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  Prologue


   


  “HEY, do you love me?”


  “Of course. You’re my precious baby girl. The most important thing in my life.”


  Liar. You and Mother never loved each other. You spent your days in other beds, with other mouths. You never once looked at your daughter and saw her.


  “Hey, do you love me?”


  “What’s with that question? I’m going out with you, aren’t I? Come on. Don’t ask silly things like that.”


  Liar. You only said yes because the one you wanted said no. I was the girl left over. 


  “Hey, do you love me?”


  “What, my best friend? Duh!”


  Liar. I ask you to play with me again and again. You only ever say yes when there’s nothing better waiting for you. 


  Liar, liar, liar. Everyone is always lying to me. Not a single person from my old life ever loved me—truly loved me—from the bottom of their heart.


  So, of course, I was over the moon when I realized I’d reincarnated as Charlotte Clive, the heroine of my favorite novel, Holy Maiden, Fated Knight.


  Because in this world, there were no maybes. Zane was guaranteed to love Charlotte and only Charlotte for the rest of his life.


  The strongest. The kindest. The most loyal Prince Charming in all of fiction.


  And he would be mine.


  I waited for the day we would meet—the day I would coddle him, heal his wounded heart, and set the world right—with bated breath.


  “I…am no longer in love with you, Your Grace! In fact…I think I h-hate you! So let us be done with it!”


  “Even so, I still love you.”


  My mind went white. Where were the tears? The broken voice, the splintered heart? What did this mean, Zane declaring his certain, sweet, sickly love to Grace, a girl who was nothing more than a speed bump on the way to his happily ever after? My fingers tightened around the white handkerchief in my grasp. I was meant to give him this. That was how it began—our story.


  Yet he was smiling.


  So happily.


  So inexplicably.


  “You are a terrible liar. And that’s what I love about you.”


  “I will never, ever let you go.”


  He held a woman other than me so lovingly. Kissed her so tenderly. I couldn’t understand it. In fact, watching the scene unfold from a distance, it almost felt as though I were the one in the way. Past the initial surprise, I realized what it must’ve been: Grace Saintsbury had used one of her villainess tricks to deceive him. A single button had been mistakenly pressed somewhere, and if I could just correct that tiny mistake, everything would return to how it was meant to be.


  “Don’t worry, my sweet Zane,” I whispered. “I’ll rescue you from her evil clutches.”


  Rescue.


  Because for Duke Zane Winslet, there had only ever been one form of happiness.


  Me.


   


   


   


  Chapter 1: Happy Days


   


  “MILADY, the table in the back’s ready to order. If you can take them, I’ll clear this one.”


  “Great. Thank you, Evan. As always.”


  He flashed me an easy smile. One of the greatest knights of his generation, and here he was, bussing plates and wiping down tables. I slipped past him, apron brushing my knees, and headed toward the back.


  I only come into the restaurant once a week now. The rest of the time, between Agnes, Jasper, and Rona—my employees since day one—and Rona’s older sister, Jetta, who stopped by when she was able, the restaurant hardly needed me.


  I walked to the back table to be met with a pleasant surprise. It was an elderly couple I’d seen many times.


  “Well, what do we have here?” I said, smiling as I approached. “Feels like it hasn’t been long since your last visit.”


  The woman’s face lit up. “It hasn’t,” she said lightly. “The food’s far too good to stay away. And,” she added, lowering her voice just a touch, “helping out the children makes it all the sweeter.”


  My heart swelled at her words, the warmth spilling over into an even wider smile as I took their order.


  This place was part restaurant, part free cafeteria for children in need. Something like it had once saved me in my previous life, so I’d decided to pay that kindness forward in this one.


  The idea was simple, if a little unconventional: every paid meal helped cover a free one for a child. Nothing like it had ever been tried in this world. I’d braced myself for resistance, for people to resent what might feel like charity forced into their hands.


  But it never came.


  They embraced it. Instead of bristling at the thought of charity, they welcomed it as though they’d been waiting for it all along. The moment they understood, support poured in from every direction. Because of that, the restaurant didn’t just survive—it thrived, steady and comfortably in the black.


  I now had a new goal: that one day, this idea might spread. That more places like this might open. And that, little by little, more people could be helped the way I once had been.


  “Hee hee,” I giggled to myself. “Dream big, as they say.”


  Something bumped my shoulder. “Ease up on that grin, milady.” It was Evan. “You’re going to frighten the children.”


  “O-Oh? I’ll be more mindful,” I said, hastily reining it in, forcing my smile into something safer.


  I’d long since graduated from all that villainess nonsense, but my face hadn’t quite gotten the memo. Sharp eyes, strong features—left to their own devices, they made me look stern at best. And when I smiled without thinking…


  Well. It had a way of coming off less as warm benevolence and more as a scheming mastermind, plotting her next act of villainy in her spare time.


  It had been a full year since I’d reincarnated as my favorite story’s villainess, Grace Saintsbury.


  In the beginning, I’d treated the story like a set of instructions. Stick to the script. Make Zane fall for me. Then, when the time came, drop him without looking back.


  But things didn’t unfold so neatly.


  As time passed, it became obvious that he had no intention of letting me walk away. He pursued me, more than once, to faraway places. And somewhere along the way, I stopped running.


  I let myself feel what I wasn’t supposed to feel. I chose him. I chose to stay.


  Even knowing what was ahead.


  War. Grace’s death. A future filled with trials I couldn’t avoid.


  They were still coming.


  But now, I swore to face each as it arose, with the people I loved standing firmly at my side.


  Speaking of people I loved…


  “Yanna, two pasta sets, please!” I called out to my dutiful lady’s maid.


  “At once, my lady,” she replied.


  Much like my faithful knight Evan, Yanna was yet another member of my marquess’s posse turned food service worker. As ever, she was smooth, efficient, and never gave a hint of fuss.


  Tying hair and fastening dresses were a lady’s maid’s bread and butter. But Yanna handled cleaning, service, and customer care just as flawlessly. She performed a perfect ten on any task. Add in the fact that she was a surprisingly good actress, not to mention her genuinely excellent romantic advice, and I was left wondering if there was anything she couldn’t do.


  Life without Yanna at this point? Unimaginable.


  Next, a flutter of brown hair passed me.


  “Lona, could I trouble you to handle the drinks?” I called after it.


  “Yep, got it!” came the breezy reply.


  Her trademark brown ponytail tied with a bright red ribbon, Lona was an adorable girl of just sixteen. Bright and bubbly by nature, she’d lately become the subject of quiet chatter among the staff—things were apparently going well with a certain male regular who always asked for her. Asking about her love life, as a result, had become something of a small bit of fun to look forward to.


  From the direction of the kitchen, a light, melodic sound of wooden blocks knocking on one another sounded—the signal that a dish was ready to be run. With my hands free, I turned toward the back, my steps quick and light.


  “Three kids’ meals,” the cook said.


  “Thank you so much, Jasper.”


  Jasper worked in the back of house. His long, ash-gray hair framed an androgynous sort of beauty. He was a man of few words, but his hands moved fast, and his eye for detail never missed. It wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to say the restaurant turned on him alone.


  I leaned in to inspect the plates. “Looks like you’ve outdone yourself today, too.”


  “Thanks,” he replied, flat as ever.


  I returned the thanks, then gathered the trays and carried the kids’ meals toward the special kids’ dining area.


  Since opening, there had been a steady stream of donated books and toys, and it had grown into something more than just a place to eat. Some children came by simply to play now, and they brought friends along. The room seemed to expand with them—livelier, louder, fuller—day by day.


  “And here we are,” I said, setting the food down. “Three kids’ meals!”


  “Wow! That looks so yummy!” came the immediate reaction.


  Bright, expectant eyes turned toward the plates. Toys were put neatly away, and within moments, the children were already digging in.


  “And it is yummy!” came the reaction, part two.


  “I like whatever this sweet meat is!” Part three.


  I laughed softly. “I’m glad you like it. There’s plenty more where that came from.”


  This was why I still came in, even when the restaurant ran perfectly well without me. Why I still showed my face around here at all, really. I liked being here, talking with the guests and hearing the children for myself. And it wasn’t like I asked Evan or Yanna to come with me. It was just that whenever I’d look to go in, they’d say things like, “I want to help,” or “It’s interesting work,” and volunteer all the same.


  Truly, I could never thank them enough.


  The door chime rang, and Evan stepped inside. Behind him…was an entire line of women.


  “Sorry, milady,” he said. “I only stepped out to get rid of the trash. Somehow, I picked up about a dozen ladies along the way.”


  “Huh, wait.” I blinked, shaking off my surprise. “Please don’t ever say you ‘picked up’ customers like you would a stray cat.”


  But it was nothing out of the ordinary, really. Evan’s handsome face had a way of causing this from time to time. I offered a silent thanks and turned to deal with the sudden rush of customers.


  ✶✶✶


  BEFORE I knew it, the day was over, and I’d worked straight through to closing.


  Strange, when I’d only wanted to stop by for maybe three hours max.


  There’d been no real lull, no natural break in the flow of customers where I could slip away. It was a good problem to have, certainly, but I couldn’t help but wonder if part of the restaurant’s success lay in its recipes and systems—things I’d carried over from another world.


  “Whew,” I murmured, seeing off the last guest. “Worked up a good sweat today.”


  I retrieved the standee from the front of the shop and carried it around back to the storage shed. After tucking it safely away and shutting the door, I let out a long, satisfied breath and strolled back to the restaurant.


  “I wonder what Zane’s doing right now…” I murmured to the night.


  His name was always the first to surface the moment my thoughts went idle. It was proof enough of how often he occupied my mind. Even now, I still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around the fact that he and I were…together.


  A pleasant, ticklish warmth bloomed in my chest—just as it always did when I thought of him, making my steps light. He’d been busy lately. So busy that it had been nearly two weeks since we’d last seen each other.


  Did I miss him? Well…yes. Of course I did. But he was a busy man, and the last thing I wanted was to become the needy sort of partner who weighed him down.


  Guess I’ll write him tonight, I decided. Tell him how I’ve been.


  I pushed open the restaurant door. “Good work today, everyone. Head home and get some—” My voice evaporated. Seated in the chairs by the entrance, as though he belonged there, was— “Zane… Y-Your Grace? Wh-What are you doing here?”


  “I’ve come to pick up my lovely lady after work,” he said easily. “How have you been, Grace?” His golden eyes softened as he smiled—warm, melting—and his lips followed suit.


  He wore a subdued, semi-formal outfit. It was gorgeous, needless to say. Even now, his beauty overwhelmed the senses, and I had no inkling if I would ever grow used to it. I couldn’t quite imagine how he’d found me. I hadn’t even told him I’d be here today. But I brushed the question aside as quickly as it had arisen.


  After all, this wasn’t the first time Zane had found me, wherever I happened to be.


  “Ehp-eep-ope! Oop-eep!”


  Little Haniwa, who’d been asleep in the back during our shift, jolted awake and came streaming toward him. Its pink ribbon fluttered like a feather as it hurried along, happiness practically radiating off it.


  “Mm-hm. Me too,” Zane said, answering it as though he’d understood Haniwa perfectly.


  “Oop-eep!”


  Haniwa nuzzled its cheek against him, unabashed in its affection. It was so open and obvious that I couldn’t help but feel a faint twinge of embarrassment. After all, it was said that a familiar shared some of its master’s memories and feelings.


  “Now then,” Zane said, lowering his voice, “could you give Grace and me a little time alone?”


  “Oop-ope! Eep!”


  “Thank you,” he replied seriously. “You’re a very kind familiar.”


  Giving Haniwa a quick pat on the head, Zane stood up. “I’ll take it from here,” he said to Yanna and Evan, then strode unhurriedly toward me.


  He took my hand. I was still standing there, flabbergasted and statuesque, when he began guiding me toward the exit.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “Huh? W-Wait, where?” I finally managed.


  “To the marquess’s. I’ll see you back.” 


  I glanced over my shoulder at Evan, Yanna, and everyone. They were all smiling, waving me off without the slightest hint of concern.


  We slipped out the back and climbed into a plain-looking carriage I didn’t recognize. I was just about to sit beside Zane when the carriage window caught my reflection.


  “Ah—” I breathed.


  I was still in my usual disguise for restaurant days: simple, unadorned, deliberately low-key. It was topped off with an oddly endearing little chapeau Evan had teased me about earlier, something about how it made me look like a toddler.


  I yanked it off at once, which only earned a quiet, amused chuckle from Zane. He leaned in, his face filling my view, and gently lifted the fake glasses from my nose.


  “You’re beautiful,” he said softly, “no matter which face you choose.”


  My pulse jumped. Partly because of the flawless face so close to mine. But more than that, because I knew he meant every word.


  With a clatter, the carriage lurched forward. Through the window, my restaurant shrank away, growing smaller with each turn of the wheels.


  I felt eyes on me and turned to find Zane studying my face. “Is something wrong?” I asked.


  “The brown hair,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s new. But I think I like it. It makes you look more mature.”


  I’d dyed it with magic as part of my disguise; it was meant to last until I washed it away.


  There was an unmistakable eagerness to him as he gathered a lock of my hair and pressed a gentle kiss to it. The gesture was so tender and openly affectionate that I had to fight the urge to let out a mortified, yet happy, little squeak.
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  “I-I thought you said you’d be busy until next week. I wasn’t expecting to see you before then,” I said.


  “I still am,” he replied. “But I finished today’s tasks early. I wanted to see you, even if only for a moment.”


  At some point, his fingers slipped into mine, weaving together with an easy familiarity as my hands rested in my lap.


  I knew these gestures were small—almost insignificant in the grand scheme of things. And yet, even a month after we’d confessed our feelings and begun a proper relationship, it still sent my heart swooping all the same.


  “Th-That makes me really happy,” I said. “Actually… I was just thinking that I missed you. I’d been hoping I might see you.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” he replied. “Truth be told, I wanted to stop by for a meal. But I didn’t have time to change into my disguise, so I decided to wait until closing rather than cause a scene.”


  Since that initial pre-opening visit with Al, he’d come by once more in that same disguise. His usual appearance was far too striking; a noble of his standing wandering into a modest little restaurant like mine would only make the regulars stiffen up, unable to relax.


  “Mmm. Another wonderful meal,” he’d said then.


  “Mm-hm,” Al had added beside him. “And I’d recommend this month’s dessert. It’s not bad, I guess.”


  As for Al, he came by often enough on his own that I’d long since started thinking of him as a regular. He’d stroll in, ask for “the usual,” and his beloved Hamburg steak set would be on its way without a word more.


  I’d tease him every time, reminding him that children here ate for free. To which he’d inevitably snap, “Who are you calling a child?!” And then, just as quickly, “For your information, I make way too much money to need a freebie!”


  Some of that money, no doubt, came from the fee Zane paid him to keep an eye on me. And when I thought about how Zane’s money flowed to Al, only to circle back to me, it left me with the strangest feeling.


  “I heard from Hale earlier that the restaurant’s doing well,” Zane said. “And that your staff all get along.”


  “I’m happy to say that’s true,” I replied. “Though ever since they learned who I really am, they’ve been…a little too considerate of me, shall we say.” I smiled wryly. “Still, they’re all incredibly hard workers. I owe them everything.”


  Yes, the truth had come out. My employees knew I was Lady Grace Saintsbury.


  No, that hadn’t been part of the plan.


  Yes, Evan was entirely to blame for it, having let a “Lady Grace!” slip during service.


  Agnes had picked up on it, and as it turned out, she’d once worked at a restaurant that catered to nobles. In that setting, she’d seen the villainess version of Grace. That strange sense of familiarity gnawing at her, she asked outright whether we were one and the same—along with supplementing her question with a few of the more colorful rumors she’d heard about me back then. Rather than let suspicion fester or stand, I gathered everyone together and reintroduced myself properly. The reaction had been positive, to my pleasant surprise.


  “Well, I think I speak for all of us when I say that’s not what we expected to hear. But we’re not about to judge you just because of who you were. We’ve seen who you are. And so have the customers. That’s more than enough.”


  “That’s right! Plus, you’re so nice to the kids!”


  My worries had evaporated on the spot. They’d all agreed to keep working here and to keep my identity a secret.


  That day, I’d also introduced Zane to them as my suitor. That had earned me a wave of reactions along the lines of “I’ve never seen a man so beautiful in my life.” It was a sentiment I could only agree with, painfully so.


  “It feels like it’s been ages since I last saw you,” Zane said.


  “It does, doesn’t it? I suppose that’s because we used to see each other almost every day back at your place.”


  After the magical tool incident, I’d stayed at the Winslet Estate for a while to “recover and convalesce.” In truth, I’d come away from the whole ordeal none the worse for wear, but it did make for a convenient excuse that allowed Zane to keep me tucked safely away, under his watchful eye, and out of harm’s reach from my own terrible instincts.


  “Come here, Grace,” he’d murmur, leaning far closer than was fair.


  Every day we spent together, he treated me as though I were something precious, touching me with careful hands and telling me he loved me without hesitation. It felt as though he were trying to make up for lost time, for all those days we’d spent circling one another, trapped in misunderstandings and avoidance.


  I’d muster up my courage each time to say that I loved him, too. And every time, it made him smile, soft and boyish, as though he were younger again.


  Whenever I saw that unguarded expression, a quiet resolve settled deep in my chest: no matter what came next, I would make sure he lived a happy life.


  “I do hope we can live together soon,” he said.


  “O-Oh… Do you?”


  I wanted that too, of course. To spend every remaining day of my life at Zane’s side. But a part of me wondered about how my heart sped up whenever I was around him and whether having that happen one hundred percent of the time would come with adverse health effects.


  There was also my place in the story to consider. The very real possibility that mortal danger might come for me sooner rather than later. And if it did… I would rather it not be at the Winslet Estate, where Mariabelle would be so close by.


  Time slipped by before I noticed, and soon enough, we’d arrived at the Saintsbury Estate. I tilted my head up to look at Zane, a new ache stirring in my chest.


  “My Lord Duke. Thank you for taking the time to see me. I really appreciate—” Before I could finish, I was pulled into his arms. I came to rest against his chest, surrounded by his warmth, his familiar scent. My heart, poor thing, went haywire.


  “Ah, I can’t stand to let you go just yet,” Zane murmured.


  My breath hitched.


  “I don’t think you have the faintest idea how much I’ve missed you.”


  His voice was a soft rumble beneath my cheek, and my heart only palpitated faster.


  “I… I missed you, too, you know,” I said, almost defiantly.


  “I doubt it was to the same degree.”


  I was struck by the thought that Zane might not have fully realized just how much he meant to me. But by that same token… I wasn’t sure I truly understood the depth of his feelings, either.


  So, to bridge that quiet gap—to let him feel, even a little, where my heart stood—I gripped his shirt and gave it a small tug, pouring all my reluctance to part into the gesture.


  His arm tightened around me in answer. Through the fabric, I could feel his fast, unsteady heartbeat, its quick rhythm setting mine racing in turn.


  “I… I should go,” I said softly. “If I stay too long, Father will worry.”


  My father, Marquess Saintsbury, had been especially watchful lately, even choosing to remain in the capital to keep an eye on me. The last thing I wanted was for him to imagine something had gone wrong and come searching for me.


  I pushed down the ache in my chest and rested my hands against Zane’s, gently urging him back. As a sliver of distance opened between us, I tilted my head up and met his gaze.


  He was looking down at me with the same longing I felt. Even in the dim night, his golden eyes caught the light, bright with something fervent and unguarded. I couldn’t bring myself to look away.


  “I love you.”


  The words barely reached me before he did. Our lips met, fitting together with an ease that still startled me. That warmth was something I doubted I’d ever truly grow used to.


  “I love you so much,” he murmured when we finally parted, his breath warm against my ear.


  The air between us felt tender. Charged. Fingers traced lightly along my neck, and heat rushed to my face…then everywhere else.


  And then he was kissing me again.


  At some point, I’d realized that with Zane, one kiss was never quite enough.


  “I… I love you, too,” I managed.


  “I know,” he murmured.


  Our lips parted, only to meet again. And again. A soft back-and-forth, drawing close, pulling away, then closing the distance again, until the only thought left in my mind was how happy I was.


  ✶✶✶


  THE following afternoon found me in my room, a thick tome resting in my lap. I reached the final line on the page, letting out a long sigh.


  “Just what could this ‘power of love’ be?” I muttered, half to myself.


  “I don’t know,” Evan replied at once. “But I do know I’d be embarrassed to keep saying ‘power of love’ over and over like that.”


  “Please be a good, quiet little sentry,” I shot back.


  I snapped the book shut. I’d combed through every written resource I had on Saints, yet nowhere was there any mention of what actually awakened their powers—this so-called power of love included.


  Saints—like Zane and Mariabelle’s late mother, Duchess Rosalie Winslet—were exceedingly rare in this world. They were women who appeared only once in a great while, bearing powers no one truly understood. No records could be found explaining how a Saint appears or by what criteria a person is chosen to become one. With Zane’s and my getting together marking a major departure from the original storyline of the novel, it was safer to expect more change than not. Even so, as earlier events had already shown, certain plot beats still unfolded no matter how much I tried to intervene, only sooner than they should have. To assume the war wouldn’t happen at all would be naïve.


  “The moment Charlotte awakened to her powers,” I murmured, “was when the neighboring kingdom of Zednik invaded.”


  Charlotte’s latent powers awakened in her attempt to save Zane’s life when he was wounded. If the world were to be saved, that awakening would be necessary, but Zane could not be the catalyst.


  I sighed again. I knew full well how much of a have my cake and eat it too situation I was trying to force here, but there was no other way around it. I wasn’t about to give up Zane, nor was I about to abandon saving the world. There had to be a way to do both.


  Something that had puzzled me all the way until now was that brilliant golden light that had burst forth when I’d destroyed the magical tool, saving me from a Corruption-induced death. Just what was that? Even now, I had no idea. Not to mention, I also had—


  “The tea party at Lady Clive’s. That’s next week, isn’t it?” Evan said with good timing.


  “It is,” I replied. “And I’m dreading it a little…”


  Several things about that tea party gave me pause. First, I had never interacted with Charlotte before, and now here she was, suddenly inviting me to socialize in her home. Second, I was the daughter of a marquess; she, a baron’s. Given the difference in our status, the mere act of extending such an invitation was brazen enough to border on rudeness. Third, there was the look on her face in that moment with Zane—the one where I’d thought they were sharing a kiss. One glance had been enough to make it clear: she had feelings for him.


  Despite all of the above, I’d accepted the invitation. Partly to better understand how a Saint truly ticked and partly to learn more about Charlotte and the meaning behind her actions. But even so, nothing about the prospect of meeting her brought me any joy.


  Honestly, I’d never thought the day would come when I’d find myself cast as a rival in love to the heroine of a story I’d once adored.


  “Ahp-eep-ope-oop?” Haniwa chirped beside me. Sensing my unease, it looked up with concern and wrapped itself tightly around my finger.


  The sheer cuteness of the gesture eased the knot in my stomach, and I smiled. “Aw. Thank you, Haniwa.” I gently patted its little head in return. Then I added, “Are we certain a Saint is the only being capable of purifying Corruption in the first place?”


  “Yes. Without question,” Evan replied, not even looking my way as he absently leafed through a book in his hands.


  In that case, the only explanation for the golden light was that it had been some manifestation of Saintly power. Since Charlotte hadn’t been present, the source could only have been the male lead of the novel, Zane.


  “If I could just get the slightest clue as to what that light was, it might be the key to solving all of this,” I said.


  “Maybe…you’re the Saint, milady?” Evan offered.


  I smirked. “That’s funny, Evan.”


  The side character villainess awakening to Saintly powers? There was only so far one could stray from the original work.


  As I chuckled at Evan’s little joke, there came a knock on the door. “Milady. Lady Mariabelle is here,” Yanna said, peeking through.


  “Oh, thank you,” I replied, pushing myself to my feet. “I’ll be right there.” I headed for the door and stepped out into the hall leading to the foyer.


  As for why Mariabelle had come to call on me, instead of the other way around, it was because, with Zane so busy lately, I’d decided not to drop in on him. When I mentioned as much, she immediately offered to come to my place instead. And I was hardly about to turn down time with my sweet, adorable Mariabelle, so I agreed on the spot.


  “Big Sister Grace, good afternoon!” the ball of sunshine greeted me the moment I appeared.


  “Welcome, Mariabelle,” I replied. “How’s the world’s most adorable baby sister doing today?”


  Mariabelle beamed, and I pulled her into a tight hug. “If you mean me, I’m doing great,” she replied at once, hugging me back. The smile it drew from me nearly took over my face.


  She said she wanted to see Little Haniwa, so we made our way to my room. The moment the little dirt golem spotted Mariabelle—whom it adored—it leapt forward and pounced into her arms.


  “Ahp-eep-ahp! Ehp-eep!”


  “Oh, you’re just so precious!” Mariabelle cooed. “I brought you some clothes today, Haniwa!”


  I couldn’t help but smile. The two of them were always such a sweet sight.


  From there, I had tea served, and we settled into relaxed conversation. Mariabelle told me she’d recently become able to eat not only food she cooked herself but food prepared by their cooks as well—a piece of wonderful news.


  Then it was on to the dressing game.


  “Oop?” Haniwa squeaked.


  “Goodness, it looks perfect on you!” Mariabelle exclaimed.


  The clothing she’d brought Haniwa was a miniature frilly pink dress, made precisely to fit.


  “Eep!” Haniwa chirped cutely, clearly thrilled by the development.


  “You look like a princess,” Mariabelle said, smiling.


  “Ha ha,” Evan laughed dryly. “Pink on brown, I didn’t think something could look so disgus— Ow!”


  I drew my elbow back after jabbing him hard in the ribs and turned to Haniwa instead. “You look very pretty, Haniwa! Lady Mariabelle is so kind to you, isn’t she?”


  Haniwa bounced excitedly, looking around for somewhere to admire itself, before hopping up onto a shelf near my full-length mirror. Mariabelle watched it fondly, her gaze following its movements, until she paused.


  “Oh.” Her eyes landed on the shelf and what sat upon it. “You were looking into Saints, Big Sister?” she asked.


  “Oh…” I muttered.


  On the shelf Haniwa had climbed onto was a stack of books on Saints—the very ones I’d been reading earlier.


  Her mother had been the previous Saint. Thinking I’d stirred up something painful by reminding her of her late mother, I felt a flicker of panic, but Mariabelle only smiled, bright and untroubled. “In that case, I think you might enjoy a conversation with Lord Warren,” she said.


  “Who is that?” I asked.


  “Mother’s cousin,” she replied. “He knew her well. Mother taught him how to use light magic, and in the process, I believe she showed him a fair bit of her holy magic as well.”


  I recalled that both light and holy magic had the rare ability to heal. But only holy magic could cleanse Corruption, and it was far harder to master. If Lord Warren had been taught by Lady Rosalie Winslet herself, then he might’ve very well known how she had awakened to her powers. Realizing this was exactly what I’d been searching for, I perked up and turned back, clasping both of Mariabelle’s hands in mine.


  “Do you think…I could? Could I speak with him?!”


  “Of course,” she said. “I can reach out and arrange it.”


  “Oh, thank you so much, Mariabelle.”


  She explained that Lord Warren had been an accomplished mage in service to the kingdom but was now on a leave of absence, taking things easy within his domain.


  With this, I’ll finally be one step closer to uncovering the mystery, I thought, hope stirring in my chest.


  Little Haniwa tottered back toward us, and Mariabelle scooped it up in a hug before flashing me a bright smile. “I’m sure he’ll be over the moon at the chance to meet Brother’s sweetheart.”


  I gasped. How could I have forgotten? I’d meant this to be information-gathering for the sake of my investigation, but given who I was to them, this was practically a family introduction. That was no small thing. And there was no way he hadn’t already heard about Grace—about all her supposed wickedness. As the thought struck me, my nerves seized.


  Mariabelle giggled. “It’ll be all right. Lord Warren is very kind. I’m sure everything wonderful about you will reach him in no time. I’ll be sure to lay the groundwork as well.”


  “Oh, Mariabelle!”


  My eyes glistened. I cried inwardly. This confident, reassuring angel was more comforting than I could have hoped for. I’ll have to look up the proper etiquette for meeting a family member later, I thought.


  “That reminds me, you’ll be going to Lady Charlotte’s tea party too, won’t you, Big Sister?”


  The question jolted me from my thoughts. How did Mariabelle know about that as well?


  “Going too?” I repeated, catching on to her wording. “You’re going, Mariabelle?”


  “Yes. I’ve been invited, just like you.”


  That took me by surprise, until I remembered that Lanhart had mentioned having seen Mariabelle and Charlotte together at a café. He’d also said Charlotte might have been cozying up to the whole family, and at once, my heart began its loud and obnoxious pounding.


  I worked my dry mouth open. “Are you…well acquainted with Lady Charlotte?”


  “I once shared a table with her at a café by coincidence. Aside from that, I suppose I’ve spoken with her a few times,” she said. “But I only agreed to attend this tea party because I heard you’d be there. I don’t plan on getting much closer to her in the future.”


  That was unexpected. “Why?” I asked.


  “I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable, Big Sister. Brother said that would happen if I spent too much time with Lady Charlotte.”


  My chest tightened, and I let out a strained sort of sound.


  Just how considerate and valued could one man make me feel? No doubt Zane was trying to be mindful of me after I’d caught them alone, in each other’s arms, that night. However…


  “Thank you, Mariabelle. I’m truly touched that you and Zane are thinking of me,” I said. “But there’s no need for you to restrict your social life for my sake. I want you to spend time with Lady Charlotte whenever you like.”


  I couldn’t keep letting myself be weighed down by this forever. The thought of them tiptoeing around me was…embarrassing. Shameful, even.


  But Mariabelle’s eyes widened, and she shook her head fervently. “That’s not it!” she said at once. “Brother did say something like that, yes, but that’s not why I feel this way.” She looked straight at me. “To me, you’re still the most important person. I love you so much that whenever I’m with someone else, it feels like they’re stealing time I could’ve spent with you.”


  “M-Mariabelle…” My voice wavered. “I don’t even know what to say. I love you too. You mean the world to me.”


  She beamed. “Good. Because you’re my only Big Sister, and I won’t let anyone else get close to Brother!”


  Her intensity struck home, and I pulled her into another hug. “Thank you. And you’re my one and only little sister.”


  “I’m glad,” she murmured, then pulled back with a smile. “And not just for now. I’m your only little sister forever, okay?”


  Yes… Forever…


  I silently thanked my past self for choosing to save the life of this wonderful girl. And I swore to my present and future selves that I would protect her from any further harm.


  “But, yes, anyway, back to the tea party,” Mariabelle continued. “I was hoping…we could go together? I’m a little nervous, since there won’t be many attendees my age.”


  “Of course,” I said. “I’d be more than happy to.”


  With so few true friends in high society myself, it was more than an agreeable arrangement.


  On the day of the tea party, I’d ask Charlotte, the heroine, what she thought of Zane and see if I couldn’t glean how her budding Saintly powers were progressing.


  ✶✶✶


  AND so it arrived—the day of Charlotte’s tea party. Dressed in the gown and accessories Zane had sent ahead of time, a carriage gently rocked us on our way to the baron’s estate.


  “You look so gorgeous, Big Sister! My brother really does just know.”


  Sitting across from me was my little partner for the day, Mariabelle. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and her face was aglow with joy.


  Today’s dress was a light, lemon-colored affair, adorned with flowery lace and delicate embroidered blossoms, all contributing to an airy, effervescent look. To match, I wore a hairpin and earrings, and around my neck, gleamed the yellow diamond necklace Zane had given me.


  “Thank you, Mariabelle,” I said. “That means a lot.”


  With the whole get Zane to hate me plan shelved, there was no longer any need to play the villainess. Simply shedding the gaudy, primary-colored dresses and the heavy layers of makeup did wonders, but there was still a long road ahead if I was to reconcile my image and become someone worthy of standing at Zane’s side.


  Before long, we arrived at Baron Clive’s estate. As we stepped out of the carriage, a pure white manor that looked as though it had leapt straight out of a fairy tale greeted us. A maid stepped forward to guide us, and we made our way from the entrance to the venue, every space we passed matching my image of the heroine’s home exactly. We soon emerged into the deeper gardens, where a pure white table stood laden with a veritable smorgasbord of sweets and refreshments, surrounded by some fifteen ladies who had arrived before us. 


  A tea party? This is more like a garden party. The scale of it caught me off guard, surprise stirring as heads turned our way.


  “My, if it isn’t Lady Grace. For a moment, I half thought she wouldn’t show.”


  “But something about her seems…different. For a moment, I hardly recognized her.”


  Once we stepped into view, the ladies who had been chatting so merrily fell silent and turned toward us, a sea of raised brows greeting our arrival.


  From their reactions alone, I could immediately sense their disdain for Grace Saintsbury. I’d been on the receiving end of such looks before, but this was the first time I felt as though everyone present shared that same judgment. Rumors, perhaps, had spread not only about my involvement with Zane but also about my affair scheme involving Lanhart, further souring my public image. The familiar cold sweat crept back in.


  Mariabelle tugged on my hand. “Ah, that’s Lady Dana. She’s very kind. I’ve had the pleasure of speaking with her many times.”


  I looked to see a beauty in a peach-pink dress. “Oh? In that case, I’ll definitely have to introduce myself later.”


  Mariabelle, ever the angel, clearly said that just to calm my nerves. With hair the color of lavender, Lady Dana was the daughter of a marquess, just like me. If Mariabelle spoke so highly of her, she must truly be kind and someone I wanted to meet. As I steeled myself to approach her later, another lady approached us first.


  “Lady Grace! Lady Mariabelle! I’m so glad you could make it!”


  Charlotte!


  She hurried over with a bright, friendly smile. She was radiant and beautiful, just as a heroine should be. And yet, the memory of her in Zane’s arms that night surfaced, unbidden. My fingers curled, fists tightening ever so slightly, even as I returned her smile.


  “Lady Charlotte,” I said. “Thank you for your invitation.”


  I opened with a harmless, cookie-cutter greeting. Mariabelle followed suit, and her bow, so graceful and perfect, stole my attention for a moment. An offspring of a duke, indeed.


  Charlotte turned to me, eyes bright. “I’ve always admired your dignity and your charm, Lady Grace, so I’m truly happy you could come!”


  Now that was not something I ever expected to hear from Charlotte! But the way she clasped her hands and spoke with such earnest enthusiasm made it feel sincere. She’d said similar things before—calling me “lovely” and “captivating” when she was with Lanhart—so perhaps this was a case of opposites attracting.


  Just like that, I might’ve found my answer to my biggest question of the day: why I’d been invited in the first place.


  “Y-You’re too kind, Lady Charlotte,” I could only stammer back.


  She smiled. “There’s no need to be so formal. Just call me Charlotte.”


  The remark reminded me that not long ago, I’d spoken without reserve, addressing others bluntly as part of the despicable role I’d been playing. To swing a complete one-eighty from that now probably felt unnatural, to say the least.


  “Please, enjoy the party,” Charlotte added, already turning to greet her next guests.


  It hardly seemed like the moment to stop her and ask about her feelings for Zane or whether she’d awakened some newfound sacred power. I could only let her go and hope I’d find another chance to speak with her later.


  As quickly as she’d appeared, she was gone; almost immediately, two other ladies stepped toward us.


  “Lady Mariabelle,” one of them said warmly. “I’m so glad to see you; it’s been far too long.”


  “Yes, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Mariabelle replied with a smile.


  “You’re as radiant as ever. For a moment, I thought a fairy had come to call,” the other added. Well, stepped toward Mariabelle, rather. Their pointed disregard of me was impossible to miss.


  “And this is Lady Grace Saintsbury,” Mariabelle said, throwing me a lifeline. “We came together today. If you’d like, I’d be happy to introduce you.”


  “Oh, that won’t be necessary,” one said. “We know Lady Grace very well.”


  “Indeed. We go way back, don’t we, Lady Grace?”


  Okay. If that didn’t suggest some history between Grace and the two of them, I didn’t know what did. Whatever had happened must have been well before I’d ever entered the picture, but even so, I had no doubt Grace had entirely been in the wrong, and these two had been completely innocent.


