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      Story Summary


      Evelyn, saint of the Holy Kingdom of Snasile, had spent twenty-three of her twenty-eight years praying at the basilica to protect the country. But then her fiancé, Crown Prince Alex, abruptly broke off their engagement and ordered her exiled!


      Devastated, Evelyn wandered into an alleyway in the capital, where she met a boy named Kira who encouraged her to earn money by practicing her specialty—healing magic. In the process, she happened to save a young count named Theodore, who promptly asked for her hand.


      Meanwhile, the basilica had descended into chaos without Evelyn. As it turned out, she wasn’t just suppressing miasma through her prayers; she was also fanatically beloved by the clergy and the entirety of the populace!


      Completely unaware that Prince Alex’s two brothers and all of the priests were searching for her, Evelyn gradually grew closer to Theodore. The situation, however, spiraled into even greater chaos when Theodore’s cousin, Europa, came to visit, bringing with her an obsession with Evelyn. Not only that, Mary—Evelyn’s half-sister, who had usurped both her engagement to the crown prince and the position of saint—began to act rashly.


      Things finally settled when Europa took on the mantle of saint, finally setting Evelyn free. Evelyn chose to stay by Theodore’s side.

    

  

  
    
      Prologue: The One and Only Star


      “Have you heard? Lady Safka is with child.”


      I’d overheard that conversation by pure chance. Unaware of me hiding around the corner of the hallway, the priests had continued talking in hushed voices.


      “And she even demanded that the High Priest come give his blessing to the new child of the pioutor.”


      “What’s with that woman’s attitude, anyway?” one of the priests muttered, sounding incredulous. “Lord and Lady Safka have never once come to visit Lady Evelyn...”


      The priests fell silent and left in a hurry, leaving me standing there in a daze, watching them go.


      I’m going to have a little sibling, I thought. It occurred to me then that this should’ve been a wonderful thing—yet I couldn’t bring myself to smile, perhaps because I felt no connection with House Safka.


      Neither my father nor my stepmother had ever come to see me since my arrival at the Grand Basilica. I figured the newborn wouldn’t either—perhaps our parents would never even talk about me, and my sibling would live their entire life without knowing about their older sister.


      But maybe that’s for the best, I thought. I’m the saint, after all...


      It was only natural I wouldn’t get the chance to meet my sibling, I told myself as I made my way back to my chambers. The chambers where I’d been sleeping every night for the past four years.


      “Are you lonely, Lady Evelyn?”


      “Shall we take a walk around the capital?”


      “You must be tired. Maybe we should cancel today’s lessons?”


      Every so often the priests would call out to me with concern, but I always turned them down. I was the saint, after all. My role was to train so I could purify the miasma that threatened the nation. If I took a break and the miasma spread while I was out playing, monsters would appear and hurt people. I could never forgive myself.


      I’m okay. I can keep going.


      I spent my days learning all sorts of things—reading, writing, geography, and magic. My life was as lonely as it was eventful, though. There were no children my age around me; all of the people I interacted with were older men, some old enough to be my grandfather.


      While I rarely took the initiative to speak to anyone, occasionally someone would reach out. They always seemed to disappear by the next day, though, and I never went out of my way to look for them. I figured they’d grown exasperated with my refusals and left. I wasn’t brave enough to confirm this for myself, however.


      That evening, I changed into my nightclothes and lay down on my simple bed.


      “Yeah. I’m not lonely at all,” I said to no one.


      These chambers, which the previous saint had also occupied, had been much more luxurious when I first moved in. But I’d asked the priests to sell the fancy furniture and decorations and use the proceeds from those sales as well as the donations that the temple got to help the poor. Now the room lay mostly bare.


      In the empty chambers, illuminated only by the moonlight filtering in through the window, I whispered, “Good night...”


      I didn’t know whether my actions were helping anyone, and truthfully, sleeping alone every night did make me feel melancholy. But I wouldn’t let my heart be swallowed by such dark thoughts! Today, tomorrow, and every day after, I would continue to offer prayers for the peace of the Holy Kingdom of Snasile.


      Deep in my chest, a little light was always burning.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: I’m Evelyn. Where Am I?


      “Ngh...”


      My eyes opened slowly. I felt like I’d been dreaming of the past, but now that I’d woken up, I couldn’t remember the dream at all. My back was against something hard—a sensation completely unlike the plush, luxurious sofa at the Manilas estate. Huh.


      I lifted my head and was greeted with an unfamiliar scene. White walls looked back at me from all four sides, and several braziers burned bright red inside the room, making it bright enough that it felt like daytime. This was a large room—no, judging by its size, it was more hall than room. There were no windows, but a large door was directly in front of me. It was shut tight, so I had no idea what lay beyond it.


      A round table was in the center of the hall, and I was sitting on one of the chairs surrounding it.


      I wasn’t alone either. Sitting with their backs against the other chairs were eleven people I knew well—in a circle, starting from my left, sat Lady Europa, Prince Igna, Prince Oz, Lord Jackson, the high priest, Kira, Lord Theodore, Lady Mamaropa, Karin, Mary, and Prince Alex. I was between Lady Europa and Prince Alex. With exactly twelve people arranged in a circle around it, this table was reminiscent of the face of a clock.


      Some of us were awake, while others still had their eyes closed, breathing peacefully in their sleep. As I observed them, I tried to recall what had happened.


      We were all gathered together for a barbecue...


      It had gotten quite chilly recently. Just a few days ago, before the snow began to really pile up, Mary had returned from her hangnail-healing journey. Karin, who was now close with her, had been overjoyed and said she wanted to have a barbecue with everyone in attendance, so we’d gathered friends and acquaintances in the garden of the Manilas estate.


      But...then what? My memories of the barbecue were hazy, as though shrouded in mist.


      Where am I, anyway...?


      This was not anywhere in the estate. There wasn’t any visible heating equipment, but the place wasn’t very cold at all. Puzzled, I tried to stand up, only to notice something unusual.


      “Wait, what is this?”


      An unfamiliar silver bracelet encircled my left wrist, connected by a chain to the chair’s armrest. The chain rattled noisily when I tugged on it. I looked around and saw that everyone else was also restrained by a bracelet. While we could stand up, we couldn’t move around freely.


      “Evelyn, are you awake?” Lord Theodore called out to me from his distant position.


      “Lord Theodore!”


      If I was at six o’clock, Lord Theodore was at twelve o’clock. To his right, Kira was looking at me with furrowed brows.


      “What is this, Lord Theodore?” I asked. “Where are we?”


      Lord Theodore shook his head slowly, trying to keep me calm. “I don’t know. Kira and the others just woke up a few minutes ago too.”


      Apparently everyone who was awake was just as confused as I was.


      I turned to the silent woman at my left. “Lady Europa, do you have any ideas?” Silence. “Um, Lady Europa?”


      “Eek! Oh, excuse me,” Lady Europa said cutely. “Pardon my rudeness, Lady Evelyn. I was so captivated by the lovely lines of your profile that I forgot to respond.”


      Some things never changed, even in unusual circumstances.


      “And I was thinking that, if we remain shackled to these chairs, I can gaze upon your profile from up close for all eternity. I was quite elated, truly,” she murmured dreamily.


      I did a double take. Remain shackled to these chairs? For all eternity? S-Surely not, right? I thought, trembling.


      “I don’t think we’re gonna be stuck here,” Kira said firmly.


      The situation was entirely absurd, but Kira remained cool as a cucumber. How reassuring.


      “Look, Evelyn. There’s a stuffed rabbit in the center of the table.”


      “Huh?”


      I lowered my gaze and immediately spotted said stuffed rabbit. I hadn’t really been paying attention to what was on the table, but Kira was built different, taking in every detail calmly even at a time like this.


      The pink plushie was about the right size to comfortably hold in one hand. At first glance, it looked cute, but its mouth, sewn with thread, seemed to smile eerily at us. It was the kind of toy that could make a child cry.


      I was crying a little, personally.


      “The fact that something like that was deliberately placed there means...”


      Before Kira could conclude his thought, however—


      “Wakey-wakey, sleepyheads!”


      “Eep!”


      My heart nearly stopped right there. The stuffed rabbit had suddenly stood up!


      “I-It talks...” Karin, who had woken up last, muttered.


      Everyone else was staring at it with wide eyes too.


      The rabbit wobbled on two legs, then spun around once, looking at everyone’s faces.


      “All twelve of you seem to be awake! Finally! Now, allow me to explain the gist of things, yes!”


      The rabbit’s voice was somewhat childish and innocent, but the way it echoed through the large hall was extremely eerie.


      “This is the House of Death! All of you are going to participate in a killing—”


      “Noooooooo!!!” I screamed.


      “Guh.”


      Perhaps startled by my shriek, Lady Mamaropa guh’d. The rabbit, meanwhile, seemed flustered.


      “W-Wait a second! Your timing is off, yes! I haven’t even finished my—”


      “I don’t need to hear the rest! You just said something about killing!”


      “Well, yes, but at least let me finish! Otherwise the death game’s grand opening won’t be dramatic enough to—”


      “Kira, help me! Kira, help me, Kira! Kiraaa!” I yelled, standing up in a panic. I tried to run to Kira, but the restraints didn’t let me. “Why?! Why is my seat so far from Kira’s?! Whyyy?! Kiraaa! Waaaaaah!”


      I cried for Kira, waving my free hand as hard as I could, but he was sitting far across from me and I couldn’t reach him.


      “E-Evelyn! Stop acting like a baby,” Kira admonished me, sounding awkward.


      But my tears wouldn’t stop. My left wrist hurt from yanking on the chain so many times.


      Lord Theodore, sitting next to Kira, looked distant. He muttered, “I knew it. Even at a time like this, Kira is the first person she turns to...”


      Such a trivial complaint! This was not the time!


      “Look, listen, this is weird, okay?! I’m sandwiched between Lady Europa and Prince Alex! This is a new form of torture! I don’t need to be a baby to cry about it!”


      “Wh-What the heck is that supposed to mean?!” Prince Alex protested.


      “I mean exactly what I said!” I yelled back.


      “Y-You can’t do that, Evelyn,” the flustered rabbit pleaded with me. “If you keep acting this way... Yes...”


      “Acting what way?!”


      “You’re just so adorable when you flail. It’s getting me all fired up, yes...”


      “Eep!”


      I’d been careless. This rabbit was a pervert. Well, eighty percent of the people of Snasile were perverts, so I shouldn’t have been surprised. But still! The stuffie was even drooling!


      A stuffed rabbit that can talk, walk on two legs, and drool...


      Such remarkable advances the toy industry had been making lately. Why there was a demand for a drool function was beyond me, though.


      “Oh my,” Lady Europa said. “Are you...into that?”


      “I am so into that, yes.”


      And now Lady Europa and the rabbit were chatting. Takes one to know one, as they say.


      “Evelyn, I understand you’re confused, but sit down for now,” Kira said, slower than usual, perhaps to calm me down. “As you can see, we’re dealing with some weirdo pervert, so it’s best to listen to its demands for now. I’m right here, and if worse comes to worst, I’ll do something about it. All right?”


      I paused. “All right. I trust you, Kira.”


      “Also, heal your wrist. It must be hurting.”


      “I mean, it’s fine, but...” I sniffled and cast a healing spell on myself anyway before I sat back down. “Rejuvenate.”


      “Ugh! How dare these two show chemistry right from the start!” Lady Europa grumbled, stamping her feet.


      The rabbit cleared its throat. “Now, then! Once more from the top, yes!” Its red button eyes swept over the twelve of us. “This is the House of Death! All of you are going to participate in a killing game, yes!”


      House of Death... Killing...game...


      Sweat ran down my back. This was a joke, right? A really bad one? But the rabbit didn’t take it back. On the contrary, it hopped, pleased that it could finally finish its ominous speech.


      “I, Bun the Great, have set up a marvelous game in which you must stake your lives on your very survival. Win, and you can go home alive. Simple, yes!”


      “What are you doing, bringing us here and going on and on about a killing game or whatever?!”


      “Yeah! Tell ’em, Mary! You! Rabbit! Send us back, right now!”


      The rabbit just grinned at Mary’s and Prince Alex’s outbursts.


      Everyone else was also talking among themselves, so I couldn’t speak to Kira or Lord Theodore, who were seated far away.


      Lady Europa leaned in and said, “Lady Evelyn, I understand your confusion. But this is not an unusual occurrence.”


      “It’s not?!”


      Since when was this common?! I had never heard of such a thing in my twenty-eight years of life.


      “Surely you’re aware that every year, thousands go missing in Snasile,” Lady Europa said.


      “Y-Yes, that I’m aware of. Our kingdom has significantly more missing person cases than other countries...”


      Lady Europa nodded solemnly. “Many return eventually as though nothing happened, but...when asked where they were, they all say the same thing: They were gathered in a mysterious space, where a cute mascot forced them to play a game in which their lives were at stake.”


      My eyes widened. That was strikingly similar to the exact situation we were in!


      “You mean that’s what’s happening to us?”


      She nodded slowly. “I’d thought it an urban legend, but...now that we’ve been kidnapped like this, I can’t help but believe it.” Lady Europa noticed me staring blankly and tilted her head. “Oh dear, Lady Evelyn, what’s wrong?”


      “I’m sorry. I was actually suspecting you were behind this...” I admitted.


      I mean, who else could pull such an absurd stunt?


      And she and the rabbit are peas in a pod.


      But Lady Europa’s expression was unusually serious, and she clearly felt a sense of urgency. I’d been wrong to suspect her.


      She puffed out her cheeks. Cute. “Oh, Lady Evelyn! What do you take me for?!”


      The world’s greatest pervert, actually.


      “But Lady Europa, this killing game... It’s not serious, right? This is some kind of prank show, right?”


      There was no way such a thing could be real, I thought. It was far too absurd. But Lady Europa didn’t nod as I hoped she would.


      “No, Lady Evelyn. You must prepare yourself—this is the House of Death, after all. Who knows what might happen here.”


      “No way...” I murmured, my voice trembling.


      Around us, everyone else seemed shaken to varying degrees as well. I could have started screaming and panicking again, or snapped like Mary and Prince Alex. But protests seemed to bounce right off the rabbit, so I figured a different approach would work best.


      I took a deep breath and asked, “How do we leave this place alive?”


      According to Lady Europa’s story, there were people who came back after going missing. This meant they’d done something right. If we followed in their footsteps, we could leave too—in which case getting more details from Lady Europa was the smart thing to do. It should help keep us safe.


      She seemed to understand why I’d asked. “Let’s see... Some things are absolute no-no’s in situations like this.”


      “Please, tell me about them!”


      “Yes, of course. For instance—”


      “What is this nonsense?!” Prince Igna demanded before Lady Europa could continue. He was glaring sharply at the rabbit. “Killing game? I’m not participating in such a thing. Only Europa is allowed to kill me.”


      “Huuuh,” the rabbit said. “Are you sure about that, yes...?”


      “Shut up, rabbit. I’m going home,” the prince declared as he stood up defiantly.


      At that moment, the floorboards around his chair came loose, and dozens of thick, sharp iron needles sprang from underneath.


      “Gaaaaaaah!!!”


      Prince Igna was riddled with holes.


      “Brotheeer!” Prince Oz screamed.


      “Ignaaa!” Prince Alex and the high priest shouted in unison.


      Lady Europa, who had watched the whole thing, turned to me and continued as if nothing had happened. “For instance, saying stupid things such as ‘I’m going home’ and ignoring the rules, precisely as demonstrated. It’s the fastest way to get yourself made into an example.”


      Wait, so that means I was in danger earlier...


      I might’ve gotten skewered too if I’d said I wanted to go home with Kira!


      “W-Wait, I have to heal Prince Igna!”


      As usual—well, more than usual, actually—the prince was covered in blood. It made sense. He wasn’t bleeding from just his nose this time.


      “Later,” Lady Europa said.


      “Later?! Really?!”


      “He’ll be fine. If anything, he’s too resilient. Look, Lady Evelyn, the rabbit will say something now that we have our first victim.”


      “As you can see,” the rabbit said as if on cue, cackling, “there are consequences for disobeying Bun the Great! Be careful, everyone! Yes!”


      Karin was sniffling. She must have been scared! I was sniffling too.


      “Wh-What should we do, Lady Europa? We’ll all die at this rate!” I pleaded tearfully.


      Then I sensed someone’s gaze on me and looked up. There it was, staring at me intently, devouring me with its red eyes—the stuffed rabbit that had just brutally murdered Prince Igna.


      “Haaah... Haaah... Oh, Evelyn, your teary face is even more potent up close, yes...”


      Oh no. It was getting fired up again. But...beyond that, I felt like I could sense someone’s will behind those glittering button eyes.


      Whatever! I didn’t want to leisurely chat with this rabbit! Any of us could end up dead like Prince Igna at any moment!


      I gave up and looked away from the rabbit, turning toward my seat neighbor, who had, for some reason, grown bright red. Her tongue was lolling out; she’d stretched it to the limit and was wagging it up and down at me.
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      “Lady Europa?” I called out.


      She was on her feet, yanking on the chain so hard that I feared her wrist might snap. The sturdy chain held fast, however.


      “Mmmh! I want to lick up your pearly tears, Lady Evelyn! Ugh, but I can’t reach you with these restraints! Grr!”


      I found myself quite glad that her tongue couldn’t reach that far.


      “I don’t think you can extend your tongue any farther, so please stop,” I said. “Anyway, Lady Europa, do you know anything else?”


      She sat back down, panting, put her tongue away and said, “Let’s see... Well, there’s a surefire way to win games such as this.”


      I gulped. “And that would be...?”


      “Becoming the protagonist.”


      “Protagonist...?” As in, the main character of a story? That was the secret?


      “Yes. Never give up, always look ahead, and play the game head-on instead of running away. Do that, and you’re sure to survive, Lady Evelyn.”


      “Okay. I will. But...Lady Europa, what about you? And Kira, Lord Theodore, and Lady Mamaropa...?”


      Lady Europa gave me a fragile smile. “My role, so to speak, is that of the devoted character who supports the protagonist from the start,” she explained. “People in this role usually live a while but tend to die rather gruesomely toward the end.”


      “You’re going to die?!”


      “Yes. And then the protagonist’s resolve is steeled, for she must survive so her loyal supporter’s sacrifice doesn’t go to waste. There’s a certain beauty to it. Oh, and there are other things I can deduce. For example...”


      Lady Europa’s gaze wandered for a moment, then fixed on one point: Kira, who was heaving a sigh.


      “Kira is probably the victor of the previous game. He’ll be mysterious but active from the start, then reveal his hand around the end. Then, he’ll die.”


      “He’s going to die?!”


      “As for Lord Theodore, he’s bound to say something like, ‘I’ve found a way for everyone to survive! Follow me!’ at some point halfway through the game, and he’ll actually manage to deceive several people. But his scheme will be exposed somehow. Then, he’ll die.”


      “He’s going to die?!”


      At this rate, everyone was going to die!


      “Don’t bother Evelyn with your nonsense,” Kira admonished Lady Europa. “Now’s not the time for that.”


      “Kira,” I timidly called out, “a-are you really the previous game’s...”


      “Of course not,” he snapped, giving me a look of utter exasperation.


      R-Right. Kira is more composed than the adults around him, so for a moment I thought it might be true, but...


      My mind had conjured up Kira dropping some foreshadowing, like, “I never thought that nightmare would awaken again...” but, as it turned out, that was completely unfounded.


      Never mind that! I have to do something!


      Why had we been brought to this place? What was the kidnapper’s purpose? The rabbit didn’t seem keen on revealing anything, so I didn’t think we’d find out easily. Thus, our priority was to get home safely. After that, we could report to the proper authorities, and have the bad guys arrested.


      “I don’t know what’s going on,” I began, “but...everyone, we must find a way to survive together!”


      “Oh, wonderful, Lady Evelyn!” Lady Europa exclaimed, her lavender eyes sparkling. Her chains rattled as she clapped several times. “Searching for a way that everyone can survive, despite the absolute impossibility... That’s the exact quality of a protagonist!”


      “Please don’t call it an absolute impossibility!”


      She’d built me up only to knock me back down!


      But wait. There was a loophole! “That’s it!” I said loudly. “Let’s all act like protagonists, then!”


      Everyone turned toward me. “Huh?”


      “According to Lady Europa’s story, if we act like protagonists, we survive, right? So if everyone is a protagonist, we can all go home alive!”


      A brilliant idea, I thought.


      Lady Europa, overcome with emotion, shouted, “Lady Evelyn, you do not disappoint! Always going to heights I could never even conceive of! It’s so like you...!”


      Well, as far as going to heights other people couldn’t even conceive of, I was pretty sure Lady Europa had me beat...


      Either way, I clenched my fists and turned to the rabbit. “We will not submit to a game like this!” I declared passionately. “We’re all going home alive! I’m sure of it!”


      “I’m always with Lady Evelyn!”


      “And I as well!” Lord Theodore said.


      “Me too! Also, this is kind of embarrassing,” Kira muttered.


      “I agree as well. Let us all do our collective best,” Prince Oz said.


      “You’re our guiding light, Lady Evelyn!” the high priest said.


      “What? What are we talking about? I didn’t hear,” Mary said.


      “Um, apparently, Ms. Saint is very glowy,” Karin said.


      “Ah ha ha! That’s simply splendid! Perhaps she could teach me!” Lord Jackson said.


      “Are these three right in the head?” Prince Alex asked.


      “Guh,” Lady Mamaropa said.


      It didn’t seem like the others had much to add. Lady Mamaropa guh’d again.


      “Gaaaaaaaah!!!”


      And before he could even attempt to say anything, Prince Igna exploded into a million pieces.


      “Brotheeer!” Prince Oz called out.


      “Ignaaa!” Prince Alex and the high priest called out.


      Prince Igna died again?!


      “Having everyone acting like the protagonist is against the rules!” the stuffed rabbit said. “We need archetype variety! Otherwise, the game is just boring, yes! Nyah ha ha!”


      Next to me, a shocked Lady Europa muttered with a stern expression, “That’s the second time Prince Igna has gotten killed. Having everyone act like the protagonist might be too dangerous...”


      Our move had been swiftly blocked. I was sitting there, grinding my teeth, when I heard an unpleasant clanking sound.


      “Huh...?”


      I was dumbfounded—the chain connected to the bracelet had come off. Had they given up on keeping us confined and decided to let us go home? I hoped so, but...I was also completely naive.


      The one door in the hall slowly began to open toward the other side. Beyond it, nothing could be seen—only white light. It appeared to have been set up so that you wouldn’t know what was there unless you passed through the door.


      “When all of you pass through this door, the game begins!” the rabbit announced. “Quickly now, everyone! Get going if you don’t want to be penalized, yes!”


      I rubbed my wrist and the cold metal bracelet as I stood up. Despite the rabbit’s urging, no one had approached the door. Of course. Wariness was only natural; none of us knew what awaited on the other side of—


      “What’s this door? I can just walk out?”


      And next I knew, the bloodsoaked Prince Igna had already left. Did this man fear nothing?


      “U-Um,” the rabbit, seemingly taken aback too, stammered. “Anyway, those who win the game can leave the House of Death, yes!”


      It probably hadn’t expected a participant to be so bold in such a tense situation.


      “Also, the bracelets you’re wearing will monitor you! Don’t do anything strange, now! And, of course, you can’t remove them...unless you want terrible things to happen, yes!”


      “Ah, I thought so. It injects poison. A classic,” Lady Europa muttered ominously.


      I pretended not to hear that.


      “Now, go! Do your best! Bun the Great is rooting for you! Now then, I’ll be seeing you, yes!”


      With that, the rabbit flopped down on the spot and stopped moving.


      “The rabbit is actually kind of a nice guy, yes,” I mused. Though I wasn’t sure if a stuffed rabbit counted as a guy.


      “Do not be deceived, Lady Evelyn,” Lady Europa warned. “That rabbit is an accomplice of the evildoer who kidnapped us!”


      “Ah!”


      “Also, its speech quirk is rubbing off on you.”


      She had a point, yes.


      “S-So, what shall we do?”


      Lady Europa had said before that we had to follow the rules. In that case, our next course of action was to obediently exit through the door like Prince Igna, without resistance. The rabbit had also told us to move quickly.


      Is that really the right thing to do, though?


      We hadn’t examined this hall yet. We couldn’t rule out the possibility that there might be weapons lying around that we could use to protect ourselves, or maybe exits that the perpetrators had overlooked—however unlikely that was.


      Karin approached me and gripped the hem of my garments. “Ms. Saint, I’m scared.”


      Right. Karin was still a young child. I knelt down and gently stroked her small head.


      “It’ll be okay, Karin,” I said.


      “But I’m the most scared of Mr. Nosebleed Man.”


      “Yes... Me too.”


      Truly, Prince Igna was far more terrifying than this situation or the creepy rabbit.


      “Lady Evelyn. Everyone,” Prince Oz said. “I would like to thoroughly inspect this room.” The only normal one among the three princes remained calm and collected, even at a time like this. “We’ll split into groups. Well, my brother has already gone off somewhere, but the rest of us should cooperate in investigating this place.”


      “I-I’m in,” Mary said, raising her hand. Maybe she felt restless and needed to do something.


      “Yes,” the prince replied. “It would be great if everyone who is well enough to assist did so.”


      Everyone except the unconscious Lady Mamaropa and the missing Prince Igna decided to search the hall.


      “Let’s search together, Kira!” I said immediately.


      “Sure.”


      Kira, Karin and I all decided to form a group. But, even after about thirty minutes of looking, we couldn’t find a single clue that might have helped us escape.


