

“It is not a wish, just a simple question. Do all dragon hearts have the same shape? It’s not a wish, just a simple question!”

I did not forget to emphasize it at both the beginning and the end.

The divine beast stared at me for a long moment with narrowed eyes, then let out a snort of laughter and answered, “Yes. They do. Humans are the same, are they not?”

I see.

Then the shape of the heart I had unconsciously remembered had, as expected, been Calix’.

“Lord Divine Beast, have some tea too. Here.”

“I am not some rogue who steals from others. So I shall drink Charlize’s. You drink your own.”

As I watched the two children chattering away together, I suddenly murmured, “I plan to use my wish today.”

“Oh? Then speak it.”

The divine beast, after gulping down the tea, looked interested.

I smiled for a moment. And then at last, I said it, “I want to be able to protect my most beloved people in the world.”

…So that I would not lose them from now ever again.
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One late summer afternoon.

“Hoo…”

The dean carefully tilted his teacup.

It had already been over twenty years since he had been appointed dean of the academy. As it was a place where the children of the most distinguished houses gathered, all manners of things had happened over the years. What he had gained during that time was the immortal truth that all things were bound to come to an end.

This semester too was, thankfully, drawing safely to a close. Now there was only the announcement of the top students in each category left to…

C-cough!

He had reached a matter that required careful approach far too hastily!

Clatter. Clatter.

“Deep breaths! Please take deep breaths!”

“Hoo… Hoooo…”

Unfortunately, those pitiful deep breaths did very little.

Clatter.

The unsightly sound of the teacup striking the saucer came to a stop, and all that remained there were the old dean’s hunched shoulders.

“…Dean.”

“You think she’s coming… don’t you?”

The secretary held back his words as he looked at his superior, who asked as though there had ever been a time she had not come.

And that is not all, either…

With solemnity, the secretary recalled that “thing” which the dean had desperately tried to avoid and had only just managed to set aside in his memory for the moment.

The sender of “that,” naturally, was the great Charlize Lienta-Elluiden herself.
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There are many matters I urgently wish to ask about.
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There were many who wanted to so much as catch sight of “that” Charlize, who rarely appeared in public, but these two certainly did not. Because they remembered Charlize’s school years at the academy all too clearly.

They were dreadful memories that not even the brilliant renown she later gained could conceal, so the two of them stood there for a long time, gazing wistfully at the awards platform that was nearing completion.
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I, Charlize Lienta-Elluiden, the only daughter of Duke Velliac Lienta, who, despite still being alive, is exceptionally mentioned in academy lessons; the wife of Archduke Calix Elluiden, who can do absolutely everything; and the aunt of the exceedingly cute, lovely, and lovable emperor. The patron of the empire’s most famous apothecary; the close friend of a rising new painter who is becoming the bright new star of the art world; a prickly head of house; and a benevolent and courageous future marquess. The guardian of the siblings who have not missed top attendance for three years in a row; and also the object of the excessive devotion offered by a certain righteous and upright knight…

“Hmm.”

The more I dwell on it, the smaller I feel, so let us stop there.

As expected… I am very, very, very lacking.

After waving my trembling hands about a few times, I finally snatched up the desk calendar. The date I had once boldly circled with blue pen—even layering the circles over it several times—leapt into my eyes.

“…Two days.”

The academy semester awards ceremony was the day after tomorrow.

Time is moving far too fast.

I was sprawled there in the posture of a tragic heroine, miserably muttering to myself, when a chin that barely put any weight on my right shoulder came to rest there.

“There are still two whole days left.”

I slightly lifted the head I had buried deep in the bed and answered, “Calix…”

“Good morning, Charl.”

A gentle hand came over and tucked my long-spilling hair behind my ear. It was a familiar touch settled onto the exposed cheek as though it belonged there.

The lips that had been pressed against me so closely I could feel their exact shape slowly drew away, as though reluctant.

Sliding his fingers between mine where I was holding the calendar, Calix casually took it from me and laid it face down on the bedside table. Thanks to that, I was spared the sorrowful fate of waking up groggily only to be greeted at once by the sight of that blue circle.

“You can just do the same thing you did before.”

“But back then, Sasha had only been studying, so it was closer to a kind of walk to refresh his mood.”

“If it feels too burdensome, you can refu—”

“I cannot do that!” I jerked my head up. “When dealing with a growing child, one naturally ought to feel the proper burden of responsibility…”

“Mm-hmm.”

“…and if there is any teacher who treats Sasha lightly and comfortably, without that sense of burden, then they ought to be dismissed at once!”

“Mm-hmm.”

Calix smiled with his eyes and kissed me on the cheek.

After long pondering exactly what point this sort of behavior began at, I had discovered something, though the mechanism remained unclear: The common point at which similar behavior started.

And it had now been two full years since then.

Hehehe.

That was to say, I had managed to wheedle one more kiss out of Calix, who had no idea what sly thoughts were going on in my head.
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“Just a moment, Your Highness.”

“…”

“Mm, why won’t this come off?”=

“That’s a dark circle, Leah…”

Leah, who had been scrubbing hard under my eyes, blinked.

“Oh my.”

After that brief exclamation, the ever-so-professional maid Leah instantly switched the tool in her right hand.

“You are still worrying about it?”

“Mhm.”

“I truly do not understand why you are worried.” Leah stuck her lower lip out. “You saved the empire from dark mages and even dealt with that wicked Pope. And that is not all. You kept skipping grades at that notoriously difficult academy!”

At first, with every sentence, I used to think, “How does Leah know this?” But I had heard it enough times by now that I had grown used to it.

I shook my head gloomily. “Those are not things I did alone.”

“Even if several people did it together, it is still amazing!”

“Thank you…”

Still, that did not help in the slightest with the qualities I ought to possess as Sasha’s teacher in character and conduct.

“Your face has gone pale! It is because you have not been sleeping properly after all.”

“More than that, it is because I happened to remember those tearful, glistening eyes I do not want to think about…”
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“So… that’s why… you were going around… all smiles…”
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I was a teacher in name only, and I knew full well that I was not truly in a position to teach him anything, but that was not why I was so serious.

It was only natural to feel this way, because this was about Sasha.

And it’s not just me. Livan and the butler must surely feel the same way I do.

It had already been three years since I became part of the group that, after evolving from the “We Miss Lady Charl Club” and the “We Support Lady Charl Club,” finally settled into the “We Promised to Look Only at Lady Charl Club.”

Those years had been more than enough time for the three of us, members of that small private faction within House Elluiden, to forge strong bonds.

“As expected, I really am going to have to seek personal instruction on what sort of mindset one ought to have toward the academy’s dean.”

“There must be a reason Your Highness is worrying so much. You will do well again this time too. I believe in you.”

Leah smiled softly to complement the sort of encouragement that made one’s heart ache.

“Leah…”

“Oh my. Your Highness…”

It was just as we were gently pressing our palms together… Thump!

Something struck the window and fell.

“I’ll go check.”

“I’ll do it.”

Leah still often gets startled when there is a loud noise outside the window… I do not know who you are, but if this was some prank played lightly, I absolutely would not let it slide.