  “Oh, is that so?” I said. “Pardon me, it seems I’ve missed my cue for an introduction. I’ve suffered a touch of amnesia, you see. I sincerely apologize for any offenses I may have committed against you in the past.” I apologized as earnestly as I could, both for myself and for the Grace who had come before me.


  Immediately, surprise flickered across their faces as their gazes narrowed, skepticism settling in.


  Grace’s past “exploits,” whatever they’d been, hadn’t been detailed in the book. She was only a side character, after all. But even without knowing what had happened, I could tell I was presenting a much different kind of person than they had known. Perhaps Evan could tell me more about it. I made a mental note to ask him later.


  Not wanting to sour the mood any further, I dipped my head and excused myself. They seemed fond of Mariabelle, so I felt it was safe to leave her with them while they caught up.


  “I knew all of this going in, but the sting of being so openly disliked still kind of hurts,” I muttered under my breath.


  The marks left by the villainess before me still ran deep. Clearly, I had my work cut out for me. But that wasn’t an admission of weakness. I was determined to do whatever it took to better my image, for Zane’s sake.


  If I had time to mope, I had time to put the new me out there. With that thought, I scanned the gathering and spotted a delicate-looking young lady who seemed ripe for mingling.


  “Those sweets are delicious, aren’t they? I love them, too,” I said with a smile.


  “Excuse me?” she said, the air around her seemingly plunging to subzero.


  I spun on my heel and walked away. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all.”


  Such loathing, sparked by a single sentence… I found myself wondering just what the old Grace had done to provoke a reaction like that.


  I slinked away in defeat, my shoulders slumped. I drifted toward a nearby table laden with glasses and took one in hand.


  “Oops!” Someone bumped into me from behind.


  “Ah!” I cried as the juice sloshed from my glass and spilled over my dress. When I turned around, I faced the very girl Mariabelle had just described as “very kind”—Lady Dana, still clad in that peach-pink dress.


  “I’m sorry. That wasn’t intentional,” she said sweetly, then paused as if in thought. “Now, I do believe it was you, Lady Grace, who once said a slip of the hand is hardly blameworthy and can happen to anyone?”


  That apology was anything but sincere, and that jab afterward was clearly meant to shade me. But I didn’t feel any anger. Instead, I felt curiosity. I was so curious about how Grace had managed to sour relations with someone Mariabelle had spoken of so fondly, enough to provoke something like this.


  Mariabelle, having finished her conversation with the girls from earlier, hurried over. “Are you all right?” she asked.


  Not wanting her to carry any unpleasant memories of the day, I forced a bright smile. “Oh, of course. Something like this won’t stain; nothing to worry about.”


  Inside, though, a quiet gloom was settling in. Between investigating Charlotte’s Saintliness and cleaning up after Grace’s past mistakes, it was becoming clear that the latter would demand far more mental fortitude. My shoulders slumped inwardly, the sheer number of tasks bearing down on me all at once, until I felt dizzy.


  “Ah, what am I doing?”


  I snapped myself out of it and flagged down a maid for a damp cloth. Once I had it, I wrung it out firmly, pinched the stained fabric of my dress, and began carefully dabbing at the spot.


  “What are you doing?” Mariabelle asked.


  “This…is an easy way to get rid of stains,” I replied between dabs.


  The thought of the dress Zane had given me being ruined had propelled me into action before my mind could catch up. Only then did I realize that Mariabelle, and the ladies around us, were watching with open, startled fascination.


  Come to think of it, this was the sort of task a servant would normally handle. Yet here I was—Lady Grace Saintsbury—doing it myself. And not only that, but I hadn’t directed any vitriol toward the person responsible. Their reactions were warranted, and then some.


  “She did save those children from being kidnapped, didn’t she? Perhaps she’s turned over a new leaf,” someone murmured.


  “I heard she suffered from amnesia. Maybe that’s why…” another voice trailed off.


  One mortifying whisper followed another.


  Once the dress was spotless, I took Mariabelle’s hand and led her to a quieter corner. We sat together on a bench, and I let out a long, weary breath. “I’m sorry, Mariabelle,” I said. “Things have gotten awkward for you because of me.”


  Mariabelle had yet to make her social debut; she wouldn’t have been exposed to many, if any, of the uglier stories that trailed after me. Even so, she was perceptive, and must have gleaned from the atmosphere alone that something was amiss.


  In truth, it was as much my fault as anyone else’s. I’d never found it in myself to explain to pure, innocent Mariabelle that before losing my memories, I had been a terrible, terrible woman. But…


  “Not at all!” Mariabelle said. “I’m happy just being with you!”


  “Oh, Mariabelle! I just… Gah, I just love you so much!”


  She giggled softly. “I love you too, Big Sister.”


  Without another word, I pulled her into a tight hug. The angel was as angelic as ever, and I gently stroked her silver hair, so reminiscent of Zane’s. Within the closeness of our embrace, I was relieved to feel that Mariabelle had filled out. With her diet improving, she truly seemed much healthier now.


  I softened, gratitude welling up, when a shriek tore through the air.


  I spun toward the sound. There, sprawled on her backside, was Lady Dana. Just in front of her lay a purple snake, its fangs bared.


  The venue plunged into chaos. The surrounding ladies scattered at once, fleeing and giving both Lady Dana and the snake a wide, frantic berth.


  “No! Stay—stay away!” Lady Dana screamed at the snake.


  Knights had noticed the commotion and were rushing toward us, but stationed as they were along the perimeter, they were too far away. For a flailing, panicked Lady Dana, a bite could come at any second.


  Spurred by the urgency—and by the snake’s coloration, which hinted strongly at venom—I rushed to Lady Dana’s side.


  “Please, stay calm. And try not to move.” I placed a hand on her shoulder to let her know I was there.


  “What?” she began. But before she could say more, I moved.


  Circling behind the snake, I brought my palm down sharply at its neck, slamming it to the ground. In the same motion, I pinned its head between my thumb and fingers. The snake went limp.


  “Phew,” I let out in relief.
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  “See? It can’t bite you like this,” I explained. “The trick is to push past your fear and firmly grasp it.”


  Still gripping the snake, I turned back to the cowering Lady Dana and offered her a small smile. Only then did I realize that everyone was staring at me, dumbfounded. Even Mariabelle stood frozen, eyes wide, her whole body locked in place.


  Well… I had just wrestled a snake with my bare hands. Hardly behavior befitting the best of noblewomen, let alone Grace Saintsbury.


  I mean, I’d acted on instinct because it was an emergency, but after thinking about it, there had certainly been other ways to resolve the situation. Magic, for one, came to mind.


  I held the snake out toward a knight who had rushed over. “Um, if you wouldn’t mind not killing it and just releasing it somewhere empty instead?”


  “R-Right…” he replied, clearly still in shock from what had just transpired in front of him.


  And now…to address everyone else.


  Crap. How do I salvage this?


  “Big Sister Grace, that was incredible! You swooped in and saved the day like some kind of hero!”


  I didn’t have to; Mariabelle did it for me. With her hands clasped and eyes sparkling, she was clearly moved to bits. That seemed to snap Lady Dana out of her daze. Supported by the ladies who had rushed back now that the danger had passed, she slowly got to her feet.


  “Th-Thank you for saving me,” she murmured.


  “You’re very welcome,” I said. “Snakes are timid, easily frightened creatures. They won’t attack unless provoked, so next time, I wouldn’t panic quite so much.”


  “Duly noted…”


  Ah. Crap.


  I really couldn’t help running my mouth, could I?


  One of the ladies supporting Lady Dana spoke up gingerly. “How…do you know that, Lady Grace?”


  “Well, um…” I began. “You see, in times of crisis, the only person you can truly rely on is yourself, right? So I took it upon myself to learn a few things just in case…?”


  It wasn’t the most elegant excuse. I knew that. Still, the worst excuse would’ve still been miles better than the unspeakable truth—that my foraging habits from my last life had brought me into contact with snakes on more than one occasion, and I’d simply learned how to deal with them.


  Even so, my little speech seemed to have landed. Murmurs of “Amazing” and “I should learn a few things myself” drifted to my ears.


  Whew, I dug myself out of that hole for now.


  “Lady Grace, are you all right?” Charlotte was hurrying over now. “For something like this to happen in my gardens…how can I ever hope to make things right?”


  “It’s all right,” I said with a smile. “If anything, I’m just curious what a timid little snake was doing at such a crowded party?”


  With how meticulously manicured the garden was, you’d expect someone to be managing things like that. I kept my smile in place, but Charlotte wore a sad, guilty expression as she bit her lower lip.


  Urge to protect, rising…


  In that moment, I brushed aside all my lingering questions and simply basked in the realization that this was the Charlotte—the heroine I’d adored for so many years—standing right in front of me.


  “We should have your hand disinfected,” she said at last. “Please, come with me inside.”


  Before I could reply, she took my hand and led me toward the manor. A quick wipe would’ve sufficed, but this was also a perfect chance for some one-on-one time with Charlotte.


  I nodded, quickly let Mariabelle know where I’d be going, and followed Charlotte.


  ✶✶✶


  “SO this is…your room…” I murmured, stepping into the sacred space I’d only ever known through books.


  “Yes,” Charlotte said lightly. “Though I fear it must seem dreadfully plain compared to what you’re accustomed to.”


  Taking in the charming bedchamber, decorated in soft reds and whites, I felt like a pilgrim finally setting foot in a holy site. She guided me to a seat on the sofa, and even then, I couldn’t stop my eyes from wandering.


  But then the memory surfaced—this was the very room where Zane had once confessed his feelings to Charlotte in the novel. A hazy fog spread through my chest, reverence and irritation colliding in the strangest, most neurotic clash of emotions.


  “What can I say, except that’s Lady Grace for you!” Charlotte said brightly. “To think you would even fend off a venomous snake—one cannot help but be impressed!”


  “O-Oh?” I said. “Well…thank you. I’m not sure it was anything so remarkable.”


  “On the contrary. My admiration for you has been most thoroughly affirmed!”


  Perhaps it was the contrast with the chilly reception I’d received from the other guests earlier, but Charlotte’s praise struck me square in the chest.


  “Besides,” she continued, “I was worried I might not have the chance to speak with you alone today. After all, as the host, I am expected to exchange at least a few words with each of my guests, am I not? But! It seems fortune has smiled upon me this day.”


  “I-I see… Well, yes. That’s… good for you,” I replied.


  Still… I couldn’t help thinking that this level of admiration far outstripped what I deserved.


  Charlotte fetched a handkerchief and a small first-aid box, then sat down beside me. She dabbed antiseptic onto the cloth and carefully wiped my hands. Her fingers were small and smooth, carrying a faint floral scent.


  “Thanks to you, everything ended without so much as a stir,” she said quietly. “Still, you must understand. Things have grown dangerous of late. I would rather you did not act so recklessly in the future.”


  Her eyes brimmed with worry. And as far as I could tell, it was genuine.


  Well, of course it’s genuine! I told myself. This was the honest, wonderfully kind heroine. Any suspicion I might harbor toward her intentions was surely nothing more than my misjudgment. She was the best of us. Not to mention, so darn beautiful!


  Really, good on Zane for getting that close to her and not falling for her.


  “Thank you for the kind words,” I said. “But…you mentioned things have been getting dangerous?”


  “Indeed—most dangerous,” Charlotte replied. “Corruption has been spreading throughout the land, and as a result, monsters have begun appearing in places they never would have before. The knights are having a terribly difficult time dealing with it.”


  “What?” slipped out of me before I could stop it; my heart began to thunder loudly in my ears.


  As Charlotte worked a sweet-smelling hand cream into my skin, she went on. “Because of that, a portion of the world’s aqua arcana has been tainted. We can no longer harvest nearly as much of it as we once did.”


  Now my whole body went cold; my fingers stiffened. I struggled to draw breath, as though I had suddenly forgotten how.


  “Worse comes to worst, I fear…war may even break out.”


  The words struck me like a blow to the head.


  My worst fears—that despite everything, the story was still hurtling toward an inevitable war—were coming true. Anxiety and dread surged, and the realization that I had no plan for the chaos ahead seemed to drain the blood from my body. Because I’d altered the future, countless lives could now be in danger.


  “I’m sorry,” Charlotte said gently. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”


  “N-No…” I stammered.


  “I am a little surprised, though,” she continued. “I didn’t expect a discussion of mere hypotheticals to unsettle you so deeply. I may have indulged in a touch of hyperbole, so truly, you needn’t worry.”


  She offered me a bright, reassuring smile, but it did little to steady me.


  She was right. Any normal person wouldn’t grow so shaken over the mere possibility of war. It was just unfortunate that I was anything but normal, knowing more than most that this was not merely a possibility.


  Of course, this was not new knowledge; I’d known the broad shape the story would take the moment I’d found myself in it. And yet, hearing those precise plot beats spoken aloud—hearing them take shape in someone else’s voice—proved to be one weight too many.


  War.


  The one word had definitely been enough to visibly discompose me.


  “You know what we truly need at a time like this?” Charlotte said wistfully. “A Saint.”


  She set the disinfectant and hand cream back into the small box, letting the words hang in the air.


  From the way she spoke, I could only assume she had no inkling of her own awakening.


  By this point in the story, she should already have been sensing fragments of it. So my getting together with Zane really had changed as much as I feared.


  She placed the box on the table, then rose and gave my hand a gentle tug. “Now then. Let us return to the party, shall we?”


  I managed a quiet “yes”—it was all I could muster—and followed her back toward the garden. No sooner had we arrived than a concerned Mariabelle hurried over to me.


  “Are you all right, Big Sister?” she asked, peering up at me. “You look pale…”


  “Sorry. Yes, of course. I’m perfectly fine.”


  I forced a smile. Anything to hide the worry I must have let slip.


  We spent some time seated together on a quiet bench, simply recuperating, and before long, the tea party drew to a close.


  “Lady Grace, thank you again so much for coming,” Charlotte said as she saw the guests off. “I’m afraid I didn’t have nearly as much time to speak with you as I would have liked. Might I invite you again?”


  “Of course,” I replied. “Any time.”


  Mariabelle and I made our way back toward the manor gate. We had gone only partway when a voice called out, “Lady Grace.”


  I turned to see Lady Dana, the unfortunate victim of the earlier snake attack, accompanied by several of her friends.


  “Lady Grace. I wished to thank you once more for saving me earlier,” Lady Dana said.


  “Oh, please. It’s all right. Think nothing of it,” I replied.


  She hesitated, then drew a breath. “The truth is…I did it on purpose—bumping into you. You see, you once cursed me out quite unreasonably in front of everyone at a party. You even made light of my parents, and to top it off, you poured an entire glass of alcohol over my head. I have held a grudge ever since, and for that…I apologize.”


  “Um.” I was flabbergasted.


  That certainly explained it. No matter how kind a person might be, something like that would linger.


  Then, one by one, the three other ladies accompanying her apologized as well, confessing that they had also purposefully snickered within earshot or spoken behind my back just loudly enough for me to hear.


  As it turned out, all four of them were victims of things Grace had done in the past. General harassment, seducing away their fiancés—cruelties of that sort.


  Rather than any strong emotion, I felt a calm sense of things falling into place. Suddenly, my reception at the gathering earlier made perfect sense.


  In every case, Grace had been the one in the wrong—she always had been—and so they all deserved an apology.


  “It’s my fault, every bit of it,” I said. “So please, let me be the one to apologize. I know my words don’t mean much to you right now, but even so, I want you to know that I’ve reflected on what I’ve done, and I intend to do better. I will be mindful of my conduct from here on. I only hope…that we might find a way to get along.”


  I bowed deeply. At once, a flurried chorus of “Please, raise your head!” reached me.


  “What a surprise,” one of them said. “I’ll admit, I came into this conversation fully expecting to be slapped across the face. Perhaps you really have changed.”


  “Yes, well. For what it’s worth, I’d be more than glad to truly get along with you, Lady Grace,” another added.


  “I’ve always been a little curious, actually. I’ve wanted to ask, just what are the secrets to your beauty?” came a third.


  Warmth bloomed in my chest. Small steps, I thought. But perhaps it was through exact moments like these that I could begin to turn people’s impressions around. Let them know the new me. And, little by little, change my world.


  “I’m glad,” Mariabelle said. “So very glad that everyone is starting to see your wonderfulness for themselves.”


  She beamed like the sun. It was like she was almost happier than I was to hear praise come my way. For a brief moment, I had to fight off the urge to pull her into my arms, to squeeze her tight for being such an adorable little thing.


  Before I’d realized it, we’d walked far enough to see the manor gate, and Mariabelle abruptly stopped.


  “Oh?” she murmured.


  I followed her gaze. Parked just beyond the gate, a familiar, opulent carriage waited.


  It couldn’t be.


  But then the door swung open, and Zane stepped out.


  Mariabelle and I hurried toward him. Seeing us approach, he smiled fondly.


  “I’ve come to pick you up. Both of you,” he said.


  Mariabelle giggled knowingly. “But Big Sister Grace more than me, right? Oh, I knew something was afoot when you stayed up to work through the night.”


  My heart throbbed. So he cleared his schedule just to be here with us today…


  Zane, clearly less than pleased to have his intentions laid bare, reached out and poked Mariabelle’s cheek in playful reproach.


  No doubt he’d come because I was meeting with Charlotte today. Warmth swelled, and my eyes began to sting. “Thank you,” I said. “That makes me really, really happy.”


  Around us, girlish squeals of delight filled the air, accompanied by a sea of flushed faces.


  “So it is true… Duke Winslet is utterly taken with Lady Grace.”


  “Placed side by side like that, they do make a striking pair, don’t they?”


  In a certain context, Zane’s gesture to come pick me up might’ve meant more than he ever knew. I’d only learned that myself recently, but apparently, in the Kingdom of Sewell, when a man personally came to fetch his wife and see her home, it was a sign of deep affection.


  The story went that the very first king—a man both deeply devoted to and fiercely jealous of his wife—would appear at the places she’d visited, if only to ensure that the gatherings had been affairs for women alone with no men there to steal his wife’s affections.


  But Zane had come here without any such intention or even awareness of the story. Taking his hand, I stepped into his carriage. Instinctively, I moved to take the seat beside Mariabelle, but a pair of firm hands stopped me, guiding me instead into the seat on the other side.


  “My Lord Duke…” I ventured. “Are we not…too close?”


  “Are we?” he replied. “You tell me.”


  “I don’t think so, but…”


  “Then I don’t either.” He silenced me with that dazzling, brilliant smile of his.


  Mariabelle on one side, Zane and I packed side by side on the other… From the outside, anyone looking in through the window would’ve had no trouble seeing just how close Zane and I were.


  I had never done well with public displays of affection—not at all—so I gently pressed a hand to Zane’s shoulder, against the arm that was wrapped firmly around my waist, to get him to ease off…


  Only for him to tighten his grip. And now we were even closer.


  I resigned myself to my fate.


  Gritting through the embarrassment, I did the only thing I could: look away from Zane and out the carriage window to—


  “Huh?”


  —see something that made my heart drop.


  Charlotte stood before the manor gate, staring at us with an icy glare. The utter absence of emotion on her face, the depth of that emptiness, sent a chill down my spine.


  For a second, I froze up. Compared to her usual bright, smiling self, she looked like an entirely different person.


  “Something wrong?” Zane asked.


  “A-Ah! No,” I said quickly, snapping back to myself. “Nothing at all. I was just savoring the day, thinking about how much fun I had.”


  Zane didn’t look entirely convinced by my off-the-cuff excuse.


  “Really?” he asked.


  But off-the-cuff though it may have been, it wasn’t untrue in the slightest.


  “Yes,” I said, perhaps a little too emphatically. “For starters, I got to go with Mariabelle, which already made my day. But then I got the chance to speak with the other guests, and they said they wanted to get to know me better, which I was just completely over the moon about! I hardly ever get the chance to talk like this with ladies my own age, you see, so I was just so happy that I—well—”


  As I spoke, one thought spilled into the next, and before I knew it, I was rambling in earnest. It took me far too long to realize I had been the only one speaking; I hurriedly shut my mouth.


  “I see,” Zane said warmly. “Then I’m very glad to hear that.”


  For some reason, that nearly brought me to tears. I had been speaking without order or polish, without rhyme or reason, and yet he met me with nothing but genuine happiness and the kindest of smiles.


  “That dress—and that jewelry—you wear them beautifully,” he went on.


  “Thank you,” I replied bashfully. “I rather like them, too. I’d wear them every day if I could.”


  Truthfully, I preferred these lighter, more airy dresses anyway. Being able to wear them now without holding back filled me with a quiet happiness. And my makeup suited me far better than before, too. At least now, I could manage without turning my naturally beautiful features into a blotchy mess.


  “You look lovely no matter which style you choose,” Zane said. “But I think I like this one best.”


  “I don’t think I’ll ever go out looking the way I used to again,” I admitted.


  “Your former attire erred in one regard—it showed far too much.” As he spoke, his shapely brows drew together—a sign of his displeasure, if there ever was one.


  Now that I thought about it, it was true. Of all the gifts Zane had given me, every dress had been rather modest in design. I made a mental note to keep that in mind for the future. Not that I had any intention of going out looking like the old Grace ever again.


  “Oh! That reminds me! She was a total hero today!” Mariabelle burst out. “When a venomous snake was about to attack Lady Dana, she jumped right in and captured it with her bare hands!”


  “Ah…” I squeaked.


  I couldn’t fault Mariabelle for it. Judging by the way her eyes sparkled, she meant it in nothing but good faith—pure praise, freely given.


  But knowing Zane…


  I was bracing myself for anything but praise. I averted my gaze pointedly.


  “I’m sorry,” Zane said. “But if my ears don’t deceive me…you captured a venomous snake with your bare hands?”


  “Well. Actually, it’s—”


  “She did!” Mariabelle cut in brightly. “Just like she taught us—the trick is to push past your fear and grasp it firmly!”


  “Is that so?” A smile touched Zane’s lips as he leaned closer until his face hovered only inches from mine. His eyes, however, did not smile at all.


  I knew it at once. He was utterly furious at my having once again done something so dangerous.


  “I think we’ll be having a long, long conversation about this in private,” he murmured. There was no question in his tone.


  I withheld my answer.


  “And what do we say when I decide that?”


  Bad decision. “Y-Yes,” I replied, flat and obedient.


  Despite the cold sweat, even in exchanges as small as this, I could keenly feel his love.


  “Grace,” he said, softer now. “Must I beg you? Please, I wish you wouldn’t jump into action like that every time. You aren’t some one-man army.”


  Zane always seemed to be saying that to me. And every time, it felt as though he was pulling me back from the edge of something I hadn’t quite noticed myself approaching.


  In this case, it was the anxiety that plagued my mind after speaking with Charlotte. I was more unsettled than I cared to admit. I knew that simply saying it aloud, sharing the weight with someone, might have eased my mind, but it was all still hypothetical. To trouble Zane with worries over something that might never come to pass, especially when he was already so busy, felt wholly unreasonable.


  It wasn’t that I never intended to rely on him. Just that I only wanted to do so when it truly mattered.


  After all, if I were to stand beside someone like Zane as the person most important to him, then I needed to pull my own weight as well.


  “All right,” I replied evenly. “I promise I will.”


  “Good,” he said with a nod.


  “And me too! I’ll try to help in whatever way I can!” Mariabelle chimed in, and just like that, I found myself smiling again.


  I understood that eagerness all too well. For the people who mattered most to me, I would grasp at anything that might ease their burdens.


  “Do you have time after this?” Zane asked. “I was hoping to get a word in with you at my home.”


  “For the…lecture?” I ventured.


  A wicked sort of smile flickered across his face. “I wonder.”


  Still, it was true that we hadn’t spent much time together of late. And so, without much hesitation, I accepted.


  ✶✶✶


  “BIG Sister, thank you so much for today. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


  The moment we arrived at their estate, Mariabelle hurried off with remarkable haste toward her room, no doubt to give us our space. Sorry, Mariabelle, I muttered in my mind.


  Zane led me by the hand into the house and then to his room. At his urging, I stepped inside and was immediately greeted by the faint trace of his familiar scent blowing over me.


  I twirled around. “Um, Your Grace, I’m truly sorry about—”


  Lips cut me off, pressing against mine.


  When he pulled back from the sudden kiss, Zane lingered just long enough to savor my surprise, a wicked smile tugging at his lips as he chuckled. “You look so adorable when you’re afraid of me. I couldn’t help myself.”


  Well, he at least…didn’t seem angry. That alone was a relief.


  My hand still clasped in his, he led me over to the sofa and sat beside me.


  “That said,” he went on lightly, “my wish for you to stop courting danger stands all the same. Otherwise, I may be forced to keep you locked up in here, if only to save you from yourself.”


  I stared at him. “Y-You’re joking, right?”


  “Am I?”


  He lazily rested his chin on one hand and smiled with all the confidence in the world. Seeing that, I decided not to press the matter any further and resolved, for the moment, to simply…do as he told me.


  “All right,” I said. “But I’d still like to attend more gatherings with the other ladies from now on, if I can.”


  “But you’ve never enjoyed such events,” he said mildly. “Are you certain?”


  I nodded. “It’s true that, because of the person I used to be, I often feel unworthy of standing where I do. But I wish to change that. As your partner, I want to be able to stand by you with my head held high.”


  It would be painful at first. Of that, I had no doubt. But if it meant I could walk through this life with Zane by my side, I could manage. I had to.


  “So,” I said, gathering my resolve. “From now on, I’m going to face what I’ve done and take back my honor!”


  Zane’s eyes widened for a moment, then his lips curved into a smile. “Just what are you playing at, trying to make me fall for you even more?”


  “What?” I blinked.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all,” he replied easily. “I’m glad to hear you feel that way. Truly. I’ll come and pick you up again. Just tell me the time and place.”


  “Oh, no, I couldn’t ask that of you,” I said quickly. “You’re busy enough as it is. And besides, Mariabelle needs you to come for her as well, doesn’t she?”


  “I usually have someone I trust see to Mariabelle,” he said. “So, it’s not as though I’d be picking one of you over the other.”


  The thought warmed me, but I couldn’t help thinking I’d rather have Zane spend what little downtime he had resting rather than coming to fetch me.


  I decided to turn him down with a bit of a joke. “You do know there are rumors swirling that you’re very much in love with me, don’t you?”


  “Really?” he replied mildly. “I’m glad to hear it. I went out today with the express purpose of cultivating that image.”


  “You wha-?”


  He said it so casually, so fearlessly, that, for a moment, I wasn’t even sure I’d heard him correctly.


  The conversation went on, and Zane mentioned that he had run into Evan the other day during his duties. From him, he had heard all about my concern—or apprehension, rather—regarding Charlotte.


  All right. That much was true. I had felt that way.


  But god, that was embarrassing. Not only had Evan spoken about me at all, which was unexpected enough, but of all possible topics, he had chosen the most mortifying one.


  “That’s not— I mean, it is, but— Oh, no…” I stammered.


  “I don’t pay attention to anyone else,” Zane said calmly. “So I hadn’t even noticed any advances toward me on her part. I do apologize.”


  “No! Please don’t!” I said at once. “This isn’t your fault!”


  My feelings were my own. Zane bore no blame for them.


  And yet, on the one hand, I’d just learned that Zane not only understood what coming to pick me up at the function implied, but had also done so to cultivate that very implication! That wasn’t like him at all! He must have been aware of the embarrassment it would bring him, and yet…he had come anyway.


  Of course, that would make me happy.


  “Why?” was the only word I managed.


  Zane answered with nothing but a smile at first. “Because if there’s anything I can do to take even the smallest worry off your mind, even a little,” he said, “I’d gladly do it.”


  That was my breaking point. I didn’t say another word—just threw myself against his chest.


  “Grace?” he murmured.


  “I love you so much,” I said. “So, so, so, so much.”


  It still wasn’t enough. I was more than a few so’s short of how I truly felt. Perhaps there weren’t enough of them in the world to say it properly. Even so, I had to try. I hugged him as tightly as I could, hoping to convey even a fraction of what I felt. In response, Zane wrapped his arms around me just as firmly, smiling with unmistakable happiness.


  “You haven’t been attending many social events lately, have you?” I asked.


  “I haven’t,” he said. “Even on the best of days, I try to keep such things to a minimum. With how busy matters have been recently, I’ve cut back even further.”


  “You’re that busy?” I said. “Is there trouble afoot?”


  I meant to broach what Charlotte had told me earlier—the Corruption, the rising number of monsters—but Zane only shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “In truth, I’ve been clearing my schedule so that I might take a short vacation.”


  Whew. I let out a quiet sigh of relief. At least all that busyness had been for a good reason.


  “Grace.”


  “Hm?” I looked up at him.


  “At the start of next month, I’d like to steal away a week of your time, if you’ll let me.”


  “Of course,” I said. “My schedule should be clear.”


  The restaurant would manage just fine without me for a week, and I had nothing pressing planned. Still, a whole week was no small span of time. Just what did he have in mind? 


  “What’s at the start of the next month?” I asked.


  “Did you forget your own birthday…?” he said, blinking at me. “For the occasion, I’d like to invite you out to our duchy.”


  “…Ah.”


  And it was only then that it hit me—I had no idea when Grace Saintsbury’s birthday was. The novel had never gone into that level of detail for her character, and you’d be surprised how rarely a moment comes up in conversation where “By the way, when’s my birthday?” feels appropriate.


  Zane knew something about me that even I didn’t. I’d be surprised, but…I’d long stopped being surprised at his constant thoughtfulness.


  “Your duchy,” I murmured. “Are you sure I won’t be imposing?”


  “Not at all,” he replied. “I want you to see the place where I grew up.”


  The truth was, I’d always wanted that, too. There was no telling what I might learn about a younger Zane Winslet there.


  I remembered the promise we’d exchanged during my first disappearance:


  “Next time, I’ll invite you to see some of the countryside in my dukedom. I know a place you’ll love.”


  “I-It’s a promise.”


  Which, admittedly, had been something of an empty promise on my part. Back then, I’d still expected that I would’ve fully disentangled myself from Zane by now.


  That empty promise came back to bite me. And I was so glad it did.


  “Then I’d love to,” I said. “Show me everything.”


  “I will,” he said. “I’ll make the arrangements.”


  With talk of our upcoming trip at an end, Zane said he had matters to attend to that evening. So we parted ways, though not before he personally saw me safely home.


  “Welcome home, milady,” Evan greeted me at the gate. “You seem in rather high spirits. Did you tear a strip off some lady’s dress, declare ‘that ought to silence you,’ and stuff it into her mouth?”


  The smile I’d been wearing at the thought of my birthday trip vanished. “What? No, of course not—wait. Is that something I’ve actually done?”


  “Indeed,” he replied. “You once said nothing brought you greater joy.”


  No…kidding… Every time I thought I had finally grasped the depths of Grace’s former depravity, something else surfaced to claim the top spot. Ugh. Why do I suddenly feel a headache coming on?


  All that talk about reclaiming my honor in front of Zane suddenly felt like the longest climb up the steepest mountain imaginable.


  I let out a long, weary sigh.


  I went on to tell Evan about the trip, to which he immediately declared that he would be coming along as well.


  “The brattiest brat who ever lived, finally turning eighteen,” Evan said. “I feel like a proud parent.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t,” I shot back.


  Still, it was true enough. If anyone had suffered the most at Grace’s hands over the years, it was Evan.


  Perhaps I’ll be a good “daughter” and show him a bit of filial piety.


  “It’s good that you’re excited, milady,” Evan continued, “but do remember, the world is changing. It’s becoming a more dangerous place by the day. Please refrain from doing anything reckless, or the duke won’t just have your head. He’ll have mine as well.”


  “All right, all right, I get it. Thank you, Evan.”


  After inviting Evan, I should invite Yanna and Haniwa as well, I thought, nearly skipping as I headed back to my room.


  ✶✶✶


  AFTER seeing off the last of the guests, I stepped back into my house.


  The smile I’d worn all day fell right off my face, and Isaac greeted me in the foyer.


  “Welcome back, milady.”


  “I’m home.”


  Taking the hand he offered, we walked toward my room. The townhouse was dreadfully quiet, what with my parents being away in the barony, leaving the place empty save for Isaac and me.


  I sank onto my sofa, and Isaac promptly excused himself to prepare some tea.


  “Later,” I said, stopping him. “Right now, I need cheering up. I’m in the foulest of moods.”


  “As you will, milady.”


  Without the slightest change in expression, he halted what he was doing, returned to my side, and knelt before me. Taking my right hand, he pressed a gentle kiss to the back of it.


  “What’s troubling you, milady?” he asked.


  “That Grace deliberately had Duke Zane come to collect her,” I spat. “Just to rub it in my face. Don’t you find that dreadful? Dangling what should have been mine right before my eyes.”


  “Yes,” he replied evenly. “You must be feeling terribly hurt.”


  “And then,” I went on, “there’s the fact that Grace is nothing like the girl she was meant to be in the novels, just like I suspected.”


  For today’s tea party, I had invited all guests who, for one reason or another, harbored resentment toward Grace Saintsbury. Those whose fiancés she had stolen and those she had humiliated publicly. It had been easy enough to gather a crowd with scores to settle—living proof of the depths of her cruelty. And yet…


  “You call that a villainess?”


  I almost laughed.


  A perfectly well-meaning, earnest girl. That was all she seemed to be.


  She was humble and modest. When liquid was spilled on her, she showed not even a trace of anger. The snake, planted by my own hand, had been meant to test whether she would cast the other ladies aside if it meant saving herself. Instead, she placed herself directly in harm’s way and subdued it! There was no way that the person I had seen today was the same Grace Saintsbury from the novel.


  To test a theory I had been harboring for some time, I’d brought her into my room, where I could speak with her alone.


  “She was just as you said, Isaac,” I remarked. “So easy to read, it was almost comical.”


  When I spoke of the spreading Corruption—of the growing scarcity of aqua arcana—she had been visibly shaken.


  Then, when I uttered the keyword “war,” she had gone as pale as death.


  There was only one explanation for such a reaction.


  She knew the story.


  She knew what was coming.


  And she knew that it would be all her fault.


  Because Grace Saintsbury—this version of her, at least—was a reincarnator.


  Just like me.


  “Unbelievable,” I huffed. “She’s the villain, and yet she’s trying to take my place. That’s why the story has deviated so far.”


  I was the true heroine. For a mere foil like her to even entertain the thought of supplanting me was pure sin. More than that, it was selfish. Shortsighted.


  Did she truly not understand that if I failed to meet Zane—if I failed to awaken to my Saintly powers—the first to suffer catastrophic consequences would be her? The fate of the world, of war and destruction, hung in the balance, and yet she chose to prioritize her own trivial desires.


  “That Grace is an obstacle after all,” I said coolly. “If she refuses to play her part, then I have no use for her.”


  “Understood,” Isaac replied at once, bowing his head deeply. “If there is anything I can do, merely say the word.”


  “Thank you, Isaac,” I said. “As always, you’re the only one I can rely on.”


  I reached out and ran my fingers through his glossy dark hair, ruffling it slightly. At once, his lips curved. Oh, how he adored it when I did that.


  Isaac had never appeared in the novel. And yet, before I knew it, he had become the only person I could trust. He was someone who listened without question or hesitation. Once everything was over, even after I had Zane, I fully intended to keep Isaac by my side.


  After all, having someone as handsome as him eagerly lap up whatever I offered at my feet did wonders for my mood.


  “Come here,” I said. “Hug me.”


  “As you will.”


  With but a word, Isaac gathered me into his arms as though I were something fragile and precious. Warmth spread through me. Comfort. The reassuring sense that I was not alone.


  “Can I count on you,” I asked softly, “to continue doing everything in your power to ensure that Zane’s future, and mine, comes to pass?”


  “Of course,” he replied without pause. “Leave everything to me.”


  Charlotte—the woman Zane was meant to fall in love with—was kind, graceful, and flawless. There was not a single stain of darkness in her heart. So, for me to personally be involved in Grace’s downfall? That was out of the question.


  See? I was principled. Moral. Nothing like the selfish, underhanded reincarnator behind Grace Saintsbury.


  “I will set the story right,” I vowed. “I will save Zane so that we may live the ending that we deserve.”


  After all, this story—this world—was nothing more than a stage. Created so that Zane and I could meet, fall in love, and live our happily ever after.