      Well, it was more that there was hardly anything to search in the first place. The only things in the hall were the round table, the chairs, the braziers, and the glowing door. We all searched our clothes and pockets but found nothing there either. In fact, we had so little on us that we assumed our captors had taken our belongings.


      “Does anyone remember how we ended up here?” I asked as I tapped the floor, trying to see if I could find anything.


      Everyone shook their heads.


      We’d gathered in the garden at the Manilas estate for a barbecue around evening, and that was about as much as any of us could remember.


      The high priest hummed pensively. “Maybe they mixed something into our food.”


      “And then abducted us all at once,” Prince Oz ventured. “We must be dealing with skilled—and numerous—foes.”


      The others’ expressions darkened.


      Prince Igna, Lord Theodore, and Lord Jackson were all skilled swordsmen—anyone who had managed to abduct all three of them at the same time had to be quite calculating.


      “They’re probably watching us from somewhere,” Kira muttered.


      The air in the room seemed to grow colder. His guess was likely correct; the rabbit had waited until everyone was awake to speak, for instance. Prince Igna had been skewered, then blown into pieces, so there were likely several mechanisms in place to monitor and punish us in real time. The bracelets we wore were almost certainly one of those.


      “We haven’t been penalized yet, but...we should probably get going,” Lord Theodore said.


      “Yes, I agree,” I replied, nodding.


      We hadn’t been given a time limit on getting started, but if we continued to refuse to move, our captors were bound to take action. Maybe they’d kill Prince Igna again. We couldn’t let that happen.


      “I agree as well,” Prince Oz said. “Besides, every day we spend in this place is a day that Lady Europa won’t be able to perform her duties.”


      He meant, of course, her duties as the saint. One of the saint’s most important tasks was to pray at the Grand Basilica—if those prayers weren’t said, miasma would rise all over the Holy Kingdom of Snasile, bringing demons with it.


      A while back, when people had thought I’d run away, leaving behind only a note, Lady Europa had offered three days’ worth of prayers before leaving the Grand Basilica, which had been quite a feat. But this time, she’d thought she would be gone only one night for the barbecue, then return to the basilica from Semme the next day. She couldn’t possibly have anticipated her confinement in the House of Death and offered days’ worth of prayers this time.


      I want to get back as soon as possible...


      I gritted my teeth. We had no way of knowing what time or day of the week it was, since we’d all been put to sleep. It was possible that more time had passed than we imagined.


      Why did this happen?


      I still didn’t understand, but I had no intention of standing by and allowing such malice to continue. Besides, I wasn’t alone—I had many people I could rely on now. If we all worked together, we’d be okay. I was sure of it.


      “Well then, let’s go through the door,” Prince Oz said.


      Thankfully, since Prince Igna had marched right out the door earlier, we were more at ease doing the same, and no one objected. Besides, staying here would have been fruitless. There was no water or food, and we had no idea if the door would remain open. We were restless and stuck, so the only true choice was to leave and see what happened next.


      “I’m a bit worried about what we’ll find on the other side,” I said as the prince watched the door. “I’m just speculating, but I think this door is enchanted with teleportation magic.”


      “Teleportation magic?” he echoed, curious.


      “Yes. I’ve heard tales of old magic that could connect completely separate spaces.”


      Nowadays, people with any amount of magical ability were considered rare, but in the distant past there had supposedly been casters who could produce flames and water from their palms, and even magic that could change the weather.


      Though the strange incident with the sheep at the lake might have seemed magical in nature, the curse had been caused by the grudges of sacrificed sheep. It had been confined to the lake itself and couldn’t really be called magic.


      “Your Eminence, Lady Europa, what do you think?” Prince Oz asked.


      The two exchanged glances.


      “I sensed extraordinary magic from this door as well,” the high priest said. “But teleportation magic...”


      “I can neither hear nor sense anything beyond the door,” Lady Europa mused. “We can’t hear Prince Igna either, so I believe Lady Evelyn’s shrewd observation is correct. But...who besides a saint would be capable of commanding such magic?”


      Lady Europa’s question was an astute one. As the current saint, she’d probably read the books that had been passed down through generations of saints that described magic for dispelling miasma, as well as spells for purification, breaking curses, and healing—which the priests also used. But not a single teleportation spell was recorded anywhere.


      “I’ve never seen magic capable of animating stuffed animals or making them talk, let alone drool,” Lady Europa added. “I do think the mechanisms on those chairs must be magical in nature, however.”


      Oh, right... So the rabbit wasn’t a cutting-edge toy after all.


      We all fell silent after that.


      Does this mean that the mastermind of this game owns some sort of ancient spellbook?


      I’d never heard of such an artifact before, but I couldn’t definitively rule it out.


      Either way, whoever it was, they had power rivaling mine and Lady Europa’s and knew mysterious magic. This much was almost a given. Lady Europa and the high priest must have reached a similar conclusion, but they both kept it to themselves to avoid making people more anxious.


      Prince Oz cleared his throat. “It vexes me to say, but we should do as the rabbit says and get going.”


      He went through the door first, then Mary and Karin holding hands, then Lord Jackson carrying his unconscious sister on his back.


      As I watched them blankly, Lord Theodore moved to stand next to me.


      “Are you scared, Evelyn?” he whispered in my ear, concerned.


      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t,” I said, shaking my head. Even now, my hands were trembling. I was just doing my best to endure the fear.


      “It’s all right,” he reassured me. “I’ll protect you.”


      “Lord Theodore...”


      “Even should it cost me my life, I— Ow!”


      He yelped because I’d stood on my tiptoes and pinched his cheek.


      “Oh, Lord Theodore, I’m starting to get angry with you!”


      I wasn’t sure whether he was still tipsy from the barbecue, but I wasn’t at all happy to hear him talk like that. Us playing into the strange scenario and behaving like this was exactly what our captors wanted!


      “We’re making it home, alive and well, okay?”


      “Ngh! Okay, okay! I’m sorry!” he said, rubbing his reddened cheek.


      I looked up at him, pouting. “And when we’re back home safe and sound, we’ll have our wedding ceremony, so...”


      This summer, by the lakeside, Lord Theodore had given me an engagement ring. We’d managed to get past the interference of the high priest and the others and get engaged.


      Lady Mamaropa had become my personal tutor after that, and unsurprisingly, as a duchess, she was a perfect lady and had all kinds of things to teach me—etiquette, social niceties, bookkeeping, embroidery, dancing, horseback riding, and even cooking and starting a fire.


      Whether I’d mastered any of those was...another matter entirely, but apparently the preparations for me to marry into House Manilas were proceeding apace and without issue. Lord Theodore and I had been considering holding the ceremony in the coming spring.


      “Evelyn, that’s a death fl—”


      Lord Theodore caught himself and coughed.


      “Huh? A what?”


      “S-Sorry. Nothing,” he said, smiling awkwardly.


      Kira, who was standing in front of the door, looked back at us. “Evelyn, Theodore, are you ready?”


      It was only the three of us left now.


      “Let’s go, Evelyn,” Lord Theodore said, holding out his palm.


      I took it without hesitation and squeezed his warm hand. “Yes!”


      And so we went to the place where the game would soon begin.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: The Rabbit’s Game / Preparations (Also, Zombies)


      It had taken a good bit of courage to pass through that mysterious door, but nevertheless, Lord Theodore and I had managed.


      We arrived under a huge oval dome, where the others were already waiting. Lord Theodore and I stood hand in hand at its center, stunned. The sky above us was a strangely artificial gray, and my hair and vestments swayed in a cold wind.


      “Is this a stadium?” I asked.


      The place closely resembled the stadium where the SEBLT had been held during the Summer of Evelyn festival. But the detailing was different—this one had giant white circles drawn on the ground. Spectator seats were packed, and the chattering audience was composed not of people but of sheep. Parent sheep with their lambs, sheep couples, sheep friend groups... Hundreds and hundreds of sheep surrounded us.


      “Sh-Sheep again...?”


      I invariably thought back to all the trouble we’d endured last summer during the sheep incident at the lake.


      The sheep were excitedly bleating about something, but from this distance, we couldn’t make out what they were saying.


      “Look, Evelyn, over there,” Lord Theodore said.


      I turned around to see an announcer’s booth protruding from the first row of spectator seats. A stuffed rabbit was there—one that looked and sounded the exact same as the one on the round table.


      “Now that all our competitors are here, I shall explain the situation, yes! You will all be participating in a game—The Rabbit’s Game!”


      No way! Are they going to make us fight wild beasts or something?!


      From here, I could see what appeared to be some sort of door leading into the stadium. Were they going to turn us into rabbits and unleash ferocious creatures upon us?! The thought had me trembling with fear.


      “The rules are simple, yes! You’ll each hop half a lap around the stadium, then pass the carrot baton!”


      I blinked.


      “So...a relay race?”


      That was...not at all what I’d been expecting. How surprising.


      But the rabbit grinned cruelly as if it had been waiting to drop the other shoe. “But the opposing team is full of...zombies, yes!”


      As if on cue, groans rose from the ground near the entrance to the left, where aberrations began to emerge one after another.


      “Aaa...”


      “Eee...”


      “Iii...”


      “Ooo...”


      “Uuu...”


      Twelve half-rotten zombies came shambling out. It was nearly impossible to distinguish their genders or ages underneath the blackened blood sticking to their mottled skin. Their mournful, resentful howls filled the air.


      “Eeeeeek!” Mary screamed, clinging tightly to Karin.


      “Augh! It’s zombies! Yikes!” Lord Jackson exclaimed, then collapsed in fear.


      I swayed to the side.


      “Evelyn!”


      Lord Theodore caught me just in time, but I was in no state to even thank him. “Zom...bies,” I mumbled brokenly. “Zombiiieees!”


      There was no mistaking it—these were real zombies. I’d never seen real zombies before, granted, but this wasn’t the kind of vague zombielike behavior that a human could act out. These were the real deal. Authentic, certified zombies.


      They’re too scary! I can’t even look at them!


      A terrible stench assaulted our nostrils. Prince Alex looked deathly pale, and even Prince Oz was faltering. Frozen in terror, none of us could say anything.


      “The twelve of you will team up,” the rabbit said mercilessly, “and compete against the zombies in a relay race, yes!”


      I mean, we already figured out the relay part...


      Not that I had the energy to point that out. The zombies were too scary.


      “Violence between teams is strictly forbidden, yes,” the rabbit continued. “And, of course, if you get bitten by a zombie, you’ll become one!”


      “Wait a second,” Kira objected without missing a beat. “That’s a rule violation right there. Biting people constitutes violence.”


      “I mean, they’re zombies, yes?” the rabbit retorted. “It’s not like they can help it, what with all the tasty-looking humans nearby. Don’t be zombieist, now, Kira!”


      Kira bit his lip but said nothing. It was obvious the rabbit had no intention of engaging seriously with his logic.


      “L-Let’s forfeit,” I suggested shakily.


      “Evelyn?!” Lord Theodore exclaimed, looking at me in shock.


      “Look, they’re zombies! Z-o-m-b-i-e-s! If they gnaw on me, I’ll become a zombie! We’ll aaall become zombies!”


      As I made my argument, several of the zombies turned toward us, perhaps reacting to my voice.


      “Aaa...?”


      “N-N-N-Nothing! Don’t mind me! Sorry!”


      “Eee...vvv...?” one of them said, taking a step in our direction.


      I flailed both hands, trembling. “L-Look, I’m not tasty! At all! Y-You might be surprised to hear, but I actually taste completely disgusting, really! Please don’t bite me! Just pretend I’m not heeere!”


      “Ooo...”


      The zombie looked away, seemingly having lost interest. Whew.


      “It’s all right, Evelyn,” Lord Theodore said. “You survived the Summer of Evelyn test of courage, didn’t you?”


      “I didn’t have a choice!”


      And “survived” was certainly one word for “stood there crying until Kira and Prince Oz rescued me.”


      “Besides, unlike Prince Alex’s lame zombie impression, these are real zombies! How are we supposed to race against zombies?!”


      “Hello?! Who are you calling lame?!” Prince Alex protested. What a strange thing to start an argument over! His knees were shaking, though.


      “And you survived seeing the mystery thirteenth person,” Lord Theodore continued.


      “You mean I fainted from sheer terror!” I retorted, sniffling. It’s no use! We’ll really have to race the zombies at this rate!


      No! Anything but that! I’d rather die. Racing zombies was a fate worse than death.


      The rabbit, which had been staring at me intently while I bawled, casually added, “By the way, forfeiting means a penalty, yes! And the penalty is to get bitten by a zombie. That is also the penalty for losing, of course!”


      I crumpled to the ground. Death or die...


      This wasn’t a game where we “staked our lives.” This was rigged from the start! We’d been kidnapped and forced into this terrifying situation, and now we’d die in agony. That was all.


      Well, I had a good life. Ever since my exile, so many things have happened...


      As I looked back on the highlight reel of my memories, someone touched my shoulder.


      “Don’t give up before you try, Evelyn,” Lord Theodore said.


      “He’s right. We won’t know the result unless we try,” Kira agreed.


      “Lord Theodore... Kira...”


      The two of them weren’t alone in their sentiment.


      “They’re right, Lady Evelyn,” Lady Europa said. “Besides, we have that nosebleeding jackass who, if nothing else, is quick on his feet. It’s too early to give up hope.”


      “You said we’d do this together, Ms. Saint,” Karin added. “I’m going to do my best too, okay? Even though I’m not very good at running.”


      “Lady Europa... Karin...”


      Lady Mamaropa, who had just woken from her fainting spell, smiled with her hands clasped together. “I’m not sure what’s happening, but...even if we lose, I promise you, I’ll cook you curry again. We can eat delicious curry together, forever, even as zombies.”


      “Lady Mamaropa...”


      She seemed to be a little too zen about the whole thing, but her words nevertheless gave me courage. Also, could someone please explain the situation to her? Like, really.


      I wiped my tears. “Okay. Let’s do this! We run together!”


      Forfeiture or loss would result in getting bitten—that meant we had to choose the path of “not being bitten, maybe.” We had to muster our courage and run.


      The rabbit laughed as we steeled our resolve. “The match begins in one hour! Feel free to strategize until then!”


      “Aaa... Uuu...”


      Sluggishly, the zombies sat down, seemingly not interested in targeting us just yet. I figured they had at least minimal intelligence.


      “First, we need to decide the relay order,” Prince Oz said.


      We had limited time to practice the baton passes too. We were about to enter this life-or-death relay race almost completely unprepared. Our situation was dire.


      “Listen, everyone,” Lord Theodore said. “I have a plan.”


      “A plan? Tell us, please!”


      Everyone gathered around him.


      “First, we use Prince Alex as bait.”


      The voluntold prince widened his eyes. “Th-Theodore...?”


      “Prince Alex will be the first runner and move conspicuously in order to attract all twelve zombies.”


      “Theodore?”


      “While he sacrifices himself to the zombie swarm, everyone else finishes the race. This way, we can complete the relay without risk.”


      “Theodore?!”


      Lord Theodore slowly narrowed his gray-blue eyes, then gave a sweet, angelic smile. “And that, of course, was a joke.”


      A chill ran down my spine. That hadn’t sounded like a joke at all.


      “Oh. It was a joke?” Karin asked, sounding disappointed for some reason. She must’ve been on board with her brother’s plan.


      What scary siblings.


      Scarier than the zombies, even.


      “Oh? That was a joke?” Lady Europa asked. “But it was such a perfectly shrewd plan, particularly considering who came up with it...”


      “It’s true,” the high priest concurred. “A groundbreaking strategy for a youngster like Theodore.”


      Not just the siblings.


      Prince Alex had far too many enemies. Also, he was probably more terrified than me.


      “I-If you’re gonna make me do that, I’m not running!”


      “That won’t do, Your Highness,” Lord Theodore said. “At least be the bait.”


      “That’s exactly why I’m not running! Are you listening?!”


      Prince Igna grabbed Prince Alex’s shoulders to stop him from escaping.


      “Look, Clown Prick, it’s fine. You’re quick, right? I mean, your speed is garbage compared to mine, but still.”


      “W-Well, yeah, I guess...” Prince Alex said, scratching his nose bashfully at what I was pretty sure wasn’t praise.


      “By the way, do you think zombies are all that fast?” Lord Jackson asked.


      Lady Europa brought a hand to her chin. “Hmm. They don’t look that fast, do they...?”


      She gazed over at the zombies, who were quietly staring up at the sky. Their movements were uniformly sluggish—they didn’t give the impression of being fast at all.


      “Half a lap around the stadium is about one hundred Evelyns,” Lady Europa said. “Zombies don’t have much stamina. I doubt they can run one hundred Evelyns.”


      “Huh? What? One hundred Evelyns?” I echoed.


      Lady Europa smiled cheerfully. “It’s a unit of distance, Lady Evelyn. Some time ago, Snasile and various friendly nations agreed on a standard of measurement, and Evelyn was adopted as the unit for distance. It’s abbreviated as ‘Ev.’”


      She wrote “100 Ev.” on the ground.


      That’s...extremely confusing.


      I wished they wouldn’t adopt such standards without my knowledge.


      “But the zombies could simply appear sluggish as part of the rabbit’s scheme,” Prince Igna pointed out gravely. “We shouldn’t underestimate them.”


      Lord Jackson nodded. “It may be good to gain as much distance as possible early on. I think that’d significantly reduce our odds of being bitten.”


      “I thought the same,” Prince Oz said. “We should minimize the possibility of contact with the zombies. Since we don’t have much time, let’s split into three teams for now: those who are confident that they’re fast, those who are confident that they aren’t, and those who are uncertain.”


      At the prince’s command, we split into three teams. Kira, Lord Theodore, Lord Jackson, Prince Alex, Prince Igna, and Prince Oz were confident in their running speed. Myself, Karin, and the high priest weren’t confident in ours. Lady Europa, Lady Mamaropa, and Mary declared that they didn’t know.


      The confident group numbered six people, and the other two groups had three and three, so we decided the running order on that basis. First, it would be Prince Alex, followed by Prince Oz, then Kira, Prince Igna, the high priest, Lady Europa, Lady Mamaropa, Lord Jackson, Karin, Mary, me, and Lord Theodore.


      That way, the most confident runners would have the beginning of the race to quickly gain distance from the zombies. From the midpoint onward, the distance was likely to close, so the fast runners would provide support to prevent the zombies from catching up.


      No matter how one looked at it, the most dangerous position was Prince Alex’s, since he would start at the same time as the zombies. But he was elated, chuckling and bragging about being “entrusted with something as important as the first leg.” The danger seemed to go right over his head.


      With Prince Oz at the center, the group also discussed detailed strategies. We’d pass the batons in this spot called the takeover zone, and those with running skills, like Lord Theodore and Prince Igna, would cover as much ground as possible.


      Such smarts were probably something the zombies didn’t have.


      “Now, as for practicing the baton passes,” Prince Oz said, “we’d be shooting ourselves in the foot if we exhausted ourselves practicing, so I’d like each pair to just decide on signals and calls for passing. And don’t forget to warm up before the real thing.”


      If we fumbled the passes or slowed down too much, the distance we’d gained would go to waste. Prince Oz had arranged our running order so that those of us who were family members and worked well together would be passing batons to one another.


      I’m second from last... I mused as I gazed at the running order written on the ground. Mary would pass me the baton, and I’d pass it to Lord Theodore.


      “So,” Mary said, fidgeting, as she approached me, “what should our calls be?”


      “Oh! Right. What would be good, you think...?”


      At some point, a hydration space had been set up in a corner of the stadium, apparently. There was water with electrolytes available, as well as fruits like oranges and bananas. Everyone agreed that it was unlikely our captors would do something boring like poison the food and drinks before the race, so we were helping ourselves to the stash as we discussed. Also, a system was in place to deliver special items on request, and Lady Mamaropa had asked for a parasol.


      “Let’s see,” the high priest said to Lady Europa. “Rupy, what if I say, ‘Eve!’ and you say, ‘Lyn!’?”


      “Hmm, no... That’s not enough.”


      “Ah! I know! I’ll shout, ‘Lady Evelyn!’”


      “Perfect! I, too, shall shout, ‘Lady Evelyn!’”


      The two whooped in unison and exchanged a high five. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits.


      “Maybe we can just call each other’s names?” I suggested to Mary.


      “Right,” she replied with a nod, then left to talk to Karin next.


      I saw her off with a smile and let out a sigh. Things are still a bit awkward between us...


      When we were all talking together, Mary and I had no problem having brief conversations. But having a one-on-one like this was difficult, somehow. Maybe Mary felt the same, as she hardly ever actively approached me.


      Hmm, what should I do?


      I’d never really hated Mary in the first place. Sure, I’d been shocked and sad to discover her affair with Prince Alex, but I wasn’t hung up about it. My days at the Manilas estate were so pleasant that I had no room to dwell on those feelings.


      But I can’t just tell her to not worry about it and expect that to fix everything.


      Perhaps the heart-to-heart ship had sailed. We’d had plenty of chances: the Summer of Evelyn Festival before she left on her journey, our unexpected reunion at the lake, the test of courage...


      Now, simply because we were related, we’d been chosen as the tenth and eleventh runners. Prince Oz had probably not intended for it to be ironic, but it was nevertheless.


      “Evelyn, let’s decide our call too,” Lord Theodore said. He paused and tilted his head. “Evelyn? Are you nervous?”


      The bumbling detective struck again with his beautifully off-base deductions.


      I smiled and shook my head. “No. Let’s choose our calls, then.”


      “Okay. I was thinking of shouting about my love for you.”


      “Let’s go with more normal calls.”


      “I’ll say, ‘I love you, Evelyyyn!’ and you say it in turn.”


      “Absolutely not! That’s embarrassing!”


      But we continued discussing the matter thoroughly. It was important, after all.


      We didn’t notice Mary watching us from afar every so often.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Rabbit’s Game / Main Event (Also, Running Zombies)


      A strong wind blew across the wide stadium, sending swirls of sand into the air as the clouds flowed through the gray skies above. The runners, split between the northern and southern halves, were waiting for the relay to begin.


      With me on the south side were the odd-numbered runners: Kira, the high priest, Lady Mamaropa, and Karin. The zombies were waiting, surprisingly quiet, a short distance away.


      The first runner, Prince Alex, was already on standby beyond the white lines of the track, lightly stretching. In his hand was a carrot that would serve as the baton. A completely real carrot, by the way.


      Next to him was a zombie, also holding a carrot. Every so often, the undead first runner would groan, “Aaa...” and earn a disapproving look from the prince.


      Surprisingly, Prince Alex was managing to maintain his composure.


      “The hour is almost up,” Karin said, fidgeting. She had a headband wrapped around her head. “I’m getting anxious...!”


      The headbands, provided by the rabbit, were meant to help with visual clarity. Our team wore white ones, and the zombies wore red.


      Not like we could mistake humans for zombies anyway, I thought.


      Our team was excited about the headbands, so they were a nice addition. But my brain easily associated white with rabbits and red with blood, so they were just another reason for me to be scared. Also, I felt like the rabbit was just bullying us at this point.


      Well, it beats wearing bunny ears...


      I still remembered the ordeal of falling into that lake last summer and turning into a sheep. I couldn’t bear to think of turning into a rabbit next, even as a joke.


      “At long last, our relay race is about to begin, yes!” the rabbit called out.


      The spectator sheep began to cheer, their bleats echoing across the stadium like a cursed chant.


      “First runners, take your positions, yes! Second runners, get ready!”


      As the runners began to move, I held my breath, waiting for them to begin. Prince Alex, who’d been rotating his shoulders, glanced this way.


      Hmm?


      Had I imagined it? No, no I had not. He kept stealing glances this way.


      Does he want us to cheer him on?


      We were on the same team, so of course, I was rooting for him. But still, we were exes, and it would have been awkward for me to shout words of encouragement. I looked to the side, but Karin just averted her gaze. Lady Mamaropa tilted her head with a smile. Kira sighed.


      There was only one option left.


      “Y-Your Eminence, please cheer for Prince Alex,” I whispered.


      Considering the prince’s motivation level was important for the task at hand, pretending to not have noticed his glances would be unwise. Besides, it was good form to convey to a teammate that we supported him and wanted him to do his best.


      “Hmph. I don’t like it, but I can’t turn down a direct request from you. I’ll take one for the team...”


      The high priest cleared his throat and stepped forward, clicking the bottom end of his staff against the ground.


      Prince Alex turned around, surprised.


      “I believe in you, Clown Prick!” the high priest declared, the simple words filled with warmth.


      The look on the prince’s face was indescribable. “I-I don’t know how I feel about being cheered on by a decrepit old man...”


      “I believe!!!” the high priest repeated emphatically.


      “R-Right. Thanks...?”


      Prince Alex was tilting his head but nevertheless seemed genuinely encouraged. He and the zombie crouched down, placing their feet on the starting blocks and getting into position.


      The rabbit folded its long ears and pointed a pistol to the sky. “On your marks, yes! Get set—”


      A loud sound rang out as the relay began.


      “Aaa?”


      “Ngaaah!!!”


      And Prince Alex was bitten immediately.


      That figures...


      I pulled the frightened Karin close and watched the scene through half-lidded eyes. Looking directly would have been too scary!


      Of course he would get bitten when he’d started the race practically right next to a zombie. Having anticipated this development, Prince Oz had subtly coaxed his brother into taking the position of first runner. Lord Theodore’s strategy to use Prince Alex as bait had come to fruition.


      “Clooo...ooown...”


      The zombie that was latched onto the fallen prince’s head showed no signs of letting go. Blood was dripping down his scalp and forehead.


      “Hey! Help me! Your prince is being eaten by a zombie!” Prince Alex cried out.