I twitched a brow and flung the window open roughly, only to find, below it, a youthful face with puffed cheeks, swollen with sulkiness.

Huh?

Leah, who had cautiously followed behind gripping a brush no thicker than a pinky finger in both hands as though she were holding a broom, murmured in relief, “It was the young master.”

Right. He’s commonly known as “young master” nowadays.

It was the divine beast, who also doubled as Sasha’s playmate.
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That was not all, the divine beast also doubled as Sasha’s secret guard.

“Calix is beside Sasha. I did not come here thoughtlessly. No, to begin with, Sasha does not even live in the imperial palace, does he? He commutes together with Calix!”

I see.

I let my widened eyes return to their usual state. And just as I was about to ask why he had come here leaving such an important duty behind…

“I heard everything.”

The divine beast’s eyes shone with solemn gravity.

“You have something on your mind, I hear.”

I had thought he was the sort to simply drift with the passage of time while being, at heart, mostly a child, but I had clearly been gravely mistaken about the divine beast.

“And not just any worry, but an exceedingly profound one.”

I immediately set down the fork with which I had been stuffing myself with cake and straightened my posture.

“That is correct.”

The divine beast nodded heavily.

“Austerities are, by nature, a journey that only has meaning when undertaken alone. But as your elder, I suppose I can offer a small measure of help.”

“Divine one…”

“Yes. Did you truly think I would not understand your worry?”

Answering with a benevolent expression, the divine beast slowly closed his eyes and opened them again, then finally spoke with grave care.
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“Calling it a pilgrimage would be making too much of it. As a path of training, the road to the Arten Kingdom is the best. It goes through the forest, so there is no need to worry about food and water running out.”

“…”

And with that, I began shoveling cake into my mouth again.

“What is it? You do not like that route? Then I shall recommend another.”

“How much time will have passed by the time I return?”

“About twenty years?”

I slowly raised my eyes.

As I chewed the cake expressionlessly, the divine beast, who had been saying, “Why are you looking at me with that face…?!” suddenly went quiet and rolled his eyes.

“…I overlooked the human growth period.”

At that point, I became a little puzzled.

The divine beast had specifically said “growth period,” not lifespan.

He knows my worries with astonishing accuracy.

“By the way, how did you know about the issue I’ve been worrying over?”

“That is because… there are ways of knowing.”

“Hmm.”

I suppose I had asked too obvious a question.

He must have transformed into some natural object again and simply perked up his ears.

“Hold on. What in the world is that look of understanding?! I have an information netw… I do not!”

“Is that so?”

“I did not find out by underhanded means either.”

“Yes, yes.”

Still, there was something I gained from this conversation.
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“But as your elder, I suppose I can offer a small measure of help.”
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Oh-ho. Come to think of it, I do know a few elders.

Of course, the trio of House Lienta must be excluded, as I had already asked them long ago.
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“Welcome, Archduchess Charlize.”

“Archduchess Charlize” was the form of address agreed upon after a short but fierce debate between Count Decande and me over whether it should be “Her Highness the Archduchess” or just “Charlize.”

The same applied to Count Philliam.

“It has been a while.”

Thanks to proper meals and steady exercise, Count Decande was growing younger by the day.
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“Ains is still very young. I intend to watch over that child’s back as much as I can.”
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That wish seemed likely to come true without difficulty.

“Archduchess Charlize.”

It was then that a voice, slightly slurred between the teeth but still fairly distinct, came from below.

Ains, who had somehow grown from a baby into a child, smiled brightly. “Hngh!”

Some people might look at Count Decande and think he was being overly sentimental, but I could never be one of them… because I had been exactly the same with Sasha.

Count Decande and I dabbed at the corners of our eyes with handkerchiefs as we chatted about this and that.

“Not long ago, I acquired a precious collectible. It is surely something that will please Archduchess Charlize as well.”

“You always give me the chance to lay eyes on such valuable items, and I do not know how I ought to repay you.”

“No, no. I am always the grateful one.”

Count Decande shook his head with a smile.

It was such a benevolent smile that, had my past self seen it—the self who had once contemplated borrowing Count Decande’s collection in the middle of the night without permission—I surely would have been moved on the spot.

“Well then, this is it.”

“It is indeed magnificent.”

…A very well-kept antique indeed.

As I admired it in wonder, seeing not a single scratch on it, Count Decande clasped his hands behind his back with a pleased expression.

“Collecting has become even more enjoyable than before. Wondering whether it might look as splendid in another’s eyes as it does in mine has become a new pleasure. Especially when the other person is someone with such deep knowledge.”

“…”

I broke out in a cold sweat and examined the antique even more diligently.

“Thank you for giving me not one, but two joys in my twilight years. I’d like to give you something in return, Archduchess Charlize, but the difficulty lies in whether there is anything you could possibly need.”

They say the eyes are the windows to the heart.

Since my windows were surely clearer than glass scrubbed every hour, I clamped them shut at once. Then my shoulders twitched, but Count Decande, an elder seasoned by years, did not miss that tiny flinch.

“Could I be of help?”

“As a matter of fact… I have a worry for which I need your esteemed advice.”

“Speak freely.”

And yet Count Decande, who said that, did not look at ease in the slightest.

It was the face of someone fully determined to solve the matter somehow, no matter what. How could I not be moved?

I dabbed the corners of my eyes once more with my handkerchief and asked seriously, “What is my character like?”

“…Hm?”

“Is it at least not so shameful that it would embarrass others to see?”

Eventually, Count Decande burst into hearty laughter.
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Meanwhile, the divine beast arrived at Lienta manor.

The boy, who had been sulking because Charlize had not confided her worries to him first, was still sulking.

To make sure that next time she has no choice but to ask for my opinion first, I have no choice but to resolve this matter successfully! Then, Charlize, with that indifferent expression nowhere to be seen right now, would nod fervently at my advice, expanding upon thoughts that had taken a very constructive turn, the divine beast elegantly tilted his teacup.

Ordinarily, seeing a young child drink bitter tea without the slightest trouble might have felt momentarily incongruous, but House Lienta’s head maid and butler did not find it strange in the least.

That was thanks to something Charlize had told them.
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“If that ‘young master’ happens to come by, could you two receive him? Please. He is young, but he can be a bit stiff.”
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Tap.

The boy set his teacup down roughly on the saucer.

“I came because there is something I wish to ask.”

Since he was of such noble status that he would even find it displeasing to be received by a maid or valet, a manner of speaking so unlike his age was not particularly strange.

“What do you think of Her Highness the Archduchess?”

At the unexpected question, the head maid and the butler looked at each other with round, surprised eyes, then soon smiled.

“Our lady…”

The wedding of their one and only lady had been a truly magnificent affair… at such an exalted occasion, with even the emperor in attendance, they had not dared to dream of attending.

Even at the wedding of an ordinary noble, servants did not attend, and yet their lady had made places for them.

At that lovely place, overflowing with everyone’s blessings, and a place where even the capital’s most distinguished nobles felt proud and honored simply to attend, they had been happy to be able to wish happiness for the lady they loved.

“Her Highness is a very kind person.”