   


   


   


  Chapter 2: The Best Birthday Ever


   


  TIME flew by, and before I knew it, Yanna and I were deep in preparations for my birthday trip, now only three days away. I was pleased as punch. Humming, even. Little Haniwa danced along to my melodies, and I couldn’t help but smile.


  “My,” Yanna said, amused. “Aren’t the two of you in high spirits today?”


  “I mean, we’re going on a trip,” I replied. “How could I not be excited?”


  In my previous life, I’d never had the money to travel anywhere that wasn’t strictly school-related. And in this life, my earlier “trips” had been closer to escape attempts than vacations. Getting to simply…go somewhere with my favorite people with nothing else on the books was enough to buoy my mood sky-high.


  This time, it would be me, Yanna, Evan, and Haniwa from our side, and Zane and Mariabelle from theirs, making it a five-person trip.


  “Maybe we should bring some card games,” I mused aloud.


  “Oh! Yes, absolutely,” Evan said at once. “And let’s put some real money on the line. I’ve been flush with coin lately, and it’s burning a hole in my pocket.”


  “What are you, allergic to positive cash flow?”


  It was good to have Evan back around. He’d been away on other jobs for the past few days, and somehow it’d felt longer than it actually was, probably because he was usually glued to my side. The space he’d left behind had been noticeable.


  Seeing his face jogged a sudden memory, and I asked him, “Evan, did you tell Zane about Charlotte? About…how I feel regarding her?”


  “That’s right. I did,” he said without hesitation. “Why? You mad?”


  “No. I just…was a little surprised you’d gossip about me like that.”


  At the time, I’d been too taken aback to think much of it. Now, I briefly wondered if Evan had done it on purpose in some roundabout attempt to help me along.


  But no. This was Evan. Assuming he had that level of forethought was probably giving him far too much credit.


  “It…was actually me,” Yanna said softly. “I asked him to tell the duke.”


  “You?!” I exclaimed, far too loudly. I clapped a hand over my mouth a heartbeat later, hastily muffling the sound.


  “To begin with,” Yanna said, “when I heard that Lady Charlotte had ‘gotten too drunk and fallen on His Grace,’ I already suspected it was an act on her part. And if His Grace remains unaware of the schemes of such a calculating woman, there is every chance the same thing could happen again.”


  She paused in her packing, then continued, “Men can be dense in the strangest ways. More often than not, you have to tell them things plainly, or they simply won’t understand. And with you, milady—someone who so often chooses silence if speaking might trouble another—I felt someone needed to act. If only to prevent further hurt.”


  “Y-Yanna…”


  Could I have asked for a more dependable, compassionate lady’s maid? She was absolutely right. I would have never been able to bring myself to tell Zane. I recalled once grumbling about whether Zane was truly oblivious to Charlotte’s advances. That, perhaps, had played a role in prompting Yanna to ask Evan to pass the message along.


  “Thank you,” I said. “Both of you. Truly. Because of you, I have one less thing to worry about and one more thing to be glad for.”


  “Then I’m only happy I could help,” Yanna replied.


  “All I did was pass it along,” Evan said.


  Zane’s concern meant a great deal to me, of course. But more than that, I was deeply touched knowing that the two of them had worried over me and acted on my behalf. I owed Yanna and Evan more gratitude than I could ever properly express. Hoping I might one day repay even a fraction of that kindness, I thanked them once more.


  ✶✶✶


  THE day of our departure came and went, followed by two days of travel before we arrived in the Winslet Duchy.


  “Wow…” I breathed, unable to stop myself. “What a beautiful place.”


  The moment we stepped down from the carriage, a quaint little town unfolded before us, lush with greenery and alive with warmth. Even from a higher vantage point, looking down over the rooftops and winding streets, it was obvious at a glance: this place was thriving. During the ride, I’d already caught glimpses of it in the bright expressions of the townsfolk we passed, the easy smiles, and the quiet sense of contentment that seemed to cling to the air itself.


  More than anything, though, what endeared the town to me was a simpler, more personal thought. This was where Zane had grown up. The land he governed. If that made so much as a lick of sense.


  “A whole town at my fingertips,” I said, turning slowly as if I might miss something if I didn’t take it all in at once. “I don’t think three nights will be nearly enough.”


  “There’s no need to rush,” Zane replied calmly. “This will be your home someday. You’ll have all the time you want to explore it then.”


  “What?” I blinked.


  Then his words sank in.


  Heat rushed to my face, and I clapped my hands over my cheeks in a futile attempt to hide it. “O-Oh…”


  Zane, meanwhile, looked as placid as ever, which, I couldn’t lie, was frustrating.


  “I’m glad I got to come here with you like this,” he said. “It means a lot to me.”


  “I feel the same way,” I replied. “I’m… really excited to be here.”


  We shared a smile, warmth feeding into warmth, and he took my hand as we made our way toward the main Winslet estate. The country residence was far grander than the townhouse in the capital—sprawling, elegant, and unmistakably noble, as though the land itself bent politely around it.


  After dropping off our things and taking a brief moment to catch our breath, we set out again to jump straight into sightseeing. Except…


  “Grace? You won’t look at me. Is something wrong?”


  “I-I’m sorry,” I said. “You just look so good that I…”


  As the carriage carried us back to town, I concentrated on looking anywhere but at him.


  The reason was simple enough. To allow us to enjoy ourselves without the burden of formality or recognition, Zane had adopted a modest disguise, hoping to avoid drawing attention from townsfolk who might recognize him at a glance.


  It was just a simple hat.


  A pair of fake eyeglasses.


  And it was woefully insufficient.


  If anything, the effect was just subtle enough to change his entire air, giving him a different charm that I wasn’t used to, which only made him all the more devastating. Honestly. At this point, I was starting to believe there was nothing he could put on that wouldn’t somehow look as though it had been made for him alone.


  “I see,” he said mildly. “So you like this sort of thing. In that case, I’ll make a point of wearing it again from time to time.”


  “Wh-Why would you do that…?”


  “Because it wouldn’t do if I were the only one falling hopelessly in love.”


  If only he knew how unnecessary that concern was…


  Zane was like quicksand. Struggle or don’t struggle, it made no difference. Either way, you sank straight into his depths. With his face so close, his expression so gentle, the air between us growing almost unbearably sweet, I turned my gaze toward the window instead.


  “Oh—” I said quickly. “Is there some kind of fair going on? There are so many people. And all those stalls…”


  By the time we reached town, crowds, stalls, booths, and kiosks were already overflowing the grand avenue. I’d loved fairs since I was a child, and that familiar thrill stirred in my chest at once.


  “Yes,” Zane replied. “I asked them to hold one.”


  “You…asked them?”


  “I thought you’d enjoy it,” he said, a hint of satisfaction in his voice. “It seems I was right.”


  He didn’t appear to give his words a second thought, but organizing an entire fair on a personal whim? I could only imagine the time and expense involved, not to mention the sheer influence the lord of the domain wielded to make something like this happen.


  Once we arrived, we disembarked from the carriages and set out to explore the fair together, all five of us. Little Haniwa came along as well, peeking out from Evan’s shirt and taking in the sights with open delight.


  A few figures looked unmistakably noble among the crowd, but for the most part, the fair belonged to the townsfolk.


  All at once, Mariabelle—her hat pulled low, though still woefully inadequate at disguising her refined air—pointed toward a charming little stall.


  “Hey,” she said. “What’s that?”


  “They’re called sugarcoils,” Yanna answered without missing a beat. “Sweet dough wrapped around a spit and baked until golden.”


  Based on how quickly she replied, she must have taken her younger siblings to fairs like this countless times before.


  The stall was busy, with a steady stream of customers coming and going. I was just about to suggest we try it, thinking nothing of it, when the realization hit me, and I caught myself, biting my tongue.


  Mariabelle, however, stood there for a moment, gaze fixed on the stall. Then, at last, she reached out and tugged lightly on her brother’s sleeve. “I… want to try that,” she said, her voice barely above a murmur.


  Zane looked down at her. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.” She nodded, though the motion was small. “I don’t want to be that person—the one who can’t eat anything, so everyone else feels they shouldn’t either. Something has to change eventually…so it might as well be now.”


  After a pause, she lifted her eyes to meet his.


  “And if it’s with everyone here, I think I’ll be all right. I know, logically, that it’s fine. I just need… a little push.” She smiled as she said it, but her stiff posture gave away the tension beneath from the fear she was pushing past.


  Still, if this was her choice, something she had decided for herself, then I wanted to stand beside her.


  “I was just thinking I’d like to try it, too,” I said gently. “Why don’t we have some together?”


  “Yes, please,” Mariabelle replied, relief flickering across her face.


  “Then I’ll grab some,” Evan said, already stepping away.


  He returned a moment later with one for each of us. The dough was rolled generously in sugar, its golden surface glinting in the light, looking not unlike a chimney cake, warm and inviting.


  To lead the way and show her it was all right to eat, I took a bite first.


  The sugarcoil was mildly sweet, the dough satisfyingly chewy, that unmistakable deep-fried, carb-heavy comfort settling on my tongue. It tasted every bit as good as it looked.


  “Mmm! Now that is good!” I exclaimed. “It’s almost like a pastry.”


  “You’re right,” Evan agreed, taking a bite of his own. “Not bad for a street stall.”


  “It’s good, isn’t it?” Yanna added with a nod.


  Evan, meanwhile, had turned his attention to Haniwa, who was watching the sugarcoils with clear want. With a grin, he brought his close, as if to offer it a bite, only to pull it away at the last second, acting like an incorrigible child. I reached over and gave him a light tap on the head for it.


  Mariabelle, in contrast, stood very still, eyes fixed on the sugarcoil in her hand. Zane watched her closely, saying nothing. Then, as if gathering her resolve in one breath, she raised it to her lips and took a bite.


  “How is it?” Zane asked quietly.


  “It’s…good,” she replied, her voice soft but steady.


  “I see.” Relief flickered across his face. “That’s wonderful. Well done, Mariabelle.” He rested a gentle hand on her head, smiling so openly that I couldn’t help smiling myself.


  Before I quite realized what I was doing, I’d stepped forward and wrapped her in a hug. “Oh, you’re so strong,” I said, the words spilling out before I could stop them, savoring the moment as Mariabelle laughed softly against my shoulder.


  From there, Mariabelle took a few more careful bites of her sugarcoil until the skewer protruded a bit too much, and a problem presented itself.


  She frowned at it, tilting her head. “How are you supposed to eat this?”


  I laughed softly. “Hmm, let’s see… Maybe try angling it a little.”


  In fact, what were the chances this was the first time she’d ever eaten something that required her to gnaw and tear at it with her teeth? Watching her concentrate so intently, lips pursed as she worked at the dough, was unexpectedly endearing. My heart fluttered softly.


  With that first, enormous hurdle behind her, I couldn’t help but feel this might be a turning point for Mariabelle—a quiet watershed in her long struggle with her fear.


  “Have you been to fairs like this before?” I asked Zane.


  “A few, when I was young,” he replied. “But this is my first since reaching adulthood. I find I remember them rather differently now, but I’m enjoying it all the same.”


  After that, we drifted from stall to stall, sampling one treat after another. Just when I began to suspect I’d eaten slightly more than I should’ve, a lively, crowded booth caught my eye. Children and adults alike gathered around it, clutching small guns.


  “Oh,” I said without thinking. “Is that shateki?”


  “I’ve never heard it called that,” Yanna said, amused. “But yes. It’s a game where you shoot at targets with cork guns.”


  My slip-up with the Japanese term aside, it seemed close enough to the same idea.


  Since this appeared to be Mariabelle’s first time encountering anything resembling a firearm, and she was watching with open curiosity, we decided to give it a try.


  “Are firearms common weapons?” I asked as we stepped up.


  “They are,” Zane replied. “But they lack the raw power of magic, so you’d never see a mage rely on one. They’re also easier to defend against. For those reasons, they’re mostly used for hunting.”


  Makes sense, I thought, nodding along as the stall attendant handed me my gun.


  There were small targets and large ones. I drew in a steady breath and aimed for whatever I thought I could hit.


  To my own astonishment, every single one fell. Even the smallest.


  “Huh?” I muttered in surprise, my eyes rounding.


  “That was amazing, Big Sister!” Mariabelle exclaimed. “I couldn’t even hit one!”


  Now that was…odd.


  It felt like my body already knew exactly what to do, much like the refined manners and courtly etiquette that had been ingrained into it long before I ever came to inhabit it.


  The stall attendant looked just as startled, hesitating a moment before handing over my plush prize with a faintly dazed expression.


  “Ah, yes, you’ve always been quite the hunter, milady,” Evan said easily.


  “I… I see…” I muttered.


  Apparently, my skill ran deep enough that I’d even participated in grand hunting tournaments more than once. I hadn’t known that a fondness for hunting—indiscriminate harm to animals and all—was part of Grace’s character, but sure enough, it did fit her image…


  Still, as uncomfortable as the realization was, it was also a newly uncovered talent.


  And I couldn’t help but wonder when, exactly, might I need to make use of it?


  From there, we enjoyed the fair to our hearts’ content, eating, playing, and wandering until we returned to the estate pleasantly tired and thoroughly satisfied.


  Before dinner, we waited in the parlor for the bell. Zane, Mariabelle, and I sat around a small table, sipping tea brewed from leaves harvested right here in the duchy and nibbling on local specialty sweets. After all that walking and excitement, the warmth of the tea seeped into me, just what I’d been craving.


  “Ehp-eep-ope, ope-oop-ope!” Haniwa squeaked, toddling over to Zane and holding a cookie up triumphantly.


  “Thank you,” he said, accepting it with a gentle smile. “Just what I wanted.”


  It would have been far quicker for him to just reach over and take one himself. Yet, he thanked Haniwa as though it’d done him a great kindness. I smiled.


  “Oop-eep,” Haniwa chirped. “Oop-eep?”


  “Yes,” Zane replied without hesitation. “I love you.”


  “Eep!”


  They carried on like that for a moment, perfectly absorbed in one another, while Mariabelle, seated across from them, put on a small, indignant show of protest at her brother monopolizing Haniwa’s attention.


  The scene was so relaxed, gentle, and endearing that my smile crept higher and higher until it seemed it might never come down again.


  “Why,” I said, glancing at Zane, “it almost sounds as though you can understand what it’s saying.”


  “That’s because I do,” he replied calmly. “Or rather, I think I’m starting to. I’ve begun to grasp the meaning of its squeaks lately.”


  “Wait. Really?”


  I was with Haniwa every day, and I hadn’t the faintest idea. Well…depending on the context, I could make out a few things. Oop-ehp-oop usually meant “Grace,” and Ehp-ahp-ope almost certainly meant “Evan.” But those were isolated sounds at best, hardly enough to string together anything resembling a sentence.


  “How I think Haniwa’s speech works is this…” Zane said and went on to explain.


  According to him, Haniwa’s vowel sounds—the ohs, ehs, oops, and ahs—were attempts to mimic vowels. The consonants, meanwhile, were almost entirely reduced to a simple p sound. Seen that way, its earlier cry of “Ehp-eep-ope, ope-oop-ope!” could be understood as something like, “For you, Zane!”


  “I never would have thought of it that way,” I murmured.


  But the more I turned it over in my mind, the more it made sense. It wasn’t individual words at all. It was syllables. I’d assumed it was combining sounds according to some sort of rule, like building sentences out of English words, but this explanation worked far better.


  “Then I wonder what the ‘oop-eep!’ it always says might mean,” I mused aloud.


  “Plenty of words use that combination of sounds,” Zane said thoughtfully. “But the ones that come up most often are ‘like’ or ‘love.’”


  “Is that true, Haniwa?” I asked.


  “Eep!” Haniwa squeaked at once, smiling and nodding with enthusiastic little bobs.


  That settled it.


  My chest tightened, warmth blooming all at once. “Aww, Haniwa…”


  Which meant that its oft-repeated “oop-ehp-oop, oop-eep!” was probably something like “Grace! I love you!”


  And just like that, my heart melted all over again.
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  I opened my arms, and Haniwa launched itself against my chest. I caught it instinctively, hugging it close.


  “I love you too, Haniwa,” I cooed.


  “Eep! Oop-eep!”


  I hadn’t thought it possible to adore Haniwa more than I already did, but somehow, I was wrong. Now that we could communicate, even in this small way, it made our bond feel all the more precious.


  “Haniwa,” Mariabelle asked softly, leaning in. “Do you know who I am, too?”


  “Ahp-eep-ahp, Ehp-oop!”


  “Did you hear that?” Mariabelle gasped. “That must be ‘Mariabelle’—it has to be!”


  She clasped her hands to her chest, her face lighting up as though she wished she could keep talking forever.


  I resolved then and there to make a proper effort to study Haniwa-speak, so I might understand Haniwa even better.


  ✶✶✶


  ON the second day, we set out to visit the duchy’s most famous sights—only a fraction of them, of course. The land was so vast that I had the distinct feeling we could spend an entire week wandering its reaches and still leave with places unexplored.


  One spot, in particular, quickly became my favorite. In fact, it was among the most beloved sightseeing destinations in the entire kingdom: the flower fields.


  Towering windmills stood against the sky, their great arms turning lazily above a vast sea of blossoms. At their bases, an endless blanket of flowers bloomed, carpeting the earth in color as far as the eye could see.


  “It’s… so beautiful,” I breathed.


  The sight was so grand and overwhelming in person that no words beyond that familiar refrain would come to me. The others seemed just as moved, including little Haniwa, who swayed happily in time with the flowers as the breeze passed through them.


  “The view changes with the seasons,” Zane said beside me. “Let’s come back again someday, when we can see an entirely different side of this place.”


  “I’d love that.”


  Just like that, I’d traded yet another promise of the future with Zane, and my heart felt lighter.


  By evening, we returned to the estate, shared dinner, and, afterward, Zane led me to the library.


  This was where I hoped to learn everything I could about the late duchess, Rosalie, as part of my investigation into Saints. It wasn’t my only avenue of inquiry. At the same time, I’d quietly hired others to investigate matters related to Saints, as well as any signs that might point toward the outbreak of war.


  “You’ll find records not only on my mother but also on the entire Winslet line here,” Zane said. “If you’re curious, feel free to read anything you like.”


  I thanked him sincerely. Ordinarily, information like this would never be shared with an outsider, no matter the cost. For him to grant me unrestricted access and trust me with something so private filled me with a quiet, steady warmth.


  I read page after page in search of some overlooked clue until I was satisfied. Yet in the end, despite my efforts, I found nothing new. No further insight into the Saint, nor into the origins of her power.


  On the morning of the third day, after finishing my preparations to head out, I returned to my room to check my appearance one last time. Satisfied, I made my way to the dining hall, where Zane and Mariabelle were already waiting.


  “Good morning, Big Sister. And happy birthday!” Mariabelle said brightly.


  “Happy birthday, Grace,” Zane added.


  “Thank you both,” I said, smiling widely. “Aw, that was so sweet!”


  With the birthday greetings exchanged, we sat down to a breakfast that felt even more luxurious than the previous mornings. As it turned out, the cuisine here was nothing short of exquisite, with many dishes unique to the region, each one opening my mind a little to new possibilities. I’d already resolved to ask for the recipes before we departed. They would be perfect additions to my restaurant’s repertoire.


  “Do enjoy the day with my brother,” Mariabelle said. “I’ll stay at the estate and prepare for the party we’re holding for you this evening.”


  “Really? Thank you! I’m so looking forward to it.”


  I mean, a birthday party. I didn’t think I’d had one held for me since elementary school!


  Though one detail gave me pause.


  High-ranking nobles typically hosted their own birthday celebrations. So when I’d asked Evan why that wasn’t the case for me, he’d answered with his usual blunt honesty.


  “While you always enjoyed making a mockery of— I mean, attending other people’s social events, you never hosted a birthday party for yourself.”


  “Why not?” I’d asked.


  “Because you said there wouldn’t be anyone you could invite who’d be genuinely happy for you,” he’d replied simply. “So you figured it would all be rather pointless.”


  “I did now…did I?”


  It struck me as an unlikely sentiment for someone like Grace, and it had quietly stayed with me ever since.


  ✶✶✶


  AFTER a delightful breakfast, Zane and I set out on a long ride.


  I sat in front of him as we shared a single horse, moving at a leisurely pace across the open grasslands. Above us stretched a crystal-clear blue sky; around us, a fresh green sea of leaves rippled softly in the breeze.


  The scent of new grass tickled my nose, and the wind brushed lightly against my cheek. It was so peaceful and quiet that the only sounds were the distant chirping of birds and the soft rustling of grass and leaves.


  “Isn’t it lovely?” I said.


  “Yes,” he replied. “And such a fine day. Just look at the view. It goes on as far as the eye can see.”


  Not a cloud dangled in the sky. The land stretched endlessly toward the horizon, all the way to the faint outlines of distant mountain ranges. If only I had a camera, I thought. I would capture this moment and carry it with me for the rest of my life.


  But in contrast to the wide, open contentment filling my chest, Zane was watching me with a hint of concern. Perhaps even uncertainty.


  “It’s your birthday,” he said at last. “Are you sure this is how you want to spend it?”


  “I am,” I replied evenly. “This is exactly what I wanted to see, with the person I wanted to see it with.”


  In truth, all of this had been my request. It was a small, simple dream I’d carried with me since my previous life. A quiet outing with the man I loved, on a beautiful day, sharing a meal beneath the open sky…


  I mean, it costs nothing extra! In this life or the last, nothing could beat free entertainment.


  In all seriousness, though, beyond that, talking with Zane at length, unhurried, as the scenery around us folded inward, wrapping us in a world that felt meant for just the two of us, wasn’t so bad either.


  This was happiness.


  This was bliss.


  Zane lifted a hand and pointed toward a mountain rising conspicuously above the rest, a fond, distant look softening his eyes.


  “When I was young,” he said, “Mother used to tell me that if I didn’t behave, the giant living on the mountain would descend from its abode and gobble me up. I completely believed her, and I’d burst into tears every time she threatened it.”


  “You did?” I shot back, incredulous.


  “Yes. And my father would time it just right, stomping loudly outside my door, making me think the giant had truly come for me.”


  I laughed, unable to help myself. “That’s adorable. And I’m sure even more so in person.”


  Looking at the composed, dignified man beside me now, it was hard to imagine him as a mischievous, tearful child. I couldn’t resist teasing him.


  “Now that I’d like to see.”


  “Absolutely not,” he replied at once.


  We shared an easy, unguarded laugh, and the moment settled warmly between us.


  Before long, the noon sun climbed high overhead, and it was time for the true centerpiece of the day—the picnic.


  We tied our majestic white steed to a nearby tree, then moved a little farther to another tree, whose broad branches cast a pool of cool shade. There, where the grass grew soft and thick beneath our feet, we spread out a cloth. The shelter of its canopy spared us from the sun’s heat in a quiet, secluded place where we could slow down and enjoy lunch at our leisure.


  I set the basket down and took a seat beside Zane.


  “That looks delicious,” he said as I opened it, revealing the neatly arranged sandwiches inside.


  I beamed. “You think so? I’m glad to hear that.”


  “Why,” Zane asked, clearly puzzled, “would that make you glad?”


  “Because,” I said, unable to keep the pride from my voice, “I made all of it myself.”


  The truth was, my day hadn’t begun at the breakfast table that morning. It had started at half past three in the morning, when I slipped into a kitchen I’d reserved ahead of time and prepared this basket. Every last picnic treat was made with my own hands.


  I’d even prepared extra portions, leaving a note for the household asking that they be served to everyone else for lunch. Everything had been kept secret from Zane. And judging by the genuine surprise on his face, the plan had worked.


  “As happy as I am,” he said, “this must have been quite the undertaking. It’s your birthday. You shouldn’t have had to work.”


  “Nonsense,” I replied at once. “I wanted to do this. Really, I’ve been waiting for the chance to cook for you again.”


  Showing off my skills in the kitchen to my crush was part of that small, long-held dream of mine.


  After one last insistence from me that he didn’t need to feel guilty, we finally dug into our lunch of sandwiches and assorted finger foods.


  “This is absolutely delicious,” he said. “Your cooking is my favorite, you know that, don’t you?”


  “I… Really?!” I asked, my voice coming out a little louder than intended. But I couldn’t help it! I was just so happy.


  I’d packed enough food for three or four people, but between the two of us, we finished every last bite, with Zane pausing now and then to offer another word of praise.


  “Lunch was wonderful. Thank you, Grace. What would you like to do next?”


  “Well…”


  He shifted a little closer. “Whatever it is, I want to do it, too.”


  He must’ve sensed my hesitation, because his quiet reassurance helped me gather the courage I needed.


  “The truth is… As part of my idea of a perfect picnic date, there’s one more thing I’d like to do…”


  “Anything. Just say the word.”


  I drew in a breath, forcing the words out. “W-Would you…lie down with your head on my lap?”


  Zane’s lashes fluttered in one, long blink.


  Yes, I knew it was cliché. The cliché of clichés. But I couldn’t help myself. A peaceful afternoon like this was the stuff of romance novels I’d devoured growing up. All those long hours in libraries, with nothing but dog-eared, outdated love stories to keep me company… This was the dream they’d promised, okay? Sue me!


  At the same time, I wanted to offer Zane some respite, even just a little. He who spent so much of this time bound by duty, carrying so much on his shoulders, at least deserved this.


  “All right,” he said simply, before adding, “How does one…go about that?”


  Frankly, I didn’t know either. This was my first time, too. After a bit of hesitant trial and error, we settled on something workable: I sat with my calves tucked beneath me, and Zane carefully lowered himself until his head rested across my lap.


  “This is,” he murmured, “more embarrassing than I imagined.”


  “Y-You’re not wrong,” I admitted.


  His weight settled against me, warm and solid. He was closer than I’d expected; I felt his heat through his clothes, and the angle at which he lay, looking up at me, made my chest tighten in a way I hadn’t quite prepared for.


  Still, time had a way of smoothing even the sharpest edges. Gradually, my shoulders loosened, the tension ebbing away. The breeze passed through the grass. Leaves rustled softly overhead. Little by little, Zane’s eyes drifted closed.


  “Do you think you can actually sleep like this?” I asked.


  “I’m meant to fall asleep?” he asked, faintly incredulous.


  “Yes!” I said at once. “I believe that’s the whole point.”


  Was it really? I wasn’t entirely sure myself. But as they say, confidence goes a long way, and Zane seemed content to accept it.


  I fell silent, watching his face as he rested there with his eyes closed. Everything about him felt perfect—the shape of his features and the calm ease of his expression. Even now, I still couldn’t believe his beauty was real, and I suspected I might never grow tired of it.


  To think that someone like this loved me.


  That he was my sweetheart, my partner. My happily ever after.


  The thought made the world feel unreal, like I might wake at any moment from a dream too gentle to last.


  Love.


  The word echoed softly in my mind as my gaze traced every line and gentle curve of his face. Without thinking, I reached down and brushed my fingers through his soft, silvery hair. At the touch, his lips curved faintly, as if the sensation alone had brought him comfort.


  “It just feels…right when I’m with you,” he murmured. “Like this is where I’m meant to be.”


  The words struck me straight in the chest. Warmth bloomed there, rising until my eyes stung.


  Zane had given me so much, so much joy. To know that I had returned even a fraction of it to him felt like the greatest gift I could’ve received.


  A few minutes later, his breathing slowed into a steady, audible rhythm. He’d fallen asleep.


  Watching him unguarded, peaceful, and impossibly dear filled me with a quiet resolve to protect him, to do whatever I could for the man resting so trustingly in my lap.


  About an hour later, he stirred and opened his eyes, a faint, sleepy smile on his lips.


  “I don’t remember it clearly,” he said softly, “but I think I had a very good dream. Thank you.”


  I felt the same.


  It had been one of the most restful, heart-cleansing moments I’d ever known.


  [image: Illust 4]


  To round out our day, we mounted the horse again and rode to a spot that offered a sweeping view of the horizon, the sky already beginning to soften with the promise of sunset.


  “When we have more time,” Zane said thoughtfully, “we should do this again somewhere else. With more people.”


  “I’d love to!” I replied at once. “A picnic’s always better with company. The more, the merrier. Especially children. They love things like this. If we could come here one day with some little ones, I’m sure—”


  I stopped myself.


  I hadn’t meant anything specific by it. There was no deliberate implication, just children in the abstract. And yet, having said it aloud, here, with the man I loved, who spoke so naturally of a shared future… The unspoken meaning suddenly felt impossible to ignore.


  “Yes,” Zane said, nodding calmly. “I’m sure that would be a lot of fun.”


  That was all. No surprise. No fluster.


  And just like that, my embarrassment melted away, replaced by a quiet, spreading warmth.


  I offered up a silent prayer, then and there. That this future with him and gentle, unhurried shared moments like this would continue without end.


  ✶✶✶


  WE returned to the estate, and after a long, soothing bath to wash away the day’s sweat, I found myself back in my room with Yanna helping guide my arms through the sleeves of my evening dress.


  I tilted my head, puzzled. The gown was lavender, its design simple yet refined, trimmed elegantly with lace and jewels. Whenever I moved, the frilled edges swayed softly, as though the fabric itself were alive. And yet—


  “I don’t remember owning a dress like this,” I said.


  “That would be because you didn’t,” Yanna replied easily. “Not until today. It’s a birthday gift from Duke Winslet.”


  I blinked, startled. Yanna paid it no mind, already moving me toward the vanity as she began arranging my hair.


  “Earrings from His Grace. And these”—she held up a hair ornament and a matching choker—“are from Lady Mariabelle.”


  She pinned the pearled ornament into my hair, fastened a ribbon choker made from the same fabric as my dress, its edges trimmed with gems, around my neck, then carefully hung the yellow diamond earrings from my ears.


  Each piece was exquisite, so lovely that words failed me. And yet, somehow, together, they felt perfectly suited to me, as though chosen with careful thought.


  They must have selected them together, I realized. The thought warmed my chest, and my heart went out to the Winslet siblings all over again.


  “Thank you, Yanna,” I said softly. “Thanks to you, I get to look my best on this day too.”


  “No need to thank me,” she replied with a smile. “You have their wonderful taste and your own beauty to thank for that.”


  I wished I could have lingered longer, studying the woman in the mirror, but Evan soon arrived to announce that dinner was ready. Not wanting to keep anyone waiting, I hurried out of the room.


  A breathy “Wow…” slipped from my lips as I stepped into the dining hall.


  It looked nothing like it had that morning. Flowers and elegant decorations adorned every corner, and the long table was laden to the brim with dishes—an extravagant feast laid out in my honor.


  Now this, I thought, my heart lifting, is a party.


  Zane and Mariabelle were already there, and the moment they noticed me, two pairs of honey-colored eyes widened in unison.


  “Big Sister, you look so pretty!” Mariabelle exclaimed. “Like a princess from a picture book come to life!”


  “Indeed,” Zane said warmly. “You are radiant.”


  “Thank you. Both of you,” I replied. “For the dress and everything else. I’ll treasure them always.”


  I thanked them again and again until an eager Mariabelle took my hand and guided me to my seat. Since the evening was meant to celebrate me, all formality had been set aside so that Evan, Yanna, and even Al could join us at the table together.


  “Al! You came!” I said. “Aw, I appreciate it!”


  “It’s not like I came for you,” he shot back. “It’s part of the job.”


  “He’s not getting paid today,” Mariabelle chimed in sweetly. “We didn’t even have to offer. He agreed the moment we mentioned it.”


  “Hey! Don’t go airing my business like that,” Al protested. “I just came to enjoy a good meal, all right?”


  Mariabelle effortlessly deflated Al’s gruff façade. And Al, ever the little tsundere, huffed in response. He was even in a suit and everything, looking like quite the dapper little gentleman! The sight of them like that drew an easy smile from me.


  “Oh? Is that so?” I said, a quiet giggle humming in my throat as the dinner finally began.


  ✶✶✶


  “MMM. This is good,” Evan said, lowering his cup of liquor.


  “You like it?” Zane asked. “It’s made locally. It’s a specialty of the region. If it suits your taste, I’ll have some sent along with you.”


  The drinking age in this world was sixteen. I could’ve joined them, but I’d heard that Grace was something of a disastrous drunk, so I opted to clutch my fruit juice instead.


  Truthfully, I hadn’t had alcohol even once yet. I was too wary of what Grace being a bad drunk might look like. When the day finally came, I’d test it somewhere safe. With Evan watching over me. And Zane conveniently nowhere nearby to witness whatever catastrophe might unfold.


  “I’ve eaten so much these past few days,” I said, glancing down at my plate. “I’ve probably gained weight.”


  “That’s a good thing, milady,” Yanna said at once. “You were far too thin before.”


  “Really?” I murmured. “Well… if you say so, Yanna.” I lifted my glass and took a sip.


  “I agree,” Zane said calmly. “No matter what shape you’re in, my love for you won’t change. So go on, eat a little more.”


  The words caught me off guard.


  I nearly choked on my drink.


  ✶✶✶


  DINNER carried on, and the time I spent with my favorite people was so wonderful that I don’t think there was a single moment when I wasn’t smiling or laughing.


  “All right, everyone!” Mariabelle announced, beaming. “It’s present time!”


  As the table was cleared and the last dish was taken away, she eagerly ushered us into the next part of the evening. And to my surprise, everyone had prepared a gift for me.


  Nothing like this had been hinted at beforehand. I’d already been more than content with the gift of their company alone, so this unexpected turn left my heart fluttering with excitement.


  The first to approach me was Yanna. She placed an envelope in my hands. Inside, I found what appeared to be a simple map—a rough diagram marking off a specific parcel of land.


  “Happy birthday, milady,” she said. “To be precise, this is only a guide. It shows you where to find something we prepared in the rear grounds of the estate: your very own planting garden.”


  “My what?!” I yelped.


  Could it be…?


  She explained that she and the gardener had worked together to set aside a small plot on the estate grounds meant for planting all the things I’d always wanted.


  It is!


  I could hardly believe it. The excitement bubbling up inside me was so intense that it was almost frustrating that I wasn’t back home this instant. A garden of my own. Somewhere I could grow magical herbs, or whatever else struck my fancy.


  “I…I don’t even know what to say, Yanna!” I blurted. “I mean—ah! I really don’t! I can’t wait to get back and start planting. We’ll have to sit down and decide what goes where, what we want to grow first, everything!”


  “I don’t think you’ll need to worry about that,” she said, a little mysteriously.


  Before I could press her on it, Mariabelle and Al stepped forward next. Al hesitated, clearly reluctant, until Mariabelle gave him a firm push between the shoulder blades, sending him stumbling ahead.


  Since when have those two gotten so close?


  “You go first,” Mariabelle said.


  “Okay, okay! Just don’t push me!” Al grumbled.


  His face held in that faintly sulky expression as he opened a small box to reveal two red, gem-like objects glinting under the lights. For a moment, I thought they were earrings until he cleared his throat and explained, “They’re a pair of brooches. If you channel magic into one, you can tell where the other is. The range isn’t infinite, but it’s still useful.”


  I looked up at him, surprised. “That sounds… really precious. Are you sure you want to give this to me?”


  “Yeah,” he said shortly. “I’m a busy guy. I don’t have time to keep tabs on you all day.” He crossed his arms, huffed, and turned his face away as if that settled the matter. I couldn’t help laughing.


  “Thank you, Al!” I said warmly. “With these, I already feel safer. I’ll take good care of them.”


  A gift meant for my safety. How thoughtful could someone be while pretending not to care?


  Moved, I reached out and ruffled his hair. He swatted my hand away. “Hey! No treating me like a kid!”


  Next came Mariabelle.


  “Happy birthday again, Big Sister! I love you!” she said, handing me a large box.


  I lifted the lid to reveal a pair of matching dresses. They were clearly meant to be worn together—identical designs, different colors.


  “I remembered how we once talked about how fun it would be to have matching sister dresses,” she said shyly. “So I thought…”


  “Oh, Mariabelle, you shouldn’t have,” I said, touched. “Not after giving me such beautiful accessories already. Thank you.”


  “I’m really glad I got to meet you, Big Sister,” she said earnestly. “I hope we’ll always be together. Forever and ever.”


  “Of course,” I replied, smiling back at her. “Until you get tired of me. I love you too, Mariabelle.”