      But we couldn’t do anything.


      So this is why violence is prohibited...


      We couldn’t intervene, no matter what happened to the runners. If we tried to help Prince Alex or pry the zombie off of him, we’d be disqualified for interference.


      Over so soon...


      Tears rolled down my cheeks as I saw my future self in the screaming prince’s shoes. We’d lose this game, we’d all be bitten, and we’d all be zombies. I’d hoped the transformation would at least be quick, but Prince Alex was still of sound mind even as he was being gnawed on. It might be a long, painful wait before he was granted the mercy of turning. That made it much worse.


      “Just run, Clown Prick! I mean, brother!” Prince Oz, the second runner, shouted as he waved his hands from the other side.


      Magical tools known as microphones had been installed throughout the stadium, and the third prince’s voice carried well. But, perhaps because of how far away he was from his brother, Prince Oz’s reaction to Prince Alex’s grotesque state was far too mild.


      “What do you mean, ‘just run’?! I’m gravely injured here!” Prince Alex protested, pushing himself to his feet and dragging the zombie along.
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      “Ugh! Fine, dammit! I can do this! Watch me!”


      He shook his head hard. The zombie slipped off with a confused “Aaa?” and hit the ground hard. Part of the spectating sheep booed—the prince had pushed the zombie off, though at a hard-to-see angle to maintain deniability.


      “That was a foul, yes!” the rabbit yelled from the announcer’s booth.


      “No, it wasn’t! I brushed off a bug that flew near, that’s all! No interference here!” Prince Alex yelled back.


      Leaving the collapsed zombie behind, he took off at tremendous speed, his stride steady and confident. But he was still bleeding from his head—surely he wasn’t in the best of conditions. It had to be painful to move like that.


      And yet...


      “Wow...!”


      I was utterly captivated by his running. I’d figured he’d be the type to flee from scary things, but no. He’d taken on the first leg, and even after being bitten, he was running with everything he had for everyone else’s sake.


      “This might be the first time I’ve ever thought Mr. Old Clown Guy is cool...”


      Mr. Old Clown Guy...?!


      The clown part aside, I was floored by Karin’s perception of him as an old man. I was his age, after all.


      But she calls me Ms. Saint! She doesn’t call me old.


      I managed to calm my breathing.


      “Yes, Karin,” I said. “I might agree...”


      Prince Alex was probably trying to be better too—little by little—ever since his cheating scandal with Mary and his choice to exile me from the Grand Basilica.


      Finally, he entered the final stretch. “Oz!”


      “Clown P— No, brother!”


      Their calls were perfectly timed. Unsurprising, since they were half siblings. The carrot baton was passed from Prince Alex to Prince Oz.


      “You’ve got this!”


      “Yes!”


      Prince Oz started running, and Prince Alex, who had come to a stop, dropped to his knees. Lady Europa walked up to him, chanting a healing spell. The two were usually at each other’s throats, but perhaps she was moved after witnessing his efforts.


      “Wait, that stain on your crotch... Could it be that you wet yourse—”


      “No! It’s the zombie’s bodily fluids!” Alex insisted, sitting on his heels with his legs folded under his thighs as if to conceal something. He wiped at the sweat and blood on his face. “Anyway, I’m about to become a zombie, so this is the literal worst...”


      Even as he said that, he seemed almost refreshed after his burst of motivation.


      Prince Oz, meanwhile, was still sprinting. He was slower than Prince Alex but nevertheless quite fast and confident on his feet.


      “Kira!” he called out.


      “Got it!” Kira replied as he took the baton.


      The zombies had only just passed the baton to their second runner. The strategy Prince Oz had devised (with some help from Lord Theodore) was working almost flawlessly. The gap between the nimbly sprinting Kira and the zombies only widened.


      “We might actually make it,” I whispered.


      “That’s not necessarily true, Evelyn,” Lady Mamaropa said.


      “Mom— I mean, Lady Mamaropa, what do you mean?”


      Holding her lacy parasol, Lady Mamaropa furrowed her brows. “I feel like the zombies aren’t taking this very seriously just yet. And...I doubt the Rabbit’s Game is lenient enough to simply allow for our plan to go smoothly.”


      I was about to say she was overthinking it, but the words didn’t come out. An unpleasant feeling settled in my gut as I watched Kira finish his run.


      “Igna!” he shouted.


      “Yeah.”


      Prince Igna took the baton from Kira’s small hand in a near perfect pass—and then suddenly went still.


      “What are you doing?!” Lady Europa snapped. “Your Highness, hurry and run!”


      “Before I do, Europa, there’s something I want you to promise me.”


      “What?”


      “I’ll run as fast as I can as long as you go on a toxic date with me! Just one is fine!” the prince declared as he stood proudly.


      Lady Europa, eyebrows raised, was completely speechless.


      “Wh—” I staggered, just as shocked. What is he even saying?!


      How selfish could this man be to do this in a situation where not only his own life but those of eleven others were at stake?!


      Granted, Prince Igna had never made any effort to conceal what kind of man he was. His commitment to his own desires was absolute.


      Also, what the heck is a toxic date?


      I figured that meant a date in which Lady Europa abused him the whole time. Not that it mattered.


      Lady Europa bristled, her shoulders rising in anger as she shot Prince Igna a glare. “That’s not a request! That’s blackmail!”


      “And?”


      How shameless!


      “Do you understand how the rules of this game work?!” she demanded. “If we die here, all we’ve done will be for nothing!”


      “I don’t care. I just want to seize the opportunity to go on a date with you.”


      Team White Rabbit’s coordination had just devolved into an argument. And the zombies, taking advantage of the chaos, were gradually gaining on us.


      As Lady Mamaropa had implied, the zombies might’ve been going easy on us. They were now moving as though seizing an opportunity, and the distance the first three runners had bought was disappearing rapidly. If Prince Igna kept standing there, we’d be overtaken soon.


      Unable to bear the anxiety, I shouted, “Lady Europa! I know it’s awful, but please accept his demand!”


      I truly felt sorry for her, but if she didn’t agree, he wouldn’t budge! The only way to make this hopeless excuse for a man run was for Lady Europa to give her okay, even if she had to lie.


      She turned toward me and said, “In that case, Lady Evelyn, I have a humble request of my own!”


      “What is it?!” I asked, giving her my full attention. If there was anything I could do to move things along, I’d gladly do it.


      Lady Europa’s gaze was clear as she said, “In exchange for accepting this toxic date with Prince Igna, I wish to go on a romantic one-on-one date with you, Lady Evelyn!”


      What is wrong with these people?!


      I wanted to bury my face in my hands and weep. These two were truly perfect for each other—creatures of filthy desire, more horrifying than any zombie.


      “Evelyn, you don’t have to comply with such an unreasonable demand!” Lord Theodore shouted from the other side.


      Kira nodded too.


      That’s right! Because if I go on a date with her, my chastity will...!


      Even just the thought of talking to her for a few minutes made my skin crawl. There was no telling what she’d do if given a whole day!


      But... But...!


      Kira, Lord Theodore, Lady Mamaropa, Karin... I couldn’t lose everyone who mattered to me over something so stupid. I just had to endure the humiliation for one day. Then Lady Europa would take the race seriously, and, as a result, so would Prince Igna.


      I lifted my head and looked at Lady Europa, who was watching me expectantly, then declared loudly, “I-I’ll go on the date or whatever, so please, just run!”


      “Aww yeah!” Lady Europa cheered, raising a fist to the sky. A fitting pose for when we won the relay race, not now!


      “Your Highness, I’ll go with you on this toxic date, so please, become speed itself!”


      “All right, then. Time to get serious.”
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      Huh...?


      We all stared blankly at Prince Igna, who had been standing imposingly on the northern part of the track just moments ago. Somehow, he was now standing right in front of us.


      A delayed cloud of dust rose from the track, turning the entire venue brown. I squeezed my eyes shut and shielded my face with my arms.


      That wasn’t just fast! That was lightspeed!


      Though it was a shame he hadn’t just done this from the start, he’d still had a significant impact. I peeked at the third zombie runner to find it caught up in the dust cloud, its movements significantly impeded.


      “That’s a foul, yes?!” the rabbit called out.


      “Wrong,” Prince Igna countered. “That was just the wind.”


      He was right. He’d not laid a finger on the zombie running behind him.


      The high priest huffed. “You really are something...”


      “It’s for Europa, so my absolute best is the bare minimum.”


      Like lightning, the prince handed the baton to the high priest.


      “I see. So that’s the kind of man you are,” the high priest said, smiling.


      I gulped. I might be the only person here who knew of the high priest’s newfound proclivities. Prince Igna himself, judging by his attitude, had no idea.


      Well, even if he were aware of the high priest’s feelings, he wouldn’t exactly be nice about it...


      I couldn’t fathom how the high priest had to be feeling after witnessing the prince give his all for the woman he loved. But His Eminence wasn’t the kind of person to hold the entire team hostage with demands to go on a date with Prince Igna before he agreed to run. He wouldn’t act in a self-serving manner over his secret love, nor would he ever confess it directly...


      Perhaps it was the contrast with Prince Igna and Lady Europa’s corruption, but suddenly the high priest looked radiant to me.


      “Do your best, Your Eminence! But don’t overdo it!”


      The high priest, wobbling on his staff, already looked tired. I wasn’t sure whether my words of encouragement had reached him. He’d already been an old man when I first arrived at the Grand Basilica.


      For his aged body, even one hundred Evelyns must’ve been a taxing distance. But he kept going, little by little, forcing his gaze to remain on the track ahead even as the pursuing zombie gained distance. Mary and Karin clasped their hands, watching him with awe. His efforts were definitely resonating with Team White Rabbit.


      “Just a little more, Your Eminence! Hang in there!” Lady Europa, the next runner, called out.


      Her long hair was now tied back as she stood before the takeover zone, waving. She was a little too far back, just so the high priest had slightly less ground to cover. She really believed he would make it.


      The scene made my eyes sting.


      Even though she used the relay race to coerce me!


      Lady Europa and the high priest were also sort of rivals in love, but the friendship between them was probably stronger than the rivalry.


      A zombie was slowly gaining on the high priest. I thought he’d end up a victim like Prince Alex, but his hand moved before the zombie could bite.


      “Lady Evelyn!” he shouted, holding out the baton.


      “Lady Evelyn!” Lady Europa shouted back.


      The carrot passed from the high priest’s weathered left hand to Lady Europa’s right hand.


      “Raaah!” she roared as she took off with almost no start, her gait smooth and her form beautiful.


      My eyes widened. “She’s so fast...!”


      “My husband is athletic,” Lady Mamaropa said casually. “The apple may have fallen close to the tree.”


      Young noblewomen didn’t typically have many opportunities to run, which was, perhaps, why Lady Europa had lacked confidence in her ability to do so. But, fortunately, that appeared to have been a miscalculation.


      “Now then, I should get ready,” said Lady Mamaropa, who was to be the next runner.


      She stood up, shouldering a large backpack. The load was huge, similar to what she’d been bearing when we’d camped near Semme.


      I tilted my head. “Um, Lady Mamaropa? What’s all that?”


      “A little something I requested of the rabbit,” she replied cryptically as she moved to stand on the track. She waved lightly toward her daughter. “Europa! Over here!”


      Lady Europa rounded the final curve and came running in at even greater speed, having gained a substantial amount of ground on the zombies.


      “Mother! I leave it to you!”


      “I will not disappoint,” Lady Mamaropa said. She fumbled a bit but did take the baton.


      Breathing heavily, she ran—or, well, walked rather briskly. Team White Rabbit cheered at the sight.


      “Go, sis!”


      “You can do this, Mamaropa!”


      “Don’t worry, brother, my sweet children. I’ve got this.”


      When she was about a third of the way along, the zombie behind her passed the baton to the seventh runner. The undead team was taking this seriously! The match could still turn in their favor.


      I watched nervously as Lady Mamaropa cleared half of her course. And then—


      “This should be about fifty Evelyns,” she mused.


      Perhaps out of fatigue, she stopped. Right before my anxious eyes, she clasped her hands lightly.


      “I think this is a great spot for some curry.”


      Huh?


      Surely I’d misheard?


      But Lady Mamaropa had put down the heavy-looking backpack. She spread out a sheet, then began lining up the pack’s contents on the track: a pot, ingredients such as carrots and potatoes, lots of plates...


      “Eee...?”


      Perhaps due to the bizarre nature of the scene, even the zombie that had just caught up didn’t overtake or bite Lady Mamaropa. It just stood there, befuddled, as she smiled.


      “You’ve all done your very best, running so hard. Europa and the zombies must be tired too. Let’s eat lunch—dinner?—together and recharge. Please wait while I start a fire.”


      “W-Wait a minute, yes! You can’t just start cooking in the middle of a relay!” the rabbit protested in a panic, unable to stay silent.


      “Well, there was no rule saying we must finish the race by a certain time, correct?” Lady Mamaropa asked calmly.


      “Well, no, but...i-it should be common sense, yes!”


      “We’re in the middle of a death game. I don’t think common sense applies.”


      “U-Um...uhh...”


      Seemingly at a loss, the rabbit eventually fell silent.


      She...argued it down?!


      The rabbit, who had reigned absolute as the arbiter of the game, had been silenced just like that. And Lady Mamaropa seemed blissfully unaware as she continued to prepare the meal.


      “Please don’t worry. You’re welcome to eat as well, dear rabbit. As for the sheep, um...how many are there? A few hundred?” she asked, then began counting. “One, two, three...”


      The rabbit stopped her. “Never mind the sheep! That’d be too much of a hassle, yes!”


      Booing rose from the crowd, but the rabbit ignored it.


      “But I couldn’t possibly—”


      “It’s fine! Besides, my ingredient supply is not limitless, yes!”


      Lady Mamaropa seemed disappointed but had apparently decided that filling our bellies—and the zombies’—was more important. Knowing her, she wouldn’t back down either.


      So I raised my hand. “Lady Mamaropa, I’ll help!”


      Finally, my chance to put into practice the arts of ladyship I’d learned from her!


      “Oh my, Evelyn, thank you.”


      Though her thought process was so alien it might as well have come from another dimension, I was a bit hungry. I figured that, with the constant tension, full bellies would help improve the team’s morale too.


      Everyone ended up coming over to help with the curry. The zombies too, of course.


      Everyone is now eating curry. Please stand by until the relay resumes. Thank you!


      “I shouldn’t be surprised, but Lady Mommy—er, Lady Mamaropa’s curry is excellent again.”


      “It is as you say, Lady Evelyn,” the high priest agreed. “Such a gentle flavor. So soothing to these old bones.”


      Lady Mamaropa chuckled. “Why, thank you. Kira’s vegetable marinade is fabulous as well.”


      “It’s whatever,” Kira muttered. “I was bored anyway, since my part in the race is done.”


      “I’m so happy,” Lord Jackson said blissfully. “I missed your cooking, sis. And Kira cooked too. Double happy.”


      “Oh, Jackson, you have some on your cheek,” Lady Mamaropa said.


      “My lord uncle is like a little boy, it seems,” Lady Europa pointed out. “It is true that mother’s curry is outstanding, though!”


      “Why are you bragging like you made this, Europa?” Lord Theodore asked.


      “Mild curry is so easy to eat,” Karin commented.


      “You’re such a baby, Karin,” Mary said.


      “Don’t act all high and mighty just because yours is spicier, Ms. Mary!”


      Prince Alex chuckled bitterly. “My last supper, I see. Not a bad one...”


      “Brother, I will not forget you, even if you become a zombie,” Prince Oz declared.


      “We have a brother?” Prince Igna asked. “Also, I want seconds.”


      “Oz... Igna...” Prince Alex said, sniffling. “You guys... Thank you...!”


      “How is it, little rabbit?” Lady Mamaropa asked. “Does it suit your taste?”


      “I-I mean, it’s fine, I guess, yes. Not...terrible or anything. Yes.”


      Thank you for waiting! Curry time is now over!


      Twenty-four athletes (and one rabbit) all thanked Lady Mamaropa for the meal.


      For some reason, partway through, she’d moved to sit beside the rabbit—who’d been keeping its distance from us—and had a private conversation with it. Maybe she’d asked what it thought of the meal?


      “Oh my! We’re all out of curry,” she said, visibly pleased, as she walked back toward us.


      The large pot was completely empty. Several of the zombies went over to her.


      “Aaa...aaa.”


      “Dear zombie, you want to collect and wash the dishes?” Lady Mamaropa asked, somehow able to understand the zombies.


      “Uuu...”


      “Thank you! What a lucky mother I am to have such kind children. Come here for head pats.”


      She smiled and began to pat a zombie’s bald head.


      “Mom...my...”


      Clear tears fell from the zombie’s hollow eye sockets. Lady Mamaropa’s warmth was such that even the undead’s rotted hearts were melting.


      “Now then, let’s take a little break for digestion. We can’t run right after eating. We’ll get a tummy ache.”


      The zombies nodded meekly.


      “But I will say, while running would be bad, walking is surprisingly okay.”


      Lady Mamaropa slowly stood and elegantly walked along the track. The obedient zombies just watched her, their expressions peaceful as they rubbed their bellies.


      “Slow and steady wins the race,” Lady Mamaropa mused. “I feel like this applies not only to relays but to life as a whole.”


      My eyes, sleepy from the food coma, widened. Lady Mamaropa’s slender hand held out the carrot baton.


      “You can do this, Jackson,” she said.


      “Yes, sister!” Lord Jackson replied.


      Thus the baton passed from the seventh to the eighth runner.


      “Aaa!”


      Perhaps belatedly realizing they’d been had, the zombies hurriedly stood up. But they’d gotten so relaxed and distracted that they couldn’t find their baton. By the time the seventh runner zombie finally grabbed its carrot, Lord Jackson had already gained considerable distance.


      Lady Mamaropa is amazing!


      She wasn’t good at running and she’d understood that if she’d played it straight, the zombies would’ve caught up to her right away, so she’d devised a plan, drawn the zombies into her own world of portable cooking, and tricked them into dropping their guard.


      Although I don’t feel like she planned all of that!


      It couldn’t have been a carefully crafted ambush; she must have had genuine good intentions. She’d simply resumed the race after finishing her meal and walked because running would’ve made her sick. That was all.


      This was why the zombies had been so easily deceived. The rabbit, who’d been happily eating seconds, was also dumbfounded.


      “Go, Karin!” Lord Jackson said.


      “Yes, father!”


      Karin took the baton from her father and began to run. She wasn’t fast by any stretch, but she was really cute, pumping her arms and legs as hard as she could in hopes of passing the baton even one second sooner.


      But the flustered zombies sped up, and in no time, they were right behind her.


      Breathing heavily, she called out, “M-Ms. Mary!”


      “Karin!”


      What a magnificent baton pass.


      Mary gritted her teeth and started running as a zombie passed the baton right behind her.


      They’re going to catch up to us!


      I was the next runner, so I stepped onto the track with my heart pounding as I watched Mary run. She wasn’t slow—probably the second fastest of the women, behind only Lady Europa. But the zombies were gradually closing the distance, three...no, two Evelyns away.


      “Mary...!” I shouted.


      A zombie was closing in on her, its rotted arm almost grazing her shoulder.


      “I’m sorry, Evelyn!” she shouted back.


      Huh...?


      “I was frustrated! I was so frustrated!”


      She rounded the curve, pulling away from the zombie as it readed itself to pounce. Beads of sweat scattered from her forehead.


      “Everyone in Laster always went on and on about how amazing and admirable you are! But me? No one ever said that about me!”


      So all along, Mary had been jealous of me? She’d had an inferiority complex?


      “Papa and mama said nice things about me, but they knew you were the truly amazing one! They just used me to make money! That’s why I stole the prince away from you! That’s why I tried to steal the position of saint! I wanted everyone to know that I...I could do anything too!”


      “Mary,” murmured the exhausted Prince Alex.


      Mary continued to run with all her might. Her eyes were wide, and her hair was disheveled. It was the first time I’d seen her so serious about anything.


      “But I get it now. My hangnail-healing journey made me understand. I struggled to heal even a single hangnail, but you? You protected the whole country. You were truly amazing all along!”


      I gasped.


      “And everyone loved you because you worked so hard! It wasn’t gratuitous! I get it now! Karin helped me understand!”


      “Ms. Mary...” Karin said, her eyes growing misty.


      Somewhere in the course of their constant clashes, the two had become friends.


      Crying, Mary stretched out her hand as far as she could. “I can’t do it. It’s impossible for me. That’s why I’m leaving the rest to you, my dear sister!”


      I was floored.


      With a satisfying smack, the baton passed from Mary’s hand to mine. The baton, and all her complicated feelings toward me, her much older sister. All of it.


      “Ngh...!”


      Mary fell to the ground, having been bitten on the shoulder by a zombie just before passing the baton. I ran, Mary’s words fueling me with infinite power.


      Or not.


      “Uuu... Aaa...!”


      “Eeeyaaargh!”


      Yeah, this was way too scary. I was completely overwhelmed by the approaching zombie’s sheer intensity. How had everyone managed to keep their cool against such outrageous opponents? The zombies were terrifying.


      Can’t do it can’t do it can’t do it!


      Moments after I started running, I was already crying and wailing, and I took a spectacular tumble.


      “Eek!”


      I hit the ground with an embarrassingly loud thud.


      “Evelyn! Watch out! Get up!”


      “Lady Evelyyyn!”


      “Evelyn!”


      Everyone was shouting, their faces pale, voices urgent. I couldn’t respond to their tense cries of concern.


      I tried to stand up.


      “Ow.”


      Grimacing, I looked down—I’d scraped my palm. But I couldn’t afford to worry about the wound! There was something far more important missing from my hand.


      I dropped the baton!


      The precious baton that each runner had passed to the next, that Mary had passed to me, was gone. I tried to find it, but the groan behind me made me turn around.


      A zombie. Right there.


      It’s over...


      I slowly retreated, and the zombie advanced.


      “Aaa... Aaa...”


      “U-Urk,” I mumbled, my eyes slowly welling with tears.


      Why was I like this? Why did I fail when it mattered? If only I’d delivered the baton to Lord Theodore before falling. If only I’d been bitten by a zombie. Then, even if I were doomed, everyone else would’ve been freed from this twisted game.


      I shook my head slowly. No! Not yet. I won’t give up yet!


      When the rabbit had first announced the relay race against zombies, all I’d wanted was to run away. But everyone else? They’d offered me encouragement, despite my weakness. They’d said we would fight this, together.


      They’re all much better suited to be protagonists than me.


      Take Mary, for example. She’d acknowledged her weaknesses and put them all into words. How difficult that must’ve been for her!


      That’s right! I can’t fumble like this when everyone else is giving it their all!


      I fiercely pushed my trembling body. The race wasn’t over yet. Prince Alex had boldly finished his part even after being bitten. I just had to pick up the baton again and run. Even if a zombie bit me, all I had to do was make it to the man I loved.


      If I can pass the baton to him, Lord Theodore will manage!


      “Aaa...”


      The zombie reached for me—it probably thought I had given up. I held my breath and closed my eyes. For all my resolve, I couldn’t bear to watch myself get bitten.


      But the pain never came.


      I hesitantly opened my eyes to an unbelievable sight.


      “Eee...ve...ve...ve...”


      “Huh?”


      The zombie had its knees bent and an arm outstretched toward me.


      I blinked, unable to comprehend its actions. Does it want me to take its hand?


      No way, right? The zombies were our opponents. And also, they were zombies. Plus, unlike Lady Mamaropa, I hadn’t fed them a lovingly cooked meal.


      But the zombie kept waiting for me to take its hand. The sheep were jeering, but the zombie showed no signs of moving.


      I took a deep breath. Then, I nervously extended a shaky hand.


      The zombie took it. Its hand, which I’d expected to be foul and rotten, felt surprisingly like an ordinary human’s, warm and soft. With its help, I got back on my feet. Then, it pointed at something.


      There it was—the carrot baton I’d dropped.


      “Th-Thanks...?”


      “Yeee...aaa...”


      The rest was history. I ran as fast as I could and passed the baton. The last runner, Lord Theodore, ran beautifully until he crossed the finish line.


      The Rabbit’s Game thus ended with a win for us.


      ***


      With the game now over, we joyfully exchanged hugs.


      “Kiraaa!”


      Well, some of us did. Kira deftly dodged my outstretched arms, but Lord Theodore and Lady Mamaropa hugged me, at least.


      “I wonder why that zombie helped you,” Kira mused, tilting his head in puzzlement.


      I was just as bewildered, frankly.


      “Maybe they were kind to me too because of Lady Mamaropa’s and Kira’s cooking?”


      “I mean, by that logic, they had to really hate your sister, then.”


      “Oh, that’s true...”


      Besides Prince Alex, who had been bitten at the start of relay, Mary was the only other contestant who’d been mercilessly gnawed on, and she’d run after the meal.


      Mary happened to walk past as we were discussing this, and I decided to approach her.


      “Thank you, Mary. You were great out there,” I said.


      “Hmph! And you did pretty well yourself, dear sister. Though your running was ungainly, unlike mine.”


      I puffed out my cheeks. “Hey!”


      The next moment, however, we both dissolved into laughter. Being able to have fun with my sister like this made me really happy, somehow.


      But...


      My expression clouded over. We were finally growing closer, but now...


      “Hey. Chin up. It’s not like you can do anything about this,” Mary said with a shrug. The zombie’s bite mark was clearly visible on her slender shoulder.


      “I-It’s my fault,” Karin stammered, covering her face. “M-Ms. Mary will become a hideous zombie, and it’s all because I’m so slow...”


      Mary pulled Karin close as the young girl began to cry. Her expression was endlessly gentle.