A quiet smile rose to the head maid’s lips, and the butler sniffled.

“I was truly so happy to be able to attend… Young master?”

“It seems she has already come home.”

Their hearts warmed, the two quickly straightened up the tea table.

They had been told that the unusual young master was unusually quick on his feet as well. That too was something their lady had told them.
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Count Decande had not laughed at my worry or treated it as something trivial.
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“Did someone perhaps speak ill of Archduchess Charlize? Otherwise, how could you have so little confidence?”
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Count Decande had spoken with deliberate firmness, but I still felt like a child who had pulled a shallow trick just to make someone else say the words I wanted to hear.

The fact that the two elderly counts had given the same answer made my heart strangely restless too. So, I felt a little embarrassed.

It was a stage one absolutely had to go through in order to learn what one did not know, but somehow… it felt a little different.

“Nngh.”

I had just declined Count Philliam’s offer to see me to the front door and was trudging after the butler.

“Your Highness the Archduchess!”

Aria came flying out from somewhere and latched onto my back.

“M-my lady!”

The sound of Aria’s nurse hurrying breathlessly down the stairs followed.

“I missed you!”

“I am sorry, Your Highness the Archduchess. Are you all right?” the butler apologized in a rush.

Part of it may have been him gauging the archduchess’ temper, but more than that, he seemed worried that I might look unfavorably on Aria.

“I’m sorry…”

“It’s all right. No, Aria. I thought I might leave without seeing you, so I’m glad I got to.”

“Me too!”

She threw both her arms high toward the sky and smiled brightly.

Aria had scrapped her ambition of taking high society by storm in less than a month, saying novels and reality were different.

It was why she cast it aside without regret and opened her eyes to a new goal…
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“Love begins at the academy!”
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She was so earnest about entering the academy and seeing it for herself that, though she was still hard to see as often as before, her face still shone brightly.

“Are you going to the academy again this time?”

“Yes. I should congratulate my wards.”

“You will come see me too if I enroll at the academy, won’t you?”

“That is an obvious thing to say.”

Aria giggled.

“Shall we hook pinkies again this time?”

“No. You do not have to. Because I know. Your Highness the Archduchess is someone who always keeps her promises!”

Chattering like a baby bird, Aria soon said that her break time was over and started off with heavy steps.

As she went up the stairs, poking her head out here and there to show me her reluctant face from every angle, I waved to her for quite a while.

“Please return safely, Your Highness the Archduchess.”

I nodded my head, turned, and then flinched.

At the end of the glance I had turned absentmindedly, I saw it.

C-c-c-could it be…?!
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The person I spotted was none other than Sir Jay.

No wonder the carriage door hadn’t opened.

He was in charge of guarding Sasha, so naturally the carriage had to contain…!

Sir Jay smiled faintly and, without making a sound, moved only his lips to ask after me.

‘Have you been well?’

‘I think I’ll be doing even better from now on.’

‘So you noticed after all.’

Sir Jay smiled awkwardly and gave me a little one-eyed squint.

‘Don’t worry.’

I made a circle with my thumb and forefinger. Sir Jay placed his neatly folded hands over his chest, then let out an exaggerated “Hooo!” and grinned.

Clutching my fluttering heart, I carefully opened the door.

“Aunt Charl.”

“My goodness, Your Majesty!”

Sasha hurriedly shut the carriage door again.

I spoke once more, opening my arms just a little.

“My goodness, Sasha!”

Still wrapped in my arms, Sasha peeked his head out.

“Were you surprised?”

“Mm. More than that, I’m mostly amazed. I happened to want to see you too, Sasha.”

“Me too. Me too.”

My heart suddenly grew heavy, because all at once I thought of the burden already being carried by a child still too young to even enter the academy.

The regret that had taken root in my heart sprouted again at times like this.

Maybe I should have kept Antonio down for a few more years.

I rubbed my cheek against the crown of his head and lowered my eyes.

Sasha chattered proudly in an excited voice, “I had a good day today too. The lessons are a little difficult, but they’re fun, and I played chess with uncle, and I won by a narrow margin…”

Right. This isn’t something I ought to be thinking while looking at a child who’s working so hard.

I lifted Sasha up and sat him in a chair, then sat down beside him.

“That’s impressive.”

Sasha smiled shyly.

“I’ll work even harder so I can become as amazing as you, Aunt Charl.”

Goals were supposed to be modest and pursued step by step so that breaking through them would feel satisfying, that way you could find fulfillment and keep going to the end.

I was inwardly shouting that my baby was already amazing when Sasha suddenly put on a solemn expression.

“Aunt Charl, just a moment. I’ll wipe it for you.”

After fumbling out a handkerchief, Sasha awkwardly came closer.

As he carefully rubbed beneath my eyes, his mouth slowly fell open. “Why is it getting darker…?”

I know what’s happening… It seemed the makeup Leah had carefully put on for me had come off here and there because I’d been wiping my tears at Count Decande’s residence.

I was still hesitating over how to explain it when the carriage arrived at Elluiden manor.

“You have returned saf—”

The butler’s eyes widened when he spotted Sasha. Then, the creased corners of his eyes softened warmly.

“Welcome back. Did Your Majesty pass the day safely and well?”

“Yes.”

“Please lower your speech.”

“Mm.”

Sasha smiled gently, like a flower bud softly coming into bloom.

“I’ll do that in front of other people.”

At those words, the butler smiled deeply.
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“You’re late.”

For a moment, I wondered whether some magic had been cast on the reception room door that transported anyone who opened it straight to the imperial palace, because the boy I was seeing for the second time today was sitting in the empty reception room with a perfectly carefree face.

“But where is Calix? Surely he didn’t send Sasha alone? To me, he was so…”

As his voice gradually grew more heated, I broke it off with a light cough, and the divine beast dropped back into his chair.

“Anyway, he certainly looked very worried about Sasha.”

“Uncle brought me to Aunt Charl, then went back to the imperial palace.”

“Hmm. If he wants to take an entire day off, I suppose he would be a bit busy.”

The divine beast looked happier than he had in a long while.

Just then dessert and cold cocoa arrived.

“Aunt Charl, Lord Divine Beast, the cake looks delicious. Please try some.”

“Sasha, that’s enough. He already ate half a cake this morning. More importantly, Charlize…”

“Yes?”

“I have found the answer to your worries.”

The divine beast lifted his chin arrogantly.

Sasha, who had been quietly looking back and forth between the divine beast and me, tilted his head and murmured to himself, “Aunt Charl’s worries?”

“Yes. Charlize has been deeply troubled because she decided to become your teacher, you see. She couldn’t sleep. Just look at the blackness under her eyes. She thought she was lacking in qualifications.”

Sasha blinked rapidly.

“You’re not lacking at all…”

His voice was so small I couldn’t make out the exact words, but I could tell it had gone flat. He didn’t look ill, though. Still, it nagged at me, so I was looking him over from head to toe when the divine beast gave a scoffing little “Hmph!”

My character was firmly fixed in place by now, which meant I couldn’t go doing something like looking elsewhere while someone was talking.

“So I gathered the opinions of others. Charlize, you…!”