  Mariabelle and Al stepped aside, and in their place came my one and only forever knight, Evan.


  “And here’s my present,” he said, offering it with a small smile. “Happy birthday, milady.”


  He handed me… a single sheet of paper, densely covered in handwritten notes. I took it, skimmed the contents, then tilted my head.


  “Is this… a list of rare magical herbs?”


  “Correct,” Evan replied. “Every one of them is something you once said you wanted, back when you were going through that big field guide.”


  I nodded slowly, the memory coming back to me at once.


  Magical herbs came in endless varieties—far more never made it to market than those that did. And every name on that page was something I’d longed to obtain but never could. They grew in places far too dangerous or inaccessible: deep in the mountains, clinging to sheer cliff faces, hidden within monster-infested forests.


  “I got you all of them,” Evan said. “Roots and all.”


  My eyes widened. “What?” I let out in disbelief.


  “So they should be good to go to plant in your new garden,” he went on, as casually as ever. “Well, they’re back home, so you’ll just have to wait a bit to get your hands on them.”


  For a moment, I was speechless. Evan said it like it was nothing, but I could only imagine the danger he’d faced gathering everything on that list.


  “W-Wait,” I said. “But you’re my guard-knight. When did you even find the time to…?”


  “At night, after my guarding or monster-slaying duties. I don’t need much sleep to get by, so it wasn’t a problem.”


  I couldn’t believe it. Shock, worry, and gratitude crashed over me all at once. So he’d barely been sleeping and did all of this without ever mentioning it? It was just my birthday. The thought that he’d sacrificed so much, just because… It struck me squarely in the chest.


  “E-Evan… Thank you. Truly,” I said, voice unsteady. “I’m so happy I don’t even know what to say. I… I swear I’ll take the best care of them. Every single one.”


  “Ah, it’s nothing,” he said, waving it off. “Nothing compared to what you do for me. And besides, I’m a guy. If I’d gotten you clothes or jewelry, the duke would’ve had my head. So I had to think really carefully.”


  He’d considered even that.


  He drove me up the wall at times, but this… This was Evan. My Evan. I found myself holding him a little closer in my heart, knowing how irreplaceable he was.


  I then sternly warned him to never do something so reckless again. To which he replied perfunctorily, “Yeah, yeah, whatever you say.” Judging by his tone, I doubted he meant it.


  Oh well. I swore in my heart to plant every single herb with care and let none of them wither, and I thanked him again.


  “All right,” Evan said, turning to Haniwa. “Your turn now.”


  “Eep…” Haniwa squeaked, suddenly shy.


  Haniwa was wearing the frilly dress Mariabelle had given it last time, all dressed up for the formal occasion. It was so unbearably cute it almost hurt to look at.


  Clutched in its small arms was a rolled-up sheet of paper, tied neatly with a shiny red ribbon knotted into a bow. It toddled over, hesitating just a little, then held the scroll out toward me.


  “Thank you, Haniwa,” I said gently, accepting it. “Is this a present? May I open it?”


  “Oop.”


  I loosened the ribbon and unfurled the page—


  And my eyes immediately began to sting.


  “Did you… Did you draw this?” I asked softly.


  Haniwa nodded once.


  Paint streaked across the page in earnest, uneven lines forming two figures: a pink-haired woman and a silver-haired man. The proportions were wildly off, and the features were barely recognizable. It was on par with what a three-year-old might produce.


  But it was the work of a very dedicated three-year-old who had poured their whole heart into every stroke.


  There was no need to ask who the figures were meant to be.


  “It didn’t even know how to hold a brush at first,” Evan said. “So we really started from scratch. It couldn’t draw a straight line to save its life. But after a few nights of practice, we managed to turn it into something workable.”


  He poked a finger lightly at Haniwa, who responded with a small, startled “eep.”


  So that was why…


  Haniwa hadn’t been sleeping at my side lately, choosing instead to stay with Evan. I’d felt a little hurt, wondering if it had begun to prefer him over me, but now, understanding the truth…


  My vision blurred, and tears spilled over before I could stop them.


  “Haniwa… thank you so much,” I said, my voice breaking. “I really, really love this. Can I hang it up in my room?”


  “Oop-ope!” it squeaked happily.


  Zane, clearly moved as well, reached out and gently patted Haniwa’s head. “It’s a very good drawing,” he said. “You did wonderfully.”


  Then the others chimed in with their praise, one after another. Faced with attention coming from every direction, Haniwa grew flustered all at once. With a little squeak, it darted forward and buried its face against my chest, clinging to me as though trying to hide from it all.


  I wrapped my arms around the thoroughly embarrassed Haniwa and silently vowed that the drawing would become a forever-cherished family treasure.


  Zane spoke up then. “I have a gift for you as well, but I’d like to give it to you privately. May I come by your room later?”


  “Oh!” I squeaked. Startled, my shoulders jumped. “Of course. I’ll see you there.” After answering him, I turned back to the others. “Everyone…thank you. Truly. This has been the best birthday I’ve ever had.”


  I could have said it again and again, and still the gratitude welling up inside me wouldn’t have diminished in the slightest.


  Before long, the celebration drew to a close, ending with me juggling an armful of gifts, struggling to hold onto every single one I’d been given that day.


  ✶✶✶


  AFTER the party, I treated myself to a long, relaxing bath, then changed into my nightclothes and waited in my room for Zane. Not long after, word reached me that he’d been suddenly summoned and would be running a bit late.


  “Hee hee,” I giggled to myself, my heart still light and buoyant from the evening.


  I took out each of the presents I’d received and arranged them carefully, one by one, simply staring at them and smiling. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, lost in quiet happiness, before a knock at the door finally startled me to my feet.


  I hurried over and opened the door.


  “Sorry, I’m late,” Zane said.


  “Not at all,” I replied at once. “Please, come in.”


  I closed the door behind him, turned around, and froze.


  Between the gifts I’d spread out to admire and the luggage already packed for our return, every inch of table and sofa space had been claimed. There was nowhere left to sit.


  “S-Sorry!” I blurted. “Why don’t you, um, uh, sit here?”


  The only space left was the bed.


  I gestured toward it, silently berating my own lack of foresight.


  Zane paused, glancing at it as if weighing something unseen, then gave a small nod and crossed the room. He sat down without another word, settling himself neatly at the edge.


  I sat down beside him and turned to look his way. He was already dressed down for the evening, and judging by the faint scent clinging to him, he must have come straight from the bath. The same soap I’d used lingered softly in the air between us.


  He drew out a small, navy-blue box.


  “I wanted to give this to you privately,” he said.


  I recognized that box at once. It belonged to a purveyor granted a royal warrant of appointment. Their catalog had once been delivered to the estate, and I remembered paging through it, utterly enchanted by every design… right up until I noticed the dizzying number of zeros on the price tags and snapped the booklet shut.


  “Happy birthday, Grace,” Zane said quietly. “This is for you.”


  “Thank you…” I breathed. “May I open it?”


  “Please.”


  With hands that trembled despite myself, I took the box and lifted the lid. Inside lay the most beautiful bracelet I had ever seen.


  A slender chain, delicate as spun light, was dotted here and there with diamond flowers. As it caught the light, it shimmered and gleamed, stealing my breath away. I found myself drawn in, unable to look anywhere else, as though my eyes had been claimed by it.


  “I always felt terrible about ruining the one you had before,” Zane said. “And I wanted to give you something that would show, at a glance, that you belong to me.”


  At his words, understanding dawned.


  The floral motif set into the bracelet was the same flower used in the Winslet ducal crest.


  In the Kingdom of Sewell, every high-ranking noble bore a specific flower in their family crest, without exception. It wasn’t a mere ornament but a symbol of lineage and authority, one reserved for only the most solemn and meaningful purposes. So sacred was the motif that even members of the house themselves could not use it lightly.


  Which meant—


  I understood exactly what this represented.


  The weight of it, the meaning behind it, and the emotion bound up in his gesture all rose at once, pressing tight against my throat. For a moment, I couldn’t find a single word to say.


  I barely held back the swell rising inside me, the tears threatening to spill, as I scooted closer, clutched at Zane’s arms, and threw my face into his chest. Almost at once, his arms came around me, steady and sure.


  “I’m happy,” I whispered. “I love you.”


  When I finally managed to speak, they were trite words. Almost embarrassingly so.


  But when Zane answered, softly and without hesitation, “I see. Thank you. I love you, too,” my vision finally blurred.


  And in that moment, I knew.


  I would never love another the way I loved Zane.


  ✶✶✶


  “I love it so much. I’ll never take it off. Not for the rest of my life.”


  “I’m glad you like it.”


  I finally thanked him after calming down enough to breathe properly. This time, more quietly and sincerely. He seemed almost relieved at that, the tension easing from his face as a small smile took its place.


  Why? Had he been nervous that I wouldn’t like it? I wondered, faintly amused by the thought.


  “I really had the best, best day today.” The words tumbled out of me. “All these presents…can you believe it? Oh! Right! Speaking of presents!”


  I jumped to my feet and hurried over to the table, where the brooches Al had given me lay waiting. Taking one of the pair, I returned to Zane’s side and placed the red gem carefully in his hand.


  “Would you like to keep the matching half?” I asked. “I think we’d both feel safer that way, no matter where we are.”


  He stared down at the brooch for a moment, almost like he was caught off guard. Then the surprise softened, and he looked back up at me with a gentle smile.


  “Very well,” he said. “By the way,” he added, “this wasn’t some roundabout gift from me that I made him give you.”


  I giggled softly. “I know.”


  “I see.” He closed his fingers around the brooch. “Then I’ll use this to find you, wherever you are, and protect you. So,” he said, fixing me with a steady look, “you won’t ever do something so dangerous again. Agreed?”


  I knew exactly what he meant—the time I’d gone for and destroyed the magical tool. I bowed my head at once, contrite.


  “Yes,” I said. “I’m truly sorry.”


  If that mysterious light hadn’t saved me back then… I didn’t even want to imagine what sort of life I might, or might not, be living now.


  “Though I’ve always wondered,” I admitted quietly. “What was that light that saved me? I thought it was your power, but…”


  “Mine? No. That light was unmistakably your doing.”


  “What?”


  I stared at him, stunned. It’d been so blinding. Given how close I’d been to him, I’d been certain it had come from Zane.


  The mystery deepened. My thoughts spiraled until Zane suddenly released my hand. I hadn’t even realized he was holding it.


  “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I’ve kept you long enough. I should return to my room.”


  He rose to leave. Without thinking, I caught hold of his shirt.


  “Grace?”


  “Oh! Sorry,” I said quickly. “I just…hated to see you go.”


  Zane had had a long day. It wasn’t good to keep him like this. But today, of all days, I hoped he’d forgive me for being just a little selfish.


  Gathering my courage, I forced the words out. “As my last birthday wish…would you stay here until I fall asleep?”


  I looked up at him, searching his face.


  Instead of answering, he caught the hand clutching his shirt.


  Pulled me toward him.


  And pressed his lips to mine.


  “Mmph!”


  I barely had time to react before the kiss deepened, his mouth shifting gently, insistently. The strength drained from me, and I fell back against the bed.


  When he finally pulled away, I opened my eyes to find him hovering above me, golden eyes burning with an intensity that stole my breath.


  For a moment, I forgot how to breathe at all.


  “You don’t seem to realize,” he growled softly, “just how much restraint I’ve been exercising.”


  I inhaled sharply.


  “You think of me as something beyond human,” he continued, gaze unwavering. “But in truth… I’m a man like any other.”


  I’d known that Zane harbored affection for me. But inexperienced in love as I was, I’d never been quite certain whether that love was the same as, or different from, seeing me as a woman.


  But now, with those golden eyes fixed on me, it had never been clearer.


  “Tell me,” he said quietly. “How many men in this world do you think could resist their beloved clinging to them, pleading for them to stay, like this?”


  Flustered. At a loss. All I could do was apologize. “I’m… I’m sorry…”


  To which he smirked.


  Then he leaned in again and placed a gentle, audible kiss near my eyes, lingering just long enough to make my breath hitch.


  “But since today is a special day for you,” he said softly, “I’ll grant your wish. I’ll stay by your side until you fall asleep. After all, I’m loath to leave you as well.”


  “Th-Thank you…” I whispered, happiness and nerves rushing through me in equal measure.


  As the moment settled, the world grew quiet. Only then did I notice my own heartbeat, pounding loudly in my chest, like a drum echoing from within.


  Zane shifted, turning so he was no longer hovering over me, and lay down beside me instead. He rested on his side, one elbow propped against the mattress, his head supported by his hand as he looked at me.


  I’d…half expected him to sit in a chair nearby, watching over me as I slept. So this sudden closeness made sleep feel entirely out of reach.


  “Don’t mind me. You can sleep,” he said calmly.


  “Well,” I admitted, “with you right here beside me, I can’t help but mind a little…”


  “I see.” A faint smile touched his lips. “In that case, perhaps a bit more contact on my part will help you grow accustomed to my presence.”


  Before I could protest, he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Then another, and another—light, unhurried pecks, until I reached my limit and turned my face away, overwhelmed.


  “You are utterly adorable,” he murmured.


  I was certain my face was as red as an apple, my eyes prickling faintly.


  He reached out, his large hand warm as it brushed my cheek, fingers slipping gently through my hair. With every small touch, something in my chest swelled and lifted.


  “Why don’t we talk for a while,” he suggested, “until you grow tired?”


  “Can we?” I said.


  “Of course,” he added lightly. “I can’t promise anything particularly entertaining, but I’ll answer any questions you might have about me.”


  “In that case…tell me about your childhood!”


  “All right.”


  From there, Zane spoke in a low, soothing voice, sharing quiet stories from his past—about his family, his friends, the things he loved, and the things he didn’t. I treasured every word. Anything about him felt precious, and I listened with rapt attention.


  Before I realized it, his voice had taken on the rhythm of a lullaby. My eyelids grew heavy, my thoughts drifting in and out as sleep crept closer.


  “I love you… Zane,” I whispered, clinging to wakefulness for just a moment longer.


  “And I love you, too.”


  The last thing I felt on the best birthday I’d ever known was the steady, reassuring weight of his hand resting on my head, guiding me gently into a sweet, peaceful dream.


  ✶✶✶


  I woke the next morning and instinctively tried to stretch my arms, only to realize that something was very, very wrong.


  My eyes flew open.


  “—?!”


  “Good morning,” Zane said calmly. “You’re finally awake.”


  Zane.


  The love of my life.


  Still here.


  With my arms wrapped firmly around him.


  My mind short-circuited on the spot. For one frantic moment, I considered bringing up the weather, perhaps, or…or…or how unfairly perfect he looked even first thing in the morning. Literally anything except the situation at hand.


  “You’re wearing an expression that suggests you’d like an explanation,” Zane said calmly. “Well, last night, after I thought I’d put you to bed, I tried to get up. Then you clung to me again.”


  I blinked. “I…did what now?”


  “Even when I tried to ease myself free, you started mumbling things like ‘no’ and ‘don’t go.’ You even sounded as though you were on the verge of tears. So I gave up and stayed the night.”


  “…”


  Come to think of it… I did have a hazy memory of a dream where I was desperately holding onto something—or someone.


  Mortification hit me all at once. I pulled the covers up to my eyes and hid. “I…I’m so sorry,” I said weakly. “A-At least I slept really well thanks to you? Did… Did you?”


  “You honestly expect me to have slept a wink?”


  “Um.”


  “If anything,” he continued dryly, “I believe I deserve praise for my extraordinary strength of will.”


  Heat flooded my face. I shot upright, then flung myself forward, planting my hands on the mattress and bowing my head down in a full, groveling posture. Even accounting for birthday leniency, this was indefensible.


  The bed shifted as Zane got up, and a firm hand ruffled my hair.


  “I’m going to get changed,” he said with a quiet chuckle. “I’ll see you in the dining hall.”


  I lifted my head at once. “Y-Yes! Thank you… again…”


  Even then, as I watched him move to leave for real this time, I felt an unwelcome little tug in my chest at the sight of his back, and I hated myself for it.


  It must have shown on my face, because Zane paused, glanced at me, and smiled—soft and almost rueful.


  “Don’t look like that,” he said. “Or I’ll be tempted to shut myself away in here with you forever.”


  And so I walked him to the door, swinging it open—


  Just to see Evan passing by.


  “Ehp-eep-ope!”


  Haniwa perched neatly on his shoulder.


  Evan looked at me.


  Then at Zane.


  Then his face twisted into something so perplexed, so unlike him, that it almost froze me in place.


  “I will pretend I saw absolutely nothing,” he said flatly, before continuing down the hall.


  A heartbeat passed.


  Heat rushed straight to my face.


  And I lunged forward, grabbing Evan by the shoulders, stopping him dead. “I-It’s not what you think!” I blurted. “We just slept on the same bed, that’s all!”


  I shook him—back and forth, back and forth—until—


  “Baha.” He snorted. “I’m kidding,” he said. “As if I’d worry about you at this point.”


  “Tch…”


  Tease me now, would he? His tone only made it harder to recover any shred of dignity I’d had left.


  Zane, for his part, had been watching the exchange between Evan and me with perfect composure until—


  “Because you’ve always been strangely prudish about that sort of thing,” Evan said.


  “Huh?”


  “What?”


  Zane and I spoke at the exact same time, both equally blindsided.


  “You had a sharp tongue and an attitude to match,” Evan continued casually, “but you had your innocent streaks, too. You’d come to me with all kinds of questions. What you were supposed to do, how things were supposed to work, that sort of thing.”


  I. Had. Somanyquestions.


  Not least of which was that Grace had never, ever done it before?


  All this time, I’d heard the rumors. Carried the impression shaped by the novel. I’d assumed, without question, that she was experienced. Experienced with more than one partner, even.


  So to hear that and to realize, if only potentially, that this body was still untouched…


  A heavy, unexpected relief settled in my chest.


  Call me old-fashioned if you like. But in both this life and my last, I’d idealized my first time being with the man I loved after I’d married him.


  Meanwhile, Zane had gone conspicuously silent.


  I glanced over and found him with one hand covering his mouth, gaze distant, as though he were carefully processing something heavy. When I peered up at him, he finally noticed and turned away.


  “Sorry,” he said quietly. “Don’t mind me.”


  Seeing that, Evan smirked. “Well, given all the rumors, I’m sure you’d formed a few ideas of your own, hm? I probably should’ve told you sooner.” He laughed lightly.


  That’s it.


  I bopped Evan on the head, muttered a quick excuse to Zane about needing to change, and seized Evan by the collar. I dragged him into my room and slammed the door shut behind us, bracing my back against it.


  “Was that…true? What you said just now?”


  “It was,” Evan replied easily. “You loved having men waiting on you hand and foot. But when it came down to it, you were a real schoolmarm.”


  “Oh, what a relief… That is such a relief…”


  True enough, I thought back, and while the book had described Grace as a shameless seducer and a Generally Awful Woman, it had never gone into great detail about her exploits, on account of her side-character nature and all. A profound, soul-deep sense of relief filled me, thinking that Zane may have wrestled with those impressions himself, though they were now cleared up.


  “Oh, but you have kissed, at least,” Evan added nonchalantly.


  At least?


  I rolled the phrasing around in my mind. Just how experienced was Evan, really, to say kissing was an at least?


  “I see…” I said slowly. “So I already gave my first kiss away…to a man I barely even know.”


  To me, Zane had been my first in either life. Virginity was one thing, but I knew better than to expect something so elementary to have remained untouched. Even so…the thought that this body had kissed someone else, even if it hadn’t truly been me, left a faint sting of regret.


  “Oh, it was with me.”


  “…Pardon?”


  “Your first kiss,” Evan said evenly. “It was with me.”


  The bomb detonated.


  I nearly dropped Haniwa, who had just hopped into my palms.


  H-H-Hold on. Evan…wouldn’t lie about something like this, would he?


  But Evan and Grace, an item? Nothing like that had ever even been hinted at!


  Shock and disbelief crashed over me, a cold sweat breaking across my skin. “A-Are you serious?” I blurted. “Like—serious, serious? When? Why?!”


  “That’s a secret,” Evan replied lightly. “But don’t worry. There’s no deeper meaning to it.”


  He pressed an index finger to his lips and smiled, so devilishly pretty for a moment before slipping back to normal. “Changing, right? I’ll go get a maid.” And with that, he sauntered out of the room.


  Left alone, staring at the door, I stood there with no idea what to do with the information he’d just dropped on me. After a moment, I decided the only thing I could do was shove it firmly to the back of my mind for now.


  ✶✶✶


  BEFORE I knew it, my final day in the duchy came to an end, and we were rocking along on the road back to the capital.


  On the return journey, I found myself alone with Zane in our private carriage, just as on the trip over. And while I wrestled quietly with guilt over having kept him up all night, he, on the other hand, seemed in remarkably good spirits.


  “I really had a wonderful time,” I said at last. “It feels like the days just…slipped by.”


  “I know,” he replied with a small smile. “We’ll simply have to come back again sometime.”


  “Yes,” I said without hesitation. “Definitely.”


  There were still so many places I hadn’t seen. Heck, places I had seen that I could imagine myself visiting over and over again. Then, we made a promise to visit my father’s domain as well. And just like that, I had yet another future to look forward to.


  For no particular reason, my gaze drifted down to my lap.


  There, my bracelet caught the sunlight streaming through the carriage window, the diamonds glinting softly as the carriage swayed.


  “Pretty,” I murmured.


  I wasn’t especially knowledgeable when it came to gemstones, but even I could tell these weren’t ordinary diamonds.


  “Wear that,” Zane said, “and no man besides me will dare approach you. If he values his life, that is.”


  Wow, I thought. An impressive level of man-repelling power for a bracelet. Given that men from Grace’s past had already tried to approach me before, it was…oddly reassuring.


  Not to mention…


  “Hee hee,” I giggled.


  “Something amusing?” Zane asked.


  “No, I was just thinking…” I said, “about how I used to believe you weren’t interested in me at all.”


  It was a memory that almost felt nostalgic now. How back at the casino, during that ridiculous fake-affair scheme, he’d caught me red-handed and done nothing more than smile. I’d been convinced then and there that this man felt absolutely nothing for me.


  I mentioned it aloud, and Zane just listened quietly. Then, he propped his head on his hand, a corner of his mouth lifting into a dangerously alluring half-smile.


  “Indeed,” he said. “But do be careful. Don’t think I’d let you get away with starting a fake affair these days.”


  “Well then,” I replied lightly, “then I definitely shouldn’t start a real one.”


  It felt like the perfect sort of joke for the occasion.


  Zane’s smile deepened. “Indeed. Unless you want to see me become a murderer.”


  “…”


  I didn’t have the courage to ask whether he was serious. As currently, his smile outshone the diamonds, the sun, everything…


  Instead, he leaned closer, lifted my chin gently with one finger, and smiled at me with quiet certainty.


  “I will be your first,” he said softly, “and your last.”


  “—!”


  “When the time is right,” he continued, “I will take all of you for myself. So do steel yourself for that day.”


  My heart raced, and my chest fluttered, every implication echoing through me at once.


  All I could do was nod, quickly and fervently, my answer written plainly on my face.


   


   


   


  Chapter 3: The First Ripple


   


  AFTER we returned to the capital and life resumed its usual pace, a letter from Lanhart arrived. He wrote that he’d like to come by for a visit—this time with a certain female friend in tow.


  I sent back a quick reply saying I’d be happy to see him and that I’d let Zane know he was coming. Still, I couldn’t help wondering who this “female friend” was supposed to be. It would be the first time he’d ever shown up with someone on his arm.


  Before long, the day arrived. At the appointed hour, I stood by the entrance waiting, and, as expected, Lanhart appeared right on time.


  “Grace. It’s been a while.” He stepped up with an easy smile. “You look well.”


  “I am, thank you,” I replied. “And I see you’re exactly the same as ever.”


  As I said that, I noticed the maids who had come out to greet him. More than one of them was blushing, flustered just by the sight of him.


  It really had been a while. Aside from the occasional run-in at social gatherings or a brief exchange of letters, the last time we’d deliberately met had been that fateful date by the lake.


  “It was your birthday the other day, right?” he said. “I came to wish you a happy birthday.”


  “That’s so thoughtful of you,” I said, genuinely surprised. “So you knew.”


  Something was almost comically perfect about Lanhart presenting roses like that. A handsome nobleman, with flawless timing, flowers in hand. It was borderline cliché. And yet…it suited him.


  As I accepted the bouquet, a young woman behind Lanhart stepped into view. “How do you do, Lady Grace?” she said.


  “Lady Dana!” I remarked in recognition.


  So that was it. His mysterious “female friend” had been Lady Dana, the sweet girl I’d met at Charlotte’s tea party.


  I quickly ushered them inside, and we settled in the parlor as tea was being laid out.


  “You must be surprised to see me,” Lady Dana said once we were seated. “I hope you’ll forgive the ambush.”


  “No need to apologize,” I said with a smile. “I’m really glad you came. I didn’t realize the two of you knew each other.”


  “In a manner of speaking,” Lanhart replied easily. “I wanted to celebrate your birthday, but if I showed up alone, a certain scary duke might take issue.” His mouth curved faintly. “Lady Dana was looking for an excuse to see you again anyway, so the timing worked out.”


  Lanhart really does seem to know everyone, I thought, nodding along and silently thanking him for his…consideration. But what surprised me even more was hearing that Lady Dana had wanted to see me badly enough to reach out through a mutual connection like him.


  “Oh, and I have one more present for you,” Lanhart added.


  He handed a neat paper box to Yanna, who had been standing discreetly nearby. The moment I saw it, I froze.


  “Wait…is that the one with the year-long waiting list?”


  “That’s the one,” Lanhart said. “Quite the hot-ticket item, or so I hear. I figured if there’s any gift from me you’d feel comfortable accepting, it may have been this.”


  Second to none in taste, reservations had to be acquired a full year ahead of time—it was for the legendary cheesecake I’d always wanted to try but had long since given up on as unattainable.


  Lanhart was as thoughtful as ever.


  “Oh, you’ve really outdone yourself this time!” I said, clasping my hands together in delight. “I’ll treat it with the utmost respect. I’ll savor every bite.”


  He laughed under his breath. “As long as it makes you happy.” Then he leaned back in his chair, studying me. “So. Eighteen at last, hm? Still the youngest one in the room.”


  I let out a small, embarrassed laugh. “That’s rich, coming from someone who’s hardly ancient himself.”


  Lanhart was only five years older than I was. Hardly an age gap at all. And yet, realizing he was just twenty-three felt strangely shocking. He carried himself with such composure and perspective that I’d always unconsciously placed him somewhere further ahead in life.


  “I…actually brought something for you as well, Lady Grace,” Lady Dana said suddenly. “It’s nothing extravagant, but—” She held out a small box.


  “Oh! Thank you.”


  Inside was the latest release from a cosmetics brand currently taking the noble ladies by storm. It was exactly the sort of thing everyone had been gossiping about.


  Receiving a gift like this, from another woman, no less, was a bit of a first. In my previous life, I’d never had the spare money for gifts. Thus, I’d always steered clear of any occasion that would oblige my friends to give me gifts, uneasy with the imbalance. So maybe that was why my excitement slipped out so easily now.


  Lady Dana blinked at my reaction, then her expression softened into something warm and amused. “You were right, Lord Lanhart,” she said lightly. “She’s exactly as you described. Very genuine.”


  “See?” Lanhart said with a satisfied nod. “Grace is the purest one in the room. I personally guarantee it.”


  Now what, exactly, have they been saying about me before coming here? I wondered, not without a twinge of shyness.


  At the same time, hearing that he’d spoken of me at all, much less spoken well of me, sent a small, unexpected warmth through my chest. It wasn’t dramatic. Just a quiet, steady swell of happiness.


  Lady Dana set her teacup down with a soft, decisive clink. When I looked up, the warmth in her expression was gone, replaced by something far more serious.


  “The truth is, Lady Grace… I didn’t come only to pay my respects.” She drew in a breath. “There’s something I needed to tell you.”


  The air in the room shifted at once. The easy laughter from moments before faded, and I found myself sitting a little straighter.


  “Oh,” I said carefully. “What is it?”


  She hesitated. My fingers twisted together in my lap as I waited.


  “That day,” she began at last. “At Lady Charlotte’s tea gathering. Every woman there had, at some point in the past, been the target of one of your more…significant outbursts.”


  “What?” The word slipped out before I could temper it.


  I mean, sure. It had felt like walking into strong social headwinds that day. But I’d chalked it up to Grace’s general reputation. It was easier to assume that most people had some prior grievance than to imagine something more deliberate.


  But if all fifteen of the other guests had been personally wronged by me, as Lady Dana was saying? That felt…orchestrated.


  “I later met, for a different occasion, with some of the other ladies who had attended,” Lady Dana continued. “There was one girl in particular who barely knew Lady Charlotte. She’d even wondered why she’d been invited.”


  Apparently, there had been four of them in total: this girl and her friend, plus two other young women in the same position. Hardly connected to Charlotte, and yet each had her own history with me.


  From there, suspicions began to form.


  “In the end,” Lady Dana said quietly, “we reached out to everyone who attended. Aside from Lady Mariabelle, all fifteen invitees had experienced some form of serious mistreatment from you in the past.”


  Even Lady Dana had been invited despite not being especially close to Charlotte.


  She lowered her gaze. “I’ve regretted that day ever since. You protected me, and yet I did that to you. I’m truly sorry.”


  “N-No, please,” I said quickly. “It was a bit of a shock, yes, but you’ve nothing to apologize for. I share in fault as well.”


  I hadn’t interacted with everyone at the gathering that day. If Lady Dana hadn’t told me this, I never would have pieced it together on my own.


  As I reassured her again and again that it was fine, that I held no resentment, a faint sense of unease crept in. The invitation had already struck me as odd. I’d never really interacted with Charlotte before that day.


  So why had I been invited at all?


  “Now that,” Lanhart said evenly, “is what I’d call a fine form of harassment.”


  He answered the question for me. I’d been circling around the idea, hesitant to give it shape, but hearing him say it out loud made it feel suddenly, unsettlingly plausible.


  And yet…even then, I struggled to accept it.


  This was Charlotte Clive.


  No one in this world was supposed to have a purer heart than hers. No one was kinder. She was practically canonized in my mind—a heroine among heroines.


  “But…why would she do something like that?” I murmured.


  “Because she’s in love with Duke Winslet,” Lanhart replied simply. “If you’re the woman at his side, that alone would be motive enough.”


  “—!” I sucked in a sharp breath. 


  “If His Grace doesn’t return her feelings,” he went on, “then feigning drunkenness to create an intimate moment isn’t exactly unheard of. Among noblewomen, it’s practically a handbook move. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried it.”


  So even Lanhart, who had been there with me and had seen that “kiss” by the garden, thought the same thing.


  He believed Charlotte had her eyes on Zane.


  “Then…is it true?” I said quietly. “Her claiming she admired me was all an act?”


  Because Yanna had hinted at as much before, hadn’t she? Called Charlotte shrewd. Calculating. If that were true, then the small seed of doubt I’d been trying to ignore could no longer be dismissed.


  And with that realization came an unpleasant, heavy thud in my chest. It was slow and insistent, like something sinking.


  “At any rate,” Lady Dana said gently, “what I wish to convey is this: I believe you should be cautious around Lady Charlotte.”


  I met her gaze. “Thank you, Lady Dana. I’ll take that advice to heart.”


  What a turn of events this all was.


  Charlotte had been one half of my favorite pair in the novel. If not for the steady stream of warnings from the people around me, I never would have questioned her on my own. From now on, I’d watch her carefully. Not just because of her Saintly powers, but as a person.


  Suddenly, a sharp clap rang out. I turned to see Lanhart with his palms pressed together.


  “All right, that’s enough heavy talk,” he said. “Let’s move on to something more pleasant, shall we? Lady Dana, you may not know this, but thanks to certain…past misadventures, Grace here has never had a proper female friend. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to change that.”


  Thinking he was trying to shift the mood before it sank too far, I followed up, “He’s absolutely right. So right, in fact, that I can’t even argue in my own defense.”


  Lanhart laughed. “How amusing. You admit it so readily.”


  And Lady Dana smiled, a soft giggle slipping free. “My, you two truly are close.” She turned back to me, eyes warm. “In that case, Lady Grace, if you wouldn’t mind, I would very much like for us to begin again. Properly, this time.”


  From there, the conversation flowed easily between the three of us, with Lady Dana and me getting to know each other properly this time. By the end of it, she’d even invited me to join her and a few of her friends at a fashionable café in the capital sometime soon.


  It was…eye-opening.


  I hadn’t realized how much I’d been missing until I found myself deep in conversation with another young noblewoman my age. I practically never stopped taking notes in my head. From the latest gown trends to the people I should stay away from, Lady Dana shared it all, like she was handing me a map to a world I’d been fumbling through blindly.


  I’d heard countless times that a noble’s greatest asset was their connections.


  This was the first time I truly felt what that meant.


  It was informative. Practical. And, most importantly, fun.


  The hours slipped by before I noticed, and soon enough I was seeing them off at the gate.


  “If there’s ever anything you need,” Lanhart said lightly as he stepped into the carriage, “just say the word.”


  I held onto those parting words, letting them settle somewhere steady inside me.


  No matter how I looked at it, I had never really repaid him in any way that felt equal. So I promised: if he ever needed help, I wouldn’t hesitate, no matter the ask.


  “Might I say, milady, you seemed to enjoy yourself today,” Yanna observed once we were alone.


  “I did,” I admitted with a soft laugh. “Friends. You truly can’t live without them, can you? Not to say you aren’t! You’re one of my closest friends. More like family, really.”


  “Thank you, milady. I feel the same way,” she said, smiling warmly.


  Aw, now how sweet was that? I pulled her into a hug, then went back to my room, excited to place Lanhart’s flowers in a vase, when I stopped myself.


  “I shouldn’t be putting up flowers from other men in my room…should I?”


  The memory of what had happened to the bracelet he’d once given me surfaced immediately.


  Just then, Evan wandered in from the garden after sparring with Haniwa. “Oh, I’d say it’s probably fine,” he said offhandedly.


  I stared at him. How could he say that so confidently?


  “That’s thirteen roses, isn’t it?” he added.


  “…And if it is?”


  “When you give roses, the meaning changes depending on the number.”


  To someone who’d grown up nibbling wild greens and never so much as glanced at luxury bouquets, that was entirely new information.


  Also, the fact that Evan had been the one to reveal it caught me off guard.


  Even Yanna only knew that the number of roses meant something, not what each specific number meant.


  “So what does thirteen roses mean, exactly?” I asked.


  “If you’re that curious,” he said lightly, pressing a finger to his lips with a knowing smile, “I highly recommend looking it up yourself.”


  It seemed Evan was far more mysterious than I gave him credit for. And yet, even with that air of mystery about him, he was still Evan. My irreplaceable friend. Practically family, right alongside Yanna. So instead of pressing him further, I huffed and let it go for now.


  A few days later, I had my chance to figure it out.


  I asked one of the maids to fetch a book on floriography from the library, and that afternoon I sat by the window with it open across my lap.


  One rose meant love at first sight.


  Four roses meant nothing, not even death, could change one’s feelings.


  Others were just as dramatic, each more romantic than the last. I found myself absurdly invested, my heart fluttering as I worked my way down the list, and as my finger slid to thirteen…


  It froze.


  “Thirteen roses mean…eternal friendship,” I read aloud.


  And when given by a member of the opposite sex, it meant “to our platonic friendship.”


  The words hung in the air, and I felt a tightness in my chest I couldn’t quite shake.


  Lanhart… Just what were you thinking when you chose to give me this?


  His voice echoed in my memory.


  “You can just be with me. I’ll treat you right.”


  “But if I could win even a single look from you, I’m sure I’d give the whole of my life to keeping it.”


  “I hope you realize I’m quite serious about you.”


  I had never forgotten those words.


  Whatever he’d felt for me, it had been more than just platonic friendship. And yet, he’d never said anything outright. I hadn’t given him a clear answer either. After I began my relationship with Zane, that unspoken space between us lingered quietly at the back of my mind and left me uncertain… How was I meant to move forward? What was I supposed to be to him? And yet, Lanhart had anticipated even that. In his own way, he’d given me the answer.