      “Oh, you silly goose. Remember I said it was you who helped me understand things? I’m grateful for you. Chin up.”


      “But... But...!”


      “Besides, I couldn’t possibly have atoned for everything I did just by going on a hangnail-healing journey. Isn’t that right, Prince Alex? We both did terrible things.”


      “Huh?” the prince mumbled, looking around nervously. “Y-Yeah. Right. I’ve always felt guilty about Evelyn and, um, stuff, and...”


      Mary let out an exasperated sigh at her ex-fiancé’s vague mutterings.


      Both of them had been bitten by the zombies. Even as we celebrated, everyone’s expressions had a dark undertone as a result. The two would soon become undead...


      No! We don’t know that yet.


      I wasn’t going to give up. Curse-breaking and purification spells might be effective against zombification. Our group had me, a former saint, and Lady Europa, who had stronger magic than me. If we joined our efforts, we could make a miracle happen.


      I have to try!


      If we were going to do something, it was best to do it now rather than later. I turned to speak to Lady Europa, who was deep in thought.


      But right then, an ominous voice came from the ground. “You don’t think this is it, yes?”


      A chill ran down my spine. “Huh...?”


      The rabbit, which had come down from the announcer’s booth, was staring at us with its red eyes.


      “Fools! This isn’t Lady Mamaropa’s curry! This game packs a punch, yes?! It won’t end so easily!”


      Oh, Mamaropa must’ve made the rabbit’s portion less spicy, I thought, just as my vision began to swim. Huh...?


      Darkness rapidly swallowed me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: The Wolf’s Game, Team E


      “Mmh...?”


      I languidly rolled over and opened my eyes, looking up at the ceiling with a strange, nostalgic feeling.


      Then I bolted upright. “Wait, this isn’t the Manilas estate...”


      We’d been promised freedom from the House of Death if we won the Rabbit’s Game. What was going on? I looked around and found myself in a room that contained only the bed I’d been lying on and a small table. A water pitcher was on the table, but I didn’t particularly want to touch it.


      I unlocked the door and hurried out of the room. Outside was a space very similar to where I’d first woken up. Braziers were burning, and in the center was a round table—smaller this time, with only six chairs. Beyond it stood an imposing, large door, tightly shut. Maybe there was a stadium beyond that one too, but it was impossible to know. I looked behind me and saw a silver plate on the iron door I’d just come out of. My name was engraved on it.


      Five other doors with the same design, each bearing a plate of its own, were lined up, evenly spaced. It might be easier to visualize the room as a heptagon, with the large door at the starting point and each of the doors placed along a side.


      At the table, five of the seats were already filled. Starting left of the empty seat, in order, were Lady Europa, Prince Igna, Prince Oz, Lord Jackson, and the high priest. There were no plates with names for the seats—each person had exited their assigned room and taken the seat directly in front of it.


      Lady Europa came rushing over. “Lady Evelyn! I’m so glad you’re safe!”


      Since the doors had been locked from the inside, she likely hadn’t been able to check on me at all. She looked relieved, but me? Having just woken up and not knowing why only six people were here, I was a bit of a wreck.


      “Lady Europa, where’s Kira? Lord Theodore? The others...?”


      “I’m afraid we don’t know,” Prince Oz explained with his brows furrowed. “It’s possible they let the others go, but...”


      “Th-That’d be wonderful!” I exclaimed, feeling energized.


      But Prince Oz shook his head despondently. “The five of us have been talking about it. We don’t think that’s likely to be the case. All of us worked together in the Rabbit’s Game just now, right? So why would only half of us be let go? It’s not like the other six of us were the absolute best runners.”


      He was right. A frightening hypothesis came to mind.


      “So Kira and the others are still...”


      “The way we’ve been divided seems to corroborate that too,” Prince Oz said, looking around at everyone.


      I’d been about to ask for an explanation when it hit me too. The five people here had all been seated to my left when we first woke up. Kira, Lord Theodore, Lady Mamaropa, Karin, Mary, and Prince Alex had all been seated to my right. It seemed natural to assume they’d been taken elsewhere.


      “For clarity, shall we call ourselves Team E and the others Team K?” Lady Europa proposed.


      “Why not A and B?” Prince Oz asked. “Oh! You’re using Lady Evelyn’s and Kira’s initials!”


      He’d built a tolerance for Lady Europa’s outlandishness, it seemed.


      “What about Mary and Prince Alex? They were bitten by zombies...!” I said.


      The only magic users were me, Lady Europa, and the high priest—and the infected pair had been separated from us. This had to be intentional.


      “Nyah ha ha! An astute observation, yes!”


      I broke into a cold sweat as I stared at the thing sitting in the center of the round table.


      As if responding to my gaze, the rabbit stirred and sat up. “Why would you ever think there would be only one game, yes?”


      The cute pink body. The red button eyes. The split mouth—


      “The games will go on until only one of you rema—”


      “That’s not what you said earlier!” I protested. “This is cruelty!”


      We’d banded together to overcome the Rabbit’s Game! Now it was saying we couldn’t all escape?!


      “Not my fault you misunderstood, yes? Don’t blame me!”


      “What do you get out of toying with us?” I asked, tears rolling down my cheeks. “Just...what are you trying to accomplish here?”


      I didn’t want to cry so much in a game like this, but I was so sad and frustrated, the tears just wouldn’t stop.


      The rabbit stared at me, breathing heavily. “Haaah... Haaah... You’re so cute when you cry with your face all scrunched up with pain, yes...”


      It took a moment to clear its throat before continuing.


      “Ahem! Anyway, I’ll tell you what I want after this game ends! Besides, you want to get it over with as soon as possible, yes?” he asked pointedly.


      The six of us exchanged glances. I hated this, but we had no idea how to get out of here, so doing as the rabbit said was our only option. Everyone seemed to agree, as we all took our seats.


      “Now then, you six will now participate in the second game, yes! The game entails—”


      “One moment, please,” Lord Jackson interjected.


      The rabbit’s inorganic eyes stared at him.


      “I’m a bit concerned about the choice of word there. ‘Second’ means a third game could be possible. Or more, even.”


      He’s right!


      What a display of analytical reasoning! I found myself thinking of Lord Jackson as cool, which had never happened before.


      “Ah, a worrywart, yes? But no need to be so wary. The second game is the last! And rejoice! The winner of this game gets a special prize, yes!”


      “A special prize?”


      “Like, say, an antidote to help those infected with zombie-ness, yes.”


      “And you aren’t planning to backpedal later?” Prince Oz asked. He must’ve been worried about his brother, Prince Alex.


      Prince Igna, however, seemed unconcerned, busying himself with stifling a yawn.


      “Bun the Great does not lie! You can believe me, yes yes.”


      “Exactly what a liar would say...” the high priest muttered in displeasure.


      The rabbit paid him no heed and loudly declared, “Now then, I will explain the rules of the game, yes! This game is called the Wolf’s Game!”


      Wolf’s Game?


      So the same naming convention as the Rabbit’s Game. But that one had been just a relay, unusual opposing team notwithstanding. Maybe the Wolf’s Game would also be modeled after some ordinary contest I was familiar with.


      Or so I’d hoped, but the more the rabbit explained the rules of the Wolf’s Game, the more confused I got. Feeling like I was trying to navigate a maze of words, I slowly raised my hand.


      “U-Um, can you please repeat the rules?”


      “Yes? Repeat them?”


      “I’m not sure I understood...”


      “F-Fine. Just this once, as a treat, yes! Pay attention!”


      I focused even harder on the second explanation, but...no dice.


      “Okay, this time I’ll get it, so again, please!”


      “Again, yes?”


      “I understood about twenty percent! Eighty more to go!”


      “Twenty percent, yes? How is that possible, yes?”


      “If you just explain a little more, I’ll get it for sure!”


      “Um, the whole point of this is that it’s suspenseful because you only hear the rules once, yes...”


      After successfully persuading the complaining rabbit, I got the explanation again. And again. And again, and again, a total of ten times. When I tried to request an eleventh explanation, the rabbit got mad and yelled, “I’m charging extra, yes!” so I tearfully backed down. Even though I’d only understood about thirty percent.


      In a nutshell, the rules of the Wolf’s Game were:


      Wolf’s Game—Simplified Rules


      One wolf is hiding in the village, pretending to be a villager.


      In the village, there is a day-and-night cycle.


      During the day, everyone must discuss and vote on which villager they find suspicious. The person with the most votes is exiled from the village.


      If there’s a tie, the vote is held anew; if that ends in another tie, no one is exiled.


      At night, villagers must return to their homes and lock the doors. Fail to do this, and the wolf will kill you.


      At night, the wolf prowls the village and bites someone. The person bitten will die.


      If the villagers cast the wolf out, they win.


      If the number of people on the villagers’ and the wolf’s sides are equal, the wolf wins.


      Wolf’s Game—Simplified Role Explanations


      Villager: has no special abilities. Do your best.


      Fortune teller: can divine one person’s identity each night and determine whether they’re a Villager or a Wolf.


      Hunter: can protect one person from attack each night, but cannot protect themselves.


      Wolf: bites and kills someone each night. Doesn’t know who the Traitor is.


      Traitor: is on the wolf’s side, but divination will show a regular villager. Doesn’t know who the Wolf is.


      Wolf’s Game—Number of People Per Role


      Villagers’ Side: 2 Villagers, 1 Fortune Teller, 1 Hunter.


      Wolf’s Side: 1 Wolf, 1 Traitor.


      ***


      “And that’s the gist of it,” Prince Oz explained.


      I was grateful, since there was absolutely no way I could’ve explained the gist of any part of that.


      “By the way, the fortune teller won’t know the villagers’ exact roles. Divination will say the hunter and traitor are villagers. Only the wolf will be identified as having a different role. If it helps, think of it as a way to determine whether someone is the wolf or not.”


      “I see...”


      “The traitor may seem a little confusing. Though they’re a villager, they win if the wolf wins. So they might pretend to be the fortune teller or insist they’re just a regular villager, and so on. Deceiving others is a big part of their strategy.”


      I let out an admiring sigh. “Your Highness explains it so well!”


      “I’m glad to have helped.”


      “But this is too complicated, so I didn’t understand any of it.”


      “That’s too bad...”


      Just hearing the rules had me exhausted. The relay had been a simple race, but this was a game of wits.


      And no matter how you cut it, I’m just bad at this kind of game...


      Sometimes I played such games with Kira and Lord Jackson, but I rarely ever won. Dismayed, I looked around the hall again. This place, bright as day under the light of the braziers, was the “village” where the villagers would convene. The six doors had to represent our homes. With only a simple lock for protection, the doors wouldn’t be able to withstand the wolf’s attack.


      “Lastly, be warned, yes? In this game, those who get exiled, those bitten by the wolf, and those who fail to meet the victory condition will all be extinguished, yes,” the rabbit said casually.


      For a moment, I found myself unable to react. Extinguished?


      That was far too odd a word to use in reference to people. But this was the House of Death. The implication was clear.


      “So you’re saying that not everyone will be able to go home after this game?” I asked.


      “Nyah ha ha! That’s exactly right, yes!” the rabbit declared, laughing gleefully.


      “So it is,” Lady Europa said with a small sigh. She was eerily calm.


      The others clearly weren’t happy, but they appeared to be determined to challenge the game.


      “I... No,” I murmured, my face deathly pale. “I don’t want to do this. We’re extinguished if we lose? There’s no way!”


      I knew I was probably throwing a tantrum, but I couldn’t just keep quiet.


      “Lady Evelyn, that’s not what a protagonist would say,” Lady Europa cautioned. “That’s more what the pacifist who dies first would say...”


      “I don’t care! I’m not doing this!”


      I didn’t want to be the protagonist. I just wanted to get us all out of this place. From the start, this had been my only goal. Not only that, but this was different from the Rabbit’s Game—we were being pitted against one another, and we didn’t know who was an ally and who was an enemy. Plus, the wolf hadn’t done anything to deserve punishment!


      If we threw ourselves into this game, the relationships we’d built would crumble to dust.


      Besides, even if we do win an antidote...


      Mary and Prince Alex were probably being made to play a similar game, and if they lost, we wouldn’t be able to give them the medicine.


      I don’t want to think about that...


      My head throbbed with a dull pain. This House of Death was corrupting even my thoughts.


      “Refuse to play, and you’ll all be extinguished as collective punishment, yes!” the rabbit threatened.


      “You... That’s...”


      So if I refused, the rabbit would take everyone else down too?


      “Lady Evelyn, I know this is difficult for you, but some of us surviving is better than all of us perishing here. We don’t have a choice,” Lady Europa said, placing a hand over my trembling one.


      She usually got really excited about touching me, but right now, her expression was serious. Our situation was truly desperate, wasn’t it? Thinking about it made my eyes well up with tears again.


      “I told you, Lady Evelyn. Don’t run from the game. Face it head-on. Keep your eyes open, and you’re bound to see something.”


      “Lady Europa...”


      “Don’t give up now. Let’s play the game. I believe in you, Lady Evelyn,” she said.


      Perhaps due to the uncharacteristic earnestness in her voice, my desire to prove myself worthy of her trust outweighed my unwillingness to play. I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and nodded.


      “Okay. I’ll do it.”


      “That’s more like you!”


      “But please explain the rules one more time.”


      “That’s more like you!”


      After telling me the rules one more time, the rabbit said, “Each of you has a card in your pocket! Those of you who don’t have pockets have cards inside your socks, tucked under the soles of your feet!”


      “Ugh! Why there, specifically?!” Prince Igna asked as he took off his shoes to check.


      Lady Europa and I were taking off our shoes as well, and Prince Oz, Lord Jackson, and the high priest were checking their pockets.


      “Your Highness,” Lady Europa said to Prince Igna, “please go to a corner to take off your shoes. They stink.”


      “Ngh...! I know!”


      So he knows.


      As the prince sank into a sea of nose blood, I finished taking off my shoes. Just as the rabbit had said, a card was stuck to the sole of my foot. Flustered, I picked it up and furrowed my brows.


      “What’s this card about...?”


      Drawn on it was a picture of a man holding a bow; he was labeled with the word “hunter.” Before my mind could catch up with what that meant, the card between my fingers dissolved into thin air.


      “Wh-Where did it go?!”


      The others exclaimed in surprise as their own cards vanished.


      Was that some kind of magic again? I’d never heard of spells that could make things vanish. A chill ran down my spine. According to Prince Oz and the rabbit’s explanations, I’m...the hunter, and I’m on the villagers’ side...and the next most important role would be the fortune teller, right?


      Every night, the hunter could protect someone—just not themselves. They were the villagers’ only defensive measure against the wolf.


      “Now that you’ve learned your roles, shall we begin? The Wolf’s Game is now on, yes!” the rabbit said, laughing loudly.


      My upper body tensed. At last, the second death game had begun.


      ***


      Day One—Daytime


      Daytime was when discussions happened. We had to discuss who we thought was the wolf and hold a vote. The person with the most votes would be exiled from the village.


      Exile, huh...


      I had been exiled from the Grand Basilica once. The word had grave implications for me.


      “Now then,” Lady Europa said in a clear voice, “would the fortune teller be willing to come forward?”


      “Me,” Prince Igna said.


      “That would be me,” Prince Oz said.


      “I’m the fortune teller,” the high priest said.


      My eyes widened. Three of the men all claimed to be the fortune teller!


      That’s too many!


      This village was chock-full of fortune tellers!


      “Wait, three fortune tellers...?” Lord Jackson asked, dumbfounded.


      And it wasn’t just us two who were confused. The three who had claimed to be the fortune teller were all exchanging suspicious glances.
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      “Th-This can’t be right,” I stammered. “The rules said there’s only one fortune teller!”


      “Lady Evelyn,” Prince Oz said casually, “some of us are lying. There can only be one fortune teller.”


      “Exactly. And that’s me, not you,” Igna insisted.


      “Brother...” Prince Oz muttered, looking annoyed. “I know I’m the fortune teller, so let me ask you—you do remember the rules, right?”


      Prince Igna scoffed. “Of course. And I’m the real fortune teller.”


      “Now, now, you two. This is just a he-said-she-said situation. Anyone can say anything,” Lady Europa interjected.


      The atmosphere between the brothers remained tense. I racked my brain, trying to understand what was happening.


      Um, if only one person had claimed to be the fortune teller, then it would be very likely they were telling the truth...


      Every night, the fortune teller could divine someone, which put the wolf at risk of exposure. It made sense, then, that everyone on the wolf’s side would also claim to be the fortune teller. That would confuse people, but there was another angle too.


      That way, the villagers and especially the hunter—meaning me—can’t know for sure who the real fortune teller is...


      Now Lady Europa’s wording—“would be willing”—made sense. Declaring oneself as the fortune teller came with considerable risk. One person coming forward was fine; the hunter could protect them. But three people had come forward.


      Prince Igna, Prince Oz, or the high priest... One of them is the real fortune teller. One has to be the wolf, right? Does that mean the other one is the traitor?


      The wolf and traitor hadn’t yet had a chance to convene in secret. Perhaps, unable to predict what the other would do, each had claimed to be the fortune teller. So one of the three was the real deal, but...


      Now all of them look suspicious!


      “I’m the real fortune teller, and there’s a reason I revealed my role in spite of the danger,” Prince Oz said clearly, as if trying to showcase his legitimacy. “Though I’ve never played the Wolf’s Game before, I have played similar card games at social gatherings. This game has a hunter, which means that if the fortune teller comes forward, they’re likelier to be protected. So, despite the risks of being targeted by the wolf, I judged it wise for me to come forward first.”


      He didn’t seem to be lying. His expression was serene, his tone trustworthy. But...it could just be a very good poker face.


      What if he’s the wolf?


      He was the one sensible prince of Snasile and exceedingly smart too. He’d said he was familiar with similar games, which made sense, since he was fairly sociable. But that made him all the more threatening if he was the wolf.


      But then, the high priest could also be the wolf. And Prince Igna...


      Well, with him I really couldn’t tell. He might be the wolf and might not be.


      As I surreptitiously glanced at him, Prince Igna spoke again. “You’re acting like a hot shot, Oz, but I was the first to speak up.”


      Prince Oz’s gaze sharpened. “I was just surprised someone else would claim to be the fortune teller. Besides, the high priest was the slowest to come forward!”


      “Your Highness ought to be nicer to his elders,” the high priest retorted, looking disheartened. “How could an old man like me keep up with spry youngsters such as yourselves when it comes to raising hands? If speed is the determining factor for credibility as a fortune teller, I am doomed to lose every game.”


      “M-My apologies. I didn’t mean it that way.”


      I gulped. The tension’s so thick...


      Everyone was already fully immersed in the Wolf’s Game. But...that was only natural. This wasn’t a tabletop game; defeat meant death.


      I can’t believe it’s come to this.


      During the relay, the twelve of us had been united, cooperating as a unit. We hadn’t been antagonistic like this. But now we had no idea who our allies were, and everyone had no choice but to regard everyone else with suspicion.


      Lord Jackson, who had his elbows on the round table, looked at me and said slowly, “I’ve been observing everyone, and I couldn’t help but notice there’s one person who hasn’t said a word.”


      I gave him a puzzled look. “Huh?” I genuinely had no idea what he was implying.


      My facial muscles twitched. Me. He was talking about me. And now everyone was going to be suspicious. Only then did it register that silence was a bad tactic during the discussion phase.


      “W-Wait, no! I’m not the wolf!” I said, raising my voice as I shot to my feet.


      Then I caught myself. Anyone could claim to not be the wolf. In fact, that was the exact thing the wolf would say if asked.


      I sat back down, rubbing my arms. It felt like my every movement was being scrutinized.


      “I was at my limit just listening to the conversation,” I said shakily. “I didn’t have the presence of mind to participate.”


      “Ah. I see,” Prince Oz said, nodding amiably, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes at all.


      “Uncle Jackson. Prince Oz. Lady Evelyn is unfamiliar with the Wolf’s Game,” Lady Europa said, glaring at them. “Aren’t you being harsh?”


      Lord Jackson shrugged, the gesture strangely theatrical. “You’re right. Sorry, Lady Evelyn.”


      “It’s fine,” I said, shaking my head and forcing a smile.


      People wouldn’t go easy on me just because I didn’t know the game. I’d probably become a prime candidate for wolf or traitor.


      “Lady Evelyn, rest assured I shall support you to the best of my abilities.”


      “Th-Thank you, Lady Europa.”


      Wait.


      She’s not necessarily on my side.


      I had no way of telling whether she was a villager or the wolf. And she had no way of telling what my role was either.


      Lord Jackson changed the subject. “Who’s the hunter, by the way?”


      It was the perfect question. I should’ve revealed my role earlier too!


      I thought about raising my hand. I was the hunter, so I’d been busy wondering who to protect instead of participating in the discussion. Surely everyone would believe me if I spoke up!


      But the high priest laughed, stroking his long beard. “Oh ho ho. That won’t do, Lord Jackson. The hunter cannot protect themselves. If they step forward, they’ll become the wolf’s target tonight.”


      “Oh. You’re...right, actually. My, how rude of me. Now I can’t really accuse Lady Evelyn of anything,” Lord Jackson said, bowing his head and looking genuinely apologetic.


      I’d been halfway through raising my hand, but I put it to my chest and made a solemn face, as though worried about something. N-Nice acting, if I do say so myself!


      No one seemed concerned about my gesture, so the wolf among us probably hadn’t realized I was the hunter.


      The high priest really saved my bacon here...


      Now that I thought about it, the hunter’s position was more precarious than the fortune teller’s. I doubted even Lady Europa had noticed I was the hunter. I wasn’t very good at this type of social manipulation, really, so I was truly grateful for the high priest’s warning.


      “I’m a villager, by the way,” Lord Jackson said seriously. “That’s precisely why I want to tell the hunter to protect the real fortune teller. That’s the key to our victory.”


      I swallowed discreetly.


      “It is as my lord uncle says,” Lady Europa added. “Hunter, whoever you are, please think with a clear head about who the fortune teller might be. If you can’t, it’s fine to guard someone you intuit is a villager.”


      Perhaps because three fortune tellers had come forward, Lady Europa was being measured and considerate. But I nevertheless felt the weight of everyone’s expectations, and my stomach was starting to act up.


      Just as everyone fell silent, Lady Europa tilted her head. “Has it been getting darker...?”


      I lifted my head and looked at the braziers lining the walls. About half of them had gone out. We could still see each other’s expressions, but our hands had become quite hard to distinguish from the dark.


      “Nighttime is approaching, yes!” the rabbit declared. It had been quiet thus far—perhaps not wanting to interfere with the game.


      The rules said discussions could only happen during daytime. It didn’t feel like hours had passed, so the day-night cycle likely didn’t match real time and was just called that for ease of understanding.


      “Discussion time will be over in one minute! Bun the Great will count down the seconds for you, yes!”


      Everyone grew panicked.


      “So, who shall we exile?” Prince Oz asked.


      “Who...?”


      Everyone exchanged awkward glances.


      “I vote for Oz,” Prince Igna declared simply.


      “Then I have no choice but to vote for you in turn, brother,” Prince Oz said.


      The brothers glared daggers at each other.


      “That increases the odds we’ll exile the real fortune teller, which I’d much rather avoid, but...with this many possibilities, we don’t have much of a choice,” Lady Europa muttered, her expression fatigued.


      At that moment, just as it had forewarned us, the rabbit began its countdown. “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six!”


      The moment the count reached zero, everyone pointed at the person they thought was the wolf.


      Day One, Voting Results


      Europa, Jackson, high priest: zero votes. Evelyn: one vote. Oz: two votes. Igna: three votes.


      Lord Jackson had voted for me. I, Lady Europa, and Prince Oz had voted for Prince Igna. Prince Igna and the high priest had voted for Prince Oz.


      I-I got a vote!


      I broke into a cold sweat. Lord Jackson had been observing us and voted for me. He’d probably suspected me because I’d been quiet for so long! Still, I didn’t have the most votes, which...almost made me happy. I hated myself for that. This wasn’t the time to be happy.


      Because, with the most votes, Prince Igna was about to be exiled.


      “What? Why? Why me...?” Prince Igna asked, swaying as he stood up. “You’re wrong! All of you are mistaken!” he shouted, eyes bloodshot.


      No one said anything. No one met his gaze. His protests couldn’t change the results.


      Prince Igna ground his teeth and reached out to Lady Europa. “I did it all to protect you, Europa—”


      And then he was riddled with holes.


      “Gaaaaaaaah!!!”


      Also, he exploded.


      “Gaaaaaaaah!!!”


      Immediately after, the penalty all-star’s body grew translucent.


      Huh?


      His figure, wrapped in a phosphorescent blue-white light, scattered—the same way the cards bearing our roles had. Only copious amounts of blood remained where he’d once been.


      I shot to my feet, but my knees buckled from fear, and I couldn’t move.


      “Wh-What was that just now...?”


      “Nyah ha ha! That’s what happens when you’re extinguished from the Wolf’s Game!” The rabbit laughed raucously, seemingly having the time of its life.


      “Y-You say ‘extinguished,’ but, um, didn’t he just get sent somewhere? Like, that door earlier that connected to the stadium was enchanted with teleportation magic, so wasn’t he just...”


      I was grasping at straws.


      “Unfortunately, extinguished people may never return to this world! Finally, we have our first real victim! Nyah ha ha!”


      “No...”


      My vision went dark. I’d voted for Prince Igna too, yet somewhere in my heart, I’d believed that maybe things would work out. The rabbit had threatened me, Lady Europa had warned me, and still I’d been absurdly naive about this whole thing.