The divine beast dramatically raised one forefinger, and the sharp fingertip pointed straight at my heart.

“They say you’re kind.”

“…”

“Well, human thought processes are still fascinating. How that child is kind… hm.”

It was just as the divine beast narrowed his eyes with a puzzled look.

“Aunt Charl is kind.”

Sasha smiled softly.

“But… I…”

“Sasha.”

“Even if you were not kind, I would still like you, Aunt Charl. So…”

Sasha looked at me and spoke clearly.

“You do not need any qualifications at all, Aunt Charl.”

At one point, I had once imagined what Sasha would look like as an adult. I had even thought that, once he grew older, the color of his eyes might change into a clear blue that closely resembled Calix’.

The child’s eyes, shining with resolve, were still a pale sky blue, but sometimes there are things one can know all the more clearly precisely because they cannot be seen with the eyes.

I smiled.

“You’re right.”

“…”

“What Sasha said is right.”

Sasha, who had been holding his lips tightly pressed together, widened his eyes a little, and then broke into a soft smile.
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But then, I still couldn’t sleep soundly.

It can’t be helped. I still have one worry left.

The dark circles under my eyes continue to evolve, fearlessly provoking Leah’s competitive spirit more and more each day.

“I can see the academy over there.”

Sasha shifted in his seat.

One could travel by portal from the capital to near the academy, but for part of the journey one still had to go by road.

Because of the academy’s nature, drawing talented people not only from the empire but from all across the continent, the various nations had made an agreement that portals could not be installed right nearby, in preparation for any untoward incidents. So even on a well-maintained road, it would not be strange for pebbles to be scattered about, given that hundreds of carriages must have passed through it.

“Are you that happy to be seeing Angel?”

Sasha nodded, his cheeks flushing red.

“Still, let’s hold out just a little longer. There might be pebbles on the road.”

The child blinked rapidly.

“You were startled back then, remember?”

Ah… I scratched my cheek. It had happened several years ago, and the child had been very young, and it had not been such an important thing, so perhaps he had already forgotten.

“Hmm… maybe you don’t remember.”

“I remember.”

“You do?”

“Yes.” Sasha smiled carefully, as though sharing a secret. “I remember it clearly.”

They say one should always be careful how one behaves in front of children, but since my child is especially sharp, I ought to be even more careful.

As I was making that firm resolution, the carriage came to a smooth stop.

“It looks like we’ve arrived.”

“Oh.”

Sasha pulled his hood on properly.

Planning to get down first and help Sasha out, I looked toward the door and was startled. And Sasha, equally surprised, parted his lips slightly.

“Archduke.”
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“I’m sure I won’t get confused.”
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At the suggestion that we should now stick to just one title, since he might make a mistake otherwise, the child had sadly chewed on his lip.
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“Can’t we change it after I make a mistake first?”
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“Since you are concealing your identity, please speak comfortably. Was your journey peaceful?”

“Very much so.”

Calix lightly lifted the child into his arms.

“We arrived at about the same time.”

“Bailey deserves much of the credit.”

It was probably not my imagination that my face looked even more haggard than Calix’, despite his having spent several nights awake, ridden here on horseback, and had no chance to rest at all.

It felt, to me, as though it had been a very long time since we last met, so there was much I wanted to say, but we hurried on our way. After all, only a cold-blooded person could look at the child bouncing with excitement and still leisurely stand there chatting.
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The awards ceremony marking the end of the academy’s semester began in a bustling atmosphere. With students gathered there just before break, it could not exactly be solemn, but it had at least been the sort of atmosphere in which the families who had enrolled their children could whisper proudly, “Our child is already this admirable!” There was a clear reason it had turned into this: The archduke and archduchess had attended. And there was also that suspicious… circle.

“That must be His Majesty the Emperor, right?”

“Shh. Pretend you didn’t notice.”

Even as they said that, their eyes remained fixed on Charlize.

Those sidelong glances might well have been unpleasant, but the person in question wore a thoroughly expressionless face. She was merely gazing steadily at the awards platform, and yet for some reason one felt overwhelmed.

Those peeking at her out of the corners of their eyes all had similar thoughts at once. Before and now alike, people summarized it all with the same phrase, “As expected…” but the meaning condensed into that same word was worlds apart.

“Next, we will announce the attendance award recipients.”

Most of the students crowded up onto the stage.

“There are so many of them.”

“There would have to be. It’s a boarding school.”

“This is basically the same as a participation award.”

“When exactly are they going to start the academic excellence awards?”

“At this rate, couldn’t they just hand these out in homeroom on the last day?”

Meanwhile, there was someone who had been waiting for this moment with the most pounding heart of all.
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I could feel people sneaking glances at me.

As expected, Sasha’s cuteness cannot be hidden even when he has his hood pulled all the way down. Still, since they are not going to show any sign of recognizing him, it amounts to the same thing as not recognizing him, so we should not be disturbed.

“Next, we will announce the attendance award recipients.”

To be diligently suppressing at such a young age the desire not to attend class, these are promising talents indeed.

And among them were Rodante and Angel, who had been selected for attendance excellence for no less than three consecutive years.

I was feeling proud despite having done nothing, when my own disastrous attendance record suddenly came to mind…

Most of the classes had not overlapped with Calix’, but some had.

…Father, I really am sorry. You paid such expensive tuition, and I truly attended however I pleased.

While I did my best to pretend not to notice those memories rising up before my clouded eyes, the awards ceremony steadily continued and finally neared its end.

“Now we will announce the top students of each year.”

The academy, which accepted both royalty and commoners as students, aimed for equality at least within the academy itself.

“First year, Cecil. Second year…”

So among the rules established in support of that were not mentioning surnames from which one could infer a family background and prohibiting honorific speech among students of the same year.

Of course, none of that was properly followed…

“…Fourth year, Angel.”

“Angel.”

Sasha covered his mouth with both hands.
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After exchanging a brief greeting with the siblings, Charlize hurried off with reluctant steps.

…Because I said I would come to see him once the ceremony was over.

It was not difficult to find where the dean was. So that was why her left cheek had been itching the whole time she was with the Rodante siblings.

Sure enough, the dean and his secretary were over in that direction.

“We greet Your Highness the Archduchess.”

“Thank you for sparing me your valuable time.”

“You are saying what I ought to be saying.”

“Here. It is modest, but I would like to endow a scholarship fund.”

It was only proper not to ask a favor empty-handed. And yet, for some reason, the dean’s complexion went even paler, and his lips moved.

At a glance, the envelope was stuffed thick!

Just what sort of request is she about to make…?!

When Charlize tilted her expressionless face, the secretary hurriedly jabbed the dean in the back a few times.

“It will be of great help to students who are in desperate need of scholarships. Let me thank you in their stead.”

“That is not something I deserve thanks for.”

Just what kind of request could it be…?!

This time it was the secretary who was aghast and thinking that.

“What I want, quite simply, is to seek your esteemed opinion on something.”

“W-what is it?”

“I have taken an interest in the work of teaching, but I am a complete outsider to this field.”

“Is she being modest?”

“Or perhaps she is asking for encouragement?”