  “Considerate to the last, aren’t you?” I murmured.


  For all his smooth charm and careless tone, Lanhart paid close attention. He always had. Beneath the glibness was someone thoughtful and careful with the hearts of others.


  As that realization settled in, the tightness eased, replaced by something warm and steady.


  He was also one of the most important people in my life.


  And I would treasure him as such for as long as time allowed.


  ✶✶✶


  ON a morning in which I’d been holed up in my room tackling restaurant paperwork, I watched as Haniwa poked at the roses on the table, then toddled over to me and lightly tapped the hand holding my pen.


  “Ehp-ahp-ope. Ahp?” it squeaked.


  “Sorry,” I said with a small smile. “Evan’s not here today. He’s out fighting monsters.”


  “Oop…” it answered, the sound noticeably droopier.


  It was almost impressive how transparent Haniwa could be. Despite all their bickering, it clearly missed him.


  And twenty-six-year-old, fully grown Evan still somehow found it in himself to regularly squabble with a literal not-even-one-year-old.


  Was he the strange one in that dynamic?


  Yes. Yes, he absolutely was.


  Yanna paused mid-fold over my travel case and glanced at me. “I just hope he returns safely.”


  “Yes, you and me both,” I said, offering her a smile as well.


  I reached out and gently rubbed Haniwa’s head with my fingertip. “He’ll be back tomorrow. And he’s coming on the trip with us, remember?”


  That’s right. I was going on another trip.


  In two days, I’d finally be traveling with Mariabelle to visit that relative of hers and Zane’s—Lord Warren. Apparently, he no longer resided within the Winslet Duchy, but instead at the marquessate his younger sister had married into.


  “I hope I’ll be able to learn something,” I murmured aloud.


  My investigation into the Saint was still ongoing. Even so, I had yet to uncover so much as a hint about the nature of those powers.


  Meanwhile, Corruption was spreading faster by the day, and monsters were appearing at an unprecedented rate, just as Charlotte had predicted. Zane and Evan had both been called out more frequently to deal with outbreaks, and no matter how much I trusted their strength, I couldn’t stop the low, persistent worry that followed me.


  The aqua arcana situation fared no better. Pricing had already started to destabilize, with our neighboring country having taken kingdom-wide measures to address the shortage.


  “It really did shift all at once, didn’t it?” I said quietly.


  All at once, the world started sliding into the exact sequence of events outlined in the novel, and it made my heart feel as heavy as lead.


  I’d sworn never to doubt Zane’s love again, and I’d resolved to do whatever was necessary to prevent that grim future from coming to pass. And yet, with no clear way out before me, I felt fear creeping in.


  Dread, even.


  Was this future truly viable? A future in which Grace Saintsbury was the one who ended up with Zane Winslet? If only my fate were at stake, perhaps I wouldn’t have felt so anxious. But countless lives hung in the balance.


  At any rate, I couldn’t afford to waste this opportunity to meet with Lord Warren.


  ✶✶✶


  EARLY the next afternoon, I headed to Myriel to test a few new menu items for the restaurant.


  I waited out back for an ingredient delivery, but the appointed time came and went with no sign of the trader.


  “Did they get lost?” I murmured.


  “I’ll go take a look,” Evan offered. “Magic’s faster than a carriage, anyway.”


  Claiming he needed to keep moving or he’d fall asleep on his feet, he volunteered to go look. He must really have been exhausted. I’d never heard him yawn that many times while working.


  With nothing else to do but wait, I returned to the dining area to lend a hand, only to spot a particularly striking figure standing out amid the afternoon bustle.


  “Mr. Isaac,” I called as I approached. “What a surprise. Back again already?”


  The man with the obsidian eyes wore a deep green jacket that set them off even more sharply. He smiled as he turned to me. “My work happened to bring me nearby,” he said smoothly.


  Isaac had become something of a regular lately. Each visit, he brought small gifts for the staff, and it wasn’t long before everyone had grown fond of him. His looks certainly didn’t hurt matters. The flutter of fans and the not-so-subtle murmuring from nearby tables whenever he appeared had already become a familiar part of the background noise.


  “More and more, I find myself circling the room in search of a seat,” Isaac said lightly. “You’ve done very well for yourself.”


  “I know, it’s been busy, hasn’t it?” I replied with a small laugh. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we’re actually looking to hire more staff.”


  Thanks to a high level of attention to detail and a concept locals genuinely wanted to support, our repeat-customer rate was high. Even better, word of mouth brought in a steady flow of new faces each day, and first-timers didn’t stay first-timers for long. The result? We were packed from open to close. Lately, we’d even started converting the second floor into additional seating just to keep up.


  “Well, I won’t keep you during the rush,” Isaac said. “I’ll take today’s lunch special, please.”


  “Oh, it’s not a problem,” I said. “Got it. One lunch special coming up!”


  I turned toward the kitchen to pass along the order when—BOOM. CRASH! The sound tore through the dining room.


  I spun around immediately.


  Agnes stood frozen near one of the tables. In front of her loomed a heavyset man, thick through the middle, a bottle of alcohol clutched in his hand.


  “Come on,” he slurred, face flushed an angry red. “Pour me a damn drink. You sayin’ no to a paying customer?”


  “Sir,” Agnes said firmly, “this is not that kind of establishment.”


  I crossed the distance immediately, stepping between them.


  Up close, there was no mistaking it. The man was thoroughly drunk. His cheeks were swollen and blotchy, his breath sharp with liquor. 


  “Agnes, are you all right?” I asked quickly. “What happened?”


  “He brought that bottle in from outside,” she said, her voice tight but steady. “And then, he demanded I sit next to him and pour it for him, like I was some tavern girl. I refused. He lost his temper and slammed the table.”


  I glanced down. Water and shards of glass were scattered across the floor. One of our drinking glasses lay shattered, its contents spreading in a thin, glistening puddle. So that had been the crash.


  What absolute scum, I thought, anger rising in my chest. I hated, hated, hated people like this. The kind who thought money bought them permission. The kind who believed customer meant untouchable.


  “Agnes,” I said gently, forcing a smile, “it’s all right. I’m sorry you had to deal with that. It must’ve been frightening. Go on to the back and take a few minutes. I’ll handle this.”


  I waited until she’d slipped safely out of sight before turning fully toward him. This disgusting pig thinks he can pester one of my staff and walk away?


  “Sir,” I said evenly, “you need to leave. We will not be serving you.”


  “Huh?” His eyes bulged with fury. “Who the hell d’you think you are talking to me like that?”


  “Leave now,” I repeated. “Or I’ll call the town watch.”


  “Yeah? Go ahead!” he barked, slamming his fist on the table again. “I didn’t do a damn thing wrong!”


  Taking a hard line only agitated him further. Now, it was clear he wouldn’t be leaving of his own accord. I caught Rona’s eye and murmured for her to slip out the back and fetch the town watch.


  But until they got here, he was still my problem.


  So I turned back, wanting to keep a keen eye on him so he wouldn’t cause any more trouble to my staff or my customers, when a large table hurtled toward me.


  He had flipped it.


  I barely dodged it. I hardly had a second to react before he raised the bottle in his hand like a club and brought it down in a violent arc.


  I’d already lost my balance dodging the table; there was no time to move.


  I braced myself.


  But the pain never came.


  Instead, warmth enveloped me. My vision went dark as I was knocked backward, hitting the floor with someone’s weight still shielding me.


  Then something wet touched my cheek.


  I lifted a trembling hand and wiped at it.


  Red.


  That unmistakable, vivid red.


  My heart lurched as I looked up.


  Isaac was above me, braced over my body. Blood streamed from his brow, dripping down the side of his face.


  In an instant, I understood.


  He had stepped in front of me.


  “Mr. Isaac!” I cried, my voice breaking. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine,” he said quietly, as if it were nothing more than a minor inconvenience. “What about you? Are you hurt?”


  Even now, bleeding, he was asking about me.


  Carefully, I helped him up. The man with the bottle took a stumbling step back, staring at the blood on Isaac’s face as though it had only just registered.


  “I…I didn’t mean to…” he stammered. “It’s her fault!” He jabbed a finger at me. “I was just trying to teach her a lesson…”


  The blood beading off Isaac’s brow seemed to have sobered him right up.


  Around us, several male patrons had risen from their seats. One by one, they began closing in.


  The man’s eyes darted nervously from face to face as the mood in the room shifted. “This is her fault! If she hadn’t dodged—”


  His words cut off as he dropped the bottle and bolted out the door.


  As loath as I was to let him get away, Isaac was the priority here.


  “Oh, Mr. Isaac,” I said, my voice tight with guilt. “I’m so, so sorry. You stepped in because of me. We’ll take care of that immediately! We’ll patch you up at once.”


  Right on cue, Yanna rushed out from the back with a first aid kit in hand, the noise having finally reached the kitchen. “Milady! Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine,” I said quickly. “But Mr. Isaac needs help.”


  It was a relief to discover that although his wound bled a lot, it wasn’t particularly deep.


  “Thank you,” I said quietly, meaning every word. “You really saved me.”


  Isaac offered a faint, almost sheepish smile. “I’m just glad you’re unharmed. I suppose I could’ve handled it more elegantly—used magic, done something.” He exhaled softly. “Instead, I charged in like an idiot and took the hit. As a result, I’ve made quite the scene, haven’t I?”


  “What? No, don’t say that,” I said at once. “If you hadn’t stepped in, I don’t even want to imagine…” My gaze drifted to the bottle rolling across the floor. If that had hit me, depending on the angle and the force, I could’ve…


  A cold shiver ran down my spine. Without thinking, I wrapped my arms around myself.


  I’d braced for a drunkard. For shouting. Maybe a scuffle.


  Not for someone willing to bring a bottle down on my skull.


  Isaac had truly saved my life today.


  “I hope he rots,” Yanna muttered darkly. “Execution would be too merciful a sentence for someone like that.”


  “I don’t disagree,” I said quietly. “It’s just…he’s already fled. At this rate, the town watch may never catch him.”


  And that thought unsettled me more than I cared to admit.


  A man like that wasn’t simply drunk. That was akin to a sickness of the mind, and if he walked free, it wouldn’t be the last time he hurt someone.


  Luckily, I was a marquess’s daughter. I was already considering how to leverage my family’s resources to track the man down when the door chime rang.


  Talk about bad timing.


  Given the situation, we shouldn’t have been admitting anyone else. I moved to intercept the newcomer and apologize to the rest of the customers when I recognized him. “Evan?”


  And dragged in his right hand was…


  My mouth fell open.


  “Well, I found the lost trader,” Evan said casually. “As I showed him the way over, I saw this guy sprinting out of your place like a bat out of hell. Seemed suspicious, so I gave him a quick rap on the head and brought him along. Everything all right here?”


  He held the drunkard from earlier by the collar.


  And just like that, the search for justice came to an abrupt end before it even started.


  ✶✶✶


  NOT long after, the town watch arrived and took the man into custody. From what we were told, he’d be punished for committing assault for attacking me and injuring Isaac, as well as for destruction of property. Hearing that was a relief.


  At first, I’d feared the incident would scare customers away. No one wants to dine where bottles go flying.


  But it turned out this wasn’t his first outburst. He’d apparently caused similar scenes at several establishments across the city. More than anything, I was simply grateful he’d been taken off the streets.


  “Mr. Isaac,” I said once things had finally quieted, “thank you again. Truly. Are you certain you don’t want to visit the hospital?”


  “No, I’ll be fine,” he replied gently. “Please don’t worry yourself over me any further.”


  We’d gone in circles like this more times than I could count. Yanna’s first aid had been thorough, but I still thought a professional look wouldn’t hurt. I’d also offered repeatedly to repay him somehow. Each time, he refused just as firmly.


  “All right,” I said at last. “Then, at the very least, allow me this. From today on, whenever you dine here, you won’t be paying a single coin.”


  “In that case, I suppose I’ll accept. I’ve grown rather fond of the food here, as it happens.”


  Once Isaac was settled, I turned my attention to the rest of the dining room. I quickly drafted a batch of complimentary meal vouchers and went table to table, apologizing personally and assuring everyone their next lunch would be on the house.


  Thankfully, the damage wasn’t severe. With some cleaning and rearranging, we’d be able to reopen as usual as soon as tomorrow.


  “Right then. I think I’ll be taking my leave,” Isaac said. “Thank you again for tending to me.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Isaac,” I said. “And please, keep a closer eye on yourself for the next few days, at least.”


  “I will. Thank the stars you weren’t harmed. That’s what matters.”


  With a light bow, he made his way out the door. Just how lovely and kind can one person be? I thought to myself.


  My staff were similarly touched, Agnes going so far as to say, “I hope I marry a man like that one day.”


  I couldn’t blame her. Steady, selfless, and composed under pressure, men like that were rare. But amid all the praise being heaped upon today’s hero, one person stood conspicuously silent.


  “Evan,” I said lightly, nudging his arm, “what’s wrong? You’re awfully quiet.”


  “It’s nothing, milady,” he replied after a pause. “Just…something about that man, Isaac, doesn’t sit right with me. I don’t have any proof for it; it’s just my gut. But my gut is more often right than it isn’t.”


  “Oh, come on,” I said, laughing softly. “How can someone who took a bottle to the head for me possibly be a bad person?”


  Again, I said that teasingly, half expecting him to huff and give in with a smile and a reluctant, “I guess you’re right, milady”—but it never came. He just stood there, gaze fixed on the doorway Isaac had exited through, his expression unreadable.


   ✶✶✶


  BENEATH the glittering chandeliers and the crush of jeweled heads, I found him instantly. That flash of silver hair was impossible to mistake. The moment I saw it, my pulse leapt.


  Deftly, I wove through the crowd, then slowed just enough so that when we passed, my “Duke Winslet, is that you? What a delight it is to see you tonight,” would look like nothing more than a stroke of serendipity.


  He turned. Those golden eyes widened. “You…?”


  Of course, he was surprised. Not me, though. I’d made certain, well in advance, that he would be attending this ball.


  The fact that I had to confirm something like that, just to ensure the heroine could meet the hero, was wrong. Absurd.


  And all of it was thanks to Grace and her tiresome meddling.


  Because of her, the story had veered completely off course.


  But when exactly? I thought. Where had it first begun to unravel?


  Most likely at the very start, when Mariabelle’s death had been prevented.


  Zane’s expression shifted. The surprise faded, softening into a gentle smile.


  Aha!


  So not all hope was lost!


  Zane, known to everyone as the Cold-hearted Duke, didn’t smile so easily. Certainly not at just anyone. So if he still smiled at me, then something remained. Some thread of fate was still tugging us toward each other. I knew it!


  “I’m so glad I ran into you tonight,” I continued lightly. “There was actually something I’d hoped to tell you.”


  “Is that so?” he replied, his voice low. “How fortunate. I’ve been wanting to see you as well.”


  “…What?” The word slipped out before I could stop it. My pulse spiked, roaring in my ears.


  He’d wanted to see me? Then…could it be? Was it everything that I had ever hoped?


  My heart pounded so hard it almost hurt. When he suggested we speak somewhere quieter, I agreed at once and followed him from the glittering ballroom into a silent corridor.


  He stopped by a tall window and turned to face me. Moonlight poured in behind him, silvering his hair, casting his features in soft shadow. For a breathless second, I fell in love all over again.


  So beautiful.


  Of course he is. He’s the hero. And there’s only one person worthy of standing beside him.


  The heroine.


  “What was it you wanted to tell me?” he asked, drawing me back to the moment.


  “The truth is…” I let the pause linger, just long enough. “It seems Lady Grace has been seen in rather…intimate company with another gentleman.”


  “Oh?”


  He didn’t raise his voice. But there was something there—a flicker of interest, perhaps? I mustn’t imagine it, and yet…


  Right now, I’d been pushed out of the place that was meant for me. The only way to reclaim it was to turn Grace Saintsbury back into the villain. The two of them had to break up.


  If that happened, I could return to where everything had once been. To that first ball. To the proper beginning.


  Isaac had been essential to that effort. Getting close to Grace, winning her trust—he’d been progressing nicely. It was slow, delicate work. But that was fine. No need to rush. Little by little, I would plant doubt in Zane’s heart. And once doubt takes root, it blooms all on its own.


  “I have many acquaintances,” I said softly. “Quite a few, in fact, who were mistreated by Lady Grace in the past. And I’m aware of several gentlemen with whom she was…rather familiar.”


  “And?” he prompted.


  “And you know as well as I do that people don’t change so easily.” I lowered my gaze, letting concern lace my voice. “That’s why I’m worried, Your Grace. Truly worried. For you.”


  Grace’s history—her cruelty, her flirtations, the men who’d drifted in and out of her orbit—those things didn’t simply vanish. Of that, I was sure. I was also sure that Zane had heard the rumors before. I didn’t need to fabricate anything. Just remind him. Tilt his footing ever so slightly.


  A flicker of disbelief crossed Zane’s face.


  Here it comes! I thought. This is where he falters!


  “Is that all?” he said.


  “…What?” I blinked.


  “Your concern is noted,” he said evenly. “But it isn’t necessary. I trust Grace. I don’t believe she would do such a thing.”


  I felt like I had just been slugged in the head. Zane stood fast, not unsettled at all. In fact, what was it that I gleaned from the look in his eye? Was it conviction? Unwavering trust in Grace?


  No…


  It was colder than that.


  Those golden eyes held something else as they met mine. Something that felt, unmistakably, like disdain.


  “B-But…” I stammered.


  “In fact,” he continued, his voice cooling further, “there’s something I’d like to ask you.”


  My breath caught.


  “If you distrust Grace so much, why were you so eager to approach her? You invited her to a tea party where every guest bore her some grudge.” His gaze sharpened. “And the snake. That was your doing as well, wasn’t it?”


  How—? How could he have possibly known about that? Had he really looked that closely into what happened?


  “N-No!” The word tore out of me. “I would never— I only wanted to be friends with Lady Grace. That’s all. At first, I truly did!”


  But no matter how desperately I protested, his expression did not thaw.


  What do I do?


  What do I say?


  What would make him turn back to me?


  Somewhere in the exchange, I realized he’d been advancing. Slowly. Steadily. And I’d been retreating without noticing.


  Until my back brushed the wall.


  A split second later, his fist slammed into the stone beside my head. The crack of it echoed through the corridor.


  I flinched hard, breath catching in my throat. The force alone made my knees tremble.


  Zane was angry with me.


  No. He was furious. There was no denying it.


  “I don’t want to see you near me, or near Grace, ever again,” he said, his voice low and lethal.


  “Wh-Why?” I breathed.


  “I have no tolerance for those who try to harm my beloved.”


  “—!”


  “You’ll never show your face to me again,” he finished. “If you know what’s good for you.”
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  With that, Zane turned and strode away, the tails of his white tuxedo jacket flaring behind him.


  I slid down the wall. My legs gave out. All I could do was stare at his back as he retreated down the hall.


  My thoughts went blank. My mind refused to accept what had just happened.


  That…isn’t Zane.


  “Because Zane would never speak to Charlotte like that,” I whispered hoarsely. “He always smiled at her so gently. Touched her as though she were his greatest treasure… No… No, this can’t be right! I won’t accept it. Grace has twisted everything! She’s turned it all upside down!”


  She’d poisoned him. That was the only explanation. So thoroughly that nothing I said could reach him anymore.


  Sadness. Humiliation. Helpless fury.


  They churned together in my chest until my vision blurred.


  I’m the heroine.


  I’m the one who’s meant to be loved. Admired. Cherished above all others.


  So why am I the one left kneeling on the floor?


  The thought echoed—this is all Grace Saintsbury’s fault—again and again until it burned white-hot behind my eyes. She’d gotten to him first. Used her knowledge of the story to lure him away from where he was meant to stand.


  My fingers dug into the fabric of my skirt.


  Unforgivable.


  At this rate, Zane would never love me the way he was meant to. The story would never return to its proper course. Unless…


  The root of the distortion is cut out entirely.


  A calm settled over me, almost gentle.


  Yes.


  If Grace Saintsbury were gone, Zane would surely awaken from whatever spell she’d cast over him. And when grief left him vulnerable this time, I would be there for him.


  At his side.


  Comforting him gently.


  And everything would fall back into place.


  I smiled faintly.


  “Grace Saintsbury,” I murmured, my voice soft as silk. “Oh, how I hope that you’d die.”


   


   


   


  Chapter 4: Awakening


   


  WE set out first thing in the morning, stopping to pick up Mariabelle before continuing on to the marquessate.


  Zane had wanted to join us, but a conveniently timed monster-slaying assignment had claimed him instead. So it was just me, Evan, Mariabelle, and a handful of guards making the trip.


  “The week after next, I’ll be away for about two weeks with Mariabelle, visiting Marquess Robson’s domain,” I’d told Zane.


  His first reaction had been surprise. Then he pulled me into a hug and murmured, “Thank you.”


  At first, I’d been unsure why he was thanking me for informing him of where I was headed, but then I realized—


  It was because I was informing him of where I was headed.


  Before this, I’d vanished on every excursion without a word. Sure, he’d always had Al track me down. He’d always worn that easy confidence, like armor, when he found me. But the truth was obvious now. Anyone would have felt hurt watching the person they love walking away without so much as a goodbye.


  “I should apologize for before,” I’d told him. “From now on, I won’t go anywhere without telling you.”


  “Good,” had been his quietly happy reply.


  And that exchange had clued me in: no matter how difficult I’d been, Zane had never stopped putting me first. This time, I would do the same. Curiously, Zane had added one more thing before I left, saying he’d rather I not speak with Warren any longer than strictly necessary. Then, after a pause, he’d also added, “If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have you meet him at all.” Which was…not exactly reassuring. He never elaborated, so I would just have to see for myself.


  As I reminisced, I already missed him, even though we’d only just departed. To keep from dwelling on it, I turned my attention to the view outside the carriage window.


  We were headed far from the capital. Five days’ travel, they’d said.


  As the countryside rolled past and the steady sway of the carriage lulled me into a haze, Mariabelle’s voice broke the quiet. “I’ve heard monsters have been spotted near here lately. That’s a little frightening, isn’t it?”


  “Hey, don’t worry,” Evan replied easily. “You’ve got me, little lady. We’ll be just fine.”


  There it was again—his effortless confidence. The kind that made him seem a touch attractive without even trying. Lately, I’d begun to suspect I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Mariabelle was smiling at him now, eyes bright in a way that felt just a little too earnest. All Zane and I could do was hope that admiration stayed just that.


  Haniwa chirped, “Ahp-eep, ope-oop!” Perched on my lap, it puffed itself up and flexed its stubby little arms as if showing off its strength. I couldn’t help but smile.


  “Have to wonder,” Evan said, eyeing it. “If things get ugly, whether our little dirt golem will actually be of any use. I did train it for that, but you never know.”


  “I am curious,” I admitted. “But I’d rather Haniwa didn’t get hurt.”


  Familiars were meant to serve as a mage’s support in battle. Unless, say, you were someone like Zane or Evan, who could handle themselves just fine without any external help.


  I had noticed, though, that when Haniwa truly meant to wallop Evan, it would swell one tiny arm to an absurd size before delivering the punch. We’d never tested it in a real fight, but from that alone, I had a feeling it would manage just fine.


  “It’s made of dirt,” Evan said blandly. “If it gets smashed or pulverized, it can just…put itself back together.”


  “Even then, I don’t want to see it happen,” I replied. “Mariabelle, you understand, right?”


  “Right.” She nodded at once. “I wouldn’t want to see Haniwa get hurt either.”


  “Am I the odd one out?” Evan muttered, tilting his head at us.


  He could act baffled all he liked. If Yanna were here, she’d be on our side, too.


  As for Haniwa, it blinked up at us and let out a puzzled little “Oop?” having no idea what we were all arguing about.


  ✶✶✶


  FIVE days later, we arrived on schedule. The marquessate was a pristine countryside, with open fields and forests rolling out as far as the eye could see. Our carriage stopped before a sprawling brick manor. Evan stepped down first and offered Mariabelle his hand. The moment her feet touched the ground, she caught sight of someone ahead and lit up. She flew into the person’s arms. He was tall and slender, his most striking feature a head of long, milk tea-colored hair.


  “Lord Warren! It’s so good to see you!” Mariabelle said.


  “Welcome, Mariabelle,” the man said. “I’ve been waiting for you.” He pulled back just enough to look at her, eyes narrowing with fondness. They were the same shade as Mariabelle’s and Zane’s.


  Mariabelle stepped aside and gestured toward me. “Big Sister Grace, this is Uncle Warren.”


  “What?” I couldn’t help saying.


  The man standing before me couldn’t have been older than his late twenties. He looked far more like an older brother than anyone’s uncle.


  Because he was Zane’s mother’s cousin—the one she had taught magic to—I’d somehow imagined someone closer to our parents’ generation. The surprise must have been plain on my face.


  “Welcome. I’m Warren Robson,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to have you here.”


  “A pleasure,” I replied. “Grace Saintsbury.”


  He was thirty-four, apparently, though he looked far younger. Something in his eyes and his quiet confidence reminded me of Zane.


  Beautiful. In other words, he was beautiful.


  They said he’d been a prodigy, hailed as a wonder child in his youth. By thirteen, he could already wield advanced magic with flawless control.


  “Please, you must be exhausted from the journey,” he said lightly. “Come inside. I’ve had lunch prepared.”


  We were led into the estate, where the three of us had lunch.


  At first, I was as stiff as a board. But there was an easiness about Lord Warren, and before long, I found myself speaking to him as though we were old friends.


  “I’d half resigned myself to Zane remaining a lifelong bachelor.” He chuckled. “So you can’t imagine how relieved I was when you appeared. I must say, with someone of your caliber at his side, the duchy’s future feels quite secure.”


  Whenever he spoke of Zane, his voice took on a distinct warmth. Paired with his obvious delight that I had “come around,” it was clear he cared for him deeply.


  “You must be very close to His Grace,” I ventured.


  “Oh, not at all. We’re on dreadful terms,” he replied without missing a beat.


  “I… Pardon?” The words and his bright, untroubled smile threw me.


  “Well, I should say, it’s rather one-sided,” he added cheerfully. “He can’t stand me. But I adore him.”


  For a moment, I wondered if something had gone wrong with my ears. But he continued without pause.


  “When Zane was little, he’d glare up at me with tears in his eyes, trying so hard not to cry. It was unbearably adorable. Before I knew it, I’d taken to teasing him far more than I ought.”


  He said it with his cheek resting in his palm, elbow on the table, a soft sigh slipping from him. For a fleeting second, the image felt so wistful and melancholic it could have been captured in oils and hung in a chapel.


  And yet, sentiment aside, what he’d just confessed was nothing like the impression I’d first formed of him.


  Perhaps this was my answer.


  Why Zane had been so reluctant for us to meet.


  ✶✶✶


  AFTER lunch, he led me to the parlor, where he’d arranged for us to speak privately.


  “Now,” he began, “Mariabelle has already told me that you’re hoping to learn about the Saint. About Rosalie. So please, ask whatever you wish.”


  At first, I hesitated; it felt like trespassing into the life of someone long laid to rest.


  But he took one look at me and said, “I’m grateful for the chance to honor her memory, even now,” and the tension left my shoulders.


  “In that case… I do have a few questions.”


  “Please.”


  “When did Lady Rosalie first awaken to her Saintly powers?”


  “The spring of her sixteenth year. Roughly…half a year after she met the former Duke Winslet. That is, Zane’s father.”


  They had met at a birthday celebration for a mutual acquaintance, and, as the story went, fallen swiftly and completely in love. Everything had progressed with startling ease. Barely three months later, they were engaged. Then, the former duke nearly died.


  Some grave incident had endangered many lives. Zane’s father stepped forward to shield them all, including Rosalie. While everyone else emerged unharmed, he alone suffered a mortal wound.


  As his life force flickered like a candle guttering in the wind and his wounds were so severe that nothing could be done, he had taken Rosalie’s hand and given what he believed would be his final words:


  Forget me, and live a happy life.


  “But Rosalie would not accept it,” Lord Warren recounted, “for she could not conceive of a future that didn’t end with her growing old beside him. So, in her moment of desperation, she wished for the power to save his life and was granted it.”


  Hearing that, a slow, uneasy chill crept through my chest. This tale was incredibly similar to what had happened in the novel. A mortally wounded Zane. A desperate plea. Charlotte awakening as a Saint in order to save him.


  “In the end, Rosalie saved the duke with her Saintly powers,” Warren continued. “They were married not long after.”


  Soon after, the kingdom recognized her as a Saint. She then went on to teach Lord Warren everything he knew of magic.


  “Now, you may not be aware, but the Saint before Rosalie is also a relative by marriage to the Winslet family,” Lord Warren said.


  “Is that…true?”


  “It is. I assure you.”


  That was three saints, then. Rosalie. The Saint before her. Charlotte. And they all awakened to their powers only after forming deep ties with the Winslet ducal house.


  “Then…are the powers connected to the family’s bloodline?” I murmured.


  My heart began to pound. I felt like this pattern was too deliberate to dismiss as a coincidence, only for Lord Warren to give one silent nod.


  “I believe so,” he said. “A Saint’s power is enough to sway nations. For their protection and to prevent less savory factions from taking interest, those ties to the Winslets have long been erased from official records.”


  All this time, I had thought Charlotte herself had been extraordinary.


  But perhaps it had never been about her at all.


  Perhaps it had been about the blood that ran in Zane’s veins.


  ✶✶✶


  “—LADY? Milady? Hellooo?”


  I blinked and found Evan’s nose a breath from mine. I jerked back on instinct and cracked my head against the seat.


  “Big Sister! Are you all right? That made an awful noise…”


  “I’m fine,” I said quickly, forcing a smile even as the back of my head throbbed. “I was just lost in thought.”


  It was the day after I’d spoken with Lord Warren about Lady Rosalie.


  We’d thanked him and left the estate at dawn, then taken our carriage to the largest nearby town: Beier. I know what you’re thinking, but it was not an unplanned stop by any means. We’d come all this way; it seemed a waste not to see a bit of the region before returning home.


  “During your talk with Uncle, did you find the answers that you were looking for?” Mariabelle asked.


  “I did,” I said. “And it’s thanks to you, Mariabelle. I never would have thought to come here otherwise.”


  She beamed. “Then I’m glad I could help!”


  Well, the truth was Lord Warren hadn’t given me a clear answer. Not exactly. But I did feel closer to it than ever before.


  As for what to do next… I would decide that after returning to the capital, after speaking with Zane.


  ✶✶✶


  WE reached Beier before long. We ate a late breakfast, then set out to wander the town. It was lively and lovely, full of the sort of people who, upon hearing it was our first visit, would clasp their hands and say, “You’ve chosen the nicest town there is! We hope you’ll come to love it,” before pressing a little something extra into our hands on the house.


  With welcomes like that, how could I not?


  “We’ll simply have to come back for those magical herb pastries,” I said. “They’re famous, apparently.”


  “Yes,” Mariabelle agreed. “With Big Brother next time.”


  We stopped at a stall for drinks, then made our way to the central plaza to rest. I had just settled onto a bench facing the most beautifully kept flowerbed I’d ever seen when a streak of obsidian hair crossed my vision.


  It couldn’t be. And yet, “Mr. Isaac?” I ventured.


  He turned. His eyes widened. “Lady Grace? What are you doing here?”


  To run into him here, so far from the capital, felt almost impossible. And judging by the flicker in his sharp gaze as it moved between Evan and me, he seemed to think the same.


  “I had business nearby,” I replied. “I never expected to see you here. What a surprise.”


  “It really is,” he replied with a faint smile. “This is my hometown. I was born here. I came back for a bit. Call it a homecoming.”


  He’d arrived the night before, he explained, and was taking a quiet walk through streets he hadn’t seen in years. I was about to excuse us, apologize for interrupting—


  When a scream split the sky.


  “Run! It’s the Zednik army! They’re invading!”


  “What?” The word left me in a breath.


  Then came shouting, metal clashing, and the thunder of hooves striking stone. Through the surge of fleeing townspeople, I saw mounted knights forcing their way toward the plaza.


  “Milady. Lady Mariabelle. Behind me.” Evan stepped forward, sword already drawn.


  “No…” I pressed a hand to my mouth.


  My legs trembled. Cold sweat slid down my spine. Because…this wasn’t right.


  Neither was Beier the initial site of the Kingdom of Zednik’s invasion, nor was it the right timing—it was far too early. Worse still, it was during their invasion in the original story that Grace nearly lost her life.


  “Ahahaha!” a wild voice rang out above the chaos. “Kill any who resist! Leave no one standing!”


  I looked up, and my blood ran cold. Deep crimson hair tied back in a tail. Eyes the same violet red. I knew that look.


  “Philander Zednik…”


  A side character in Holy Maiden, Fated Knight. The third prince of Zednik. Commander of this attack…


  And the would-be murderer of Grace Saintsbury.
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  I remembered the scene where they first met.


  “Why, you’re exactly my type. Perhaps I’ll take you home with me,” he’d drawled.


  “Uncivilized brutes like you disgust me,” Grace shot back. “I have no intention of going anywhere with you.”


  Philander had been captivated by her beauty.


  Grace, on the other hand, had little patience for an invading prince, least of all one so smug and self-satisfied.


  “How unfortunate,” he’d replied lightly. “I can’t stand women who talk back.”


  He was short-tempered, callous, cruel, and had a pride to match.


  For the crime of offending him, Grace had paid with a blade carved across her face.


  “Aaaaah! My face… My beautiful face!”


  Enraged, she’d ordered her guard to kill him. But the fight turned against her. In the chaos, he drove a sword into her abdomen. But even then, bleeding and barely standing, Grace had shrieked only about her ruined beauty.


  It was when she was on the brink of death that Charlotte arrived, rushing onto the battlefield, and, with her Saintly powers, saved Grace’s life.


  I grimaced. Given everything I knew, my best choice of action was to avoid Philander’s notice and leave before anything escalated.


  I lowered my gaze and turned, drawing Mariabelle with me.


  “Halt!” Philander’s voice sliced through the chaos. “I know a high-ranking noble when I see one. Stop right there.”


  So much for that.


  Our clothes had given us away. If I ignored him now, it would be an insult. And with a man like him, that would be as good as signing my death warrant. Still, Philander wasn’t some mindless butcher. In the story, he’d only lashed out because Grace had openly defied him. So as long as I didn’t provoke him, and with Evan here, I just might stand a chance.


  Clinging to that thin thread of reassurance, I forced myself to stop. I wrapped an arm around trembling Mariabelle and turned to face him.


  My eyes met twin pools of blood-red.


  His lips curved wickedly, and despite myself, I found myself staring. Looking at him now, it was easy to see why, minor character or not, Philander Zednik had enjoyed a rather devoted corner of the fanbase.


  “You’re exactly my type. Perhaps I’ll take you home with me?” he said, the exact line from the novel.


  My heart slammed in my chest. Despite the crucial difference of Evan standing beside me when he’d been long gone in the novel, fear crept up my spine. One wrong move, and I’d be staring down the business end of that sharp, sharp sword.


  I laced my fingers together to hide the shaking, choosing my reply with care.


  Philander watched me for a beat, then laughed, low and entertained. “A frightened girl trying to look brave. I like that.”


  “I’m flattered,” I said evenly. “But I have no intention of leaving this country.”


  His smile sharpened. “Did I give you the impression you had a choice? When I want something, I take it.” He flicked his gaze toward his men. “Seize her.”


  Oh, good. So I hadn’t been skewered on the spot.


  But somehow, I’d only steered us into a different kind of disaster.


  Evan glanced back at us, his sword firmly at the ready. “He’s starting to get on my nerves,” he said lightly. “Mind if I take care of him?”


  “I… suppose,” I said. “But he is the third prince of Zednik. At least make it look like self-defense?”


  He huffed a soft laugh. “Your grasp of these things never fails to impress.” A familiar grin flashed across his face. “Leave it to me.”


  He planted one foot, pushed off, and shot forward to meet the oncoming soldiers.


  It was my first time seeing Evan fight humanoid opponents rather than monsters, but again, he left no room for doubt. The fight wasn’t even close. Even to my amateur eyes, his control of the battlefield was crushingly clear.


  My glance flickered to Philander, watching the battle atop his black horse with open delight.