      This wasn’t a game. This was reality, harsh and absolute. Our choices meant someone had been extinguished. The House of Death had clear rules.


      “Igna,” the high priest muttered mournfully.


      Prince Oz, who had also voted for his brother, looked melancholic. He asked the rabbit, “What happens if my brother was the wolf?”


      “Nighttime must pass! If he was the wolf, the game ends in the morning!”


      “I see. Vexing.”


      So, even if we’d chosen correctly, the results would be delayed.


      “Allow me to stress this—hunter, you must protect me,” Prince Oz said as he looked over everyone. He began to turn back to his room but stopped. “And do not forget my brother’s final words.”


      With that, he went through his assigned door.


      Lord Jackson left next, then the high priest. I watched in a daze as they went, and then I stared at Lady Europa.


      The room had grown quite dark, and though she was sitting close by, I couldn’t see her face very well. But...


      I’d seen it—right after Prince Igna had said his final words, a vein had bulged on Lady Europa’s temple. She’d been glaring furiously at him.


      His words came to mind. “I did it all to protect you, Europa—”


      If that was true, then Lady Europa, whom he’d tried to protect, might be—


      “Lady Europa...” I called out.


      She seemed to snap back to reality. “Oh dear, we should return to our rooms—er, homes, at once. If we stay here, the wolf will come for us.”


      “R-Right.”


      Nighttime was almost upon us, so I understood perfectly that this was not the time to have a leisurely chat. I thought about saying something, but in the end, the words got stuck in my throat and refused to come out.


      Lady Europa called out to me as I turned to leave. “Lady Evelyn, I’ll guarantee your victory.”


      I said nothing in response.


      “But don’t trust anyone. At all. Not even me.”


      “Yes. I understand,” I said, nodding slowly without turning around.


      Hopefully that’d make Lady Europa feel more at ease.


      Day One—Nighttime


      Lady Europa might be the wolf.


      Overcome by such suspicions, I hugged my knees on the bed in the corner of the room. A cold light streamed in through the closed window—perhaps to simulate moonlight. But the window was fixed shut, and all that could be seen outside was an unrealistic forest that looked more like an illustration out of a picture book than actual woods.


      Before his exile, Prince Igna had said he’d acted as he had so Lady Europa could win. That being the case, maybe he was the traitor, pretending to be the fortune teller to protect the wolf. That was the absolute last thing he’d said—I couldn’t fathom why he’d waste his last breath on a lie.


      Perhaps I was overthinking it, and Prince Igna himself was the wolf. If so, the game would end when dawn broke, and there would be no more victims.


      “Ugh, what should I do?” I mumbled, roughly scratching my head.


      In the midst of the messy sheets were a card and a pen I’d found earlier on the table in the room. They hadn’t been there in the morning. These items were probably exclusive to the hunter; the card said “Who will you protect?” on it, with some space to write a name. I hadn’t written anything yet, though.


      “I wonder if the fortune teller’s card says ‘Who will you divine?’ or something...” I mumbled, trying to ignore reality.


      The angle of the “moonlight” was gradually shifting. I had to fulfill my duty as the hunter before dawn broke. My job was to protect the real fortune teller; if I didn’t, the wolf might kill them tonight.


      “Ugh. I’ll just have to trust my gut...”


      I hesitated for a bit, then wrote a name on the card. As soon as I was done, the card dissolved into thin air. I figured that meant the deed was done and decided to lay down for now.


      But sleep eluded me completely.


      “I wonder how Kira, Lord Theodore, and the others are doing...?”


      Was Team K somewhere else, playing a similar game? I couldn’t help but worry, and tears welled up in my eyes.


      “I just have to believe they’re safe,” I muttered to convince myself. My anxiety went nowhere, though.


      If Prince Igna had been the wolf, no one would be sacrificed tonight, and we’d all be free tomorrow. But if not...


      I believed I knew who the real fortune teller was, but I couldn’t be sure. Besides, if the wolf judged it was best to bite someone the hunter was unlikely to try and protect, they might go for a different villager. In that case, the targets would be Lady Europa and Lord Jackson, whose identities had yet to be revealed.


      “Or me...”


      No one can protect me. The hunter could only protect other people.


      My heart pounded loudly in my ears, and my whole body grew taut with anxiety.


      This is scary...


      I wrapped myself in the blanket, trembling, and covered both ears with my hands.


      Nevertheless, I heard noises, far in the distance—a wolf’s howl and a scream.


      Day Two—Daytime


      Prince Oz was the victim.


      The door to his room had been completely torn apart, and the wreckage showed deep claw marks. The lock was broken, the room was a wild mess, and the white sheets were red with bloodstains. Prince Oz himself was nowhere to be seen. We searched everywhere just to be sure, but he was gone, probably taken by the same mechanism as yesterday’s exile.


      Prince Igna hadn’t been the wolf, and Prince Oz had been killed. Only four of us remained now.


      I took my seat at the round table, keeping my head down. It’s my fault...


      Last night, I hadn’t protected Prince Oz. After much deliberation, I’d decided to believe the high priest’s claims and protect him, because I’d felt there’d been nothing suspicious in his words and actions.


      There was a major change in this morning’s table: Photo frames had been placed at the seats where the two princes had sat. The photos were candid—Prince Igna spurting copious amounts of blood from his nose, Prince Oz’s smiling profile. Someone had placed them there like real memorial portraits.


      This is in such bad taste...


      While trying not to look too much in that direction, Lord Jackson urged, “Could the fortune teller let us know the result of their divination?”


      “Yes,” the high priest said. “I divined Rupy, and saw that...she is the wolf.”


      “Wait a moment,” I interjected.


      The two looked at me oddly.


      “Your Eminence, how did you perform the divination?” I asked, my heart pounding loudly.


      The high priest turned toward me and said eloquently, “Yesterday, when I returned to my room, a card and a pen were lying on the table. The card was similar to the cards we got with our roles written on them. It said, ‘Who will you divine?’ and I wrote Rupy’s name. The card turned pitch black and disappeared into nothingness.”


      “I see. Thank you.”


      My plan had, unfortunately, failed. If the high priest had described a divination method that was completely different from what I’d imagined, I figured that could have been a clue, but...his description was basically identical to what I, the hunter, had seen. The only difference was that his card had turned black, but that was plausible enough.


      “Then, sadly, I must vote for Europa,” Lord Jackson said.


      “I will as well, of course,” the high priest pointed out. “With this, the wolf will be exiled, and our village will be at peace.”


      “I see,” Lady Europa, who had been silent, muttered quietly.


      Wary, Lord Jackson and the high priest looked at her.


      But she paid no mind to their attention and elegantly brought a hand to her cheek. “I have no choice but to come forward, then.”


      “Lady Europa, what are you talking about?” I asked.


      “Lady Evelyn, everyone, I have a confession to make.” She let out a bewitching sigh, and no one could have anticipated the words that tumbled from her glossy lips. “My true role is that of...the wolf.”


      “What?”


      With all our eyes on her, Lady Europa repeated, “I’m the wolf. The game is in its final stages, so I figured I would come forward. Awoo.” She smiled sweetly. “I was mistaken. I thought the high priest was my ally, the traitor, but I was wrong—my lord uncle is the traitor.”


      “H-Huh?” Lord Jackson mumbled, his thoughts not having quite caught up yet.


      Lady Europa continued. “Lord Uncle, you’re mistaken. You think the high priest is the wolf. He’s not. He’s the true fortune teller.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Did he not say I’m the wolf? Only the real fortune teller could know this. Though I wasn’t expecting to be exposed on the second day.” She let out another bewitching sigh. “Listen, my lord uncle. As the traitor, surely you understand that you win when the wolf wins. But...if things continue as they have, you and I will lose.”


      Lord Jackson’s eyes widened.


      “But it’s not too late yet. Please, switch to my side.”


      He remained silent.


      “Let us team up and defeat the fortune teller. All I have to do is give Lady Evelyn a love bite tonight. We will win, and the game will end.”


      Why a love bite?!


      “B-But that’s odd,” the high priest interjected in a hurry. “Igna died with your name on his lips, Rupy! I’d understand that if he were the traitor, but you’re saying Lord Jackson is the traitor, so something’s not adding up!”


      “It’s quite simple, you see,” Lady Europa said. “Right after the game started, I told Prince Igna my role.”


      “Wh-What?”


      “I told him to act to benefit me—the wolf. Thus, he pretended to be the fortune teller, despite being just an ordinary villager.”


      They hadn’t shown each other their cards, so this wasn’t a violation of the rules. Besides, during discussions, everyone was making claims about their own roles. Lady Europa and Prince Igna had also been seated next to each other, so they could have conveyed their roles to one another under the table through finger gestures or similar.


      “B-But,” the high priest protested, “why would a villager side with the wolf? This is a game where our lives are at stake!”


      “You’re mistaken,” Lady Europa said, shaking her head. “Think about it. This is Prince Igna we’re talking about. That bloody nosed radish who loves me beyond measure. He wouldn’t have betrayed me just because his life was at stake.”


      She said it so casually. Naturally as night turning to day or snow melting in the spring.


      The high priest was stunned. “Wha... What...?”


      “You underestimate Prince Igna, Your Eminence. He acted so I could win. I do wish he’d kept his mouth shut at the end, but I’ll let that slide. It isn’t as though I can chastise him now.”


      Her profile seemed sad. Was I imagining it?


      “So I’ll vote for the high priest, who is the real fortune teller,” Lady Europa concluded.


      “Then I will too,” Lord Jackson said with a nod, no longer hiding that he was the traitor.


      The high priest paled. “N-No! Lord Jackson, you’re being deceived! Rupy— Rupy is—”


      “Oh dear, Your Eminence, you’re saying such strange things. Weren’t you the one who said I’m the wolf?”


      “I-I... Yes, of course, that’s true, but I—” The high priest’s clenched fists were trembling. His eyes widened as he came to a realization. “A-Anyway, it’s odd to reveal yourself as the wolf when four people remain!”


      Opposite him, Lady Europa, who remained completely calm, rested her chin on her palm and smiled. “Hee hee. Did the panic affect your memory? When multiple people have the same number of votes, a tiebreaker is held.”


      “A-And?”


      “And if that is also a tie, no one is exiled from the village that day. That’s one of the rules.”


      The high priest’s mouth froze open.


      “I see,” I muttered quietly. “You’re guaranteed to win, Lady Europa.”


      “That’s exactly right, Lady Evelyn.”


      Having secured her own vote and the traitor’s—Lord Jackson’s—Lady Europa’s position was ironclad. Even if the hunter was still alive, it wouldn’t matter. The high priest was guaranteed to be the fortune teller, so I wasn’t much of a threat anymore as the hunter. I couldn’t protect myself.


      The wolf will come for me tonight...


      The villagers’ defeat was all but assured.


      “My lord uncle and I will win. I suggest you give up, Your Eminence.”


      The high priest’s body trembled, but he smiled under his long beard as though he found something unbearably funny.


      “I see you’ve gone silent, Your Eminence,” Lady Europa said.


      The high priest didn’t answer.


      Lady Europa shrugged and looked at the stuffed rabbit. “It’s gotten quite dark. The vote must be soon.”


      “Yes, yes? Did you call? Bun the Great is here for the countdown for day two!”


      I gulped. Lady Europa and Lord Jackson were definitely voting for the high priest. The high priest, in turn, would probably vote for Lady Europa—he didn’t have a choice.


      “Four! Three! Two! One!” the rabbit counted.


      And at the end of the countdown...


      Day Two, Voting Results


      Evelyn, Jackson: zero votes. Europa: one vote. High priest: three votes.


      There was no tiebreaker. The high priest had been chosen.


      “No...” the high priest mumbled, dumbfounded, pointing a trembling finger at Lady Europa. “Lady Evelyn, why? Why did you vote for me?”


      I bowed my head to him. “I’m sorry, Your Eminence. I decided to believe.”


      “In Rupy?”


      “No. In Prince Igna.”


      More accurately, in the prince’s last words. “I did it all to protect you, Europa—”


      “I really think he did what he did to protect Lady Europa.”


      “What do you mean...?”


      “Prince Igna wanted everyone to believe he, a villager, was the fortune teller. That way, the next morning, he could testify that Lady Europa was a villager.”


      The high priest sat motionless, trying to grasp the meaning of my words.


      “Whether she was really a villager, or the wolf, none of it mattered to him. He had no role, and so all he wanted was to keep Lady Europa safe, even if slightly. His only move was to pretend to be the fortune teller.”


      Which had been a risky gamble in its own right—his actions and words had made me suspect Lady Europa of being the wolf. Still, he had tried to protect her. That had been a demonstration of love, in his own way.


      He was no longer here to confirm or deny this, so it was pure speculation on my part, but...considering Lady Europa hadn’t interjected, my hypothesis was probably correct.


      “Heh,” the high priest chuckled. His shoulders were shaking with amusement. “Heh heh heh.” He raised his face with a somewhat painful, almost teary expression. “I see. Igna went that far for you, Rupy. Well then. I lose in—”


      Mid-sentence, the high priest was wrapped in a bluish-white light and disappeared.


      “All right!” Lord Jackson said. “Now all Europa needs to do is give Lady Evelyn a love bite, and we wi—”


      Almost simultaneously, Lord Jackson also vanished.


      Team E, Results


      Villager Side Wins!


      Villagers: Europa, Igna. Fortune Teller: Oz. Hunter: Evelyn. Wolf: High Priest. Traitor: Jackson.


      After the rabbit announced the results, I exhaled.


      “I knew you were a villager, Lady Europa...!”


      I’d voted believing as much but hadn’t been able to breathe properly until the results were announced.


      “Yes, of course. You were the hunter, Lady Evelyn,” Lady Europa said. “But why didn’t you vote for me?”


      Her curiosity was only natural. Earlier, I’d said I believed Prince Igna, but that didn’t explain why I’d voted for the high priest. The prince would’ve protected her regardless of her role, so by that logic, it was equally likely that she was the wolf.


      I scratched my cheek. “When he was exiled saying your name, you...looked thoroughly disgusted.”


      Well, perhaps disgusted was the wrong word. She’d looked about ready to stab the particles of light he’d turned into. She couldn’t have been acting—and had she been the true wolf, she wouldn’t have been so genuinely angry.


      “Besides that, there were the strange results of the first vote,” I said.


      Lady Europa’s shapely eyebrows twitched.


      “If Prince Igna were truly your ally, you wouldn’t have voted for him,” I explained. “But he was exiled.”


      Casually exiling a valuable ally through her own vote was a contradiction I couldn’t ignore. Perhaps she’d planned it as a bluff of sorts, but the probability that it wasn’t a bluff had been overwhelmingly higher.


      I’m glad I stayed up thinking the first night...


      Unable to fall asleep, I’d endlessly turned the discussion over in my head, thinking about who each person had voted for. This had proven useful in the end.


      “So I figured your claim to be the wolf and the reveal of your role to Prince Igna were lies...”


      “How perceptive,” Lady Europa said happily.


      She’d believed in me too. She couldn’t have known I was the hunter, so she’d taken a risk and claimed to be the wolf to win over the traitor, Lord Jackson, and try to guarantee a win for herself—and for me.


      It was a very dangerous gamble, though...


      If I’d taken her words at face value, I’d have voted for her, so it had been quite the reckless tactic. In a way, it seemed similar to Prince Igna acting rashly on his own.


      Lady Europa and Prince Igna might actually be peas in a pod.


      Not that I could say that. It’d make her angry.


      “Now, Prince Igna... He acted of his own accord, and his rashness got him extinguished. I had no idea what to do about it at first, but...ultimately, thanks to what he said and did, I could deceive my lord uncle,” Lady Europa said harshly. Perhaps she was vexed that the prince had protected her.


      I decided to not belabor the point and focused on something else instead. “You were the one who revealed the contradiction in the high priest’s actions too.”


      Just before the end, the high priest had seemed to realize what she’d been trying to do, but until that point, he’d had the advantage. If Lady Europa and the high priest had tied with the most votes, the wolf would’ve won—meaning the high priest would’ve won. No matter how clever Lady Europa’s words had been, they didn’t change the fact that she hadn’t been the wolf.


      So, when Lady Europa declared herself the wolf, the high priest must’ve been quite confused. She’d accepted the accusation of being the wolf for no apparent benefit. That confusion had led the high priest to make several fatal mistakes.


      The high priest must’ve wanted to understand Prince Igna’s baffling behavior.


      When Lady Europa had brought up the prince, the high priest couldn’t help but speak up—which would’ve been unnecessary were he the real fortune teller. He’d claimed to have divined Lady Europa as the wolf. If that had been true, then there wouldn’t have been any reason to engage with her words, whether they were honest or not. What he would’ve done was convince the villagers to vote for Lady Europa.


      But his strategy had been different. As the wolf, he had one ally—the traitor. He wanted to convince me, the hunter—who trusted him almost completely—as well as the traitor, Lord Jackson, to exile Lady Europa. That was how he planned to win the game.


      In that sense, he’d been careless. He was the only person who knew the real fortune teller was gone. His fatal flaw was to fixate on the existence of his one ally.


      Each vote was worth the same, but he still wanted his ally on his side...


      All he had to do to secure a win for himself and Lord Jackson was to convince me to vote for Lady Europa. Even if Lord Jackson had voted against him, a tie would’ve ensured that the wolf’s side won. But because he’d wanted Lord Jackson to vote with him, he’d ended up arguing with Lady Europa, which had led to this...


      “Excellent, yes, yes! What an entertaining game that was!” the rabbit exclaimed, clapping its fluffy cotton-stuffed hands together. “But say, Evelyn, you wanted everyone to work together and go home, yes? Yet you sacrificed four people! How do you feel about that? Tell me, yes?”


      “You don’t need to answer that, Lady Evelyn,” Lady Europa interjected.


      I shook my head. It was true—four people’d had to lose for us to win. But I didn’t want to stay silent. I pulled back my chair and stood up, glaring at the rabbit in the center of the round table.


      “It is as you said. But there’s one thing I want to point out.” Resolutely, I declared, “What you did is absolutely unforgivable. You’ll pay for it sooner or later. I hope you’re ready for that.”


      Thinking of the four no longer with us was unbearable. The idea that someone was watching us, laughing and having fun at our expense through the rabbit, made my blood boil. I had never been this angry before.


      “Nyah ha! That’s just like you, Evelyn. The pure and noble saint who protected the Holy Kingdom of Snasile for over twenty years, yes...”


      A chill ran down my spine. The rabbit had never mentioned our backgrounds before. That meant that the people behind the rabbit had abducted us while fully aware of who we were.


      Did they kidnap me because I’m the former saint?


      What were they after? Money? Something else? I couldn’t pry that information out of the rabbit, but I could keep it talking. Maybe it’d reveal something.


      Wait, there’s something I must ask!


      “You’re giving us the antidote for Mary and Prince Alex, right? Or are you going back on that promise too...?”


      “It’ll be waiting for you behind the door, yes! See you soon!”


      “Ah! Wait—”


      The rabbit abruptly stopped moving, cutting the conversation short. I wanted to stamp my feet.


      Lady Europa’s expression stiffened.


      “Lady Europa? What’s wrong?”


      “Look, Lady Evelyn. The door is open.”


      When I turned around, the glowing white door now stood open, waiting for us like a gaping maw.


      ***


      After resting for a few minutes, Lady Europa and I decided to proceed. We didn’t say it out loud, but neither of us wanted to stay in this place much longer.


      This was where we’d lost four of our friends, after all.


      Beyond the door, what awaited us wasn’t a stadium—only stairs leading straight to another room. The walls and stairs were a cold, pure white and gave off an extremely bleak, chilly feeling.


      “We’re supposed to climb up, I suppose?” I said, looking up at the countless steps in dismay. Ascending them all would be exhausting, but I couldn’t complain. “Shall we, Lady Euro—”


      As I looked at her beside me, I felt her hand slither onto my shoulder. She leaned against me with her whole weight, pressing my head and back against the wall.


      “Wh-What’s wrong?!” I asked, blinking in confusion. “Are you feeling unwell?”


      “No, this is a common plot point from the middle of the game onward. It’s a ‘love scene.’”


      Love scene? I had no idea what she meant, so I stared blankly at her.


      Lady Europa, beaming, explained, “To put it simply, Lady Evelyn, it is a scene in which you and I, having reached our breaking points after losing so many companions, suddenly become affectionate with one another!”


      Suddenly I hated the words “love scene.”


      “When people are pushed to their limits, they seek comfort in others. That’s not a bad thing, is it, Lady Evelyn...?”


      I barely managed to dodge her attempt at grabbing my chin. “Eep!”


      The bottom of the staircase was already narrow, and the door we’d come through had suddenly vanished. I had no escape route. My pupils grew wide at the realization that I was cornered, and I gauged the angle of Lady Europa’s outstretched hand, managing to slip past it.


      Right! Left! Right! Up up down down left right left right B A! If I let my guard down for even a moment, she would claim my lips!


      The critical situation was calling forth my hidden abilities. I could predict my opponent’s attacks based on subtle movements! She was not going to touch my chin!


      “T-Truly you are formidable, Lady Evelyn, to dodge all of my relentless attacks!” Lady Europa said. She was out of breath, but she wasn’t relenting.


      “Y-You can’t touch me! Please stop trying!”


      “Never! I’ll never give up!” Lady Europa’s eyes gleamed with desire. What could possibly have driven her to this point? “If you won’t let me kiss you, then at the very least, allow me to lick the soles of your feet! And if that’s too much, then please, your ankles! Just your ankles!”


      Eeeeeeek!


      Overwhelmed, I pushed Lady Europa back with all my might. Despite her occasional displays of inexplicable strength, she was really quite dainty.


      Her head hit the wall with a thud.


      “Oww...”
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      “L-Lady Europa!” I rushed over to her as she lay on her back. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to! Lady Europaaa!”


      “Ngh... Ugh...”


      I thought she might have been pretending to have collapsed, but no. She was limp.


      “Rejected in the love scene... Game over... But this, too, is one of the many thrills of such stories,” she mumbled. “This is the usual fate of the delinquent who makes moves on the heroine too soon, then dies...”


      “L-Lady Europa!”


      “Don’t forget, Lady Evelyn, that I have always adored you. I truly...wanted to stay by your side forever...Lady Evelyn...”


      “Rejuvenate!” I chanted.


      I couldn’t make her right in the head, but I could make her body whole. Golden light danced across the white space, and when the last few wisps disappeared, Lady Europa bolted upright.


      “L-Lady Evelyn, you have cast your Rejuvenate spell on me! Oh, be still, my beating heart! H-How could I ever put this feeling into words?!” Lady Europa said, shedding tears as though overcome with emotion.


      I’m glad I didn’t use Diagnose...


      It was an analytical spell meant to help me deeply understand my target’s pain, but as a side effect, I was inundated with their memories of the pain. If I’d used it on Lady Europa, my psyche would’ve burst into flames in seconds.


      “Words are insufficient! I must make it into song!”


      “Please do that some other time.”


      Lady Europa paid me no mind whatsoever.


      “Locked inside this cursed space, suspicion evident in every face, my whole life already gone—a lantern spinning, fading on. Then you break through with golden thread—your loving magic lifts my head! Thus your spell of life was cast, and I ascended, free at least! Yeeeah!”


      “Stop rhyming and let’s go!” I said.


      “Oh, how cold you are, Lady Evelyn. But this, too, I love about you!”


      Still, perhaps thanks to her, the gloomy atmosphere that had lingered around us had cleared a bit.


      I don’t feel grateful at all, though.


      She’d very nearly kissed me to dispel our dark feelings. That was not okay! Though presumably this was the point of what she’d called a love scene.


      There’s only one person I want to kiss, I thought, and my cheeks heated up. Lord Theodore... I hope you and the others on Team K are safe...


      “Why don’t we play some word games to pass the time, Lady Evelyn?! I say a word, and you say another that starts with the last letter of my word! Sound fun?!”


      “No.”


      “Oh, how cruel you are! But I notice you played!”


      “Denied.”


      “Deny all you want, you still did it!”


      We climbed up the stairs, chatting occasionally to kill time. We took breaks every so often but made steady progress.


      “We’re almost there, Lady Europa!”


      “We are indeed, Lady Evelyn.”


      After over ten minutes, we’d finally made it to the top of the stairs. At the end of the stairway, a one-way passage awaited, beyond which stood another large door.


      But a person was in front of it, blocking our path, looking like they’d been waiting there for anywhere from hours to days.


      They seemed different too.


      I couldn’t say anything thoughtless. Sensing my confusion, or perhaps feeling the same discomfort I felt, Lady Europa stepped forward.


      “Could you tell us the result of the game?” she asked.


      The figure nodded quietly and began to speak.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: The Wolf’s Game, Team K


      Wolf’s Game—Simplified Role Explanations


      Fox: doesn’t die when bitten by the wolf but is cursed to die if divined by the fortune teller. If alive when either the wolf or the villagers meet their win conditions, the fox wins.


      Wolf’s Game—Number of People Per Role


      Villagers’ Side: 2 Villagers, 1 Fortune Teller, 1 Hunter.


      Wolf’s Side: 1 Wolf.


      Fox’s Side: 1 Fox.


      ***


      Day One—Daytime


      While Team E was dealing with their own Wolf’s Game, Kira’s group, Team K, likewise found themselves sitting at a round table. The hall they were in had a heptagonal structure too, with one large closed door and six doors representing homes, and lit braziers illuminated the space.


      To Kira’s left sat Theodore, Mamaropa, Karin, Mary, and Alex in that order. The spacing between seats had widened, but this was the same seating order as when they’d first gathered in the great hall.