“Who am I, that Her Highness the Archduchess should ask for my encouragement?!”

“What do you think is the foremost mindset a person who has become a teacher ought to have?”

T-this is…!

The dean forced his dazed eyes open.

So she intends to test me.

It had been well over twenty years since he had left the teaching profession. Even so, she was clearly trying to determine whether he still held the convictions of an educator in his heart, and thus whether he was suited to the position of dean of the academy.

…Or so the dean of the time persuaded himself, despite Charlize not having much connection to the academy.

In any case, the dean sank into deep thought.
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That evening, at Lienta manor in the capital.

The silver candelabra lined up down the center of the long marble table in the dining room gleamed.

I whispered to the butler, “Did you prepare the digestive medicine?”

“Of course, my lady. I prepared plenty.”

And naturally, our eyes turned toward Duke Lienta, who was seated in the place of highest honor.

“…It seems it was a good thing we prepared plenty.”

My faint-hearted father, who used to complain of stomach pain merely at the thought that Sasha might be the imperial prince, had tried to get up and say that he would rather leave the seat of honor empty than sit there with the emperor present, but…
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“You are the eldest person here, and you are the one who invited us.”
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…now that he had failed miserably, he wore a forlorn expression.

If one wondered why, if taking the seat of honor bothered him that much, he had not simply made some excuse and sat elsewhere, the answer would come at once the moment one saw Sasha’s gentle face.

To think of brushing aside the child’s careful opinion was, in itself, the act of a bad person.

“Rodante. Angel.”

The duke called the children by name, but rather than looking pleased by their achievements, he had seemed worried, so he must have held it in for quite some time.

“Are you not pushing yourselves too hard? Did someone place pressure on you?”

“No such thing happened, Your Grace.”

“Yes. I simply wanted to follow Lady Charlize’s example.”

At that, the duke, his eyes full of confusion, murmured solemnly, “Yes… our Charlize really was remarkable…”

“…”

As we all turned solemn together, the duke slowly smiled.

“I mistook what I ought to have said first. Congratulations on skipping a grade and taking first place.”

“Look forward to your gift.”

I nodded as well in agreement.

While the children’s insistence that they had already received enough stood in taut opposition to our resolve, all the dishes were set out.

Before the meal began, the duke fired pitiful looks at me in quick succession. So having no choice, I stood up.

“Rodante and Angel have returned home after finishing their studies.”

Rodante had said that, after dinner, they would stay at the house I had prepared for the siblings in their names in the capital, but the duke and Mrs. Melissa had been horrified at the idea of the two children being there by themselves, and after much protest, this vacation too they decided to spend in the annex.

Angel suddenly lifted her gaze to look at me.

When I made a face that said there was no way the two of them were going to stay by themselves until they came of age, it seemed for a moment as though Angel had smiled slightly… or perhaps my feeble words simply amused her.

“Though a brief parting will come to us again, I do not doubt that we will meet again. May the time granted to us remain a happy memory for everyone.”

Fortunately, the duke did not complain of stomach pain until the banquet was over.

It seems the restorative tonics I had been feeding him had not been in vain. I should ask for them to be made in bulk.
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“Charl, did you see? Your father no longer needs that tonic.”
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Not a chance.
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“You really do not have to give us a gift. We have already received enough.”
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I was going to redefine the siblings’ standard for what counted as “enough.”

As I nodded resolutely to myself, a small weight tapped against my shoulder.

The youngest child had really held out for quite a long time.

Calix lifted up the drowsy Sasha, who was still tightly clutching his dessert spoon.

“I’ll put Sasha to bed.”

“Let’s do it together.”

As we walked down the corridor, we talked quietly about the things we had not yet finished saying.

It was around the time Sasha had fallen into a deep sleep that Calix brought it up…

“Are you planning to refuse?”

“Yes. The more I think about it, the more I arrive at the answer that it is not something I can do.”
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“The most important thing is to treat the student with sincerity. That is what I think.”
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I do not know whether the dean’s words were the correct answer. Looking back on it now, it seems perhaps it had never been the sort of question that had a single correct answer to begin with.

Still, the dean, who had been stiff the entire time we spoke, perhaps because he was sore from the rehearsal for the awards ceremony, had softened only when he said those words.

It was the face of someone thinking of students long gone. And if one more person was to look at Sasha with that sort of heart, I thought it would be very good indeed.

I lowered my head to the child’s round forehead, and I repeated it inwardly.

I hope this little child will remain happy forever and live surrounded by kindness.
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Sasha, age eight
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“Well, isn’t it obvious?”

The boy in the crisply pressed valet’s uniform shrugged.

“It’s because His Majesty the Emperor is here.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Good grief. You’re so ignorant of how things work. How are you going to survive in the imperial palace?”

“That’s exactly why I’m really worried.”

The servants who had asked the question stuck out his lips.

“If I work just a little longer, I’ll understand everything just fine.”

“You ought to tuck that mouth of yours in first.”

“Ah! I said I got it already! More importantly, what does that have to do with His Majesty the Emperor?”
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“Ha. It’s absurd that I even have to say this.”

“Think about it. If the archduke and archduchess were to have an heir now, wouldn’t there be about a ten-year age gap with His Majesty?”

“Eight years.”

“Anyway, they’d be around the same age, wouldn’t they? Since it could later get swept up in conflict, they’re trying not to leave even the slightest pretext.”

“If they hadn’t lived through it, maybe they wouldn’t know, but since they already have, you can think of it as them not leaving any room for it at all.”

“They probably won’t have one until the age difference is a full twenty years at least. Or maybe they just won’t have one at all.”

“His Majesty will remember that incident too, so if he were to see a child they raised so carefully as someone to keep in check… Ugh. Just imagining it is horrifying.”

“That’s scary.”

“Right. So get your head on straight!”

The chattering voices grew distant.

“Mmph! Mmph-mmph!”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Sasha loosened the strength in his hand.

The divine beast watched the servants growing more distant with calm displeasure. Of course, he could easily have brushed Sasha’s hand away, but he never had. He had always generously let the child cover his mouth, thinking, “For this gentle child to go this far, how upset must he be?”

But this time, for the first time in quite a while, his patience truly reached its limit.

To say they would assign people without fixed posts aside from the imperial palace, but even so… Tsk!

Clicking his tongue, the divine beast glanced over.

When their eyes met, Sasha tilted his head with a gentle expression.

“Don’t pay attention to words like that. They’re ignorant little children, saying whatever comes to mind because they’re bored.”

Instead of answering, Sasha smiled faintly.

“Well, surely you do not think there is any sense in what they said? Come now. If Charlize had heard that, she would have cast aside the dignity an adult ought to keep and earnestly fought children half her age.”

“Would she have?”

Sasha smiled, clutching the lizard doll tightly.

The smiling face was, of course, still young and childish, so the divine beast swallowed a sigh.

This is all because I needlessly invited him to the detached palace to play hide-and-seek.

The absence of Lucas, who had gone down to the Baier duchy for a while with his mother, had been rather noticeable. So feeling the lack of that talkative child so keenly, he had tried this and that, and it had turned into this mess.