  In the novel, he had crossed swords with Zane. Zane, as the hero, had won, of course, but that did not mean Philander had been portrayed as anything resembling weak. He was a powerful mage and knight. It was all but guaranteed he’d join the fray once all his men had been defeated.


  “How are you holding up?”


  Isaac’s voice came from my side. He looked at me with an air of worry, standing protectively ahead of us as steel rang out across the plaza.


  “I’m… I’m all right,” I said, despite my racing heart. No matter how many times I told myself Evan couldn’t possibly lose, it still wouldn’t slow down.


  But then… I felt a prickle crawl across my skin. It turned into goosebumps rising along my arms. The air began to feel wrong. Heavy. Fouled.


  “I… feel something.”


  I knew that sensation.


  The same staleness. The same defiled, choking presence I’d felt in the Lavien Forest, near the magical instrument, and it seemed I wasn’t the only one.


  “Tch.” Philander clicked his tongue. “The Corruption’s spread even here?”


  “Milady!” Evan shouted. “You need to leave now! It’s Corruption!”


  It was no doubt an anomaly of the highest order for Corruption to have spread to an urban area like this. But there was no time to question it. I fumbled out a handkerchief and pressed it over Mariabelle’s mouth. “Evan!” I called out.


  “I’ll join you in a minute, after I deal with this guy!” he called back. “Take the marquess’s guards and go!”


  “But—”


  “I’m pretty resistant to Corruption. Plus, I’ve got a defensive magical item I can use. I’ll be fine.”


  It burned me to leave Evan here all by himself. But at the same time, he’d be fighting with one hand behind his back if he still had me to worry about.


  Isaac spoke quickly. “If it’s any reassurance, I can use a touch of magic. And I know this town well. We should go.”


  I bit my lip and forced a nod. “All right. Thank you. Evan, I’ll see you soon.”


  “Yeah. And Haniwa—look after milady for me, would you?”


  “Ahp-eep!”


  Despite everything, that small exchange steadied me. Isaac and I exchanged a quick nod, then I seized Mariabelle’s hand.


  “Come on,” Isaac urged. “This way!”


  Evan will be fine, I told myself. He has to be.


  Trusting Isaac’s lead, we fled deeper into town.


  ✶✶✶


  WE ran for what felt like forever.


  Mariabelle clearly wasn’t used to this level of exertion. She was already gasping for breath. Her steps faltered, her grip on my hand tightening and loosening with each stride. And yet, not once did she complain. She simply pushed herself onward.


  The air grew heavier the farther we went.


  Corruption pressed in from every direction. I could feel it, sharp and undeniable, and with it the sickening certainty that the world I’d known had shifted into something else entirely. We were on a deserted street now. Each breath burned as I pushed forward. But the farther we ran, the stronger the wrongness became.


  We weren’t fleeing it.


  We were running straight toward it.


  As that cold realization settled in, more instinct than proof, I realized following Isaac any farther would be a mistake.


  I glanced at Mariabelle. She was barely keeping pace now.


  After only a heartbeat’s hesitation, I dug in my heels and stopped. “Mr. Isaac, wait!”


  He slowed and turned back to us.


  “Big Sister?” Mariabelle tilted her head up at me.


  “Is something wrong?” Isaac asked.


  I swallowed. “I… I’ve changed my mind. I’m going back. I’ll return to Evan and wait for him there.”


  “You can’t,” Isaac said. “It’s dangerous. You saw those knights yourself, didn’t you? They will hurt you.”


  I wavered, but only for a second. “Even so…I’m going back.”


  Turning back presented its fair share of uncertainties, but pressing forward presented even more.


  As if echoing my resolve, Haniwa, perched on my shoulder, chirped a bright little “oop” and flashed me a grin. Then Mariabelle nodded, saying she would follow my lead, whatever I chose. Reassured, I turned back to Isaac, steadier now. “Thank you for bringing us this far. But we’ll be heading back.”


  He didn’t answer. So I turned.


  Only for his hand to clamp around my arm. Hard.


  Slowly, I looked down at his grip, then up at his face. He looked unamused.


  “Mr. Isaac?” I said carefully, my pulse rising when he dug his nails into me, and pain shot up my arm.


  “Of course you’d only wise up when you’re near the end,” he muttered. “Truly, you are vexing to the last.”


  He yanked me forward. His face loomed inches from mine, and the smile there made my stomach drop. It wasn’t warmth. It wasn’t kindness. It was thin and strained, irritation and fury barely leashed beneath it.


  Just like that, the man I thought I knew was gone.


  The wrongness I’d felt suddenly made sense.


  “Let go of me!” I shouted.


  “I don’t think I will,” he hissed. “Not when you’re this close to breathing your last.”


  “What?” I said, and in the next instant, something flashed in his hand.


  A blade.


  He drew it from his sleeve and pressed it to my throat. Cold steel kissed my skin, then there was a sharp sting as it broke.


  Before I could make sense of what was happening, the marquess’s guards, who’d been tailing us at a distance, broke from cover. Steel rang as swords left their scabbards, and they rushed in.


  “What are you doing? Let her— Gah!”


  An ice bolt slammed into one of them mid-stride. He cried out and crashed to the ground.


  “I’m sorry,” Isaac said lightly. “But would the children mind keeping quiet? The adults are speaking.”


  Another guard stepped up, but with me held hostage, he couldn’t make a decisive move—hesitation Isaac took advantage of. He lifted his free hand and unleashed another bolt of ice magic.


  That wasn’t a mere “touch” of magic. Not even close. If anything, it rivaled Evan’s. The remaining guards couldn’t attack. Only defend. And one by one, they fell at Isaac’s hand. The reality of our situation hit me. I tore the brooch from my chest and shoved it into Mariabelle’s trembling hands.


  “Mariabelle. Haniwa! Get out of here!” I shouted.


  “B-But we can’t… we can’t leave you…!” she cried.


  “I’ll be fine! Haniwa, take her and go! Please!”


  “Eep-ahp! Eep-ahp!” Haniwa shook its little head back and forth, its face terribly saddened.


  I understood immediately. It didn’t want to leave me.


  But this was dangerous—truly dangerous. In a world where Mariabelle should have already died, there was even less certainty about what might happen to her than to me. And it was obvious Isaac’s target was me alone. The choice was clear.


  It hurt. It physically hurt. But I looked Haniwa straight in the eyes and called its name again, sharper this time. “Haniwa!”


  It looked seconds from crying. But then it gave one small, resolute nod. “Eep!”


  In the next instant, Haniwa swelled so large it blotted out my vision to the edges. I could only stare. I hadn’t known it possessed that kind of power.


  Then its thick arms closed around Mariabelle. It turned and bolted back the way we’d come.


  They grew smaller with every step, the distance between us opening. I stood there, useless, and prayed they would make it.


  At least I’d slipped her Al’s location-tracking brooch. No matter what happened, Zane would find them.


  “My, aren’t we brave?” Isaac’s voice slithered through the air. “Faced with mortal danger, and your first instinct is to help everyone else escape.”


  A sardonic grin tugged at his mouth as he lowered his knife. Then he kicked me from behind, sending me rocketing to the ground.


  I crumpled with a groan, pain flaring up my back. And then I noticed—all of my guards lay defeated around us.


  Isaac approached at an unhurried pace. He crouched beside me and pressed his hand to my throat.


  It was ice-cold.


  He tightened his grip, and my breath hitched, each inhale growing thinner, but not gone. Whatever he was doing, he was doing it carefully. He wasn’t using magic either. If he had used whatever he’d cast on the guards against me, I would already be dead.


  No… He wasn’t trying to end it quickly. He wanted me to feel it.


  “Why…are you…?” I rasped.


  From the moment I met him, Isaac had overwhelmed me with his kindness. When I was in trouble, he helped me. He came to the restaurant. Donated books and toys for the children. So why…?


  Isaac only looked down at me. Slowly, his lips curved into a thin, mocking smile. “All I do, I do for Lady Charlotte.”


  The words stole what little breath I had left.


  Charlotte? Why would her name come up now?


  “I serve my lady by removing obstacles in her life,” he continued evenly. “And in her plans to wed Duke Winslet, that is what you are.”


  “N-No…”


  It had never once crossed my mind that Isaac and Charlotte might have been working together. How could it, when Isaac had never even appeared in the novel?


  “The story’s leads are the duke and Lady Charlotte, aren’t they?” he went on, almost amused. “If you had only known your place like a proper little supporting character, none of this would have happened.”


  “—!”


  Leads. Supporting character. Story.


  At those words, everything finally fell into place.


  Charlotte—the Charlotte of this world—was a reincarnator. Just like me.


  In her eyes, I was a minor villainess who’d overstepped the role assigned to her and bent the story to her own will. It wouldn’t have been hard for her to recognize that I was like her.


  Once I understood that, everything else fell into place. She hadn’t drawn close to me to befriend me but to watch me. Contain me.


  “It’s a shame, really,” Isaac said, his voice cutting through my thoughts. “I rather like you. It isn’t personal.” As he spoke, he tightened his grip. His fingers dug in, and I felt my airway constrict totally.


  My vision blurred. My lungs burned. I could feel my consciousness beginning to thin at the edges.


  “But don’t worry,” he went on calmly. “Once Lady Charlotte becomes Saint, she’ll make the duke very happy. Happy enough to forget a fling like you.”


  Isaac had never been this talkative before. But now he seemed to savor his words, gazing down at me with something dangerously close to delight in his eyes.


  Die here?


  Let Zane end up with someone else?


  Absolutely not.


  When I first woke in this world as the villainess, I had plenty of complaints. But so much had changed since then. There was so much here I had come to cherish.


  Now it was being taken from me? A future in this world. With the people I loved. With Zane…


  I clawed at his hand, forcing every shred of willpower into resisting. But my body had no energy left. I tried to reach for magic, but that was even more impossible. At the sheer futility of it all, tears slipped down my cheeks one after another.


  “Goodbye, Lady Grace.”


  Everything went dark.


  I closed my eyes, certain that this was the end.


  One last spark of defiance flared inside me, and I called for Zane in my mind.


  “Grace!”


  That voice. The one I loved. Calling my name from somewhere far away.


  The crushing pressure at my throat vanished. A deafening blast went off beside me.


  I coughed and choked, dragging in ragged mouthfuls of air through the dust and debris swirling around us. It hurt so badly I couldn’t stop crying. I rolled onto my back, clutching at my chest as my lungs burned.


  I heard footsteps. Then felt arms slip beneath me, and I was lifted off the ground. “Grace!”


  Through blurred vision, I saw him.


  Zane.


  He’d come.


  And the moment I understood he was here, the tears fell harder. My hands trembled as I reached up and fisted his clothes, clinging to him. In response, his arms tightened around me, firm and protective.


  “Forgive my tardiness, my love,” he said, his voice rough.


  I tried to tell him it was fine. That I was all right. But no sound came. I could only shake my head over and over, desperate for him to understand, only for his face to twist with pain at the sight of it.


  “Ah, man. And I was so close, too. Couldn’t you have shown up even a second later?” Isaac rose from the rubble, casually brushing the dust from his jacket.


  “You…” Zane’s voice dropped, edged with something lethal. He glanced back at me. “Will you wait for me a moment? This won’t take long.”


  I gave a weak nod. He carried me to a nearby bench and gently laid me down. He brushed his thumb once across my forehead. “I’ll be right back.”


  I bit my lip and nodded again. No sooner had he unsheathed his sword and begun striding back toward Isaac than the battle began.


  My vision was still smeared with tears, and the dust hanging in the air made it even harder to see clearly. But I heard the sharp, rapid ring of steel on steel. The concussive bursts of magic streaking through the air. And interspersed through it all, crumbling stone and splintering wood. The battle was fierce but brief. A moment later, the noise lulled. Isaac stepped out from a thinning cloud of dust, wiping blood from the corner of his mouth.


  “As I suspected. I don’t stand a chance against you in a straight duel.” He shrugged lightly, then extended a pale, sickly hand toward me.


  “What…?” I squinted.


  A dense black haze poured from his palm, racing straight toward me.


  Zane moved instantly, stepping in front of me. With a sweeping arc of his light-infused blade, he deflected the attack aside. It struck a barrier nearby and ate through it in seconds.


  It took me a second to understand that I would’ve died on the spot.


  By then, I was already clutching myself, breath locked in my throat.


  When I finally looked up, Isaac was gone.


  Zane slid his sword back into its sheath and turned to me. “Sorry. I let him escape.”


  “N-No, it’s fine,” I said, my voice finally steady enough to work. “You saved me. I can’t even—”


  I didn’t get to finish before he pulled me into his arms. He held me tightly, and I could feel the tremor running through him—the weight of what he must have imagined. The fear.


  “You’re still here,” he murmured against my hair. “Thank God you’re still here.”


  Wrapped in his warmth, his presence, I finally felt safe. The urge to cry rose up again, but I forced it down, clenching my fists so I wouldn’t break in front of him. He’d worried enough.


  After a moment, he eased back, his hands settling on my shoulders as his eyes dropped to my neck. “You’re hurt,” he said quietly, pain threading through his voice.


  “It’s only a scratch,” I replied. “I’m fine. Really.”


  “I’ll decide that,” he said, firm but gentle. “Either way, we need to leave before we can treat it. Where’s Hale?”


  “Evan? He was holding off the Zednik knights so we could get away. And Mariabelle should be safe with Haniwa. I told it to take her somewhere secure.”


  At that, Zane’s expression tightened. “Why do you always put yourself last?” he said, his voice strained. “For once, I’d like you to think about yourself.”


  And yet, in the next breath, he folded in close. His face sank into the crook of my neck, and I felt a shaky, unguarded exhale leave him.


  “…Thank you.”


  It was laden with relief. With the unspoken understanding that his sister was safe.


  That more than anything told me I’d made the right choice.


  “All right,” he said at last, straightening. “We’re leaving. Hold on to me.”


  “I will.”


  He scooped me into his arms and broke into a run.


  As we moved, he told me how he had ended up here. His monster-slaying unit had tracked monsters to this area when word of the Zednik invasion reached them. They’d been immediately ordered to reinforce the town’s defenses.


  “But how did you know where I was, exactly?” I asked.


  My location-tracking brooch wasn’t on me, and in the middle of a battle like that, finding a single person would’ve been nearly impossible.


  “Because of this,” he said, glancing down at his breast pocket.


  Something popped up from the fabric.


  Little Haniwa.


  Truly little.


  It was barely the size of a pinky finger.


  “What? H-How did you make yourself that small?” Sometimes, even I had to wonder if I was truly Haniwa’s master with how little I knew of its capabilities.


  Zane explained that the moment he entered town, this tiny Haniwa had appeared in front of him. “It must’ve remembered the signature of my magic. It came straight to me.”


  “Wait,” I said slowly. “But Haniwa’s with Mariabelle.”


  “The magical trace I’m sensing is extremely faint,” he replied. “So I can only assume it split itself in two.”


  “It split itself into what?!”


  I had no idea Haniwa could do something like that. But there was no chance it would’ve abandoned Mariabelle to come to me, so Zane had to be right.


  And thinking back on it… The exhaustion I’d felt earlier might not have been entirely from being choked out.


  It could’ve been the strain of sustaining two Haniwas running around at once.


  “Do you know where Mariabelle is?” I asked.


  Instead of answering verbally—perhaps this smaller version couldn’t speak—it nodded and pointed one tiny hand to the right.


  Zane smiled faintly, murmured his thanks, and changed direction. His brooch was indicating the same path, confirming we were headed the right way.


  We tore through one street after another before finally skidding to a halt.


  “Oh, milady,” a familiar voice called out. “And the duke, as well! We were just coming to look for you.”


  “Evan!” I said, entirely too relieved. “And Mariabelle and Haniwa!”


  Relief sank like a stone in my chest seeing them all safe and sound.


  Zane set me gently back on my feet and crossed the short distance to his sister. He brushed his fingers lightly over her cheek.


  Mariabelle, her eyes glossy with tears, threw her arms around him. “I knew you’d come for Big Sister. I knew you would.”


  “I did,” Zane said softly. “Thank the stars you’re safe, too.”


  Though a few chunks were missing here and there, Haniwa had returned to its usual size and was perched on Evan’s shoulder. Our eyes met, and when they did, Haniwa launched off and collided squarely with my chest.


  “I’m sorry I put you in such a difficult position,” I said, hugging it close. “But you did incredible; I knew you would.”


  “Eep! Oop-ehp-eoop!”


  “That’s right. You saved the day.”


  I thanked Haniwa again as it clung to me in that overly affectionate way. Then, I walked over to Evan, who was stretching his arms with a long exhale. The fight had clearly taken its toll; his navy-and-gold uniform was scuffed and dirtied in several places.


  “Thank you, too, Evan,” I said. “For protecting us. Now, what happened with Philander?”


  “Old Red-Eyes? Me and him traded blows for a while before he pulled back. Guess the Corruption was getting too rough for him.”


  “I see…” I murmured.


  So even someone like Philander wasn’t immune. Corruption was poison to anyone who lingered in it too long.


  A thread of unease tightened in my chest again. While I felt certain I wouldn’t meet the same fate as in the novel now that Zane and I were reunited, the fear lingered.


  “I think that’s enough standing around,” Evan said. “We can catch up and get all sappy somewhere where we’re not in the thick of it.”


  “Right,” I said.


  I raised my head and finally took it in.


  From our vantage point above the fray, the scale of it was impossible to ignore. Townspeople scattering. Buildings turned to rubble by the Zednik knights. Streets that were bright and welcoming just hours ago were gutted beyond recognition.


  Until now, I’d only thought about surviving.


  But this… This was the true cost.


  “What’s going to happen to this place?” I asked.


  “With the Corruption breaching this far,” Zane said gravely, “it will likely be sealed.”


  “Sealed?” I looked up at him. “No…”


  When Corruption accumulates beyond control, Zane explained, mages gather to erect a massive ward around the affected area, sealing it off entirely.


  If it came to that, then every resident here would lose their home.


  That vibrant, welcoming town—those smiling shopkeepers and children running through the streets—was gone in a single day. The thought of how many lives would be uprooted so abruptly filled me with inconsolable grief.


  Never had such bleakness ever been depicted in the novel.


  Not when Charlotte, with her Saintly powers, could always ensure such ruin never came to pass.


  “Milady?” Evan said quietly at my side.


  Could we really just run from this? I wondered, twisting my hands together. And yet, even as the thought formed, it felt hollow. What could I possibly do here except become another liability?


  “Mommy… Daddy… Euuugh…” A small child stumbled into view, sobbing as they called for their parents.


  My chest clenched. Without thinking, I started toward them.


  Zane’s arm shot out in front of me, barring my path. “You all go on without me,” he said. “Hale, if you’d please.” He gave Evan a short nod.


  “Right.” Evan’s reply was just as sharp.


  In the next instant, his arms were around me, holding me fast before I could break free. Then he indicated for Haniwa to do the same with Mariabelle.


  “Wait! Your Grace! You can’t!” I cried.


  “I’ll be right behind you,” Zane said, steady as ever. “Go.”


  He didn’t say he’d be fine.


  He always said that. But this time, he didn’t.


  And yet how could he be anything but on the verge of throwing himself into impossible danger? I knew Zane Winslet. He would never turn his back. Not on people who still needed him.


  “Evan! Let me go!”


  “I’m afraid I can’t, milady.”


  He started running away from Zane.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Haniwa swell to full size, scoop up Mariabelle, and bound after us.


  Zane watched us go. He gave a sad, almost apologetic smile, then turned his back and headed toward the crying child.


  “—!”


  I bit down hard on my lip as a sense of helplessness, hot, furious, and raging, surged through me.


  His figure shrank with every step.


  I reached a useless hand toward him.


  Never had I hated my powerlessness this much.


  I may not be the heroine of this story. But is it so wrong to want the strength to protect the people I love?


  As that impossible wish tore through me, a wave of Corruption rose, cresting like a black tide ready to swallow everything whole.


  Cold flooded my veins. A memory surfaced.


  “Hey. What happens if you come into contact with Corruption?”


  “Death, if it’s a lot. If it’s not as much, then sickness.”


  And that…was a lot.


  No one would survive it.


  Not the children.


  Not the townspeople.


  Not Zane.


  My vision blurred. With the thought of losing the love of my life clawing at my chest, I screamed his name into the wind.


  I reached—reached as far as I could with a hand that would never touch him.


  Please…give me the power to protect him!


  Something burst from my open palm.


  A blinding, golden light.


  I stared at it, breath caught in my throat. The warmth and color stirred a sense of familiarity.


  “Is this…? It can’t be…”


  The light flared brighter. It spread, spilling outward until it swallowed everything in sight. My vision went white, but I could feel it pouring over the town, washing across rooftops and streets, stretching farther and farther, still growing.


  Evan slowed. Mariabelle gasped.


  They were staring at me.


  Evan realized something, stopped, and set me on my feet. Ahead of us, Zane had halted as well. He turned, eyes wide. “Grace?”


  And somehow…


  I knew.


  I lifted my other hand.


  Then I thrust both arms forward and let everything go. The magic within me surged all at once.


  Let this town be delivered…from this…Corruption!


  A tremor ripped through me. Mana drained from my body at a speed I’d never felt before. My knees threatened to give. Black crept at the edges of my vision.


  Not yet.


  I bit down hard, tasted blood, and forced myself upright. I poured everything I had left into that light, into holding it steady.


  “Big Sister…” Mariabelle’s voice trembled.


  “Always full of surprises,” Evan said, almost admiring.


  I turned my head and somehow managed a smile. Mariabelle’s eyes were shining with tears. Evan was grinning like he’d expected nothing less. I swiped the sweat from my temple against my shoulder and faced forward again.


  “The Corruption… It’s disappearing…!”


  “What? How is this even possible?”


  “That… It can’t be anything but…her!”


  The townspeople had stopped running. They were staring, whispering.


  And they were right.


  The wave that had been on the verge of cresting, ready to swallow everything in its path, was vanishing before my eyes.


  “Ngh—!”


  My strength plummeted. The world tilted. A wave of dizziness crashed over me, and my legs gave. I stumbled back and ran into something warm. Solid. Arms caught me before I could fall.


  I didn’t need to turn to know.


  “You’re a Saint,” Zane murmured near my ear. His voice was unsteady. Reverent. As if he were looking at something he’d lost long ago. “Just like Mother,” he whispered. “The same warm…gentle light.”


  Zane’s warmth at my back, his words in my ear… They held me up. I pushed more power through, even as my body screamed at me to stop. Everything I had left. Everything I didn’t.


  “All of it… Please!”


  The plea tore out of me with the last of my strength. And along with it, a shift.


  The air changed.


  That suffocating wrongness, that bitter, crawling malice…


  Gone.


  The Corruption had been cleansed. All of it.


  The moment I understood, my body gave way. Relief crashed over me just as hard as the magic had. My knees buckled, and I fell back into Zane’s arms. He caught me instantly, holding me close.


  My breath came fast and uneven. My heart palpitated wildly, sharp and painful beneath my ribs, refusing to slow even though everything was finally—finally—over.


  Evan had warned me about this. The dangers of draining my mana dry. He’d drilled it into me during our very first lesson.


  I hadn’t listened. If he were angry now, I hoped he’d forgive me.


  Because I wasn’t sorry.


  “I… I did it…”


  I wasn’t sure the words even came out right.


  My voice felt far away.


  But Zane understood.


  “Yes,” he just said. His expression crumpled, like he was holding back tears.


  That made me smile, just a little.


  With a trembling hand, I reached up and touched his cheek.


  This time…


  I reached him.


  I saved him.


  And that alone filled me with a happiness so deep it hurt.


  Tears slipped down my face without a sound. Zane brushed them away gently, his fingers warm against my skin.


  “Everyone, the Saint has saved us!”


  “Three cheers for the Saint! Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray!”


  The townspeople’s voices rang out around us, bright and jubilant. The sound washed over me, soothing the ache in my body and the fog in my mind.


  Aside from the small detail that a minor character by the name of Grace Saintsbury was currently being hailed as a Saint.


  That part felt off. Just a little.


  It was a different person, a different time, a different place, but the plot beat from the novel had remained the same.


  “Grace?”


  Zane’s voice felt distant.


  That may have been my last clear thought. A heavy drowsiness pulled me under. My eyelids drooped. I let myself sink fully into the arms holding me up.


  “Sorry, Your Grace. I’m just going to…take a little…nap…” I whispered so that Zane would not worry with the very last dregs of my strength.


  It was the last thing I managed before everything went dark.


  “Well, would you look at that? She’s even more interesting than I thought.”


  A man watched from afar, a slow smile tugging at his lips.


  “I want her even more now.”


  The fact that Philander had witnessed it all…


  That was something I wouldn’t learn until much later.


   


   


   


  Chapter 5: The Power of Love


   


  I downed a tall glass of water sitting up in bed and let out a small sigh. “I didn’t know a person could sleep that long. My head still feels like it’s wrapped in cotton wool.”


  Zane took the glass and set it on the nearby table. “You pushed yourself past your limit. You’d do well to stay quiet for a while.”


  After losing consciousness in Beier, I’d been carried all the way to the Winslet Estate, where I slept for three whole days. Hypersomnia, apparently. Not an uncommon side effect after burning through every last drop of mana.


  I’d woken three hours ago to find Zane beside me, exactly where he’d been the entire time. A doctor had looked me over, declared me otherwise perfectly healthy, and I managed a warm bath and a light meal before getting back into bed. The doctor had been emphatic that I still needed rest.


  Zane smiled like he didn’t quite know what to do with me and gently lifted a lock of my hair. “Still, you never cease to amaze, do you?”


  The gesture, that expression—my heart did a full swoop, and I glanced away. “Y-You’re telling me.”


  After waking, I’d secretly snuck a tiny bit of what little magic I’d recovered since waking. When I did, a golden light poured forth, confirming it beyond a shadow of a doubt.


  “I never thought I’d awaken to the power of a Saint.”


  Until Lord Warren’s conversation forced me to confront some of my preconceptions, I’d always believed that, since my reincarnation, the heroine, Charlotte, would be the only one capable of wielding that power. If not her, then at the very least, I’d have put Grace at the top of the list of people it would never choose.


  “That reminds me,” I said, straightening. “What became of the town?”


  I’d already asked after Evan, Mariabelle, and Haniwa—all safe and home, thankfully—but hadn’t pressed for more than that.


  “They are in the process of rebuilding,” Zane said. “Something that wouldn’t have been possible had you not cleansed the entire area of Corruption. I believe the townsfolk will be there a long time yet.”


  “Oh, that’s so good to hear. Oh, but what about the people hurt in the Zednik attack?”


  “A few were wounded. But everyone touched by that golden light made a full recovery, it seems.”


  “Oh?”


  I hadn’t expected to hear that last part. But it was totally true that in the novel, Grace had only ever been one name on a long list of people saved by Charlotte’s power. But thinking now that that was me… That I’d thoroughly supplanted Charlotte as the heroine in this version of the story, a feeling of unease settled over me.


  “The power…of love,” I muttered. It earned me an odd look from Zane. But I ignored it as I ran through what I knew in my head.


  The previous Saint, Rosalie, had awakened to her powers after, out of deep love for Zane’s father, she wished fervently for the power to save his life, as Lord Warren had told it. In my case, I’d wished fervently to save Zane out of deep love for him. Put those two together, and it seemed the source of a Saint’s power was rooted in cultivating a deep love with someone of the Winslet bloodline, which the book had probably just truncated to the power of love. In other words, there had been nothing special about Charlotte specifically. There had been everything special about Zane.


  By the time I’d reached that conclusion, the tears were already falling. “I’m so, so glad.”


  I was glad I’d saved Zane and the people of Beier. I knew the Corruption would only spread from here, that this was barely the beginning. But knowing I now had the power to protect the people I cared about rushed through me like a wave, the relief so deep it almost hurt.


  I had been so frightened.


  I’d convinced myself that because I hadn’t been able to play the villainess and because I’d selfishly reached for the hero when he was never meant to be mine, I had broken something irreparable. Countless lives upended. Homes lost. Death and destruction, all because of me. The thought that I had been the cause of it had sat in my chest like a stone, heavy with a guilt and fear I hadn’t known how to carry.


  All of it came flooding out now, tangled and nameless. I couldn’t have said what I was feeling, only that the tears wouldn’t stop, and I didn’t try to make them.


  And then, rising quietly above it all, came something else. The understanding that I could truly stand by Zane’s side now. Not as a borrowed place, not on borrowed time, but for good.


  It was happiness. Unmistakably.


  “I love you…so much, Lord Zane,” I managed through the sobs.


  “And I love you, Grace. More than you could possibly know.”


  Zane gathered me into his arms and said it again and again until the words felt like something I could hold. I stayed there for a long while, safe in that embrace, and let everything come out.


  ✶✶✶


  IT took about an hour for me to calm down. When I finally pulled back from Zane’s arms, a wave of embarrassment hit me. Just how ugly did I cry? I could feel how swollen my eyes were and didn’t dare imagine how I looked, so I ducked my head to hide my face.


  “Sorry, I feel like I’m always crying these days.”


  “No need to apologize for that. If anything, I’m glad you feel comfortable being yourself in front of me.”


  “I… I am. Thank you.”


  A soft smile came over me, brought on by Zane’s endless, tireless kindness. Then the rawness around my eyes made itself known—the kind that comes from crying too hard for too long. I raised my hands and let the power flow. A warm light bloomed, and the ache soon faded.


  “I…really am a Saint,” I muttered.


  “Without a shadow of a doubt.” Zane’s mouth curved into a half-smile at my reaction. “You should know, quite a few people witnessed what you did in Beier that day. The whole realm knows of you now. The entire land, in fact.”


  “You… You’re kidding!”


  The Saint was a rare and precious existence. Every corner of the land would give anything to possess one. Zane went on to tell me that even the king, who had never been particularly fond of either of us, had done a sudden about-face. Apparently, he was now saying things like, “I had my eye on her and Zane for some time,” and, “I’d like to meet with her once she’s recovered.” 


  Corruption’s spread and the aqua arcana shortage had already begun to take their toll on his people. The sudden appearance of a Saint must have done wonders for his headaches.


  “But, hold on. Did people just…accept it? Just like that? I mean, I was such an awful person. And now I’m the Saint.”


  Saints were the prizes of their kingdoms, symbols of peace. The idea of the grasping, salacious villain of the piece holding up that mantle felt like the kind of thing people would have strong feelings about, powers or not.


  But Zane just said, “Oh, of course,” as if it were nothing at all, and continued, “Word is you were possessed by a demon all this time.”


  “I was possessed by a what?!” Was I hearing him correctly…?


  “A demon,” he said matter-of-factly. “An evil demon that compelled you to commit such horrible acts. When you awakened to your Saintly powers, it was exorcised from your body.”


  “And people believed that?!”


  “It’s a testament to the regard in which people hold a Saint.”


  Well, true enough, Lady Rosalie and all the Saints before had been literal…well, saints. Whereas I was just me! But I made a quiet promise to myself, then and there, to be worthy of those who had come before. With that thought, I sat up just a little straighter.


  “Having a few key figures close to you endorse the rumor’s veracity certainly didn’t harm matters,” Zane added.


  “What?” I blinked at him. “Now who would go ahead and do that?”


  “Your father, for one. Then the ladies of your acquaintance. And Gardner.”


  “Ohhh…”


  My father, I could believe. He was doting to a fault. By “the ladies,” Zane likely meant Lady Dana and the others I’d met at Charlotte’s tea party. Lanhart was harder to picture as a true believer, but I suspected he’d found the whole thing quietly amusing, decided it served my interests, and given it a little wind in its sails just to see what happened.


  A smile crept onto my face at the thought of him, and Zane’s shapely brows drew together in response. “You really do like that Gardner, don’t you? Whenever you speak of him, your expression goes terribly soft.”


  “Does it?” I said, feeling a little called out. “Well, yes. As a dear friend.”


  However much I stressed that last part, Zane’s face remained fixed in that endearing, almost-pouting expression of his. He’s only ever like this with me, I thought. And with that came another small wave of joy.


  “You’re bound to become even more popular after this,” he sulked. “Already, I burn with jealousy.”


  “You have absolutely nothing to worry about,” I teased.


  And truly, who could compare? This devoted, impossibly kind, unfairly handsome male lead of mine?


  I had already resolved to do everything in my power to undo the damage Grace Saintsbury’s reputation had suffered. But then I became Zane’s life partner. Now I was the Saint. My responsibilities had never been greater. But I resolved, quietly and firmly, to rise to meet every last one of them.


  ✶✶✶


  THE next day, I sat at a marble table in the Winslet Estate’s salon, feeling perfectly fine, with Zane and Evan around the same table. Mariabelle had been having tea with us until just a little while ago, but we’d asked her to leave. We were about to venture into a rather dangerous conversation.


  “I’m glad that whole affair had a happy ending. Milady came out of it slightly more famous for wear, but what can you do?” Evan, unruffled as ever, elegantly lifted a teacup to his lips. 


  Slightly more famous didn’t quite cut it. Even now, word seemed to have gotten out that I was staying at Duke Winslet’s townhouse estate, and among people who just wanted to catch a glimpse of the Saint, journalists were crowding just outside the gate.


  I hadn’t intended for things to spiral like this. I’d offered to return home so as not to impose on Zane and Mariabelle, but, well, you can imagine how that went. Zane had declined, kindly but firmly, that unflappable smile of his firmly in place.


  “Going forward, I expect bad actors to come crawling out of the woodwork looking to exploit Grace’s power,” Zane said. “We should strengthen her protection.”


  “No objections there.” Evan set his cup down. “I left her side this time, and her remaining guards proved useless. We need some more capable help around here.”


  I still had complete faith in Evan. I did. But if we found ourselves facing more than a handful of threats at once, things might start slipping through the cracks. He was only one man, after all. I’d have to speak to Father about hiring additional guards once this was settled.


  “The search is ongoing, but we’ve yet to find this man, Isaac,” Zane said. “What I would like to know first is why he tried to kill you in the first place. I thought you were on rather good terms.”


  Apparently, Zane had known Isaac was frequenting the restaurant. Evan just shrugged and said, “I knew that guy was trouble.”


  Everything Isaac had done—how warmly he’d treated me, the way he’d stepped in to protect me—had all been calculated. A way to get close to me to make me lower my guard. Evan had been right. From here on, I’d trust his instincts without question.


  “Isaac said…he did it for Charlotte Clive,” I said.


  “Pardon?” Zane raised an eyebrow.


  “To grant her wish…he had to get rid of me first.”


  I hesitated over the rest of it. Charlotte’s wish had been to be with Zane. It bothered me, if I was being honest with myself. Here I was with Zane. Here I was, the Saint. I had stepped into everything she was meant to be and taken it without even realizing, and now, what would become of her? 


  From what Isaac had said during our confrontation, it was clear she was a fellow reincarnator. One who loved Zane, just as I did, and who believed that the future was rightfully hers. A pang of guilt twisted through me at the thought of how much I’d taken from her. Perhaps that was why I resisted telling Zane the whole truth, like I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it.


  Zane seemed to sense it. He didn’t press further.


  “It’s just…he had so many chances to kill me,” I said. Before Zane had come to my rescue, there had been no shortage of moments where Isaac could have ended my life just like that. So why hadn’t he? Did some remnant of guilt hold him back, or some barrier against taking a life, even then?


  “At any rate, I would still like the chance to speak with Charlotte,” I said. Isaac had claimed to act on her behalf, but it remained unknown whether killing me had been a direct order from her or something he’d done without her blessing.


  Zane studied me for a moment, those golden eyes fixed on mine, until at last he spoke. “All right. I trust your judgment. We’ll keep a close watch on her and ensure the meeting takes place somewhere we can guarantee your safety. Needless to say, I’ll be right beside you.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace!” With Zane at my side, I had nothing to fear. First things first, I’d have to write to Charlotte and announce my intention to meet.


  “Then there is the matter of the third prince from Zednik,” Zane said. “He had his eyes set on you as well, didn’t he? Rumors of his cruelty have reached even us. The man is a danger not just to individuals but to nations.”


  And that was only the beginning of it. Philander had a gift for bending people to his will and turning hearts and minds until they carried out his bidding without question. Combined with his formidable magical ability, he was widely considered the most likely to ascend the throne. But what unsettled me most was something no one else in this room could possibly know. 