      “Now that the game has finally started,” Theodore said, “I think we should refer to ourselves as Team K and the other group, with Evelyn and the others, as Team E. Any objections?”


      “Why K and E?”


      “Well, obviously, K for Kira’s team, and E for Evelyn’s team. Easy, right?”


      Obvious by what logic? Kira grumbled internally. But Theodore had evidently spoken up to try and ease tensions, so Kira couldn’t bring himself to dismiss the thoughtfulness. Besides, something tells me the other team went with a similar naming convention...


      Kira returned his gaze to the round table. The time for idle talk was past; they had to begin the discussions that would determine their fates in the Wolf’s Game.


      “So, it’d be nice if the fortune teller came forward,” he said.


      Two hands went up immediately.


      “I’m the real fortune teller,” Alex said.


      “I got the fortune teller card,” Karin said.


      Alex’s chest was arrogantly puffed out, and Karin’s eyebrows were furrowed with uncertainty.


      The likeliest scenario is that one of them is telling the truth and the other isn’t, Kira thought, looking between the two.


      “So, just to be clear—no one else is the fortune teller?” he asked.


      Everyone just looked at him.


      Staying silent wasn’t a good strategy; it was important to avoid being suspected as the wolf or fox.


      Based on the rabbit’s explanation, the Wolf’s Game was all about psychological warfare—cooperating with and sometimes deceiving other players. The key to survival was to make coolheaded judgments, properly assess the situation, and maneuver skillfully.


      “Girl. Theodore’s sister. Stop lying. I’m the real one.”


      An argument had already broken out at the round table. Unsurprisingly, Alex and Karin were going back and forth while the other three watched carefully.


      Karin tearfully countered, “You’re so annoying, Mr. Old Clown Guy.”


      “Old—” Alex’s eyes rolled back, probably from shock. “Now, listen here! I’m twenty-eight! Same as Evelyn! Why am I the only one who gets called old?!”


      “Ms. Saint is pretty and nice. You’re just old,” Karin said, glaring at him.


      Alex could only wipe away the sweat dripping down his forehead. “Y-You really are Theodore’s sister.”


      “Flattery will get you nowhere!”


      “Since when is that flattery?!”


      Karin’s naturally sharp tongue seemed to have overwhelmed Alex.


      Somehow, I think he’s the real one...


      Karin was a surprisingly good actress. She looked both genuinely troubled by being chosen as the fortune teller and like she was performing being troubled. Maybe Kira was reading too much into it, though.


      Alex, meanwhile, seemed like the type to be outwardly agitated by being chosen as the wolf. He didn’t look desperate—indeed, he looked reasonably confident—so Kira felt like Alex might really be the fortune teller, even if the puffed-out chest was irritating.


      Although I don’t really know the prince all that well...


      Kira didn’t voice his impressions. Neither Alex nor Karin was cracking, so it was best to avoid making any rash statements.


      There’s a more pressing issue anyway.


      “Sorry to rain on the argument parade,” Kira said, “but I wanted to check—Alex, Mary, are you guys physically okay? The rabbit said earlier that the winners would get an antidote...”


      The two simultaneously looked at Kira like they’d only just remembered being bitten by zombies. Then they both reacted—bringing hands to their foreheads, rotating their shoulders, and so forth.


      “I don’t feel anything in particular,” Alex said.


      “I think I’m okay too. Just feel a bit queasy. But, um...thanks for worrying,” Mary added bashfully.


      Kira shook his head matter-of-factly. “No. This is important.”


      Which it was, in fact. The others must have interpreted this as Kira being more worried about his friends than the game, but...


      Honestly, I kind of hate that I can be so calculating like this.


      It wasn’t that his feelings of concern weren’t real, though. Evelyn had seemed moved by Alex’s efforts to run despite his condition and by Mary’s revelations of her hidden feelings. Both of these people had deeply hurt Evelyn before she and Kira met—but if they were ashamed of it and put in effort to become better, even if slowly, then Kira had no intention of holding a grudge.


      “Anyway, back to the matter at hand,” Kira said. “I think instead of arguing over who the fortune teller is, we should find the fox.”


      Everyone looked at him.


      “The fox is...um, a third faction of sorts, neither villager nor wolf, right? Is that correct?” Mary asked. She’d struggled a bit to grasp the game’s rules.


      Kira nodded. “Yeah. We can’t ignore the fox. For the villagers to win, it’s more important to find the fox than it is to exile the wolf.”


      “Right, to avoid the fox winning, correct? If either faction meets the victory conditions with the fox still alive, the fox wins...”


      Theodore brought a hand to his chin. “Right. The fox doesn’t die when attacked by the wolf, so the quickest way to get rid of the fox is exile.”


      “But the fox is cursed to die if divined by the fortune teller,” said Lady Mamaropa, who had been observing silently.


      “Yes, so regardless of who the fortune teller is, they should try and divine whoever is likeliest to be the fox.”


      “That’s right. As a villager, I’d appreciate that,” Theodore said. Kira could respect his shrewdness in casually asserting that he was a villager.


      “Huh? Why?” Alex asked, puzzled. He looked genuinely confused. “I was gonna divine your sister.”


      Theodore gave him an exasperated look. “That would be pointless, Your Highness. You’d just claim Karin is the wolf, and she would in turn insist you’re the wolf.”


      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m the real fortune teller?!” Alex shouted, turning bright red with anger for some reason.


      He really does seem like he’s the real fortune teller.


      Kira sighed quietly. How awful for the villagers’ group that the one guy who had zero ability to take advantage of being a fortune teller had ended up with the role.


      Granted, acting smart isn’t the only winning strategy...


      Cleverness was threatening to the wolf. Even if not the fortune teller or fox, a smart person was a top-priority target. Kira, who was often seen as calm and levelheaded, was keenly aware that he was easily one such target.


      If I’m gonna survive...


      Wit wouldn’t cut it, he was pretty sure, no matter how cunning he was.


      But I can’t just give up now.


      If the rabbit’s explanation was to be trusted, losers in the Wolf’s Game were extinguished. Kira didn’t want to die in a place like this without so much as exchanging a last word with her.


      But everyone else had their own motivations as well. This wasn’t going to be simple.


      Karin interrupted his thoughts. “Mr. Old Clown Guy, you were the first to step up and claim you’re the fortune teller, right?”


      “I’m not claiming anything. I’m the real deal. What about it?” Alex snapped.


      Karin puffed out her cheeks. “But something’s strange. Why would you bother insisting you’re the real deal?”


      “Huh?”


      Alex stared at Karin blankly as she sharpened her gaze and glared at him. She was adorable, like a small animal trying to be threatening, but...even the cutest creatures would bare their fangs when cornered.


      “I mean, from where I’m standing, it looks more like you knew the real fortune teller would come forward too, so you’re trying to convince everyone else that it’s actually you.”


      Alex probably hadn’t thought that far, so he took a while to react at all, recalling what he’d said initially and trying to retroactively figure out his own reasoning. The problem was that those few seconds were an eternity for the other five participants.


      “That’s... I mean, you’re just...nitpicking! I just figured the wolf would pretend to be the fortune teller, so I wanted to make sure everyone knows it’s me!” He scoffed, but his voice was shaky.


      That was enough.


      “I believe Karin.”


      “Mary?!” Alex cried out in anguish. “Don’t be an idiot! Believe me! We’re comrades in infection!”


      What kind of camaraderie is that, even? Kira wondered to himself.


      Alex, nevertheless, was desperate. He was probably keenly feeling how precarious a position he was in now that someone had turned on him so easily.


      Mary sighed and looked away from him, and Karin grasped her hand from the side. “I’m voting for Mr. Old Clown Guy too, of course.”


      “You...can’t...” Alex muttered, trailing off.


      “And I’m not going to divine Ms. Mary tonight. I don’t think she’s the wolf or the fox.”


      “Karin...!”


      The two exchanged glances and smiled, in complete collusion. There was nothing Alex could do but tremble slightly.


      Feeling like the stage had suddenly grown darker, Kira furrowed his brows.


      “Wait, are the braziers going out...?” Mamaropa asked, tilting her head.


      Kira followed her gaze toward the wall and held his breath. This is bad.


      The braziers lighting the hall had indeed begun to go out one by one. Nighttime was evidently approaching.


      “You have about two minutes until discussion time ends, yes! Bun the Great will count down for you, and when the count reaches zero, you’ll choose who to exile!” Having offered that minimal explanation, the rabbit let out a cheery “Nyah ha ha!”


      The room grew darker by the second.


      Mary brought her hand to her chest and declared, “Karin and I are voting for Prince Alex. It’s decided.”
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      Now what? Kira wondered, feeling slightly panicked about the ticking clock.


      Six people were present. He could try and persuade another to vote for someone besides Alex, but a tie would result in a second vote. And if that also ended in a tie, there would be no exile tonight.


      The fox didn’t die when bitten; they could only be dispatched through the divination curse or exile. Gathering votes for someone claiming to be a fortune teller was a bad strategy, but...


      Damn.


      Sweat ran down his temple. The hall, which had seemed cool moments ago, felt unbearably hot now. Was this due to the tension?


      Karin and Mary’s decision can’t be changed, so all I can do now is...


      Kira looked at Theodore, who immediately noticed and gave a small nod. Then he looked pleadingly at Mamaropa, whose kind heart was clearly plagued by hesitation. She only lowered her head with a pained expression.


      “Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six!”


      And then there was Alex.


      Using the rabbit’s loud countdown to conceal his voice, Kira spoke quietly to Alex on his right. “Alex. Don’t vote for Karin.”


      “Don’t be dumb! If I don’t, I’ll—”


      Alex stopped himself from yelling and stared at Kira in disbelief. Kira nodded affirmatively, even if that was painful for him to do.


      That’s the only way. The optimal solution is...


      “Five, four, three, two, one...!”


      Kira pointed one finger at the person he thought was the wolf—no, the fox. The others confirmed it and voted as well.


      Day One, Voting Results


      Kira, Theodore, Mamaropa, Karin: zero votes. Alex: two votes. Mary: four votes.


      Kira, Theodore, Mamaropa, and Alex had all voted for Mary. Karin and Mary had voted for Alex.


      The result was unmistakable.


      “You can’t be serious,” Karin murmured, shocked. “Why did people vote for Mary?”


      Mary mumbled with trembling lips, “Wh-Why me? Why?”


      “Sorry,” Kira apologized quietly, keeping his head down. “There’s only one reason you got voted for.”


      “What reason?”


      Kira could’ve chosen to not answer, but he was responsible for the results.


      “Because you obviously sided with the fortune teller.”


      Indeed, if he had to name one reason for pointing to Mary as the fox, it would be because of her alliance with Karin. If the fox could win over the real fortune teller, they’d be at a tremendous advantage.


      In fact, Karin herself had stated, “I’m not going to divine Ms. Mary tonight.”


      For the fox, being fully trusted by the fortune teller was an enormous boon—it meant they couldn’t be killed via curse—so of course the fox would side with the fortune teller. From that angle, Mary’s actions were perfectly natural.


      Karin, realizing the reason Mary had been chosen, turned deathly pale.


      Mary’s anguished cries echoed off the walls. “You’re wrong! I’m not the wolf! Or the fox!”


      She panicked as her legs began to dissipate into glowing particles.


      Her eyes opened even wider, and she tearfully cried out, “No! No, big sister, please, help me—”


      Her extended hand reached no one, and Mary was wrapped in light, then disappeared. Complete silence descended upon the round table. Everyone was stunned. Mary had been extinguished, just like that.


      Kira clenched his trembling fist underneath the round table.


      I sacrificed Evelyn’s sister...


      The moment had been critical. He’d had no choice. Those would’ve been easy excuses to make. But the path he’d chosen hadn’t been the only one. If he’d managed to steer the discussion better, if he’d done better—


      Well. Someone would’ve been exiled anyway.


      Kira felt the strength drain from his limbs. This isn’t like the card games I played with Jackson and Evelyn. Those were fun. But...


      He couldn’t just give up now. Kira had sacrificed Mary. He had to survive for her sake too, or he would be disrespecting the deceased.


      You’ve got this, he told himself sternly, closing his eyes. If he wished to see her again, he needed the ruthlessness to take others down.


      “Mary has been exiled, yes! How sad for her!” the rabbit said, laughing in the center of the round table.


      Kira glared at it. The only reason he and the others were plotting against their friends was the rabbit—no, the despicable mastermind lurking behind it.


      “This is awful... This... This is just...”


      Karin was still white as a sheet, her delicate frame looking ready to collapse at any moment. Mary had been the only person to fully believe Karin’s claims to be the fortune teller. She’d lost the only person she could call an ally.


      That’s not all, though. Those two were close...


      Kira knew about Karin pushing Mary to study healing magic, and he’d seen how happy the kid looked whenever she passionately discussed hangnails. He knew about the letters from Mary, telling Karin all about how she was doing and how her magic was improving. Karin would rejoice as though each achievement were her own.


      “Now then, the game continues until daytime tomorrow even if Mary was the fox or the wolf! Good night, yes!” the rabbit said in a high-pitched voice, then went still.


      “I’ll find the wolf. And the fox,” Karin declared before unsteadily returning to her room.


      Alex and Mamaropa stood up next.


      “This is tragic,” Mamaropa said, more to herself than anything. “I wish I could’ve spoken with Mary more...”


      She and Alex left.


      “Kira...don’t beat yourself up,” Theodore, the only other person remaining, said with concern. “I voted for Mary too.”


      Kira’s expression was grim as he let out a small sigh. “I’m not hung up about it.”


      But he did feel some guilt—he’d been responsible for Mary’s exile. And, unfortunately, he didn’t actually believe she was the fox.


      The fox is a third faction...


      To the fox, who didn’t have any allies, the smart play was to avoid being divined or bitten. Behaving inconspicuously was key. Because of this, the probability that Mary was the fox was low—but, with neither Theodore nor Mamaropa having done anything suspicious, the villagers’ only option had been to exile Mary. It had been a process of elimination, essentially. They hadn’t had enough information at this stage to do anything else.


      Kira slowly stood, and Theodore followed suit. Was there something the count wanted to say? Kira thought as much, but the older man didn’t seem inclined to be the first to speak.


      “Theodore, are you the fox?” Kira asked quietly.


      Without missing a beat, Theodore replied, “How should I answer to make you believe I’m not?”


      There was no tremor in his voice, no agitation on his features.


      Kira shook his head. “Sorry. Dumb question.”


      “Don’t worry about it. Well, we should return to our rooms, I suppose. Our...homes. We shouldn’t remain here.”


      “Yeah. You’re right.”


      Kira obediently began to make his way back to his room. The hall was almost completely wrapped in darkness—just like the very blackness from which Kira, a demon, had been born.


      He went inside, locked the door behind him, and finally let out a breath.


      Day One—Nighttime


      Kira stood by the window, lost in thought.


      It went without saying that he was thinking about the Wolf’s Game. About what was said, about who had voted for whom. Things that hadn’t been obvious in the moment could become clear in hindsight. With a cool head, not letting emotion get in the way, he carefully turned each thing over in his mind.


      The moonlight shining in from the window was probably fake. So was the forest scenery the window overlooked. Maybe there wasn’t a single thing about this space that was real, he thought.


      Is Team E also being forced into a game like this?


      He was most worried about Evelyn. She wasn’t a good liar, she was gullible, and she had faith in everyone. There probably was nobody less suited to a game like this.


      If she were my opponent, she’d be really easy to read...


      “Easy” was an understatement. She’d probably be so panicked she might as well have I’m the wolf! written across her face.


      The thought made his expression soften. “Heh.”


      Next thing he knew, he was chuckling. If he had the wherewithal to laugh, he was okay. He could hang on to that thought.


      That night, Kira heard the chilling sounds of claws scratching at his door from the outside.


      Day Two—Daytime


      When the hall was once again brightly illuminated, everyone came out of their homes, each person wearing a complicated expression somewhere between fear of the game and relief over not having been attacked by the wolf.


      Theodore, Karin, Alex, then Mamaropa emerged from their rooms. With nowhere else to go, they all took the same seats from yesterday. But even after several more minutes, Kira was still nowhere to be found.


      “Does this mean Kira was the wolf’s target?” Mamaropa muttered stiffly.


      No one had mentioned it, but the door with Kira’s name plate had several conspicuous gashes as though something sharp had clawed at it.


      Theodore proactively stood. “Let’s go look.”


      The daytime discussion period had already begun, so no matter how frightening the situation, they didn’t have time to space out. The four survivors headed toward Kira’s door, each keeping a certain distance.


      “I’ll knock,” Theodore said.


      He rapped his knuckles against the hard wood. Knock, knock, knock.


      “Kira? Kira, are you awake?”


      “Hey, Theodore...” Alex muttered hesitantly before trailing off. There was no way Kira could answer if he’d been attacked by the wolf.


      But, to everyone’s surprise, the door opened from the inside.


      “Morning,” Kira said, looking back at the others with a sleepy yawn.


      “Y-You... ‘Morning,’ he says...” Alex mumbled incredulously.


      “I dozed off.”


      Alex wanted to snap that now wasn’t the time for that, but Kira was pointedly ignoring him; instead of responding, he observed everyone’s expressions.


      He had deliberately refrained from coming out immediately, of course. In fact, he hadn’t slept a wink. Upon realizing he’d been targeted by the wolf, Kira knew this would be a golden opportunity to watch everyone’s reactions to seeing him alive and well.


      As he’d expected, only one person was flustered.


      Bingo, he thought, narrowing his eyes.


      “Y-You’re safe?” Alex asked.


      “Guess so.”


      “But how? The wolf attacked you!”


      “I figured. I kept hearing scratching outside.”


      The idea that the wolf “bit” people was probably just illustrative. The wolf didn’t actually go to their target’s room to bite their neck. Instead, Kira figured the wolf designated from within their own room who would be bitten. The sounds of clawing had been systematic, the scratches were too clean, and there was no animal smell and no other traces. It was hard to think a real living wolf had been released into the wall.


      That would explain the expression too.


      The wolf hadn’t known the result of their choice until now, when Kira emerged. That was why they couldn’t disguise their expression on such short notice.


      “I’m glad you’re safe, Kira,” Mamaropa said, letting out a long sigh while clutching a hand to her chest. “Um, so, there are two possibilities, then, right? First, the hunter succeeded in protecting you and the wolf’s attack failed. The second possibility is that you’re the fox—”


      “Yes, that’s exactly right.”


      The problem, of course, was that no one could tell which one was correct. The wolf and hunter had gathered more information than the others, but even that couldn’t be fully trusted.


      “Let’s take our seats to discuss the situation,” Kira urged the others.


      Once everyone was seated, Karin was the first to speak. “May I reveal the results of my divination?”


      Her thin, pale fingertip pointed directly at one person.


      “Mr. Old Clown Guy is the wolf.”


      I figured, Kira thought.


      “Th-That’s nonsense! You’re the wolf!” Alex blurted out, instantly agitated.


      Karin didn’t look at the prince. Trembling fearfully, she said, “Mr. Old Clown Guy is the wolf. I think he went to bite Kira last night, and he failed, so...Kira must be the fox.”


      “Also, we weren’t supposed to divine each other! We talked about this yesterday! I did my part, and now you’re being a coward about it!”


      “I’m the real fortune teller. I thought maybe the fox was trying to pretend to be the fortune teller. But...that’s not what my divination said.”


      Alex had a point. Karin’s reasoning was a bit strained—but in her position, she had little choice but to insist on that.


      I’m positive she’s the wolf.


      If Alex were the wolf, the moment Karin called him out, he’d have protested too. But in his agitation, he’d blurted out that he’d divined someone else. Only a complete idiot would have attempted such a stupid strategy.


      So, unless he’s that much of an idiot...


      Kira’s only option was to trust his own intuition—and trust that the prince couldn’t possibly be that stupid. He wagered there was a ninety percent chance that Karin was the wolf, not the fortune teller.


      Last night, she’d chosen Kira as her target, seeing him as a future threat. Her attack had failed, and she hadn’t been able to conceal her agitation at seeing Kira alive. She’d bitten someone she thought was a villager, but here he was, alive and well—surprise was only natural.


      So she changed her strategy to get me exiled.


      Since Karin had concluded that Kira was the fox among them, she’d had no choice but to lie that she’d divined Alex—otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to frame Kira as the fox. And with the claw marks on his door, it was undeniable that Kira had been targeted by the wolf. It was the perfect ammunition.


      “Let’s not argue right now,” Kira said. “Alex, what did your divination say?”


      “Huh? Uhh...” Alex took a moment to collect himself. “I divined Theodore, and it said he’s a villager.”


      Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place.


      So Theodore is a villager. I figured that too.


      Kira was already convinced that Alex was the fortune teller, and so he trusted that Theodore was indeed on the villagers’ side. The pieces fell naturally into place, but he couldn’t necessarily share his thoughts with the others.


      “I know I’m the fortune teller, damn it,” Alex muttered. “But Theodore’s sister is right. No one was killed last night. So I think Kira’s the fox too...even if it feels bad to say that when he saved my bacon last night.”


      Kira almost clicked his tongue. His attempt to help Alex had backfired. Now the prince was thinking that Kira was the fox and had misled the others into exiling Mary, a villager.


      “What I think is that Theodore’s sister is the wolf and Kira is the fox. So we’ve got to vote for Kira today. Someone might get bitten tonight and sacrificed, but if we don’t vote out the fox, the villagers will lose.”


      Five people remained. If they exiled the fox, someone might die tonight—or the hunter might still be alive and succeed at protecting them. Then, the next day, there would be three or four people remaining, the wolf included. With the wolf’s identity all but exposed, even if someone got sacrificed, the villagers would win. That was the idea.


      I’m too clever for my own good, apparently...


      Alex had gotten a bit smarter about the game, it seemed. He’d reached his own conclusions even as he grumbled about Karin.


      “Well, if that will bring the game to an end, it may be our only option...but...” Mamaropa trailed off.


      She seemed hesitant, but she’d probably vote for Kira too, since last night—despite being upset—she’d voted for Mary. So Mamaropa, Karin, and Alex would all vote for Kira.


      At this rate, they’ll exile me as the fox.


      The situation was almost hopeless, but he couldn’t help trying to find a way out of it.


      Kira looked at Karin across the table. “Well, here’s what I think. First, Karin is the wolf. Second, I think the fox is Mamaropa, not Mary.”


      “Huh?” the two women said in unison.


      “I said I’m the fortune teller!” Karin insisted. “I’m not the wolf! Stop picking on me!”


      “Kira, I’m very sad to hear you say such things without evidence,” Mamaropa said.


      Alex regarded them thoughtfully.


      If Kira could sway at least Alex, there might be hope, but he didn’t have anything decisively persuasive he could say.


      “One moment,” said Theodore, who had been silent for a while.


      His profile looked resolute, and Kira understood immediately what was on his mind.


      “Theodore...!” Don’t say it. You don’t have to.


      But before Kira could stop him, Theodore declared, “I’m actually the hunter.”


      Kira was speechless. He’d only deduced Theodore’s role earlier today, when he came out of his room. Theodore had looked serene—only the hunter could manage that under the circumstances.


      “I protected Kira last night,” Theodore explained. “That’s why the wolf couldn’t get to him and we had no casualties.”


      But this wasn’t something he should have been declaring to everyone. He could’ve confessed it to Kira privately, and that would’ve been enough. But in his attempt to protect Kira, Theodore had exposed himself.


      “But if Kira is the fox, he would’ve been fine, even if the hunter didn’t protect him,” Alex argued.


      “I understand Your Highness’s point, but the probability of that seems low,” Theodore said. “I protected him, so it’s only natural to infer that’s why he survived.”


      Alex hummed for a moment, then his eyes widened with realization. “Wait, wait—you protected him?! Not me?! Not the fortune teller?!”


      “I did, yes.”


      “Why not?! I could’ve had my head bitten off!”


      “Huh,” Theodore said, tilting his head in puzzlement. “I don’t particularly feel the need to defend my actions here, but to be clear, when it’s highly likely the hunter’s still alive, it would be a poor strategy for the wolf to go for someone claiming to be the fortune teller. They’d all but reveal themselves as the fake fortune teller.”


      Karin, who by that logic was the wolf, opened her mouth to speak, but Theodore cut her off.


      “I figured Karin would avoid Your Highness and target someone else—like, say, a villager who was active in discussions and could sway people’s opinions. Someone like that poses a great threat to the wolf. So...I protected Kira.”


      “O-Oh. Okay...”


      Alex looked like he wanted to argue but couldn’t think of anything else to say.


      “Anyway, Your Highness, you should consider one thing,” Theodore said, looking past Kira and straight at Alex—whose vote they desperately needed. “If Kira really were the fox, he didn’t need to do anything yesterday. He could’ve just let you be exiled. There was no reason to pick a fight with Karin and make people vote for Mary. He took a risk to protect the person he believed was the real fortune teller. Based on that choice, he has to be a villager.”


      “B-But that could be a ploy to win my trust so I wouldn’t kill him with the curse, right? That was why Mary got exiled yesterday...”


      “Then go ahead and divine him tonight; that’ll give you the answer. As for who we should exile today, well, by process of elimination—not the wolf, not the fortune teller, and not the hunter. Which means it has to be Lady Mamaropa, who is very likely the fox. Isn’t that right, Kira?”


      Kira said nothing.


      “Huh. You have a point...” Alex said.


      His attitude was clearly changing. Kira could sense him faltering. That was a welcome change, but...


      That means Theodore will get bitten tonight, he figured. The wolf wouldn’t leave the hunter alive.


      “Theodore,” Kira said, glaring inquisitively at the count.