“I’m fine.”

Sasha smiled a tiny smile.

Biting his lower lip, the divine beast shot another glare in the direction the servants had disappeared.

Unpleasant though it was, those children had not been speaking with malice. They had merely spoken out of curiosity or repeated what they had picked up from adults.

To begin with, it was not the sort of conversation children alone could have come up with.

I will find out exactly which ones have been wagging their tongues so much that even those little brats are openly repeating it.
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Around the same time.

Charlize was thinking the same thing.

“―There are no signs of anyone having intervened.”

It was the sort of thing one could only do if prepared to make both House Lienta and House Elluiden one’s enemies at once. It also had not even been half a year since Antonio’s execution, so it was doubtful whether there even existed anyone bold enough to attempt such a thing now.

“―I can handle it on my own, but it will take some time. Shall I seek Duke Lienta’s cooperation? Or perhaps Archduke Elluiden would be better.”

If it had been another matter, she would have said to wait until the outline became a little clearer, but Sasha was involved. If there really was someone behind it, by the time the outline became clear, this scandal would already be giving off a truly foul stench.

“I’ll handle this.”

“―Yes, master… And if there is a source, we will find it quickly, so please do not worry too much.”

Charlize smiled faintly.

“Thank you, Noah. I’m always relying on you.”

Soon the communication device tool stopped glowing, and it rattled in her long fingers for quite a while.

“…So it’s already a rumor that’s spread widely.”

As expected, it will be better to deal with it quickly before Sasha learned of it.

Her transparent green eyes gleamed coldly.
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Uncle and Aunt Charl are very close, but they still don’t…

So what the servants had said at the detached palace was, therefore, a question one could very well have. That was why it did not hurt his feelings.

But I really would never come to hate their baby…

Sasha, shoulders drooping in dejection, suddenly murmured to himself, “A baby…”

At that moment, memories of his childhood, when he used to go around calling himself “big brother,” came pouring through his head, and his cheeks instantly flared bright red.

Sasha busily wriggled his fingers until the heat in his face went down.

“W-what if the two of them think that too?”

The child soon sprang to his feet in agitation.

“No. They won’t think that.”

After pondering for quite a while, Sasha sat down at the desk. Still, he thought it would be better to explain it properly.

If he said it aloud, the meaning might be conveyed wrongly, so he decided to deliver a letter instead.

Spreading the prettiest sheet of stationery he had very carefully across the desk, Sasha suddenly started and jerked the hand holding the pen high into the air.

“T-that was close…”

Hurriedly moving the stationery to a place where no ink could splatter onto it, he then carefully lowered his pen to the second prettiest sheet.

“To my dear Aunt Charl…”
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“Mm.”

Half asleep, the child smiled softly, because he could feel the hand gently pressing and rubbing at his fingers so they would not hurt.

It was colder than usual, but there was no mistaking it.

It’s Aunt Charl.

Sasha shook his head.

I want to wake up.

“I’m sorry. Was it uncomfortable?”

No. I liked it. What if Aunt Charl misunderstands? I really did not dislike it at all.

When he finally managed to lift his eyelids, his vision was blurry. And after blinking several more times, it finally cleared.

“I thought your fingers would probably hurt more in the morning, so I was trying to be very careful, but I ended up waking you. I’m sorry.”

“Aunt… Charl.”

“…Your voice is terribly hoarse.”

That was probably because he had spoken the words aloud as he wrote the letter.

For some reason, he felt too embarrassed to say so, and Sasha pressed his lips tightly together. After all, Lucas could write very long sentences while keeping his mouth shut tight.

“Hmm. Is it because you just woke up?”

It was when Sasha, unable either to tell the truth or to lie, simply sat there quietly receiving Charlize’s touch.

“I read your letter.”

“Already?”

He had thought she would only read it tomorrow, so Sasha couldn’t help but part his lips in surprise.

“I woke up in the middle of the night because I was thirsty, and there was a very pretty envelope on the table, so there was no way I could resist reading it right away.”

“Was it pretty?”

“Yes. It was very pretty.”

Charlize chuckled as she kissed Sasha’s hand, and Sasha laughed with her.

“Did you read it all the way through?”

“Yes.”

“Already?”

“Yes.”

Charlize gently stroked the child’s hand so it would not hurt. The delicate skin looked painful, red and swollen just from having held a pen for so long.

“Sasha is certain to become a very wonderful big brother.”

“B-big brother.”

Sasha’s cheeks turned bright red again.

“Your face is red. Were you outside for a long time?”

Sasha shook his head hard, but Charlize just narrowed her eyes.

To her, the child looked as if he were saying, “Big brothers don’t get sick. Because I’m a big brother!”

“Hmm. I guess I’ll have to stay by your side all night tonight.”

“I don’t have a cold.”

“Even so…”

“Hm?”

The child, squirming as he pulled his body to the side to make room for Charlize to lie down, asked with a small gasp.

As Charlize brushed the hair stuck to the child’s forehead aside, she said, “I was saying thank you.”

Sasha smiled softly.
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All of the imperial palace servants, save for a select few, were dismissed.

In response, people erupted, saying that Archduke Elluiden was, as expected, revealing his ambition to swallow the empire by keeping his nephew in the palm of his hand and using the regency as an excuse, but the uproar quickly died down… because word of the reason for their dismissal gradually spread.

No one failed to realize that it was a kind of declaration of war: that there would be no tolerance for speaking carelessly about the young emperor.

It was the moment when a rumor that had, in truth, failed to leave even the slightest crack in the people directly involved, died away in futility.
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Was it the day the Pope died and the divine beast’s heart was reclaimed? Or was it the night when I naturally became certain that it would be the last day I would see memories of the past through those dreams?

No. Perhaps it had been even before then.

Just as one does not need to learn how to breathe, I think I had simply come to know it naturally… that the day would surely come when, even if I met Calix’ eyes, I would no longer see fragments of the future. But with no sign at all…?

My eyes met the image reflected in his deep blue eyes.

At that moment, I blinked, and step by step, before I realized it, we had come close enough that our shadows overlapped.

“Charl?”

When I silently reached out and placed a hand on his cheek, Calix tilted his head into my palm with a faint smile.

The moment I felt the weight of him, I suddenly felt very strange.

“I can’t see any fragments of the future.” Still not fully certain, I added quietly, “It could just be today, though.”

It was then that Calix placed his hand over mine.

“I thought that might be the case.”

It was only a low whisper, but my palm tingled as though great wings had brushed against it.
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Time passed steadily.

The days were alike, yet each one different, and they had something in common.

The first person I met eyes with when I woke was Calix, and instead of being pulled into fragments of the future, I was now able to look at the two eyes before me.

The morning when the anomaly was no longer an anomaly, I woke earlier than usual and waited for Calix to wake.

How much time has passed?

His lowered eyelids slowly rose, revealing blue eyes, and turned straight to me.

Instead of the usual morning greeting, I spoke the words I had held back and set aside for several days, this time with certainty.

“I don’t think I can see them anymore. No, I can’t see them anymore.”

A faint smile appeared on his beautiful face, then the next moment, I heard a small whisper.