  In the novel, Philander had been defeated so brutally by Zane that he never recovered and never appeared again. Yet here, in this version of events, he was still very much at large. I had no story left to guide me, no plot to consult. Slowly but surely, everything was diverging from what it was supposed to be—or at least, what I knew it to be. 


  “Ah, right, that fellow,” Evan said. “The one who said he wanted to take you back to his country. Who said he liked a frightened girl trying to act brave.”


  “Oh?” Zane murmured. “He said that, did he?”


  Thanks to Evan helpfully volunteering information I’d intended to keep to myself, Zane’s expression fell at once. He was furious, and the temperature in the room seemed to drop with it.


  “As much as I would like to gut him even as we speak,” Zane said, his voice perfectly even, “I suspect he’ll be playing nice for a while yet.”


  Philander’s incursion into Beier had been unsanctioned by his government. Their king had since issued an apology to ours, and Philander would face punishment, along with a generous sum of reparations from their coffers to ours.


  “The Corruption and aqua arcana crises extend to Zednik as well,” Zane said. “If they wish to call upon our Saint’s aid, they have little choice but to keep their heads down.”


  “Right…” 


  My thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the people of Zednik. I did want to help them. They were innocent and bore no blame for what Philander had done. But the thought of facing him again sent a quiet shiver through me. No matter how his king chose to punish him, I couldn’t bring myself to believe he would ever learn. Knowing he was still out there, waiting, stirred something in me I couldn’t quite name. A fear that sat too deep for words.


  “But there’s nothing for you to worry about on that front,” Zane said. “Just take it easy for now.”


  “Right.” I nodded. “Thank you.” We had our country’s troubles to contend with first. Until those were resolved, I had no business even thinking about crossing borders to help another.


  “And I mention this only so you’re aware,” Zane said, “but the king has extended us invitations to the kingdom’s founding fete. Both of us. Of course, I’m only asking if you’d like to attend. Please feel free to decline. I wouldn’t allow anyone to censure you for it.”


  Zane was ever so thoughtful. I could never thank him enough for it. But I was feeling perfectly fine now, physically. I couldn’t put off meeting the king or stepping back into the public eye forever.


  “I see. I think I’d like to go, if you’d let me.” More than anything, at an event of that scale, there was a good chance Charlotte would be there.


  “Of course,” Zane said simply, with a smile, and just like that, it was settled. In a fortnight, we’d be in attendance.


  There was still lots, lots, and lots to do in the meantime, and I gave my cheeks a brisk little pat to rouse myself back to the task at hand.


  “Well, then. This seems like a fine moment to excuse myself,” Evan said, rising from his seat. “I’ve got monsters to slay on the duke’s behalf. I’d hate to fall too far behind.”


  “You’re slaying monsters for Lord Zane?” I asked.


  “Indeed.” He nodded.


  So it seemed that while I’d been staying at Zane’s, Evan had been going out to slay in his stead. It made a certain sense. With me safely within the estate’s walls, Evan had little reason to hover, and Zane had to stay by my side, so he’d brought Evan on to manage it for him. Now that I thought about it, Zane was here rather more than one might expect of someone so terribly busy. I felt a little guilty for it. But more than guilty, I felt deeply grateful for all the care being quietly arranged around me.


  Also, it struck me as a little odd that Evan would take on the work at all, given that he had no particular interest in money.


  “His Grace is giving me something I want,” Evan said evasively.


  “And what would that be?” I asked.


  “Mmm… Not telling.” He pressed a finger to his lips and smiled. Truly, for all the time I spent at his side, I sometimes felt I hardly knew him. But I had my own secrets, so I wasn’t about to pry.


  We saw Evan off at the door, and then Zane led me back to my room by the hand.


  “First thing on the books is next week’s founding fete,” I said. “I ought to make good use of the time until then.”


  “What I think,” Zane said, “is that you ought to rest while you have the chance.”


  But how could I? I still had so much to learn about being a Saint, not least how to actually wield my power when it mattered. The last thing I wanted was to be caught with my pants down. After all, this was only the beginning of the occasions on which the Saint would be called upon.


  “Actually, I was thinking about going to Lord Warren to learn how to wield holy magic,” I said. “Holy magic is similar to light magic, so I figured he’d be the one to call.”


  “Absolutely not,” Zane said at once.


  “Why not? Lady Rosalie taught him, so who better to teach me?”


  “I…have just received a rather infuriating letter from him, in which he declares that he’s taken a liking to you.”


  I couldn’t imagine that someone like Lord Warren saw me as anything more than a child. Surely he’d only written it to get a rise out of Zane.


  “And also,” Zane added, “because I cannot stand him.”


  It was rare for Zane to voice his dislike for someone so plainly. A testament, I supposed, to all the shenanigans Lord Warren had put him through growing up.


  “Besides, you already have a foundation in magic; it should come to you rather quickly,” Zane said. “Not to mention, there is nothing Warren could teach you that I cannot.”


  Each and every syllable fairly seethed with hostility. I couldn’t very well argue against that kind of pressure, could I? At any rate, the goal was to learn to wield holy magic with some confidence. If I could manage that here, I had nothing to complain about.


  ✶✶✶


  AND so it arrived: the day of the kingdom’s founding day fete. Once we were dressed and ready, Zane and I made our way toward the royal castle.


  “Oh, I just don’t feel right in this,” I muttered, glancing down at myself.


  “You look every bit as beautiful as you deserve to.” Zane’s voice was certain. “I guarantee it.”


  He had procured the dress for me—pure white, simple, and still. The exact opposite of the bold crimsons and reds I’d worn in my villainess days: all purity and quiet grace. I couldn’t quite get used to it. It felt like wearing someone else’s skin. Apparently, it was an unspoken tradition among Saints to wear white for all public occasions. And a gathering at the royal castle was about as public as it got.


  My makeup was natural, barely there, and my hair fell loose down my back in a single long tail. For accessories, pearls were scattered here and there. If anyone from Grace’s old life happened to see me, I doubted they’d recognize me at all.


  “It’s not just the dress,” I said. “I still don’t really know what it means to be a Saint. Not properly.”


  “Just be yourself,” Zane said. “That’s the most Saint-like thing you could do. And I won’t leave your side, not even for a second. So you’ve got nothing to worry about.”


  I let out a slow breath. “All right. All right.” I looked up at him. “Thank you.”


  In the days leading up to the fete, I’d been studying up on Saints and practicing my holy magic. Whatever time was left, I spent with Zane, and sometimes with Yanna and Evan, when they made the trip from home. They always brought Haniwa along, and the five of us, Mariabelle included, would have ourselves a quiet, relaxed teatime.


  I had sent Charlotte a letter inviting her to talk. No reply ever came. We sent Al to scope out Baron Clive’s estate, and his report was strange. Charlotte hadn’t left the house once in the past two weeks. That wasn’t like her. From what other ladies had let slip at various tea parties, Charlotte loved to go outside.


  As for Isaac, he was still wanted for the attempt on my life, but there’d been no leads. Worse than that, his name didn’t appear in any records. It was as if he didn’t exist at all, which was its own particular kind of terrifying. But Zane was constantly beside me, and somehow that made it easier to breathe.


  I caught a glimpse of the royal castle through the window as it rose into view, and then, almost too quickly, we arrived. The moment Zane and I stepped down from the carriage, a wave of stares, sudden and sweeping, swung toward me all at once.


  Nothing from my experiences as Grace had prepared me for this. Even being her, with all her, shall we say, allure, hadn’t felt quite like this. The gazes ranged from open curiosity to quiet doubt to something that bordered on accusation. Grace Saintsbury, a Saint—that particular piece of news had not gone down easily among the nobles who had known her.


  “It seems many of them still don’t believe it,” I murmured to Zane. “Well, I suppose that was always going to be the case.”


  “It’ll all just be a matter of time,” he said, with just the edge of a smirk.


  We walked hand-in-hand. Even after we made our entrance into the venue, the stares didn’t let up, sharp and daggered from every direction. And yet, for all the looking, no one approached.


  I supposed that made a certain kind of sense.


  Women who had known Grace Saintsbury either hated her or were afraid of her. And the men who might have—well, they never had particularly upstanding reasons for doing so.


  But…there was one exception. “Hey there, Lady Saint. Goodness, that look suits you. You’re a step above today.”


  “Lanhart!” I exclaimed.


  He cut through all that stifling tension with his usual bright energy, every flashy accessory catching the light, and just like that, I felt lighter. The moment I called his name, however, Zane’s arm slipped firmly around my waist.


  “Aha ha. And I see His Grace is as His Grace as ever,” Lanhart chuckled.


  “Right back at you,” Zane said, with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.


  But then I noticed that Lanhart’s wasn’t either. Sweat starting to prickle on my back, I said randomly, “So, Lanhart! I heard you were to blame for the rumor spreading. About me having been possessed by a demon or whatnot.”


  “Oh, that.” He tilted his head. “I’m not sure. All I said was that the Grace I’d known was always beautiful in appearance and pure of heart. Whatever the peanut gallery made of that is hardly my doing.”


  “Is that so?” I smiled. “Well, thank you either way.”


  The true value of the influence of a man like Lanhart was incalculable. I had a strong feeling his words had done more good for me than I’d ever be able to measure.


  “I see you’ve stopped needing to run,” Lanhart said.


  “That’s right. I have.” I met his amethyst eyes steadily as I said it.


  “Good,” he said simply and smiled, warm enough that I felt it.


  He had helped me so many times. More than I’d ever properly thanked him for. Heart full, I reached out and gave his hand a small tug. “If you ever need anything, I won’t hesitate.”


  Surprise flickered across his face before it softened. “A favor from a Saint I can cash in whenever I like. I do think I like the sound of that.” Then, with a glint in his eye, “But do you think your duke might extend me the same courtesy every now and then?”


  It was a joke, I was fairly sure. An olive branch, in its way.


  But Zane just said, seriously, “I could.” Odd, but there was a sincerity to it that I didn’t miss. Whatever Zane’s feelings toward Lanhart, the offer was real.


  Lanhart seemed genuinely caught off guard by that. He hesitated uncharacteristically before giving a short snort and thanking Zane quietly. Then he leaned in close to my ear. “By the way, I caught a glimpse of Lady Charlotte earlier.”


  “What?” The word slipped out before I could stop it. She hadn’t replied to my letter. She hadn’t left the house in two weeks. And now she was here? I hadn’t imagined that, not even a little.


  “Good luck,” Lanhart said simply. “All the best to you both.”


  With a slow, easy wave, he was gone. I watched his retreating back and sent a quiet thought that someone as genuinely kind as Lanhart might find his own happiness someday.


  I turned to Zane and told him the news.


  “All right. Stay close to my side,” he said.


  “I will. For now, let’s keep our eyes open and see if we can’t—”


  A blare of trumpets cut me off. Every head in the room turned toward the central staircase as the king and queen made their entrance.


  “Tonight, we celebrate the founding of our great Kingdom of Sewell…” the king began, his voice carrying through the hall until he stopped, midway through his address, and let his gaze drift slowly around the room as though searching for someone.


  It came to rest on me.


  “On this occasion, a wonderful Saint has been born to us. Truly auspicious, isn’t that right, Grace Saintsbury?”


  Every eye in the room swung to me.


  I had braced myself for a certain amount of attention today, but being called out by name in the middle of the king’s opening remarks was something else entirely. The pressure was immense. My whole body went rigid, like I was struck with paralysis.


  Then Zane’s hand came to rest gently against my back. “You’re fine,” he said, and somehow, that was enough. I gathered myself, raised my head, and met the king’s eyes.


  “My deepest thanks, Your Majesty. I am honored beyond measure.”


  He chuckled, rich and unhurried. “In that case, won’t you let everyone else see for themselves the true degree of your power?”


  The way he said it implied I’d demonstrated my abilities to him privately before now, which wasn’t true in the slightest. I hadn’t so much as been in the same room as him since the night of the ball. Annoyance prickled at me. But refusing the king in front of the entire court wasn’t exactly an option, so I said, “Of course,” while he smiled with evident satisfaction, fingers turning idly through the white of his beard.


  “Bring him,” he decreed.


  The doors to the hall swung open. Three men entered, one clearly in pain, half-dragged by the other two, who held him up by the armpits as they hauled him into the center of the room. A stir broke out all at once.


  The wounded man was in a knight’s uniform, his right trouser leg rolled up to the knee to reveal skin gone black beneath. I recognized it immediately. Corruption damage.


  “The man before you was exposed to Corruption recently,” the king intoned. “For someone who cleansed the whole of Beier from its evil, surely this will be a trivial feat.”


  So that was his aim. A demonstration. A show of healing performed in front of the entire court.


  I kept my face still, but my stomach churned. The knight’s breathing was shallow and visibly painful.


  I had accepted the king’s invitation the day it arrived. He had known I would be here.


  And yet he had waited until now, in front of an audience, to ask me to heal a man who had clearly been suffering for days, if not weeks? He could have sent for me at any point. I would have come gladly, without any of this. Instead, he had held onto his suffering like a prop.


  Beside me, I could feel Zane go very still, no doubt with that same anger I felt.


  I drew in a slow breath, smoothed my expression, and stepped forward. Kneeling before the knight, I laid my hand gently against his blackened leg. “It’s going to be all right,” I told him, offering a steady smile.


  Please deliver him from his suffering.


  I poured mana through my palm as I prayed, steady and practiced.


  After two weeks of training, casting holy magic didn’t feel so foreign anymore.


  I’d even healed Evan once after he’d stumbled back from a monster-slaying mission, covered in wounds and blood. He’d fallen into a nest of beasts after running out of mana and nearly lost his life.


  He’d laughed it off.


  Of course, I hadn’t. I’d scolded him thoroughly and told him never to pull something so reckless again. Compared to that night, this was nothing.


  A soft glow faded beneath my hand. I pulled away.


  The dark stain on his leg had vanished. Color returned to his skin, both his foot and his once-ashen face.


  “There,” I said gently. “You should be feeling better now.”


  The knight stared at his leg in disbelief. The two men supporting him looked just as stunned.


  “L-Lady Saint! Oh, bless you… Bless you!” His voice shook as tears spilled down his cheeks. “I thought I would never stand as a knight again. I have little ones at home. I thought… I thought it was all over for us.”


  His words broke apart between sobs, but I understood. As relief washed over him and he wept without restraint, a quiet warmth spread through my chest. His joy felt like my own.


  “Look at that. He’s all better!” someone around said.


  “So Lady Grace truly is the Saint…” another murmured.


  A ripple spread through the hall, followed by scattered applause. I didn’t approve of the king’s methods in the slightest, but I couldn’t deny that displaying my power so plainly before a room full of gossiping nobles would be the fastest way to put any lingering doubts to rest.


  “Oho, Grace Saintsbury!” the king boomed. “A splendid display! Truly magnificent! Go forth and continue to wield that blessed power for the glory of my fair kingdom!”


  He clapped grandly, every bit the indulgent monarch. I dipped into a curtsy in answer.


  I did not like him. I certainly did not trust him. But if I were to travel the country cleansing Corruption, it would be best to do so with his blessing.


  “Tonight, we celebrate!” the king proclaimed. “Drink deep and revel! To the founding of our glorious kingdom and to the radiant birth of our new Saint!”


  Cheers thundered through the hall. “Long live Sewell!” rose from every side.


  I let out a quiet breath, relief finally settling in now that the moment had passed. When I turned, Zane was already watching me, that familiar softness in his eyes. “You did wonderfully,” he said.


  “Only because you were beside me.” I met his gaze, still lightheaded from the rush of it all. “It’s strange… when I’m with you, I feel like I could do anything.”


  “Grace.” The way he said my name made my breath catch. “You really shouldn’t say things like that so carelessly. It makes it very difficult not to adore you.”


  His fingers just barely brushed my cheek, and I thought that was it when he leaned across and pressed a feather-light kiss to the other one instead.


  I pulled back and stared at him, stunned, both hands flying up to my face. He only laughed, low and unhurried. Eyes were still on us, and the little cries of “Oh my” and “how romantic” that rippled through the crowd did absolutely nothing to cool the heat flooding my cheeks.


  “Don’t think for a moment I’m finished letting the world know you’re mine,” Zane murmured.


  But I’m already wearing your bracelet, I thought. Not that I’d have said so. Not when I loved him as hopelessly as I did.


  He leaned in, his voice dropping low enough for only me. “I showed considerable restraint by only going for your cheek, just so you know.”


  My heart turned over. The suggestion that there might have been more, that there would be more, left me undone.


  “Since when are you one for public displays of affection, old chum?” a voice cut through the moment.


  I turned to see Zane’s good friend, Boris. And behind him, a man with blond hair and blue eyes. I bowed my head immediately upon recognizing him.


  “Please, let’s not stand on ceremony,” the man said, warmth threading through his voice, a chuckle breaking through. “Look at Zane; he certainly isn’t.”


  I straightened and looked at Zane. He wasn’t even trying to hide his irritation at being interrupted, even if that interrupter was the crown prince of the kingdom.


  The man laughing at him—the blond-haired, blue-eyed man beside Boris—was none other than His Highness, Prince Samuel, crown prince of the kingdom. He’d been mentioned in passing a few times in the novel, always favorably, and with good reason. By all rights, he would go down in history as a wise and righteous king. He was already loved by the people, both for his character and his handsome looks. And this was purely a private thought, but I could not wait for the day the current king abdicated, and he could take the throne.


  “Lady Grace,” he said, his voice measured, a small furrow forming between his brows. “I owe you an apology on behalf of my father. I can only imagine how unpleasant that must have been.”


  “Oh, no, truly, it was nothing,” I said quickly, my hands fluttering up in denial before I could stop them. “Not at all, please don’t think anything of it.”


  A faint smile crossed his face, patient and kind. “You’re very gracious.” He glanced between us. “Zane and I go back to our schooling days, so I suspect this won’t be the last you see of me. I look forward to it.”


  “As do I, Your Highness.”


  Zane didn’t deny the going back part, and I could feel an easy air settling between the three of us.


  Then Prince Samuel’s eyes swept briefly around us, and he dropped his voice to something only we could catch. “I’m sorry it has to be at a time like this, but I need to speak with you about that matter.”


  Zane’s expression tightened immediately. I had no idea what this was about, but it was clearly something serious. I was already casting about for a graceful excuse to slip away when Zane glanced at me, then back to the prince.


  “I apologize,” he began, “but I can’t—”


  “Your Grace.” I touched his arm lightly. “It’s all right. I spotted Lady Priscilla a moment ago. I’ve been meaning to catch up with her.”


  “But if something happens, I won’t be at your side.”


  “There’s a whole crowd here,” I said, softer. “And I have Evan and the others. I’ll be fine.”


  I tried my best to send him on his way. Reassure him that I felt safe among all the extra guards we had posted throughout the hall, disguised as guests. We had gotten permission from the king to do so, and even Evan was among them.


  Zane hesitated a moment longer. “All right. I’ll try not to be long.”


  “Good. Now go.”


  “My apologies, Lady Grace.” Prince Samuel smiled at me, a little ruefully. “I’ll have him back to you as soon as I can.”


  It must really be important, I thought, watching them disappear in the direction of one of the private rooms. The moment they were out of sight, I turned and started toward Lady Priscilla when a familiar silhouette caught my eye. Someone slipped from the terrace out into the night, a heavy coat already drawn over her shoulders. Long chestnut hair. I recognized that profile instantly.


  Charlotte.


  She appeared to be making her exit from the party. It was now or never. I changed course and went after her.


  A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed Evan had seen me move and was already following at a discreet distance. Reassured, I quickened my pace and stepped outside.


  The garden was beautiful in the dim glow of the overhead lamps, and Charlotte hadn’t gotten far.


  “Lady Charlotte!” I called out loud enough, I hoped, to stop her.


  It did. Her steps slowed and then stilled.


  She turned slowly.


  Eyes like emeralds—but empty. Utterly devoid of warmth, of anything human, fixed on me. The hair on my arms stood up. Goosebumps induced from the sheer hatred I felt.


  Her lips curved into a smile that died well before it reached her eyes. “Lady Grace.” Her voice was nothing like the bright, peppy lilt I remembered. It was flat. Hollow. “What’s the matter? You stopped me for a reason, I hope?”


  “I needed to speak with you,” I said.


  She advanced toward me. “Speak with me? At this point, what could we possibly have to say to each other? Oh, I see. You came to gloat.”


  I was rooted to the spot as she closed the distance, those lightless eyes never leaving mine but growing bigger and bigger as she took step after step.


  “You were supposed to be the villainess. And yet here you are. You took Zane, and now you’ve gone and taken the powers of a Saint as well. Tell me. Does it feel as good as it looks?”


  “What? No, that’s not why I’m—”


  “Then what?” She almost scoffed. “You came to laugh at me? To humiliate me further than I already have been? You know, I would love nothing more than to tear that sweet little act of yours clean off your face.”


  Those words… That tone… The Charlotte I’d known would never. It drove it home that this wasn’t her. This was someone else in her skin. Another reincarnator. Who stopped directly in front of me. Close enough that I had to hold my ground.


  “Well then. Out with it. What did you want to say?”


  I steadied myself.


  “Were you the one who told Isaac to kill me?”


  Those large emerald eyes went genuinely, unguardedly wide for just a moment.


  “…What?”


  It seemed like genuine shock, like those words had never once occurred to her. Whatever this was, it wasn’t a performance.


  “Did… Did Isaac say that?” Her voice had gone small.


  “Yes,” I said carefully. “He said I was an obstacle standing between you and Zane’s happily ever after. That I had to die.”


  “You’re lying!” she all but screamed. “You’re lying! You’re lying, you’re lying, you’re lying! Isaac would never say that! He would never!”


  She lunged forward and grabbed both my arms, her nails biting into my skin. All that cold composure from moments ago, gone, like it had never existed. Her grip was desperate, almost frantic. Evan and the other guards didn’t move. Not yet. They were on orders to intervene only if I said so.


  “And now you want to take Isaac, too? I won’t let you! I won’t, I won’t, I won’t!” she screamed.


  “What? No! And I’m not lying, I swear it!” I protested.


  But she wasn’t hearing me. Whatever Isaac was to her, she trusted him completely.


  “Give him back,” she whimpered, and the imperious Charlotte from moments ago simply…crumpled. “Give me back my Zane. He was mine. He was always supposed to be mine.”


  The tears came fast and ugly, streaking down her face.


  “I became the heroine in a world I loved more than my own. I was finally going to have my happily ever after. I was finally going to have someone who loved me, who truly, really loved me, just me, and you took it. You took all of it!”


  Each word settled deep, embedding itself somewhere tender deep within, until my chest felt scraped and thin.


  I didn’t know this Charlotte.


  I didn’t know what kind of life she’d left behind.


  But I knew what it meant to cling to a story. To believe it would save you.


  She must have held on to that promise with both hands, believing it was certain, believing it was hers, until somewhere along the way, I had ripped it from her.


  Whether I’d meant to or not, I had taken away the future she believed was all but guaranteed to her.


  I felt it creep up slowly. But just as surely. That insidious feeling we call guilt.


  “Why won’t someone… Anyone… Just put me first…?” she whispered.


  As she stood there sobbing, small and shaking, any words I might have offered dissolved before they reached my lips.


  Because I understood, in a way, I wished I didn’t.


  The moment I’d woken up in this new life, I’d resolved to chase the dream that had slipped through my fingers in my last one. Of course, Charlotte had done the same. Her dream had been to be loved by Zane. To finally, finally be chosen.


  She came into this world believing the ending was already written, just as I had. Believing that if she followed the path laid out in the novel, everything would fall into place. I’d once believed that too—that whatever was written would inevitably come to pass.


  But that was never going to be the case.


  Whatever I said now, she would probably hear it as nothing more than self-righteous justification. An excuse.


  But still.


  “It took me far too long to understand this myself,” I said quietly, “but even if this world is based on a novel, and even if they share the same names, the same roles, they aren’t characters. They’re real people. They have their own wills.”


  I knew that now. Not everything would unfold as it had on the page. Not everyone would think or feel according to a script.


  “That’s why…” I held her gaze. “It’s not you or me who gets to decide who Zane falls in love with. It’s Zane himself.”


  Hearing that, her eyes widened. Lips parted, but no sound came.


  The reaction told me she’d known that, somewhere deep down. She just hadn’t wanted to face it.


  After all, how long had it taken me to stop living in fear of things that might never even happen?


  It was only because Zane’s love had been so steady and unwavering that I finally learned to trust him. I still worry. I still falter. But now, instead of waiting for the future to arrive, I move to change it.


  Charlotte’s gaze dropped to the ground. For a long moment, it seemed like she had nothing else to say.


  To be honest, neither did I.


  I’d said what I came to say. And from everything she’d let slip, it was clear enough; she hadn’t ordered Isaac to kill me.


  That was all I needed to know.


  That was all I wanted to figure out, so if we were done, I had nothing left to say to her.


  Anything more… I had no right to press. No desire to, either. A small part of me wanted to tell her that staying close to Isaac didn’t seem good for her. But remembering how she’d reacted the last time I mentioned him, I knew she wouldn’t hear it.


  “All right,” I said gently. “I’m sorry for stopping you like this. And thank you…for listening.”


  Her head remained bowed, her expression hidden from me. I offered her a faint, almost helpless smile before turning away.


  My chest felt tight. A storm that might never settle churned inside me. And yet, for all that and more, I was still glad we’d spoken. Glad I got to hear her true feelings tonight.


  I paced slowly, solemnly, back toward the hall.


  “Shut up… Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!”


  When Charlotte’s voice cracked behind me, sharp and breaking, I spun around.


  She was still staring at the ground, hands clenched at her sides, muttering under her breath. “Shut up… This is wrong… All wrong…”


  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Whatever illusion I’d held of her had shattered completely. This was not the heroine I once admired.


  I wanted to say something, but I stopped myself. She wasn’t herself; I could feel it. I didn’t know what she might do. So I stood there instead, hands drawn tight against my chest, frozen—until—


  “Oh, Grace Saintsbury. How I’d wish you’d just…disappear,” she muttered darkly. Dangerously. And something of that sort poured out of her—a black, miasma-like cloud, unfurling and spreading, rolling toward me. It hit me the same way Corruption always did: that deep, instinctual certainty that this was danger.


  It swallowed everything around her in an instant. Then it coiled toward me.


  “Milady!”


  Evan was at my side in a heartbeat. He swept me into his arms and, with one powerful leap, kicked off the ground. We cleared the darkness by a hair, landing well away from Charlotte a moment later.


  “Phew,” he exhaled. “That was too close for comfort, but that’s what you get for not calling for me sooner. You’ll forgive me for acting out of order.”


  My reaction had been slow; it hadn’t even occurred to me that Charlotte might do such a thing. “I’m sorry. You saved me there.”


  Evan kept his eyes on the dark miasma as it crept steadily closer. “You’d have died,” he said, almost casually, “if that had hit you straight on.”


  I shivered hard. I replayed the way Charlotte had spat those words, “How I wish you’d just disappear,” so thick with fury that even now a chill raced down my spine.


  There was no mistaking it.


  She had just tried to kill me.


  “That’s dark magic,” Evan said plainly. “You see that darkness? All of it is mana. To be honest, I’ve never seen it in the flesh before either.”


  “It can’t be…” I muttered in disbelief.


  “And she is this close to being Consumed by it.” He shook his head slowly.


  I shook my own. Charlotte, a practitioner of dark magic. It was almost impossible to believe.


  Dark magic was considered the antithesis of light and holy magic. Unlike other schools, it was not an innate talent. No mage was born aligned to it. Instead, it manifested when intense negative emotion corrupted a mage’s original affinity. Rage, grief, despair: any of these could cause that inborn magic to twist, transforming into something destructive and uncontrolled.


  For this reason, it was considered heretical. Not merely dangerous, but profane.


  If that emotion ran deep enough, it could swallow a mage whole—Consumed, as it was called—their will eroding until the darkness answered in their stead.


  I knew this because it had happened before, in the world of the novel. A lesser antagonist, in the third volume, Consumed and lost to himself, had laid an entire town to waste.


  That Charlotte felt so cornered that she would lose herself like this hurt me far more than the fact that she had tried to kill me.


  “Well, this is a fine pickle,” Evan said, continuing to dodge Charlotte’s attacks with me still in his arms. “Bit of a personal conviction, but I don’t hit women, you see. Not that I could even if I wanted to in this case. That dark magic has her well covered.”


  True enough. He had strictly adhered to his duty guarding Grace, no matter how much she’d insulted or mistreated him. I couldn’t imagine him so much as raising a hand against a woman. That said, someone had to do something, or that miasma would only grow denser and deadlier.


  “What do we do?” I muttered.


  “Milady,” Evan said, “I believe if you could do something about all that darkness, we might be able to figure out the rest.”


  “Right!”


  The feeling I got from the darkness was the same as Corruption. It followed, then, that my Saintly powers ought to be able to cleanse it.


  “All right. I’ll give it a try.”


  I grabbed Evan’s shoulder firmly with my left hand and extended my right toward the advancing miasma. To test it, I targeted only a small portion first. It worked. The darkness dispersed like fog burning off in sunlight.


  “It works!” I said. “All right. I just have to do what I did back in Beier and cleanse the whole area.”


  “You could do that,” Evan replied. “But you ought to know; you’d be turning her into goo.”


  “Into goo?” I repeated.


  “Yep. Bones and all.”


  “Y-You’re not kidding, are you?”


  He probably wasn’t. Mana was said to be deeply intertwined with the human body, circulating through it as any other vital fluid might, so thoroughly woven into the physical form that it could almost be called a part of it. It followed, then, that if I were to remove the dark mana, I would be removing part of Charlotte. What remained would not be recognizably human.


  “Th-Then what?” I asked. “I have to cleanse the darkness piecemeal, specifically avoiding her, while continuing to dodge her attacks?”


  “Yeah, I guess you do. Good luck, milady!” He actually gave me a thumbs-up. This man, I swear…


  Not to mention I had to do all that while being carried in Evan’s arms, while dodging an ever-expanding, formless black cloud of instant death… I think I could be forgiven for not having practiced this particular move in the past two weeks.


  “Grace!”


  I turned. Zane was running toward us, and behind him came Prince Samuel, Boris, and what felt like the entire gathering drawn out by the commotion. A few of the ladies shrieked at the sight of the dark miasma, which said everything about how dark magic was regarded in polite society.


  Zane reached us, slightly breathless. “Are you all right? What happened?”


  “Lady Charlotte attacked me with dark magic,” I said. “My holy magic seems to purify it, though, so we were working out how to cleanse the dark mana around her without catching her in it.”


  “I see.” His voice had gone quiet. His eyes shifted to Charlotte, and the warmth left them entirely. “Understood.”


  Charlotte should have been able to see him by now, but her expression didn’t change. Her deep green eyes had gone flat and hollow, all the light drained out of them. It was exactly as Evan had said: she was already halfway Consumed, her will surrendered entirely to the darkness.


  “You and Hale work together to cleanse the darkness,” Zane said. “Leave Charlotte to me.”


  “All right.” I nodded.


  Zane glanced my way and gave a small, brief smile. “Thank you.”


  “Here, Your Grace, use this.” Evan tossed him what looked like a silver bracelet. A magical limiter, the kind used on criminals, designed to cut off a person’s access to their own mana entirely. If they could get it onto Charlotte, it would end this.


  “Glad I brought that along,” Evan said.


  “Good call.” Zane closed his fist around it, and before the words were fully out, he was already sprinting toward Charlotte, bracelet in hand.


  First things first: clear his path. I channeled my magic ahead of him, and Evan moved with uncanny instinct, repositioning so that I always had the best possible angle as the three of us drew closer and closer to her.


  Before long, only a few feet remained between Zane and Charlotte. The last stretch. We were almost there, and yet…


  I couldn’t close it.


  No matter how I tried, I couldn’t bring myself to push any further. The thought of my power brushing against her pale, bloodless skin, close enough now that I could see it clearly, frightened me. And if my concentration slipped, if my mana gave out at the wrong moment, it wouldn’t only be Charlotte at risk. It would be Zane.


  “Grace.”


  I looked up. As he ran, threading through the dark tendrils that reached and curled around him, Zane held my gaze. Steady. Unwavering.


  “It’s all right. You can do this.”


  He was so far away. So why did his voice feel like it was coming from somewhere inside me?


  “And even if you can’t, I’ll be there to pick up the pieces.”


  If anything goes wrong, it won’t be your fault. It will be mine.


  That was what he meant. I felt it land somewhere in my chest, and my eyes burned.


  How could I still be afraid, after that?


  “Evan,” I said, and I heard the steadiness return to my voice. “Take me in.”


  “Gladly,” he replied, calm as ever. “Though I’ll warn you, we’ll only get one shot at this.”


  “That’s all I need.”


  For one suspended moment, the three of us moved as one.


  Evan summoned a current of wind beneath his feet, planted his leg with such force that the ground cracked and gave beneath him, and leapt.


  In the space of a breath, we had closed the gap.


  I strained forward, searching for that narrow opening, that thread of clear space running from Zane’s approach all the way to Charlotte’s arm. It was like trying to pass a needle through the eye of a needle. But—


  “Now!”


  One final burst. I found the space between spaces and let my magic go, pouring all my concentration into keeping my aim steady, willing it not to waver. The cleansing light gathered, flickered, then blazed, flooding the darkness and turning night into sudden, blinding day.


  And then I heard it.


  “You did it, Grace.”


  Zane’s voice.


  Then the bright jangle of metal. A sharp crack.


  Evan and I swept past Charlotte and landed some distance away.


  The light faded. The darkness faded with it. And when my eyes adjusted, I saw them: Zane, holding Charlotte firmly to the ground. On her wrist, gleaming in the quiet, the silver bracelet.


  The miasma that had swallowed everything around us was simply…gone.


  Charlotte came to. The soulless vacancy left her eyes, and the light crept back into them with slow, confused blinking.


  “Your Grace?” she said weakly, taking in the scene around her. The darkness had left her. Her will had returned with it. But it seemed nothing else had. Her face held no recognition, no memory of what she had just done.


  “Why am I…?” She shook her head.


  “The guards will be coming to take you into custody,” Zane said, his voice stripped of warmth. “Do not resist.”


  He released her wrist and stood.


  A pale hand shot up and seized his arm.


  He looked back. “What is the meaning of this?”


  “Why won’t you love me?” Charlotte’s voice broke open. “You’re supposed to love me, treasure me, cherish me… We were meant to be together, you promised, you promised, you promised!”


  Tears streamed down her face as she clung to him, her words tumbling out, desperate and raw.


  It was hard to watch. The heroine of the novel, on the ground, clinging to a man who had no knowledge of the role he was meant to play, nor awareness of the story that had written him as hers.


  It was hard to watch Zane stand there, unmoved. To watch him look down at her without warmth or pity. To watch him pull his arm free.


  “I do not love you,” he said quietly. “I will never love you. I have loved only Grace. I will only ever love Grace.”


  He turned.


  And simply walked away.


  The tears came harder. Great, wretched sobs that shook her whole body, spilling out into the garden and dissolving into the night air. The once dignified heroine, Charlotte, cried like a child in front of everyone.


  I knew better than to feel sorry for her.


  She had gone about it all wrong. She had committed a violent crime. I could never excuse what she had done.


  And yet.


  Something remained. A restless and unresolved heaviness in my chest, so close to guilt that I couldn’t quite call it anything else.


  Until the guards came to take her away, I kept my eyes on her. I didn’t look away. Not even once.


   


   


   


  Interlude


   


  IT was a small house, deep in the forests of the Clive barony, where Charlotte and I had come to live.


  She was sitting in her chair. I knelt before her, took her soft hand in mine, and gazed up at her.


  “Lady Charlotte? Shall we take a walk? The sunlight would do you good.”


  She shook her head slowly, her long lashes fluttering shut.


  She was no longer bright. No longer lively. All of that had gone out of her after what happened.


  She was sentenced to lifelong exile for the crime of attempting to murder Grace Saintsbury. When she became a criminal, her friends cut ties. Her parents turned their backs. And so it came to be that she lived alone in these woods, seeing no one, meeting no one—except me. Now that Grace had been made a Saint and was celebrated by all, no one was willing to risk her displeasure to draw close to Lady Charlotte, who had already lost everything.