      “Sorry,” Theodore said, scratching his cheek with a wry smile. “I don’t know if this is the right choice, but...well, if I’m going to keep you alive, I should just come out and say it.”


      “What?”


      “Evelyn really cares about you. I figure...if I get extinguished while protecting you, she’ll forgive me.”


      “Are you stu—”


      Kira was too floored to speak for a moment.


      “That’s stupid. What are you doing?”


      Theodore gave him an awkward smile. “You’re not wrong.”


      “You promised Evelyn that you’d take care of her!”


      “I’m sorry. I have to disappear here.”


      Kira’s vision turned bright red. Every cell in his body was alight with anger. “No way. I’m not letting that happen. You’re not throwing away Evelyn’s happiness like that—”


      He shot up, knocking over his chair, and grabbed Theodore’s collar.


      “K-Kira!” Karin called out in a panic.


      But Kira’s fury could not be subdued. “Keep your promises, damn you. You’re marrying her, right? You’re going to make her smile, right? It’s her reward for everything she’s been through!”


      Theodore didn’t argue back. Smiling gently, he said, “You can do that for me.”


      What could Kira say to that? His vision blurred. He couldn’t understand any of this.


      “You’re such a...” he mumbled as he let go of Theodore’s clothes.


      Theodore gently touched Kira’s shoulder. “I can entrust Evelyn to you. Can’t I, Kira? Can I entrust her to you?”


      “Don’t... I’m...”


      Kira’s throat closed up, and no more words came out. He couldn’t say anything to reassure Theodore.


      Night would be upon the village soon, swallowing everything whole, including the regrets filling the air.


      As the rabbit mercilessly began its countdown, the five participants each pointed at their person of choice.


      “Three! Two! One!”


      And the results of the discussion were—


      Day Two, Voting Results


      Theodore, Karin, Alex: zero votes. Kira: two votes. Mamaropa: three votes.


      Mamaropa and Karin had voted for Kira. Kira, Theodore, and Alex had voted for Mamaropa.


      Kira slowly released the breath he’d been holding. Unable to look at Theodore, he instead spoke to the prince. “Alex... Thanks for believing me.”


      Alex scoffed and folded his arms. “I didn’t do it for you! I wanna live!”


      Mamaropa, exiled on suspicion of being the fox, could only mutter a quiet “I can’t believe this...” before she dissipated into particles of light.


      After silently seeing her off, Theodore turned back to his sister. “Karin, you need to bite me tonight. This is my final wish as your brother.”


      “Brother...”


      “Tomorrow at noon, I think you’ll be exiled. But it’s okay. I’ll be on the other side, waiting for you.”


      Theodore seemed to think they were all going to the same place, whether they were eliminated via exile or wolf attack.


      The siblings returned to their respective rooms.


      Kira stood up slowly and turned to Alex, who was himself getting up. “Alex, I think you know this, but you need to divine Karin tonight.”


      “Huh?” Alex mumbled, puzzled.


      “It’s almost certain she’s the wolf, but...there might be an unexpected upset. Now that we’ve exiled the fox, we want unshakable proof.”


      “Right, yeah. We’re in the same boat now, after all.”


      Despite his stubbornness, Alex didn’t seem to have any intention of protesting now—Kira’s calm maneuvering had probably helped him immensely.


      “Let’s end this game tomorrow,” Kira said.


      “Yeah.”


      I just want this cruel thing to end, he thought as night’s curtains fell upon the village.


      Day Two—Nighttime


      The mournful howl of a wolf echoed throughout the silent village.


      Day Three—Daytime?


      In the end, Kira couldn’t sleep at all. His body felt like lead as he dragged it out of bed.


      When he opened the door, nobody was in the hall yet. He trudged over to his seat and took it, staring at the once-full round table. Leaning against the backrest, he looked up at the ceiling, vaguely acknowledging the dazzling light from the braziers.


      “I wonder how it went...”


      There was no mistake. If the game went as he predicted—


      A door on the opposite side creaked open, and Karin emerged from it.


      “Karin,” he murmured.


      Their eyes met, and she looked away. Her standoffish behavior was only natural—she figured Kira and Alex would exile her today.


      He remained in his seat, silent, waiting for Alex to come out. The prince’s room was to the right of Kira’s. Surely he wouldn’t be oversleeping at a time like this. Kira turned in his seat to watch the door, but to his surprise, it was the door to the left that opened.


      “Huh?”


      A brown-haired young man stepped out. He was slender, tall, handsome in a sweet way that made the hearts of ladies flutter. His gray-blue eyes were filled with bewilderment as he approached the round table.


      Kira blankly stared up at him.


      “...Alex, did you get a makeover to look like Theodore?”


      “Oh! You’re joking. That’s rare. Wait, you are joking, right?”


      “Okay, so you’re not Alex. Are you Theodore’s ghost?”


      “No, I’m not a ghost. This isn’t the test of courage. That’s done already. Well, Europa apparently has plans for another, granted...”


      Muttering things that would make Evelyn cry if she heard, Theodore took his seat. He was, indeed, not a ghost by any stretch of the imagination. Which could only mean one thing.


      Alex got attacked last night.


      Karin had targeted the fortune teller, not the hunter. And Theodore, perhaps convinced that he’d be attacked, hadn’t protected the fortune teller—or perhaps hadn’t protected anyone at all. Karin, meanwhile, had probably just wanted to strike back at the villagers, whose win was all but assured. And Alex...well, surely he’d been completely at ease, sleeping soundly last night? Or perhaps he’d been too excited by the impending victory to sleep at all.


      Not that they’d ever know now.


      Karin shrugged. “Brother, you knew Mr. Old Clown Guy was the fortune teller, yet you protected Kira?”


      “Well, I—”


      “It doesn’t matter to me anyway. Whether my attack succeeded or failed, my fate was already sealed. I just happened to pick him. That’s all.”


      She’s lying, Kira thought—though he wouldn’t be so tactless as to point it out. She just didn’t want to attack Theodore.


      “So, brother,” Karin said, smiling cutely. “You must be really embarrassed right now. After your big words last night about sacrificing yourself, here you are, alive and well.”


      Sweat poured down Theodore’s forehead. “L-Let’s not talk about the past, now. No need to poke me where it hurts...”


      “What was it you said, again? ‘I’m sorry. I have to disappear here.’”


      “K-Karin, please stop. Also, please don’t mimic my face?”


      “‘I can entrust Evelyn to you. Can’t I, Kira? Can I entrust her to you?’”


      “Seriously, stop! I’m dying here! The shame!” Theodore pleaded, squirming as he turned bright red.


      Karin gave him an exasperated look. “That’s what you get for making Kira cry.”


      “Huh?” Kira exclaimed in surprise at the mention of his name.


      “Really, you were so selfish, brother. Kira, you were scared, weren’t you?”


      “Me? Um...”


      Karin stared at him with her too-wise blue eyes, and Kira began to panic. Though he was embarrassed to admit he’d been scared, he found himself nodding.


      Theodore hung his head. “I’m sorry, Kira. I’m sure it must’ve been a shock to hear me talk like that...”


      “Yeah, it kinda was.”


      In fact, Kira had been so shocked he hadn’t known what to say.


      Theodore cleared his throat, then gave Kira a serious look. The count’s face was still bright red, but his words were earnest. “I was wrong, I admit it. I made a promise to make Evelyn happy, and that’s my role to fulfill. I shouldn’t have tried to foist it on someone else like that.”


      Kira nodded and gave a small smile. “I forgive you.”


      “Thank you, Kira.”


      “I’m not going to let you live it down, though.”


      “Please don’t bully me!”


      “All right, all right. Enough of that. Let’s get back to the Wolf’s Game,” Karin said, surprisingly. Everyone knew she was the wolf, yet she was somehow the one eager to return to the game. “Brother, you’ll vote for me now, right? And Kira will too?”


      “I’m sorry, Karin. You saved me, and I still...”


      Karin smiled. Despite the bleakness of their situation and the eerie backdrop of the House of Death, it was a truly dazzling, charming smile.


      “It’s all right, brother. I love you, so I forgive you.”


      Theodore bit his lip regretfully. “I’m so sorry. If I hadn’t been such an amazing hunter—”


      “No, actually, Kira is the one who was amazing.”


      “Huh?”


      Karin pouted at Kira, ignoring her dumbfounded brother. “Kira, you’re too powerful. You can figure out the wolf, you can figure out the fox... Can you please stop that? I tried to get rid of you, but then my brother protected you and I couldn’t. What a fluke.”


      “A fluke?” Theodore asked.


      Kira shrugged. “You were pretty strategic yourself, Karin.”


      She was a responsible girl, so for everyone else’s sake, she’d played by the rules of the game and come forward as the fortune teller. Plus, her acting had been phenomenal. It was understandable that Mary had fallen for it.


      “The braziers are still burning, but...we can just vote, can’t we?” she asked, glancing at the rabbit for confirmation.


      There was no response, but perhaps that meant it wasn’t against the rules.


      “Let’s point. On the count of three.”


      The three counted together and pointed, producing a predictable result. Karin pointed at Kira, and Kira and Theodore pointed at Karin.


      She let out a small laugh. “I lose. I worked very hard, so I’m a little upset.”


      Despite her words, she was still smiling. Finally, she’d been released from the role of the wolf. Between that and her joy at knowing that her precious brother would make it out alive, Karin was positively beaming as the game drew to a close.


      “Umm, there was something I wanted to say,” Karin mumbled. She hummed, bringing a finger to her chin as she tilted her head. “Oh! Right. Ms. Saint is a crybaby, so she’s probably crying somewhere. Please go and find her, okay?”


      Unable to bear this, Theodore stood up. “Karin—”


      But he couldn’t make it to her in time. She was wrapped in dazzling light.


      “Karin! Karin...!”


      Theodore rushed over and gathered his sister into his arms, only for particles of light to slip right through them, rising toward the ceiling. The scene was beautiful and tragic in equal measure.


      For a while, the remaining pair said nothing.


      Finally, Theodore broke the silence. “I’m sorry, Kira.”


      What’s there to apologize for?


      Karin had been harsh to her brother, but this victory had really only been possible thanks to Theodore’s actions. The count’s choice to protect Kira on the first night had been crucial to the final outcome.


      Kira felt only gratitude.


      “It wasn’t just His Highness whom I failed to protect last night,” Theodore confessed grimly. “I didn’t protect you either. I...protected Karin.”


      Protecting the wolf was pointless—an unthinkable act for the hunter. But Kira couldn’t blame Theodore for his choice. Had Evelyn been the wolf and Kira the hunter, he would’ve done the same thing.


      Theodore had simply wanted to protect his one and only sister from the malice filling this place. Even knowing his feelings couldn’t reach Karin, he hadn’t been able to help himself.


      Kira understood that better than anyone. So, now that the game was over, he bowed his own head.


      “I’m the one who’s sorry, Theodore.”


      Theodore smiled gently at the strangely abrupt apology. “But you have nothing to apologize for.”


      “No, I absolutely do.”


      Without meeting Theodore’s eyes, Kira nimbly gestured with his right hand.


      “I wouldn’t have made it to the end alive without your help, really. So I have to apologize.”


      In an unexpected twist, Kira stuck out his tongue. His five fingers formed a shape—not a wolf, but that of a cunning fox.
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      “Although I’ll say, I never lied once.”


      Team K, Results


      Fox Wins!


      Villagers: Mamaropa, Mary. Fortune Teller: Alex. Hunter: Theodore. Wolf: Karin. Fox: Kira.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: The Mastermind’s Identity


      “I see. So that’s what happened with Team K,” Lady Europa said, nodding.


      I raised my hand. “Wait. I don’t get it! I was so sure Kira was a villager!”


      “He deceived me too,” Lady Europa said, looking frustrated. “The issue is what the role of the fox entails.”


      Team E’s special role had been the traitor, and Team K’s, the fox.


      “The fox operates solo, neither villager nor wolf,” Lady Europa mused. “It seems difficult to survive as the fox. If the wolf attacks you, you don’t die, which immediately makes you suspicious. And then all the fortune teller needs to do is divine you, which curses you to death. It’s an extremely unforgiving role.”


      “Yeah...”


      “But Kira deliberately acted like a villager to conceal his status as the fox. In fact, he behaved the most like a villager out of all of them.”


      “The most...”


      I’d naturally assumed Kira was a villager too. He’d seemed to be trying harder than anyone to lead the villagers to victory. Lord Theodore and Prince Alex must’ve been taken in by his efforts and trusted him too.


      “It’s true that he never told a single lie,” Lady Europa mused. “He never insisted he was a villager. He just calmly presented reasons that others might be the wolf and the fox.”


      I tilted my head. “Hmm?”


      “Yes. He got into the mindset of a villager, painted someone else as the fox, and coordinated with other villagers to exile the ‘fox.’ That must’ve been his strategy. In theory, it’s simple, but in practice, it’s extraordinarily difficult to pull off.”


      Kira was a formidable opponent indeed, if even Lady Europa would praise him so unreservedly. I stood there, dumbfounded.


      Lady Europa chuckled elegantly. “Magnificent, Kira. We’re fortunate he wasn’t playing against us.” She wagged her finger. “Karin and Prince Alex were both right. Kira survived the wolf’s attack not because of the hunter but because he was the fox. And he earned the fortune teller’s trust to avoid being divined.”


      “Huh...”


      “When Lord Theodore told Prince Alex to divine Kira, I’m sure he must’ve panicked a bit, but he ultimately redirected the prince away from that idea, and smoothly too. Then Karin bit Prince Alex, and Lord Theodore, despite being the hunter, abandoned his role entirely out of self-indulgence. Everyone assumed the fox was gone and grew complacent.”


      Lady Europa’s gaze turned distant.


      “Our bumbling detective turned into a bumbling hunter whose foolish behavior brought about the villagers’ doom.”


      Lord Theodore...!


      I could have cried. How vexing! Even at a time like this, Lord Theodore’s bumbling deductions had brought about tragedy!


      Granted, I’m one to talk!


      By chance, Lord Theodore and I had landed the same role. I understood how he felt, honestly. If I’d been in his place, I would’ve wanted to protect Kira too. I would’ve said he was important and worth protecting as the villagers’ leader, or something. He would’ve fooled me completely.


      “But there’s something I still don’t understand,” I said. “When Karin—the wolf—bit the fortune teller, the remaining people were the wolf, a villager, and the fox. So it would’ve been the wolf’s win, right? But because the fox was alive, that was the fox’s win. Either way, the game should’ve ended without another vote, so why didn’t it?”


      “How very astute of you to notice that, Lady Evelyn!”


      The wolf’s attack on the fortune teller had left the hunter as the only remaining villager. That would’ve made it a win for the wolf under normal circumstances, but because the fox was still alive, Karin had lost. Either way, victory had been decided already—yet the three had gone into the discussion phase.


      “I’m speculating, but I think there was no day three at all,” Lady Europa said. “Kira’s victory was decided before then.”


      “But they voted one last time, didn’t they?”


      “That vote was invalid, I’d wager. Even if Kira had received both their votes at the end, Lord Theodore and Karin would have been extinguished. Plus, they conversed for a while, but the braziers didn’t go out—that tells me it was neither day nor nighttime. The rabbit didn’t count down either.”


      “I see...”


      How cruel our tormentor was to deliberately give those three time to talk before extinguishing two of them!


      So...only one person had survived in the end.


      It’s...truly a blessing that Kira survived, but...


      “Okay, well, I think I understand what happened in their game now,” I said as I cast a sideways glance at the person who had just explained all of it to us. “But...why is Lady Mamaropa here?”


      Standing before us was not Kira but Lady Mamaropa. Upon first seeing her, I’d been certain she was Team K’s only survivor, but...as it turned out, she’d been wrongfully cast out as the fox on day two.


      So how was she here? Hadn’t she been extinguished?


      “Um, Kira won Team K’s game, right?” I asked.


      “That is correct,” Lady Mamaropa replied.


      “And you lost rather miserably, didn’t you, Lady Mamaropa?”


      “Unfortunately, yes, I did,” she said, nodding regretfully.


      I tilted my head. I was, of course, elated that Lady Mamaropa was alive, but something felt...wrong.


      “Evelyn!” came an unexpected voice.


      Surprised, I looked down the stairs to see two figures climbing toward us.


      “Kira! Lord Theodore!”


      My eyes grew hot. It was a miracle. I’d thought I’d never see them again. Before I could process what I was looking at, I was running.


      “Kiraaa!”


      Unusually, Kira didn’t dodge as I pulled his small, warm body into my arms and held on tight.


      “It’s unsafe to evade in such a narrow space,” he volunteered.


      So that’s why!


      It didn’t matter. Bawling my eyes out, I stood there, taking in Kira’s warmth and the quiet sounds of his breathing.


      “I heard about the game,” I mumbled. “You played it too.”


      Kira’s shoulders jerked with anxiety. “Are you disappointed that I used such underhanded means to win?”


      “What are you saying?! Of course not!” I yelled, squeezing him tighter. Tears streamed down my cheeks and my voice grew shaky. “You’re here! We got to meet again! I’m beside myself!”


      Kira was silent for a while, then nodded and said in a quiet, slightly hoarse voice, “Yeah.” Then, “But I’m surprised, you know. You survived.”


      “What do you mean, ‘surprised’?! I worked hard, all right?!”


      He hummed. “Right. Good job.”


      Maybe he was a bit embarrassed too. He gave me an awkward head pat. He could continue to do that, if you asked me. Forever, even. His hand was so gentle that it made me feel like maybe if he kept doing this, I’d never have to cry again.


      “Umm,” came an uncomfortable voice from behind us.


      I turned around to find Lord Theodore standing there, rooted in place like a husband witnessing an affair.


      I forgot about him!
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      In my joy at seeing Kira again, I had completely erased Lord Theodore’s existence from my mind.


      Pulling away from Kira, I smiled and said, “I’m elated to see you again as well, Lord Theodore!”


      “Uh-huh. Right,” he muttered, looking away.


      “I mean it! I am!”


      For some reason, the more I insisted, the more it sounded like a lie.


      “That’s all right, Evelyn. I’ll take being second to Kira...” Lord Theodore muttered, completely dejected.


      “Serves you right, Lord Theodore,” Lady Europa said. “Welcome to the losers’ club.”


      “Being comrades with Europa is so humiliating,” he replied, his eyes damp. Lord Theodore took a moment to collect himself, then said, “Anyway, I’m glad to see you two safe and sound.”


      “Kira being alive I understand, but how are you here, Lord Theodore?” I asked.


      As the hunter, he should’ve lost and been extinguished at the end of his game.


      “My guess is the mastermind was busy with you and Europa after the game ended and forgot all about us,” Lord Theodore ventured.


      “Huh?”


      Was that a thing that could happen?


      “I think so. Isn’t that right?” Kira asked the vacant Lady Mamaropa.


      “Huh?” I said. “What do you mean?”


      “That Mamaropa over there is fake,” he pointed out matter-of-factly.


      Lord Theodore and I gave him a puzzled look.


      “Lady Mamaropa is fake?” I asked.


      She looked exactly like the real one...


      “Yeah. I think she switched places with the real one before the Wolf’s Game started. Isn’t that right?”


      Lady Mamaropa(?), still standing before the door, tilted her head. “Why would you think such a thing?”


      “Because you played the game terribly.”


      The sharp jab made Lady Fakeropa groan. “Urk!”


      “I don’t know if you were trying to avoid us noticing, but you were way too passive and quiet. And you never acted motherly once.”


      Lady Fakeropa couldn’t dispute that. “Urk! Ugh!”


      “Also, the real Mamaropa would have asked ridiculous questions like ‘I drew the wolf card. What does it mean?’”


      He’s right! The Lady Mamaropa we knew was exactly like that!


      The four of us stared at Lady Fakeropa. If not Lady Mamaropa, then who was this? And where was the real Lady Mamaropa?


      Under our obviously wary gazes, Lady Fakeropa fiddled with her hair and smiled. “Hee hee... I suppose I’m caught... Ah well. I have no choice, then. Sniff.”


      She’s crying a little...


      “Follow me,” Lady Fakeropa said. She quickly moved to the door and disappeared through it.


      The rest of us exchanged glances. This was suspicious, but we’d come this far; we had no choice but to follow.


      Beyond the glowing white door was a cute pink room.


      The wallpaper and carpet were pink. The decorations were modeled after clouds and stars. A dresser with ribbons stood alongside a luxurious canopy bed. Unlike every other room in this place, this one was packed with elaborately fancy things.


      In the center, surrounded by masses of sheep, was a woman sitting at a tea table, gracefully bringing a cup to her lips—none other than Lady Mamaropa.


      “L-Lady Mamaropa?” I timidly called out.


      “Oh, dear, Evelyn! And Europa and the others as well. Has the second game ended?” Lady Mamaropa asked serenely amid the great chorus of baa-baas. A lamb was resting on her lap, looking completely blissed out as she stroked it.


      This feeling of unconditional safety... This is definitely the real Lady Mamaropa!


      The mastermind hadn’t hurt her after all. What a relief!


      “Y-Yes. The game is over...” I said.


      Lady Mamaropa returned her cup to its saucer and looked at Lady Fakeropa. “How was it for you? Did you enjoy it?”


      At that moment, Lady Fakeropa’s body was wrapped in dazzling light.


      “Lady Evelyn, be careful!” Lady Europa said, instantly lunging forward to protect me. “Yes! My plan to embrace her in the confusion was a great success!”


      “Unfortunately, you’re embracing my afterimage,” I pointed out.


      “No!”


      In my time in the House of Death, I’d acquired a new skill: No matter what angle Lady Europa attacked from, no matter the timing, I could detect her wicked aura within milliseconds.


      This is all thanks to my arduous training as the saint!


      Effort always paid off.


      “Hi-yah! Again! Again, I said!”


      While Lady Europa attempted in vain to break through my perfect defenses, the light around Lady Fakeropa slowly subsided. Standing there was...someone who did not look at all like what I’d imagined.


      “Huh?”


      It was a little girl. She looked five, maybe six years old, and was smaller than Kira or Karin—she only reached up to my stomach. Her pink hair was tied in two bunches that looked like rabbit ears, and her red eyes were so large they looked about to spill out of their sockets. Pure-white vestments, lavishly embroidered with gold and silver thread, wrapped her small frame. Her skirt was quite short, and her sleeves were so long they almost completely hid her fingers.


      “Ta-da. Yes!” she exclaimed, raising both sleeved arms overhead and winking in what might’ve been a pose. Or a threat.


      This girl was adorable indeed, but I had no clue who she was.


      “It’s the first time we speak face-to-face, Evelyn, yes!” she said enthusiastically.


      I blinked and crouched down to her level. “Um, are you looking for your parents?”


      “Wh-What do you mean?! Do I look like a lost child to you?! Yes?!”


      “A little...”


      I looked around. Where were her parents?


      “I’m not a child, yes! Don’t you get it?!” the girl protested, puffing her cheeks and glaring at me.


      “Oh! Could she be Lady Europa’s secret daughter?”


      The hair color seemed somewhat similar, I thought, looking over at Lady Europa.


      “O-Oh, Lady Evelyn! How did you know? Truly this child must have been birthed from the combination of what I secretly harvested from you and my something or other via some method involving this and that and then after a difficult labor I gave birth to this adorable child and somehow you knew at a glance and realized she’s the crystallization of our love oh this is fate this is destiny this is true love and we are meant to be like soulmates twin flames sacred mates soul contracts please name our child she is sure to be delighted as well please I beseech you Lady Eve—”


      “I was joking! Joking!” I said, my face twitching as I backed away.


      But Lady Europa clasped her hands together and gazed adoringly at me. Yikes.


      “B-By the way, what is this thing you ‘secretly harvested’ from me? Surely you didn’t?”


      “Heh...”


      “Don’t ‘heh’! Say something!” Did she really collect stuff from me?!


      My terror was such that I couldn’t stop trembling.


      “A child born of Europa and Evelyn? Oh dear, my first grandchild!”


      “Mamaropa, let’s not fan the flames,” Kira interjected.


      The little girl, her cheeks still puffed, said, “Ugh! I’m a goddess, not Europa’s child, yes! I’m the Mother Goddess!”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      What had she just said?


      “I’m the real, actual goddess that the people of the Holy Kingdom of Snasile worship, yes!”


      Her verbal tic echoed through the room. Yes, yes, yes...


      I fearfully repeated, “The...Mother Goddess...?”


      “Yes! That’s right! And I’m the mastermind behind the House of Death and the rabbit too, yes!” she said, puffing out her chest with a proud scoff.


      She definitely sounded the same as the stuffed rabbit, but...all I felt was confusion.


      “That can’t be right. You can’t be the Mother Goddess,” I mumbled.


      The Mother Goddess was a deity who predated the foundation of the Holy Kingdom of Snasile. Long ago, this land was completely covered in miasma. Plants withered, and the soil grew dry and barren. If people weren’t devoured by the countless demons that the miasma brought forth, they perished of starvation and thirst.


      In those desperate days, a beautiful woman’s voice echoed from the heavens, calling out to the suffering people.


      “I am the goddess of fertility. Cast unto me your sacred prayers, and I shall bring forth a miracle.”


      But the prayers of ordinary humans couldn’t reach the goddess, so the people appointed a maiden of strong magical powers—a beautiful girl who would later be known as the first saint—to continuously offer pure prayers to the heavens. For days and weeks she prayed, but nothing changed.


      When she finally shed a single tear, the goddess answered.


      Blessed rains fell from the heavens onto the dry land, and a rainbow arced across the sky. Sprouts budded in the soil, the miasma was cleansed, and the demons vanished.


      The survivors went on to found the Holy Kingdom of Snasile.