“Kiss me.”

I laughed softly and willingly kissed his lips. Our lips curved at once where they met, then soon shifted and fit together more deeply.

The story has ended.

The path waiting for us would no longer be moments we had already lived through, nor would we be able to prepare for it by peeking into the future.

Just like everyone else… in a completely ordinary way.

And I liked that very much.

I do not know whether the words I whispered between our briefly parted lips reached Calix. All I know is that the kiss continued again.

At last, it was a new beginning we had seized.
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A gentle breeze blew.

“Oh, dear.”

Rosetta tidied her disheveled hair.

“Shall we move inside?”

“No. It’s lovely like this.”

At Lavette’s suggestion, Rosetta blinked quickly.

Rosetta, who had looked utterly moved as though saying, “Good heavens, to introduce me to such an illustrious connection!” still had much the same look in her eyes.

Rosetta did clasp my hand tightly on the way back after my first teatime with Lavette…

She had even written to Irian, apparently.

Even though she had been the one to suggest first that we hold off on letters for a while, since Irian had only just entered the academy’s fine arts department and would surely be overwhelmed!

I was staring off into the distance, newly overcome by that sense of grievance, when Lavette asked worriedly, “Is something the matter? You have barely touched your dessert.”

“That’s right. You haven’t touched the cake at all, and you only took two bites of the cookie.”

Although it had been before I turned back time, it was the sort of sharp eye befitting people who had once dominated an entire world.

A force to be reckoned with in society, indeed, isn’t something just anyone could be.

Admiring that inwardly, I answered honestly, “My stomach feels off.”

I rubbed at my abdomen.

Come to think of it, is this about where I had been stabbed when I died before? It hurt terribly. If I hadn’t died then, I would have smacked myself a hundred times right in the same spot.

Thinking that, I fiddled with the spot a little longer than necessary and tilted my head.

Rosetta and Lavette blinked side by side, then turned to look at each other, then both of them looked back at me at once.

“What are those looks for?”

“How exactly does your stomach feel off?”

“I feel queasy.”

After the same sequence of reactions as before repeated itself once more, Lavette asked carefully, “Is there anything in particular you feel like eating?”

“That’s right, that’s right. Tell us!”

I’m touched…

“It’s not that bad… I ate well before coming.”

“Oh my, did you eat more than usual?”

“No… it was less than usual.”

After getting up and fooling around with Calix, time had flown by, and I had to hurry to make it to our appointment on time.

“And yet your stomach still feels heavy…”

Rosetta, who repeated that with scholarly gravity, suddenly gasped.

“Could it be that a little one is on the way?”

“A little one?” I asked back, crestfallen. “Calling my child ‘a little one’ between friends feels awfully distant. My child will look up to the two of you like godmothers, you know.”

What I had originally meant to say was, “You two should become the godmothers.” It was just that I had lost confidence and shrunk in on myself.

“Hm? I would like to be a godmother.”

“Lavette…”

“I only said ‘a little one’ because imperial blood would be running through the child!”

Rosetta suddenly sprang to her feet and leaned across the table toward me.

“So! So…”

It was not because I had been cowed by the sheer force of her that I nodded. I nodded so she would continue comfortably, but instead of saying more, Rosetta clamped her lips shut.

“…I want to be a godmother too.”

“Yes, let’s do that…”

There was not even a baby yet, and already two godmothers had been decided. It was rather early, but there was nothing wrong with being thoroughly prepared.

I should ask Irian too. Strike while the iron is hot, after all.

The moment I got back to Elluiden manor, I took out some stationery, thought for a moment, and then came out to the garden.

Even if we’re far apart now and can’t speak face to face, I still wanted to say it to Irian in a similar setting.
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To my dear friend Irian…
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Thanks to having organized my thoughts in the carriage on the way back, I was able to write it quickly.

“Could you send this letter today?”

“A letter to Lady LaFranche after such a long time? Of course I can.”

“Thank you. Ideally, I’d like it to arrive this evening, though I suppose that would be difficult.”

Leah tilted her head.

“She’d understand even if it arrived late, but that’s exactly why I want it to get there early.”

Just before I started running a mental simulation of calmly accepting it if Irian refused because she felt burdened, I realized my answer had been somewhat brusque and hurriedly added, “Oh. Lavette and Rosetta said they’d be the baby’s godmothers.”

“…Wh—?” Leah muttered rapidly, her face blank. “No wonder. Lately you’ve been favoring strawberry cake over green grape cake and even preferring strawberry sherbet to lemon. I did think it was odd. So I had decided to give you a strawberry-themed gift for your upcoming birthday…”

Her face kept turning pale, then pink again, over and over, which was deeply worrying.

“Leah? Are you all right?”

“Strawberry. Strawberry…”

“…I suppose I’ll have to call a doctor.”

I had just begun muttering that and was about to rise from my seat when Leah, who had not reacted at all even to louder voices, suddenly jerked her head up.

“Yes! That must be done!”

“All right…”

I looked worriedly at Leah’s retreating back, already small in the distance, then stood up with the letter in hand. Fortunately, as I was wandering around the garden, a servant appeared from somewhere and took the letter from me.

Thanks to that, I saved myself the effort.

All I had done today was ride back and forth in a carriage, and yet somehow it felt as though my stamina were draining away in great gulps.

When I returned to the tea table, an unexpected guest, the physician, was waiting there while panting.

“Y-Your Highness.”

For some reason, the fabric near his collar was terribly rumpled.

“Come quickly.”

“Your Highness, would you place your hand on this magic artifact?”

His face looked far too exhausted for me to ask what it was…

Ugh.

It wouldn’t be anything strange, would it? I placed my hand on the magic artifact.
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“How long until the results come out?”

“About twenty minutes.”

“That’s too slow,” Leah rebuked him coldly.

“S-still, this is the highest-performing magic artifact there is…!”

The physician bent his upper body awkwardly and pointed at the device as he protested.

It looks almost as though he’s shielding it from hearing slanderous words.

As I watched the two of them banter and finished off the tea, which had cooled to just the right temperature to drink in one gulp, I saw the main gate open in the distance.

Not wanting to interrupt the two, who were still deep in heated conversation, I quietly slipped away. After all, as the archduchess of this house, I had no choice but to head toward the entrance, and by then the carriage had already arrived.

Looking closely, I saw House Elluiden’s crest on it.

Is it already time for him to come home from work?

The sky I looked up at absentmindedly was still bright and blue.

“Her Highness is in the garden…”

The butler, who had opened his eyes wide, soon smiled gently.

“There she comes.”

Calix turned around almost immediately. And once again, I was puzzled.
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“I’m old enough to enter the academy now.”
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Because Sasha, who had been diligently moving his own legs while saying things like that, was now clasped in Calix’ arms.

“Aunt Charl…”

The eyes that had been shining with determination wavered. It lasted only a moment, but because I had been watching, I was able to notice it.

Without thinking further, I strode toward them. And because we were walking toward one another, the distance closed in no time.

Calix gazed at my face endlessly.

Just when I had begun to wonder at that look on his face…

“It’s all right.”

Calix gave a low laugh.