  Not that Charlotte would have wanted them to.


  She loathed the world. Loathed everyone in it.


  Except me, that is.


  “Very well. Then I’ll brew us some tea. I’ll use your favorite leaves,” I said softly.


  “Mm.” She gave a small nod.


  From dawn to dusk, I managed her entire life. Every meal, every quiet hour, every small comfort. She was a doll. And I was her devoted keeper, providing her the most peaceful, sheltered existence she could hope to know.


  Like the last two people on earth, we lived our gentle, uneventful lives together.


  “Your favorite book just arrived,” I said. “I’ll bring it to you later.”


  She looked at me for a moment, then glanced away. “Thank you, Isaac.” A pause. “Oh, I’m afraid I no longer know how to live without you.”


  “That’s fine. You won’t have to. For the rest of your life, I intend to stay by your side.”


  Her eyes came back up to mine. “You mean it? You really, really, really mean it?”


  I met her gaze—those deep, emerald eyes. “I swear it on my life, milady.”


  At that, great, shining tears welled up, and she rose from her chair and wrapped her arms around me. “Oh, Isaac. You’re all I have left, you know. Everyone else is gone. Just like that.” Her voice was small against my shoulder. “I don’t know what I would do. I really don’t.”


  Her words moved something in me. The corners of my mouth twitched, the faintest pull toward a smile, but I mastered it.


  Not yet. If she saw it now, if she understood what it meant, everything would come crashing down.


  I brought my hand up around her head and stroked her hair, drawing her gently against my chest.


  And there it was. That feeling. Her trust, complete and unwavering, pressed warm against me like something I had built with my own two hands.


  Because I had.


  She trusted no one in this world more than she trusted me. I had made certain of that through patience, through careful work, and every small betrayal she never saw coming.


  Sparing Grace at the last moment. Letting slip that Charlotte was behind it. Slipping her the concoction that let the dark magic take hold, which made her lose control, lash out, and ruin herself. Every thread of it had been mine to pull.


  All of it, designed. All of it to bring us here—Charlotte locked away, disgraced, torn from Zane Winslet, with no one left in the world but me.


  This poor, foolish, darling girl. She had placed herself so entirely in my hands. And oh, how I adored her for it.


  She nestled her head deeper into my shoulder. “You’re so kind to me, Isaac. Sometimes I find myself wondering why.”


  “Because you saved me,” I said. “You and my family both. I’m only repaying the favor, milady.”


  “Saved you, how?” She let out a soft breath. “I hardly did anything so dramatic.”


  My family had been drowning in the kind of debt where the only way out was death. Charlotte had taken one look at me, decided I was just her type, and on a whim, offered to clear what we owed and take me on as her butler, besides.


  She was right in a way. She just didn’t know it.


  It hadn’t been so dramatic. That had just been the excuse.


  Truth was, I didn’t care about my family. Whether they wasted away slowly in some ditch or went quickly by their own hands, it made no difference to me. How could it? They had only been my family for a few months—strangers I’d never known before I’d reincarnated into their lives.


  I had never much cared for living, either. Not in this life, not in the last. Especially not in this one, where I’d woken with no bearings whatsoever, in a slum, scrounging for scraps in a place I didn’t understand and hadn’t asked to be in.


  But then—


  “Actually, I’m from another world. I think reincarnation? Is what they call it.”


  I found out the woman who had stumbled into saving me, Charlotte, was actually her. The girl from my previous life. The one I had never been able to do anything with but watch from a distance, wanting what I couldn’t have.


  For the first time across two lives, I found myself grateful to gods I’d never believed in.


  “Good morning, ****-kun. Oh, look, you put up flowers again! Thank youuu! I do love flowers. Just seeing them makes my day so much brighter.”


  She had been the light of the class. She spoke to dull, invisible me when no one else would. Smiled at me so kindly when no one else would.


  Like the sun. Distant and bright, hanging impossibly high. A celestial body I could never hope to touch.


  So when I found myself reborn into a new world right alongside her, it felt like fate had finally decided to be generous.


  “You’re such a good boy, Isaac. I really like you.”


  “You’ll always be by my side, won’t you?”


  In this world, I could be closer to her than any of them. Those insipid women who always flocked around her. Those worthless men who saw nothing past her face. None of them could get in the way here. And the fact that I’d reincarnated into exactly the sort of face she favored, well. That was simply the cherry on top.


  “I’m the heroine, you see! One day, Zane and I are going to fall in love. We’re going to get married, and we’re going to live happily ever after!”


  But there had been a snag.


  Charlotte, it seemed, had plans of her own. A story she believed she was living in. And in that story, I was not her fated partner.


  Not only was I not her fated partner—I was nobody.


  Did she really think I was going to let that stand?


  That was why I’d betrayed her, entrapped her, and sent her tumbling down and down until she landed squarely in my lap.


  Honestly, it had surprised even me how cleanly it had all come together. Looking at her now, knowing she was mine, and only mine, and entirely mine, made me so giddy it was almost difficult to contain.


  I lifted a lock of her beautiful, silken hair and pressed my lips to it.


  “Isaac?” She drew back slightly, confused.


  It was true that Charlotte still didn’t see me that way. Not yet.


  But she would.


  We had all the time in the world, just the two of us, in this tiny house, with nothing else and no one else. Sooner or later, she would come to feel it. Love had to grow somewhere, and I intended to be the only soil available.


  Because no one in this world knew what Charlotte truly wanted more deeply than I did. Not her parents. Not her friends. Certainly not Zane Winslet.


  Me.


  “I ought to go into town,” I said, making a show of rising. “We’re nearly out of groceries. We won’t last the week.”


  “No, wait!” Her hands closed around my arm desperately. “Don’t go. You said you’d never leave me!”


  My heart lifted.


  There it was. That clinging, that need—directed at me, only ever at me, instead of the duke she had once looked at like he hung the stars. The satisfaction that welled up was unlike anything I had felt in either of my lives.


  A moment later, she let go. “I-I’m sorry. I’m being unreasonable, aren’t I?”


  She looked up at me, uncertain. It seemed that my brief silence as I relished in my victory had read to her as hesitation. As doubt.


  “Why do you apologize?” I asked.


  “Because I feel as though I have nothing left to offer you,” she replied softly. Haltingly.


  I almost sighed.


  So I still hadn’t made my position abundantly clear enough, it seemed. I had never wanted her money, her status, her connections—just that smile. Only that smile. That radiant, sunlit smile turned toward me each morning like I was something worth turning toward.


  I reached out and touched her cheek. As flawless as the finest porcelain.


  “Just being allowed to stay by your side, milady,” I said quietly. “That is my greatest happiness.”


  For all the lies, the scheming, and the careful fraud of the past years, that, at least, was true.


  Charlotte’s eyes went wide. She looked suddenly as though she might cry and pressed her lips together hard to stop it. I wasn’t sure why those words had struck her the way they did.


  But they had.


  She stepped toward me. Raised both hands, cupped my face, and looked up at me from very close—closer than she’d ever stood before. Her lips parted. Closed. Parted again, searching for something she couldn’t quite find, until at last—


  “Do you love me?” she whispered.
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  Her eyes moved over my face, roving, searching, as though if she looked hard enough, she could see past the surface and find the answer waiting underneath.


  If only she knew the answer had not been waiting in the depths but right there on the surface, where it had been all along.


  Whatever else I had lied about, I had never lied about that. My love for her was real. It was always real.


  She had told me once, in one of those long, unguarded evenings, about her past life. About how no matter who it was—her family, her friends, the boy she’d loved—they had all seemed to hold her in high regard, just never the highest. Never first. She had wept as she said it, calling them liars, fakes, and cowards, the tears running freely down her face as though she’d been holding them back for years.


  That was why she had clung to the idea of Duke Winslet with such desperate, almost painful hope. He was her fated partner. The one person, she believed, who was written to love her the way she had always deserved.


  It was on one of those evenings, listening to her, my smile fixed carefully in place, that I understood.


  What Charlotte had wanted, from the bottom of her heart, was never Zane Winslet.


  It was what he stood for.


  Someone who would love her without condition. Who would never betray her. Who would place her, always, above everything else.


  Which meant it could have been anyone.


  Which meant it could be me.


  In fact, it was me.


  I let everything rise to the surface then—every year of wanting her, every carefully buried feeling—and put on the small, quiet smile she had always said she loved.


  “Yes,” I said. “I love you, Charlotte. More than anyone. More than anything in the world.”


  Her face crumpled. Not in grief, but in relief. Pure, exhausted relief. And then she smiled. So open and unguarded, like a newborn who knew nothing of the cruelties of the world.


  Seeing it, I knew with certainty: a new ending had just been written.


  One where Charlotte and I lived happily ever after.


   


   


   


  Chapter 6: The Future Our Bonds Will Weave


   


  A fortnight had passed since the kingdom’s founding fete.


  Charlotte had been promptly put before the courts and sentenced.


  Noble trials normally dragged on for months. But because this case involved the attempted murder of the newly awakened Saint, Charlotte’s trial had been fast-tracked, likely to show the people and foreign nations that the matter was being taken seriously.


  The verdict was guilty, and the sentence was lifelong exile within her father’s domain.


  A light punishment, by most standards. Yet given the circumstances, the emotions that had led her to lose control, and my own personally penned plea for leniency, that was the final outcome.


  “A happy ending… Right?” I muttered.


  Throughout the trial, Charlotte kept stubbornly silent whenever Isaac’s name arose, leaving us no closer to finding him. His whereabouts were still unknown, and the knights, along with Zane, could only trundle on blindly with their search.


  “I wonder what it truly was that Charlotte wanted,” I continued to mutter.


  “Oop-eep?” Haniwa replied, tilting its little head in confusion.


  According to the reports, Charlotte was now living quietly in a small house within the baronry.


  I recalled those words she had spoken the night of the fete.


  “I was finally going to have someone who loved me, who truly, really loved me, just me.”


  At first, I had thought Charlotte loved Zane. That was why she had wanted him to love her back so desperately.


  But now… I wasn’t so sure.


  The more I thought about it, the more it seemed that what Charlotte truly wanted was someone who would put her first.


  I shook my head. Even now, she lingered on my mind.


  All I could do was hope that, one day, such a person would appear for her and give her the life she had always wanted.


  “My lady.” Yanna’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “It’s almost time.”


  “Ah, is it?” I said. “Okay, Haniwa. Come here.”


  “Oop-eep!”


  I scooped Haniwa into my arms and headed for the door. On the way, I passed the full-length mirror. In its reflection, I caught myself draped in a pure white, brand-new Saint’s dress.


  It had been prepared especially for today, just for the occasion: a simple yet elegant white fabric design touched with delicate gold embroidery, giving off an air of quiet purity. At first, the design had called for exposed shoulders. But Zane had taken one look at that and said absolutely not.


  “All right, now, Haniwa,” I said. “I’m going to hand you off to Evan. Be good, okay?”


  “Eep!”


  As we walked down the corridor, I passed Haniwa to Evan, who was trailing a few steps behind. The true extent of Haniwa’s power still eluded me, but it had recently graduated from merely cute to cute and capable, which meant it rarely left my side anymore.


  “Oh…a parade,” I muttered. “The more I think about it, the more nervous I get. My stomach’s starting to hurt.”


  The occasion I mentioned earlier was, indeed, a parade to officially mark the birth of Sewell’s new Saint. First, I would go to the temple to be formally “canonized,” so to speak. After that, I would ride the parade route through town, presenting Sewell’s people with their new Saint.


  Back in my old life, the closest I had ever come to a parade was watching the one at a theme park during a school field trip. So the fact that I was about to be in one and be the star of it left me more than a little unsettled.


  I mean, traveling through the heart of the capital, passing tens of thousands of people who had all come out just to catch a glimpse of me?


  You’ll forgive me if my nerves are a little shot.


  “You’ll be just fine, milady,” Evan said. “The duke and I will both be along for the ride.”


  “That…just might be my one saving grace,” I said. “Thank you both, honestly.”


  Zane would be riding in the carriage with me, under the pretext that his presence was necessary for my protection. Evan, meanwhile, would accompany us as the coachman, our driver.


  “Not to mention,” Evan added, “thanks to the news about your restaurant making the rounds, the people already can’t get enough of you.”


  Ah…my restaurant.


  As for how that had come about, the truth was that sometime over the past two weeks, I had tried to slip away to check on the place. Journalists promptly tailed me. They did what journalists do, and before I knew it, the story that I had been running a charitable restaurant had become front-page news.


  I had severely underestimated my fame. It felt like I had paparazzi on my tail twenty-four seven, which was a sentence I never imagined myself saying.


  “If only I’d opened the restaurant to polish my image,” I muttered. “I only ever wanted to feed some kids.”


  The headline had read: Saint in Disguise Found Running Eatery for the Poor. The articles went into exhaustive detail, describing everything from how the system worked in theory to how it functioned in practice.


  The public reaction was exactly what you might expect: cries of adoration for a generous, motherly Saint who had opened a restaurant not for reputation or profit, but simply because she wanted to make a difference.


  I was thoroughly mortified.


  “But I suppose that thanks to all the buzz, the restaurant’s true purpose has been fulfilled even faster than I’d ever hoped…so I guess I can’t complain.”


  Lines now stretched from the front door and down the block almost every day, and the number of children visiting was growing steadily. What’s more, now that word of the system and the glowing reviews had spread, restaurants built on the same idea were beginning to appear all across the country.


  Just like that, the second goal I had once dismissed as nothing more than a lofty dream was slowly but surely becoming reality.


  Each of these so-called “copycat” establishments had written to ask for my permission. My reply was always the same: they didn’t need it. All I wanted was for more places like this to open and more children to be fed, and I would do whatever I could to help make it happen.


  So yes, I gladly gave my blessing.


  “Grace.”


  We stepped outside to find a carriage waiting by the gate, Zane standing before it.


  He wore formal white-and-gold attire to match mine. The sunlight glinted off his silver hair, one side tucked neatly behind his ear, revealing the delicate curve of his lobe. His bangs had been combed slightly aside as well, leaving more of his golden eyes exposed.


  For just a moment, a small, ridiculous pang of jealousy caught in my chest.


  With his hair done like that and his eyes bare, his beauty was almost too much to look at. I actually felt a little dizzy.


  He stood there composed and cool, nearly aloof in his elegance.


  But the instant his eyes landed on me, that distant composure melted away. His expression warmed into a smile so bright it made my heart skip two beats.


  “Your Grace, I’m so glad you agreed to accompany me today,” I said. “I look forward to your chaperonage.”


  “Of course.” He gave a small nod. “You look…ravishing. The thought that everyone else will see you like this… I find I dislike it.”


  “Th-Thank you,” I said, blushing and looking away. “Though you’re one to talk. My heart’s all aflutter just looking at you.”


  We clambered into the carriage that would take us to the temple, settling into our usual seats side by side. It was just the two of us. Zane continued to shower me with compliments, each one making my face burn hotter than the last.


  I tried to inch away, but every time I did, he closed the space again.


  “Z-Zane… I’m sorry, but my heart might not survive if you get any closer,” I said.


  My plea fell on deaf ears.


  Instead of giving me space, he reached out and brushed his fingers lightly along the side of my neck. The touch sent a shiver straight through me as he leaned in, his face drawing closer still.


  Honeyed-gold eyes caught mine, holding me there.


  “I love the way you look,” he murmured softly. “When you look all flustered and at your wits’ end…because of me.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s the most adorable thing.”


  Before I could recover, he lifted my hand and pressed a slow kiss against the back of it. Then another, on my neck this time, before a final teasing brush of his lips against my cheek.


  My heart was already pounding. Half from the intimacy, but also half from the novelty. He never kissed me like this. The unfamiliar touches left me strangely restless, almost ticklish, and I couldn’t seem to settle down.


  He usually kissed my lips, yet today he seemed determined to avoid them, brushing his lips everywhere else.


  And somehow, the more he did, the more a hazy, unnameable frustration swelled inside me.


  “Wh-Why?” I finally asked as he pressed a kiss against my wrist this time.


  Zane paused, lifting his head. His hand slipped from my wrist as he looked up at me.


  “Why?” he echoed. Then, as though the answer were obvious, he said lightly, “Because you wouldn’t want to redo your lipstick, would you?”


  My question had been vague at best, yet he understood and answered just as thoughtfully. And he was right. We were headed straight to the temple. There wouldn’t be time to fix my makeup between that and appearing in front of thousands of people.


  As I worked through that realization, Zane simply watched me.


  Then a dangerous smile flickered across his lips.


  “Did you want it on the lips?”


  My breath caught.


  I wanted to deny it immediately, but all it took was the briefest inward glance to realize… I actually did. The words never came, and I found myself falling silent instead.


  For all the kindness Zane showed me, he always seemed determined to balance the scales by teasing me mercilessly whenever the mood struck him. The fact that I found even that part of him so very taking…


  Well. That probably meant I was already a lost cause, didn’t it?


  “Testing my limits, aren’t you, making a face like that,” he said.


  I had no idea what sort of expression I was wearing. Nor did I have the time to think about it. Zane’s fingers slid beneath my chin, tilting my face gently upward. The fact that I didn’t resist seemed to please him greatly.


  His smile widened.


  He drew closer.


  There was a knock on the carriage window.


  “Excuuuse me. Hate to interrupt such a lovely moment, but we’ve arrived, milady. Your Grace.”


  It was Evan, peering inside.


  The instant I noticed him, I snapped back to my senses and rocketed backward, putting as much distance between myself and Zane as the seat would allow.


  Shame. Mortification. Pure embarrassment.


  Zane, meanwhile, seemed to feel none of those things. He only laughed lightly before stepping out of the carriage and offering me his hand.


  “Come on,” he said easily. “We can pick up where we left off later.”


  “I swear…”


  I puffed out my cheeks a little as I took his hand. Yet somewhere inside me, the tension about the day ahead—the canonization, the parade, all of it—slowly began to ease.


  Of course, nothing in the world could leave me more agitated than Zane deciding to make a move on me.


  I took a slow breath, then lightly patted my cheeks.


  “Okay,” I murmured. “Let’s do this.”


  From this point forward, failure was no longer an option.


  I would carry out my duty as a Saint to the utmost.


  And with that resolve, I took my first step toward the temple.


  ✶✶✶


  AFTER polishing off the day’s schedule with Zane, we finally returned to his estate. The moment I felt the faintest sense of relief that it was all over was the same moment overwhelming exhaustion crashed down on me.


  “I’m…pooped…”


  Zane and I had parted ways for now, and I was led back to the guest room I had been calling home. The instant I stepped inside, I collapsed onto the sofa, letting my head fall back against the top of it.


  My posture wasn’t exactly stable.


  Slowly, very slowly, I slid.


  A little more.


  And a little more.


  Until I finally slipped free from the backrest entirely and ended up sprawled flat across the couch.


  This isn’t ladylike. No one can see you like this, I told myself.


  But it seemed I was even more exhausted than I’d realized. My body refused to listen.


  Oh, well.


  I decided to cut myself a little slack.


  The entire time at the temple, I’d felt the weight of countless eyes on me, watching my every move, judging every gesture. Sometimes it even felt as if someone were counting each breath I took.


  So if I wanted to abandon my composure for a moment and simply…collapse, that seemed perfectly reasonable.


  I closed my eyes.


  But what felt like only a few minutes later, something stirred my senses and compelled me to open them again.


  Zane was standing there.


  Looking down at my thoroughly unladylike sprawl.


  I froze.


  Feeling the heat rush to my face, I tried to sit up, to fix my posture—


  But Zane placed his hands on my shoulders and pushed me back down, and we collapsed onto the sofa together.


  “What are you—”


  His lips captured mine, cutting off my words before they could finish. I tried to protest at first, but his hands had already closed around mine, holding them firmly in place so I couldn’t move.


  “Mmph—”


  For a moment, my thoughts scattered completely.


  There was a hunger in the way he kissed me, an earnest warmth that was impossible to mistake.


  And I wanted it in turn.


  Slowly, almost shyly, I slipped my fingers between his. Our hands intertwined naturally.


  When he finally pulled back, just for a moment, it was only to look at me.


  And in that brief space between us, I saw it—


  His smile.


  “Is there anything you can do that isn’t adorable?” he said.


  With one final, light peck, he pulled away. We both sat up again, settling side by side on the sofa as if nothing unusual had happened.


  “Good job today, Grace,” he said. “You were wonderful.”


  “Of course,” I replied. “But only because you were there with me.” Then, after a small pause, I added quietly, “Also… If possible… I’d appreciate it if you forgot you ever saw me like that just now.”


  He only chuckled. “That just shows how tired you were. It can’t be helped.” He reached over and gently stroked my head, his palm and thumb brushing lightly through my hair.


  “I suppose I’d better start building up my stamina,” I said. “I’ll be much busier than that from now on.”


  Now that my status as a Saint had been officially recognized, it was straight into service for the kingdom. As soon as next week, I would be traveling to regions ravaged by Corruption, working to purify what damage I could.


  From this moment forward, my life and status would be different.


  Hard things. Difficult things.


  Surely countless trials awaited me in the days ahead.


  And that wasn’t even counting the worries we already knew about. We still had to find Isaac. And Philander was still out there, somewhere.


  The problems ahead of us loomed like mountains. But facing them now, with the power to protect Zane and the people I loved, I felt no fear. Only relief. And happiness.


  “I’ll keep doing my best to become someone worthy of standing by your side,” I declared.


  “You always have been. From the very beginning,” he replied. 


  He lifted my left hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it.


  It was the sort of gesture you’d expect straight out of a fairy tale. Prince Charming, playing his part so perfectly that, for a moment, all I could do was stare at him, captivated.


  Zane, you really are the protagonist, I thought.


  Then I felt it. A faint pressure around one of my fingers. Puzzled, I raised my hand, and there it was. A ring I had no memory of putting on sat snugly on my ring finger.


  Its design of overlapping metallic waves was breathtaking. And that was before my eyes reached the center, where a diamond caught the light, scattering every color of the rainbow.


  I might have been a little dense.


  People around me had certainly teased me about it before.


  But given our relationship…and the atmosphere leading up to that moment…


  Even I could figure out what had just happened.


  This was a day I had only ever seen in dreams. A moment I had imagined happening again and again in my mind.


  My mind went blank. My mouth wouldn’t form a single word.


  Then a finger touched my cheek. I looked up.


  Zane was there, smiling at me with a gentleness so tender it almost hurt.


  “I love you, Grace,” he said softly. “I love you from the bottom of my heart. I want you by my side for the rest of this life.”


  “—!”


  “Grace Saintsbury,” he continued, “will you marry me?”


  Hearing those simple, earnest words from the person I loved most in the world made my chest tremble.


  This was the happiest moment of my life.


  One by one, page by page, every feeling I had for Zane flooded into my mind. Those feelings spilled over into tears, burning at the corners of my eyes before slipping quietly down my cheeks.


  I sniffled. I sobbed.


  Zane watched me and said with a soft laugh, “You really are quick to cry. I love that about you, too.”


  The corners of his eyes curved in a faint, almost wistful smile as he reached up and wiped away the tears that wouldn’t stop falling. As I cried there like a child, he leaned closer and rested his forehead against mine, our faces only inches apart.


  “I can’t…even begin…to tell you how much I love you,” I sobbed.


  “Mm,” he hummed softly, the sound warm and reassuring.


  “I… I want…to be with you…forever, too…”


  For a moment, Zane fell quiet. Content to just savor the words before he smiled.


  “Then that’s all the answer I need,” he said. “I swear I’ll make you happy, Grace.”


  Everything about him—his voice, the warmth of his hand against me—carried such tenderness that it only coaxed more tears from my eyes.


  And so we stayed like that for a while.


  Me crying rather messily, and Zane soothing me the whole time with quiet murmurs:


  “You’re so beautiful.”


  “I love you.”


  Until finally, my tears began to fade.


  When they did, I cast a small healing spell to clear the redness from around my eyes.


  I still felt light-headed. Half unbelieving of the fact that I had just been proposed to. But one glance down at the beautiful ring wrapped tightly around my finger, and I knew it had all been real.
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  “I’m glad you accepted right away,” Zane said. “That had been a rather nerve-wracking moment I’d not prolong.”


  “It was?” I glanced at him, puzzled. “How could my answer to you have been anything but yes?”


  He weighed his words for a moment. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten,” he said slowly, “but until recently it always felt like you’d drawn a line in the sand between us. A line you’d never allow us to cross.”


  At that, I understood what he meant.


  Before I had awakened to my powers as a Saint, my fear of the coming war must have seeped into my actions and words, making him feel that way.


  The thought made my chest tighten.


  I silently scolded myself for ever making the person who had always put me first and always thought of me every step of the way feel like that. And I swore then and there that I would never make him feel that way again.


  “And I was terribly afraid you might say something like you’d rather become the princess consort instead,” he added.


  I blinked. “I’m sorry, princess what?”


  I tilted my head at the unfamiliar phrase, and Zane explained, “Remember when His Highness pulled me aside during the fete? That was when he told me there had been talk of a potential engagement between the two of you.”


  My eyes went wide. “What?! Prince Samuel and…me?!”


  “Yes,” Zane said with a nod. “Only as a possible candidate, mind you. And His Highness came to me for the express purpose of putting an end to that idea.”


  I couldn’t believe my ears. I appreciated a good joke as much as anyone, but the idea of me marrying the prince was absolutely not funny.


  Surely, if I had been placed among a lineup of exceptional women, I would have been the first to be struck from the list. But the fact that I had even been considered, if only for a moment, was far too ridiculous to wrap my head around.


  “The king must have felt threatened,” Zane continued, “that if a rehabilitated Grace Saintsbury were to marry me—a member of his court who has never sworn loyalty to him—it might weaken his position.”


  “Huh…” I muttered. “I can certainly see…how he might think that…”


  But even if the logic made sense, the idea of me and the prince together felt so strange that my mind refused to accept it.


  Zane explained that Prince Samuel had revealed the plan to him. Not exactly out of concern for my sake, but to prevent his relationship with Zane from souring. On top of that, once a woman was selected as a potential candidate for royal marriage, she was not even permitted to be alone with another man, let alone become engaged to one.


  “He tried to steal you away from me. And for that, he’ll pay,” Zane said softly.


  His lips curved into a perfect crescent, beautiful as ever. But his eyes held none of the warmth such a smile should have carried.


  Timeless beauty. Quiet menace. The two together formed a rather terrifying combination, sending a small shiver down my spine. And at that moment, I resolved never to make Zane this angry if I could help it.


  “But now, nothing can stand in our way,” Zane added.


  Among the high-ranking nobility of Sewell, the traditional engagement period lasted a year. Zane and I intended to follow that custom, spending the coming year together as betrothed.


  “Here’s to another year,” I said with a smile. “This time as each other’s betrothed.”


  “Yes. And just so you’re aware, if you try to break up with me again, you won’t even make it out the front door before I track you down and drag you back.”


  I chuckled. “Now that, I’d like to see.”


  It was the sort of exchange we might have shared before.


  But this time, the meaning behind it was entirely different.


  As that thought settled in, another smile spread across my face—this one born of pure happiness—and I poured every bit of that feeling into my next words.


  “I love you, Lord Zane.”


  Zane’s honey-gold eyes softened.


  Then, as though guided by the same impulse, we leaned toward each other at the same time, as if it were a quiet reflection of the longing we shared, and our lips met once more.


  His hand slipped behind my head, drawing me closer as the kiss deepened, deepened, then softened as we pulled apart. A faint trace of tears still clung to my lashes, and Zane brushed a gentle kiss beside my eyes.


  “I love you—and this is a fact—more,” he said simply.


  I giggled. “You know what? You just might.”


  We shared one last tender look.


  And as Zane pulled me close into his arms, I found myself wishing this moment could last forever.


   


   


   


  Side Story: First Kiss


   


  ONE sunny afternoon, Zane and I were passing a quiet hour at the Saintsbury Estate.


  “If I don’t misunderstand, your first kiss was with Hale?”


  “I— well… that’s what I’ve been told. I don’t actually remember it, but…”


  Um. Had been passing a quiet hour at the Saintsbury Estate.


  Somewhere along the way, the conversation had drifted to this particularly nerve-wracking subject, and my ever-present back sweat was now reaching record levels.


  Honestly, I’d had no intention of ever bringing up that particular piece of Grace trivia again. But I’d let my guard down, and Zane had kept asking one leading question after another until we arrived at this precarious precipice.


  “I see… So I already gave my first kiss away…to a man I barely even know.”


  “Oh, it was with me.”


  “…Pardon?”


  “Your first kiss. It was with me.”


  Ever since Evan Hale had dropped that particular bombshell back in Zane’s duchy, I had carefully avoided bringing it up again. Because, as I’d feared, Zane now looked exactly like this: a faint curve on his lips, the smile dying before it even halfway reached his eyes.


  “Would you call Hale over right now?” he said. “He’s here, isn’t he?”


  “Oh—um! R-Right now?”


  “Right this very moment, if you would.”


  The air grew heavy. Defeated by Zane’s oppressive (non)smile, I obediently went to the room where Haniwa and Evan were waiting and called Evan over.


  He strolled into the room with his trademark carefree air and tilted his head. “What’s this all about?”


  “I’d like to hear from you,” Zane said, “the details surrounding your and Grace’s first kiss.”


  “Ohhh… All right. Sure.” Evan wasn’t surprised in the slightest. He nodded casually, as if this were simply something he’d just remembered.


  “All right,” he said again. “But before I begin, I should note that milady once insisted I forget the entire incident and never speak of it again, along with administering about thirty sharp raps to my head. But if she now grants me leave to share, I will.”


  “P-Please…” I said. The preamble alone already promised the kind of story to come. I waited with bated breath for Evan to continue.


  “Before this, as you all likely know, milady was…something of a playgirl. She liked men, flirted with them often, and became romantically involved a fair number of times. Sometimes with more than one at once. But I needn’t bore you all with the finer details.”


  “…”


  Now, I knew the Grace he was describing wasn’t me. Still, hearing it all laid out in front of Zane was painfully awkward.


  The Zane that sat there with one leg crossed over the other with an icy, unreadable expression.


  “One day, one of those men tried to rather…forcefully obtain a kiss from milady. Naturally, this enraged her. She kicked him out—banishing him not just from her life but from ever being mentioned again, but…”


  My jaw had already fallen open at this point.


  “…the truth is, the incident frightened her. A man she didn’t even feel the slightest thing for had just tried to steal her first kiss. And she figured if that was going to happen, she might as well give it away first, to the most handsome, most familiar man she knew. Me.”


  A long, astonished breath escaped me.


  By this point, Grace had already exceeded every expectation I’d had for this story, and I swear I felt faint just hearing about her antics. Seriously, her thought process was incomprehensible to me. I could no longer even bring myself to look at Zane.


  “But I’m an upstanding adult,” Evan went on, “so I warned her against it. Your first kiss deserves a little more respect, I told her. But milady wouldn’t listen to so much as a word. In fact, she even punched me a few times for my trouble.”


  Hm.


  After hearing what Grace used to be like, I was starting to think Evan had been the sane one in their relationship. Which is not a sentence you would ever catch me saying about Evan in any other context.


  At the same time, I couldn’t help wondering what sort of thoughts and emotions Zane was taking in this story with. Every possibility terrified me. If a hole had opened in the ground right then, I would have jumped into it without hesitation.


  “But my efforts were not in vain,” Evan continued, “for in the end, I, beaten and bruised, convinced milady to settle for a simple peck on the cheek.”


  I practically leapt out of my seat hearing that. “The cheek?! Is that— Is that true?!”


  “True as can be, milady,” Evan nodded. “We did not kiss on the lips.” He pressed a finger to his lips, wearing that coy expression of his, and smiled.


  The tension just drained from my body.


  Of course, I loved my good friend Evan in a strictly platonic way. But the thought that he might have taken my first kiss on the lips had been an awkward pill to swallow.


  At last, I could look at Zane again. He was half-slumped in his seat, one hand covering his eyes as he let out a long sigh. Clearly, he was relieved as well. And when I realized that, my old friend, guilt, stirred a touch in my chest.


  “All right,” Zane said. “So in other words, if I have this straight, you only pecked her on the cheek. Nothing more.”


  “Correct,” Evan said. “Furthermore, I feel confident in saying that after that incident, milady has never kissed anyone else either.”


  “…I see,” Zane said.


  Grace had apparently told Evan everything, so his testimony carried quite a bit of weight.


  The moment settled between us in silence before I eventually turned to Evan, offered a quick apology, and told him he could leave. Once he was gone, another uneasy silence settled between us.


  “Sorry,” Zane said first. “Perhaps you’ll find this offensive, but that was…truly a relief to hear.”


  “N-Not at all.” I waved it off. “If anything, I should be the one apologizing. Not remembering isn’t exactly an excuse, but still… I’m glad, too.”


  Zane’s lips curved into a soft smile as he turned toward me. “I’m glad I was your first.” He gently cupped my cheek and brushed my lips with his thumb.


  “Am… Am I your first, too, Lord Zane?” I asked.


  “Certainly.” He nodded firmly.


  Relief bloomed in my chest.


  Of course, I had known that from the novel. It was just…the way he kissed me. It had always seemed a little too practiced, like he knew exactly what he was doing. But I suppose that’s simply the way he is—perfect at everything.


  “I’m glad,” I said, brightening.


  Realizing we were each other’s firsts, we shared a quiet moment.


  Then—


  “Indeed,” Zane said. “And not only will I be your first, but I will also be your last as well. So you may as well resign yourself to that.”


  “Already done,” I said with a full smile.


  Zane leaned closer, and I naturally accepted the kiss, feeling grateful for Evan…


  And, for the first time, the original Grace.


   


   


   


  Afterword


   


  HELLO, everyone. Kotoko here. Thank you so much for your purchase of Breaking Up Was the Plan, the Duke Falling for the Villainess Was Not! Volume 3. Thanks to you all, we even got a Volume 3! My happiness knows no bounds!


  This volume, Zane and Grace lock it in to become official. Meaning! I get to write more canoodling scenes. Meaning! I am one satisfied, content, happy author. I hope I get to write more scenes of canoodling in the future. I live to write canoodling.


  Writing Evan’s nonsense was also a joy. As was any scene with the preciously adorable Haniwa. Point of note: I have taken to buying all the haniwa-related things around that I can get my hands on!


  Did I mention I love Lanhart? I love him so much my heart hurts. Oh, I hope he finds happiness (clutching my head like it’s about to explode).


  In this volume, our heroine finally has her showdown with Charlotte. Charlotte was twisted, wrong for what she did. She lost Zane and almost everything for it, but I think in the end, she got what she wanted most.


  I’m team yandere for life. So getting to write that Isaac POV in the middle was a particularly titillating thrill.


  The side story was fun, too! Grace and Evan’s past relationship is also something I live for.


  Ataka-sensei! Your illustrations were wonderful again in this volume. I don’t know how I can say this enough: I love your work. Your artwork gives me life. You and I share a vision. You know exactly what I want and beyond! Your work is divine! I adore you, Ataka-sensei!


  Next, I owe my wonderful editor an apology. My scheduling gaffe caused no small amount of trouble, and for that, I sincerely apologize. But you were so understanding and lenient! This foolish dum-dum does not deserve the grace of a goddess such as thee.


  And of course, a heartfelt thank-you to everyone involved in bringing this book to life and delivering it to readers’ hands!


  Volume 2 of the irresistibly adorable and heart-fluttering manga adaptation is on sale now in Japan! To rave reviews! The serialization has moved to Part 2, which covers the contents of Volume 2. It’s truly wonderful, so I absolutely hope you’ll give it a read. Zane is the hottest man alive, and Grace is just so adorable! I love it so, so, so, so much!


  Lastly, if you’re still here, reading this, then thank you. From the bottom of my heart.


  I still have a lot of fuel left in the tank, so here’s hoping we meet again very, very soon.


  Kotoko
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A young woman with overpowered magic gets sent back 6
years after being killed. She takes this second chance at life to
get with her greatest enemy, the dragon emperor!
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An endearing slice of life fantasy light novel series about a
nonhuman girl's journey to become an alchemist to repay
the family who took her in!
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