“If it exists anywhere, I can find it.”

“I can help too.”

Sasha said it in a voice slower and shakier than usual, as though all his attention were going into holding his emotions down.

“We can treat Aunt Charl…”

It was then…

“Y-Your Highness!”

From far away, the physician came running over, flapping a sheet of paper in one hand.

I take that back… It isn’t the paper that’s fluttering. It’s his actual body.

A scene unfolded before my eyes that made it easy to guess why his collar was all rumpled, but Lea’s efforts could only shine if the physician was still able to run at least somewhat under his own power.

As his speed began to flag, Sir Jay brought the physician over in an instant.

“Con-con-con… Huff… Con… Huff…”

“Calm down.”

I looked past the physician’s shoulder and checked on Leah. With her resolute expression as she drew nearer, she fortunately did not look too exhausted.

“Breathe in. Out. In. Out. Like that.”

“In. Out. In… Con-con-con…”

“Oh dear.”

It was just as the physician fell back into the mire of “Con-con-con…” once more.

“Charl…”

A familiar warmth wrapped around me from behind.

The elegant line of a nose rubbed against the nape of my neck, and though I had no idea when he had taken it from the physician, the sheet of paper, all crumpled by the wind, slipped from his fingertips.

Almost at the same time, Sasha hugged me from the front.

The child, who had grown steadily day by day, could now rest his cheek against my stomach, but then, he was startled and quickly pulled his head back… so I simply hugged him tightly again first.

“Ah, ah!”

For a moment, Sasha seemed tense and looked like he was just trying to endure it, but then he soon leaned fully into me.

A voice damp with tears then spread out.

“I’m relieved. Truly relieved. Aunt Charl…”

I thought seriously…

What in the world is going on?

The next moment, the divine beast got down from the carriage.

I’d stake today’s cake on the fact that he definitely hadn’t been there a second ago and had only just appeared now.

“Cha… Your Highness.”

For some reason, even the divine beast’s voice sounded moist.

― Do not worry. Surely there is nothing that the emperor of this empire, the archduke, and I cannot do?

I narrowed my eyes.

I’ve finally found the one responsible for this untimely commotion.

― Let us start step by step from within the empire. If my memory is correct, in the forest there is certainly the main ingredient for a panacea—

“Congratulations on your pregnancy, Your Highness.”

“Huh?”

The divine beast’s mouth fell open.

…Huh?

“The device I use is, among products currently made for this same purpose, the one with the greatest performance. Its margin of error is nearly zero, and it boasts a level of accuracy comparable to the temple’s holy relic, which is the surest method…”

The physician went on for quite a while, faintly aggrieved, boasting about his precious device, but I’m sorry to say that from about halfway through, none of it really sank in. Uh… I should send father a letter. No… His legs would probably be trembling too much, and he’ll barely be able to walk, so as his child, it would be better for me to go to him myself.
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“The moment I learned that you had come to see me, Charlize, is something I still cannot forget. The moon was so very bright, and even the wind blew as though in blessing. It was then I knew. That our child would be this bright and this blessed.”
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Well, my hair is bright, and there really had been a blessing before… Like when father would often dab at his tears, for me, it’s less moving than it is bewildering…

With my right hand, I patted Sasha’s back, and with my left, I gently stroked Calix’ hair.
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Do you know what happens when one excess is piled on top of another? I do… It becomes hardship.

Perhaps because I went through so many hardships during the pregnancy, or perhaps thanks to Sasha, who diligently read books and gently coaxed and admonished…

[image: ]   

“Baby, you mustn’t make your mother suffer. All right? I’m asking you.”

  [image: ] 

…the baby like that, the foretold pain was brief.

As I felt relieved that the child’s temperament did not seem to take after me, the tension slowly melted away.

I’m sleepy.

The blurring edges of my vision suddenly cleared.

Huh?

I carefully reached out my hand, but before it could reach the corners of Calix’ eyes, he caught it lower down so that my arm would not be strained.

“Charlize. Are you all right?”

I nodded vigorously, and just as it seemed he was about to smile, Calix slowly lowered his head.

“…I can’t do this twice.”

Calix lightly rested his forehead against the back of my hand, then the elegant line of his eyes was more distorted than I had ever seen before.

“I can’t bear the anxiety.”

I looked at him quietly, then laughed softly.

And then I whispered, “It’ll be all right. Okay?”

[image: ]

The baby with the soft silver hair was fast asleep.

“Sasha. You can come closer.”

“But what if the baby wakes up?”

“Then the baby will wake up and say hello to Sasha.”

Charlize tilted her head slightly as Sasha smiled softly and cautiously came closer.

Then, in a voice smaller than ever before, he whispered, “Hello, baby.”

The baby’s eyelids twitched, causing Sasha to dart his wide eyes around and clap both hands tightly over his mouth.

‘O-oh no. I woke the baby after all.’

Oh-ho. Even at this age, my child already has the proper attitude toward Big Brother Sasha.

It was while Sasha alone was fretting anxiously that the baby’s eyelids lifted.

“…”

The baby’s eyes, opened for the first time, were not yet vivid, but one could still guess what color they were.

Meanwhile, eyes of the same color as the baby’s widened. Then, in a very gentle voice, Sasha gave the greeting he had long held in his heart…

“I’m really happy to meet you.”
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On a languid afternoon, with Sasha diligently attending class and Calix handling state affairs in his capacity as regent…

Haaa!

…the divine beast let out a huge yawn.

For a moment, he blinked his sleep-heavy eyes and looked up at the sky. Then the boy abruptly raised his upper body and glanced around.

It was the perfect moment for him to disappear for a while without anyone noticing.

Still worried about Sasha, the divine beast went to where the lesson was being held, sharply tore into the back of the teacher’s head with his gaze as the man sweated buckets, still unable to get used to the number of knights there, and then lightly turned away.

The place he hurried to was, naturally, Elluiden manor.

There she is again…

His loyal helper—though the person herself did not know it—appeared yet again, just as expected.

…that habitual truant.

Clicking his tongue, the divine beast decided to let it slide generously.

The diligent servant, who was in fact merely spending her officially allotted break time, raised her voice. “Leah? Where are you hurrying off to like that?”

Leah… It’s a name my helper occasionally mentions.

Her position was Charlize’s closest maid.

Perhaps because her lips are fairly tight, she’s never once been mentioned as the source of any rumor. That’s why, if something’s coming out of that mouth, it could be trusted!

With the appearance of a major figure, the divine beast rolled his body closer.

Now that I’m nearer, I could see clearly.

A close maid to a high noble ought, by rights, to be impeccable even in her self-composure, and yet for some reason she wore the face of someone completely beside herself.

“The physician isn’t around. Do you know where he is?”

“Ah. At this hour, he is probably taking a walk in the rear garden. He tends to eat lunch a little late. But why?”

“Her Highness… No, anyway, thank you.”

“Why? What about Her Highness? Is she unwell? Let’s go look together.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

The divine beast was deeply shocked.

That sturdy child is sick? Even enough to make her closest maid look like that? There’s no time to lose.

The divine beast, in stone form, hurried back to the imperial palace.
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