      They never forgot the deity who’d extended them a helping hand and revived the mother earth, making it flow anew with thriving flora and fauna. Their admiration was such that they called her the Mother Goddess and decided to collectively worship her.


      “I’m the Mother Goddess, yes, and the Mother Goddess tells no lies,” the girl insisted.


      I couldn’t help but be suspicious. This girl looked nothing like what I imagined the Mother Goddess to be.


      Is it even possible for me to be standing before a deity in the first place?


      Of all the unlikely things that had happened up to this point, this was the unlikeliest of all. But...ironically, the sheer unlikelihood of everything acted as proof of this girl’s identity.


      Lady Europa seemed to reach the same conclusion. “So you can use unknown magic because you’re the Mother Goddess, is that right?”


      Unknown and terrible, might I add.


      “B-But why would the Mother Goddess kidnap us and put us through such an awful series of games?” I asked.


      Why, indeed, would the goddess do such cruel things?


      The Mother Goddess fidgeted awkwardly. “I confess, I... I have sadistic tendencies, yes.”


      “S-Sadistic tendencies?”


      What did that mean? I had no idea, but for some reason, the term made my skin crawl.


      “To put it plainly, I prefer to see my beloved children’s tears over their smiles. It excites me. Terribly so, yes.”


      “U-Umm...”


      The Mother Goddess’s red eyes stared at me as drool dripped from her mouth.


      “As I watched over the world, I always thought...you shine most when crying, Evelyn, yes. ♡”
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      No way! Is even the goddess of this nation a pervert?!


      Naively, I had never even considered that the Mother Goddess could be as hopeless as everyone else! I’d only ever felt pure admiration for the savior of our nation, and pride in taking on the mantle of the saint who offered her prayers.


      Now my world was crumbling miserably around me.


      “Evelyn!”


      Lord Theodore and Kira both moved to catch me as I swayed, but I had no energy to respond.


      With both hands—well, both sleeves, really—against her cheeks, the Mother Goddess smiled at me. “I get all tingly at the sight of your tears, yes. Hearing you cry is pure ecstasy. I can’t help myself. I want to make you cry forever, yes...”


      Eeek!


      Come to think of it, it was only after the first saint shed a tear that the Mother Goddess had answered her prayers! She hadn’t been moved by the saint’s purity or earnestness, then? She’d just been excited to see a girl cry? Actually, I didn’t want to know.


      My eyes distant, I muttered, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I might like Lady Europa better...”


      “Oh goodness me! Such high praise from you, Lady Evelyn, and so sudden! My heart throbs in rapture!”


      I only sulked in response.


      Lord Theodore asked the Mother Goddess, “So...that’s why you did this?”


      “That’s right! I set up the House of Death and the games to get a close-up, thorough look at Evelyn’s crying face, yes!” She paused. “Well, that wasn’t the only reason.”


      “Meaning...?”


      “Well, Evelyn used to call upon me frequently, chanting my name in her mind. But since last summer, she hasn’t done so even once! I was so sad...and then I lost it, yes...”


      I blinked. “What? That’s not right.”


      “No, it is as the Mother Goddess says,” Lady Europa said. “According to my research, Lady Evelyn, you called upon the Mother Goddess three times after your exile from the Grand Basilica, and offered prayers once, but since the summer, there have been no such instances as per unofficial records.”


      “And where did you find those records, exactly?”


      “My sources are confidential.”


      But...now that I thought about it, that sounded right. Naturally, while acting as the saint, I had chanted the Mother Goddess’s name daily. Even after my exile from the Grand Basilica, I’d done so a few times.


      And then, at some point, I started looking to other sources for help.


      Mainly Kira, Lord Theodore occasionally, and Lady Mamaropa—the number of people I could count on kept increasing. And in time, I’d stopped calling upon the Mother Goddess at all.


      Wait, so...this was all my fault? Just because I’d quit my position as saint and lost my faith?


      “You’re wrong, Evelyn,” Kira said, perhaps reading my expression. “That’s not a valid reason! You did nothing wrong. This pervert goddess is at fault for everything.”


      “I’m not a pervert, yes!” the Mother Goddess protested, puffing her cheeks.


      “Mother Goddess, may I say something?” Lord Theodore asked. “Your opinion that Evelyn looks best when crying? Wrong. I’d say her crying face is mid at best.”


      The Mother Goddess’s eyes sharpened. “Oh?”


      Lord Theodore didn’t flinch. “Which isn’t to say she doesn’t look cute when she cries, of course. She does. She looks cuter than anyone else in the world, without a shadow of a doubt. I have no intention of disputing that fact.”


      No, please, dispute it!


      “But she is at her most attractive when she smiles. I like her smile most of all.”


      My heart did a thing in my chest. “Lord Theodore...”


      Whenever I smiled at him, Lord Theodore smiled back so gently that my heart skipped a beat. I felt like I’d only just come to understand why.


      The Mother Goddess narrowed her eyes. “Hmph. I have no intention of denying the validity of your proclivities, Theodore, yes.”


      “Um, they’re not proclivities...”


      “But say what you will, I like Evelyn’s crying face best, yes! This I will not concede!” the Mother Goddess insisted like a child throwing a tantrum.


      She’s fixated on my crying face, huh...


      In that case...maybe I could put an end to this mess.


      “Evelyn?”


      Supported by Kira and Theodore, I stepped forward.


      Then, to the confused goddess, I declared, “I’ll just never cry again, then.”


      She looked dumbfounded.


      “If you delight in my crying so much that you would do all of this,” I pressed on, “then I’ll make sure to never, ever cry again, yes!”


      “Evelyn, her speech quirk is rubbing off on you,” Lord Theodore warned.


      “Darn it!”


      I pushed the word “yes” to the back of my mind.


      The Mother Goddess, understanding the gravity of my threat, began to panic. “Th-That’s just mean! My entire reason for living is to see you cry, yes!”


      “That sounds like a you problem,” I countered.


      She gasped, vigorously flailing her sleeves, tears welling in her eyes.


      “Excitement and ecstasy at seeing people cry? Those are your selfish proclivities. Keep me out of them.”


      “B-But I love you so much, Evelyn, yes...”


      “Well, I don’t love you. I won’t ever pray to you again either,” I said, turning away huffily.


      “Urk!” Tears fell in large drops from the Mother Goddess’s eyes. “Ngh... Urk... Mmmph...”


      Countless droplets fell at her trembling feet.


      “Oh dear,” Lady Mamaropa murmured, brows knitted with worry.


      I felt guilty about making someone who looked like a small child cry too! But I had to be firm or none of it would get through to her.


      “N-No, no way... I was wrong, yes! I’m sorry, yes! Please, cry a lot, yes!” she sobbed.


      I crouched down to her level and asked, “Is it really the crying face that you like?”


      Probably not. I figured it was something else.


      “You insist that you want to see me cry, but...I think it’s because you saw that a lot when I was little.”


      The Mother Goddess’s eyes widened.


      To justify herself and conceal her true feelings, she’d been pretending to be excited by watching people cry.


      Sniffling, she gave a small nod. “You’re...right, yes. Goddess though I might be, I couldn’t do anything for you, even though you were suffering so much.”


      The Mother Goddess couldn’t interfere with human affairs. She lived in a different world entirely, and even conversing with mortals like this was likely forbidden.


      “There were only a few things I could do, yes... Such as occasionally abducting several hundred people at a time from Snasile, making them play brutal games in the House of Death, and ultimately converting them to Evelynity.”


      “Huh? You did that?” I asked.


      “Yup! Every time fools who claimed to believe in the Mother Goddess were reborn as devout, single-minded believers in Evelyn, my heart was full. Though about ninety percent of them were already devoted. I only reformed the other ten percent, yes!” the Mother Goddess declared, then let out a “Nyah ha ha!” before continuing, “Also, all Evelyn fanatics who offered to stay here and play games in your name forever were turned into zombies as a reward for their loyalty and allowed to participate in your game, yes!”


      “The...zombies from the Rabbit’s Game...?”


      “That’s right! They’re all overjoyed to be doing this! Well, not much remains of their original egos to begin with, but still, yes...!”


      “This goddess is terrifying,” Kira muttered quietly. I was inclined to agree.


      So the mastermind behind the abductions Lady Europa mentioned was also the Mother Goddess...


      Her way of proselytizing Evelynity was to trap people and make them do things, apparently.


      Trembling, Europa said, “W-Wait a moment. Mother Goddess, could you be...?”


      The Mother Goddess grinned, hands on her hips. “That’s right! I am the founder of Evelynity, yes! And I advocated for the SEBLT!”


      “Ohhh my goodneeess!” Lady Europa exclaimed, flushed from excitement. She was known as the number one believer of Evelynity, after all. “This is the first time in my life I’ve felt respect for someone besides Lady Evelyn! Mother Goddess, what a marvelous deity you are!”


      What had Lady Europa been praying for and believing until now, exactly?


      “Why, I believed in you, Lady Evelyn, and prayed for your health!”


      Stop answering my inner voice!


      Wait. Is she the source of every weird thing that’s happened?!


      Apparently, Evelynity and the SEBLT only existed because of the Mother Goddess! I briefly considered complaining but kept my mouth shut. I could sense no malice from the goddess as she chatted with Lady Europa—in fact, she was smiling happily, like a child frolicking through fields.


      I can’t say anything, I thought with a quiet sigh.


      The Mother Goddess’s love was twisted, but I didn’t want to scold her. My prayers had reached her, after all. None of my efforts had been wasted. I’d never been alone. She’d been listening the whole time.


      “Mother Goddess?” I called out.


      “Yes?” she replied, tilting her head.


      “It’s not true that you ‘couldn’t do anything’ for me. Not at all.” I brought a hand to my chest to convey my heartfelt words. “Because you were there with me, I could work hard as the saint for twenty-three years. I could fulfill my duty.”


      “Evelyn...” the goddess murmured, staring at me.


      “Of course, I had painful, difficult moments as well. But my heart never gave in to despair.” I offered her a small smile. “Prince Alex and Mary hurt me, but...thanks to their actions, I met a lifelong friend, a woman I love like a mother, and the man I want to be with forever.”


      I looked at Kira, Lady Mamaropa, and Lord Theodore in order.


      In the days since my exile, I’d met many people and gotten to spend time with all of them.


      “Lady Evelyn! Me! You met me!” Lady Europa said, raising her hand vigorously.


      “I did meet you.”


      “Yesss! She said, ‘I did meet you’ to me!” she rejoiced for some reason.


      I turned my gaze back to the silent goddess. “So, Mother Goddess...thank you, from the bottom of my heart, for watching over me until now.”


      She didn’t respond.


      “And I’m sorry for saying I don’t love you. That was a lie. But...still, I don’t think I’ll be praying to you like before. Because I don’t need to lean on you anymore. I can smile now. I can enjoy life to its fullest. I’ll be too busy to feel lonely.”


      My days were full and happy. I was surrounded by many loud, incorrigible people. I wanted the goddess to understand that.


      “That’s not fair,” the goddess murmured, smiling gently. “Now I can’t really say anything anymore, yes...?”


      Her smile was truly heavenly—full of warmth, kindness, and affection. The kind of smile one didn’t usually see on the face of a girl who looked this young. I was entranced.


      “But I do want to set the record clear about one thing, yes,” she said.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      With clear eyes, she declared, “Your crying face is not mid. Enjoying it is legit. My proclivities are relatable, yes.”


      I only smiled at that joke. It was a joke, right?


      I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.


      The Mother Goddess looked upward suddenly, as though remembering something. “Ah, it’s almost time for my Sunday morning anime, yes. I’ll return you to your original world.”


      We all looked at her, and she shook her head.


      “Be at ease. For you, this world is ephemeral, like a dream. Alex and Mary won’t become zombies. No one has been extinguished. Everyone will be waiting right where they were when I brought them here, yes.”


      That’s right...! If people had indeed died, it would’ve left a bad taste in my mouth.


      “Mother Goddess, may I say one last thing?” I asked.


      “Mm? Yes?”


      I grinned. “If you wanted to play with us, you could’ve just said so. You didn’t need to secretly switch places with Lady Mamaropa.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Oh my, Evelyn, you knew too?” Lady Mamaropa asked.


      “H-Hey! Mamaropa!” the goddess protested, flustered.


      Lady Mamaropa, still holding a lamb, smiled. Everyone else did too.


      During the meal break in the middle of the Rabbit’s Game, Lady Mamaropa and the rabbit had exchanged words. Lady Mamaropa had probably realized the Mother Goddess’s true intentions and suggested the switch herself.


      “But why did you not join Evelyn’s team?” Kira asked. “You should’ve been with her team.”


      The question made sense.


      Blushing, the goddess lowered her gaze. “W-Well, seeing Evelyn live was so overwhelming, I felt like if we played the game together I’d die from excitement, yes...”


      What kind of reason is that?


      “I understand how you feel!” Lady Europa said. “Being in such close proximity with your bias, why, you just about want to explode with endearment!”


      “Exactly, yes! Even the thought of touching her is absurd! E-E-Even now, I’ve been suppressing my excitement this entire time! I’ve had to swallow my drool, like, thirty times, yes!”


      That was too much information.


      “Then let’s play again sometime,” I said.


      The Mother Goddess stared blankly at me. “Again? Sometime?”


      “That’s right. But no death games, okay? There are so many more fun things in this world.”


      This was something that I hadn’t known myself, as a child. I couldn’t have known, when my whole world had been the Grand Basilica.


      There were delicious foods to share with others. There was the fun of playtime. The joy of discussing a story. These things and many others, which had been so far from me during my time cloistered away as the saint, were now all around me.


      Squinting, the Mother Goddess said, “You’re...not like the child you used to be, yes.”


      “Have I changed?”


      “Yes. You’re stronger and more honest than before. And, yes, even lovelier.”


      She smiled. As if on cue, the sheep bleated loudly—baa, baa. The sheep, who had probably been spending time with the Mother Goddess since passing on at the lake in summer, danced through the air, blocking my vision.


      Amid the mountain of fluffy sheep, I heard the Mother Goddess’s final whisper.


      “It was fun, talking to you like this, yes. Next time, we’ll—”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: Summertime of Evelyn


      I stood in the corner of a room I knew all too well—the spacious, empty chambers where I’d spent twenty-three years as the saint.


      “Yeah. I’m not lonely at all,” came a voice.


      Startled, I looked at its source. By the moonlit window was the figure of a girl.


      Belatedly, I came to a realization. The rooms with the round tables closely resembled the great hall of the Grand Basilica. And the rooms that served as homes in the Wolf’s Game were...just like these very chambers.


      That whole mansion was modeled after the places where I spent most of my time.


      “Wah!” the younger me exclaimed, snapping out of her reverie as she noticed me. Her eyes were wide; she had to be shocked. “Who are you, miss?”


      I could have told her I was her future self, but she wouldn’t believe me.


      I thought for a bit, then said, “I’m someone who’s always with you.”


      “With me...? Could you be the Mother Goddess...?”


      I neither confirmed nor denied it. After all, whoever sent me here would’ve had to be powerful enough to interfere with the past...


      As far as I knew, only the Mother Goddess could do that. It had to be thanks to her power that I could meet my past self. This was a miraculous gift from her.


      The younger me, desperate, said, “Mother Goddess, you see, I’m...lonely all the time. It’s so scary, being here by myself. Can you...stay with me?”


      “I’m sorry, little one. I can’t do that.”


      Tears welled in the adorable girl’s eyes.


      “Listen, Evelyn...”


      This girl had lost her mother, but she was trying her hardest, all alone. I of all people knew that. Of course I did; I’d lived it. So...I had to say this to her.


      “It’s all right. You may be the saint, but you don’t have to try so hard.”


      Evelyn looked at me, bewildered. “Huh...? But...trying hard is all I can do...”


      I drew on the memory of Lady Mamaropa’s words by the lake this summer.


      “You may think you don’t have any special talents, but that’s not true. And you don’t have to hide your real self. The girl who cries easily, who’s lonely, who’s clumsy, who bumps her head and pinky toes into all sorts of things... You can let people see you. No one will be disappointed. No one will hate you. No one will leave you.”


      “Really...?”


      “Yes. I would never lie to you.”


      “Are you not alone, Mother Goddess?” Evelyn asked curiously.


      “I’m not. I’m very happy right now,” I said with a firm nod as I began to count off memories on my fingers—things she, too, would someday experience. “I’m surrounded by weird people who don’t afford my heart a moment’s rest. My fiancé cheated on me and I got kicked out of the place where I lived. Then I was cursed and turned into a sheep. Then I was whisked away to the House of Death...”


      “Um, are you sure you’re happy?”
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      “Yes. I am.”


      That, I could say wholeheartedly.


      “Listen, okay? I’ll give you one piece of advice,” I said.


      Evelyn pressed her lips together and listened intently.


      “Someday, you’ll meet a boy with beautiful golden eyes. He’ll be badly injured. You need to help him with your magic, okay?”


      Evelyn blinked, puzzled. “I would save him even if you didn’t ask me to.”


      “Right. That’s right. You’re a kind girl, aren’t you?”


      Evelyn giggled, happy with the praise. A moment later, she let out a yawn.


      “Are you tired? Don’t stay up on my account. You can go to bed.”


      “But I wanna talk to you more,” she protested sleepily.


      “It’s okay. I told you, remember? I’m always with you.” I laid the drowsy Evelyn on the bed and held her hand. “This is nice and warm, right?”


      “Yeah...”


      Soon, Evelyn was making cute little sounds in her sleep. I gently covered her delicate frame with a blanket. She mumbled something and pulled the blanket close, sinking into deep slumber.


      I watched myself sleep. When she woke, Evelyn wouldn’t remember this—I had no memory of meeting the Mother Goddess, after all. Still, perhaps this would remain somewhere deep in her heart, offering her comfort. I hoped so.


      “Good night, little me. Have wonderful dreams, okay?”


      ***


      To the crackling sounds of a fireplace, I opened my eyes. Apparently, I’d been laid on a bed. The feel of the sheets and blanket enveloping my whole body seemed familiar.


      “Lord Theodore...?”


      “Evelyn. You’re awake.”


      He was sitting on the bed beside me, his hand gently touching my cheek as if handling something fragile. I hazily met his gaze, then sat up with his help.


      “Where...?” I mumbled, looking around the room.


      “This is your room. We’re back,” he explained. “From my understanding, we returned in the order in which we were eliminated in the House of Death. Myself, Kira, Europa, and Mamaropa woke up just before you. The seven others woke up quite a while ago.” With a shrug, he continued, “Mother was exasperated. She berated us for dozing off at an outdoor barbecue in the middle of winter and said that if we’d been discovered any later, we’d all have frozen to death.”


      “Huh?”


      Apparently, Countess Manilas and the servants, finding it odd that the twelve barbecue attendees hadn’t returned, had gone to check the garden. There, they’d found us slumped over the tables and sprawled on the ground, and there was a huge commotion. They’d recovered our cold bodies, changed us out of our wet clothes, warmed us by the fireplace, and carefully bathed and tended us as we woke up. I’d been the last to come to.


      But if that was true, then all of us had just been sleeping in the estate’s spacious garden.


      “Was all of that a dream?” I asked, thinking back on the House of Death.


      Lord Theodore tilted his head. “I wonder...”


      “That didn’t seem like a real space, but...I feel like we did run a relay race and play tabletop games together, even if it felt weird.”


      “I feel the same way,” he said with a smile. Then, he reached over and pulled me into an embrace.


      “Lord Theodore?”


      “Sorry. I just...felt like holding you all of a sudden.” His arms tightened around me as he confessed in a pained tone, “I wish I’d met you earlier.”


      My eyes widened.


      “Your prayers kept me safe my whole life, yet I never thought about what kind of life you must’ve led as the saint. How anxious you must’ve been, all by yourself,” he said hoarsely.


      I lightly patted his back and shook my head. “Lord Theodore...”


      It was true that I’d been lonely. But he needn’t feel responsible. We didn’t even know each other back then.


      “You know, I agree with what you said once upon a time. I, too, am glad I stayed single this whole time,” I said.


      I felt Lord Theodore’s breath hitch over my shoulder.


      “Because, if I’d been a very happy saint, beloved by everyone around me, by now I’d just be married to Prince Alex, you know?” I joked.


      Lord Theodore pulled away, grimacing. “I don’t even want to think about that...”


      “I know, right?” I said, chuckling.


      Lord Theodore smiled too. He took my hair in his hand and kissed it.


      I was sure he could hear my racing heart from this distance.


      “Evelyn,” he whispered. “Marry me.”


      “Are you sure?” I asked, looking up at him intently, searching his face. “I’m not a great candidate, you know. I’m older than you, and I’m a scaredy-cat, and I cry a lot, and bump into things. This former saint is completely hopeless.”


      “I know all of that. I love all of it,” he said, looking straight at me.


      I smiled cheerfully and lightly kissed his cheek, which promptly flushed vermilion.


      “Wh— Evelyn...”


      “Heh heh. I just felt like doing that,” I said, smiling.


      He pressed his lips to mine.


      “Mmh.”


      “Evelyn...”


      Lord Theodore kissed me over and over, switching angles each time. His lips were warm and soft. I was enraptured.


      As my eyes began to flutter shut, I noticed the door was open, and someone was standing right there.


      Kira!


      I gasped, wide-eyed, and reflexively pushed Lord Theodore away.


      “Waugh!”


      The room’s window shattered with a crash and Lord Theodore plummeted down below. But that wasn’t the issue!


      Kira’s still a child, yet I-I-I kissed a man right in front of him!


      This was awful for his development, I was sure!


      Seeing me turn bright red with panic, Kira brought a hand to the back of his neck and scoffed. “I mean, what’s the issue? You guys are engaged. You were just kissing.”


      “Just kissing?! W-Wait, Kira, are you... Have you gone that far?! I-I-If you have a girlfriend, you should bring her to meet the family!”


      “Ugh, why are you like this?”


      The sounds of multiple voices and footsteps approached from outside.


      “What a strange dream that was,” came Prince Oz’s voice. “I can’t believe we all dreamed the same thing.”


      “I ran rather magnificently, might I add,” Prince Igna pointed out. “I’m sure I made Europa fall for me all over again.”


      “If you’d actually run from the start, Mary wouldn’t have been bitten,” Karin pointed out.


      “It’s true! Here’s an idea: Stop talking and just run forever like a good workhorse,” Lady Europa snapped.


      “Ngh! Yes, ma’am...!”


      “The curry and marinated vegetables were really good,” Karin continued.


      “Oh, I’m rather flattered,” Lady Mamaropa said. “Perhaps I should make them again.”


      “The...uh, what was it? The Wolf’s Game was really fun too. I was so surprised that Kira was the fox all along!”


      “‘I was so surprised,’ my ass!” Prince Alex protested. “I died for nothing!”


      “By the way, Ms. Mary, when you were eliminated, didn’t you, like, beg your sister for help?”


      “H-H-Hey!” Mary exclaimed. “Don’t bring that up! Stupid Karin!”


      “I’m not stupid!”


      “Sounds like you guys had fun with your game,” Lord Jackson said. “Europa had me completely fooled too...”


      “Her strategy caught me off guard as well,” the high priest said. “But I must say, I’m devastated that Lady Evelyn didn’t trust me!”


      Kira and I exchanged glances and laughed at the lively chatter. It was hard to believe this many people had shared the same dream, but everyone seemed to regard the series of events as a shared positive thrill.


      I mean, I do too.


      It had been scary, yes, and I’d cried a lot, but the House of Death had taught me many things. It was only thanks to that experience that I’d ever learned Mary’s true feelings. Had we never been dragged into those games, the two of us would’ve just stayed awkward forever.


      “By the way, Mary!” I called out, jumping out of the bed. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about what you said!”


      “E-Evelyn?!” Mary exclaimed, turning red. “Th-There’s nothing to ask about! It was just a momentary lapse! What else would it be?!”


      “Hmm. Is that so...?”


      “Ew, stop smirking! Gross!”


      Was this how a father felt dealing with a daughter’s rebellious phase?


      Lady Europa shoved Mary aside and burst into the room. “Oh, Lady Evelyn, you’re awake! I owe you a morning kiss...”


      “No, thank you.”


      “Ahn! So cold, she is! But I like it like that!” she moaned, writhing.


      Prince Igna, having heard her voice, called out from below, “Europaaa!”


      We looked out the broken window to see the prince and Lord Theodore standing there. The count had fallen onto a flower bed and was unharmed as usual.


      “By the way, when’s our toxic date?! We could start right now!”


      Lady Europa snorted at the prince’s question. “Oh, Your Highness, sleep talk is just sleep talk. It was a dream, remember?”


      Oh, so now that it’s inconvenient, it was all just a dream...


      “If I went on a date with you, the stress would cause heaven and earth to split, all life to wither, and everyone’s hair everywhere to fall out.”


      “Ngh! You’d still be hot, though...!”


      Lord Theodore nimbly stepped out of the range of the blood gushing from Prince Igna’s nose.


      A disinterested Lady Europa looked away from the red fountain and turned her gaze to me, blushing. “B-By the way, Lady Evelyn! I don’t mean to rush you, but I wanted to ask about our plans to go on our very own romantic one-on-one da—”


      “That was just a dream, Lady Europa.”


      “Nooo! It cannot be!”


      I felt a little bad for her as she broke into tears, but I couldn’t afford to show weakness. Give a pervert an inch and they take a mile!


      Clasping my hands, I suggested to the others, “Oh, I know! Let’s all move downstairs and chat about the dream!”


      “A splendid idea,” Prince Oz said.


      “There’s still so much I want to talk about!”


      Everyone nodded and smiled at my proposal. As the others filed into the hallway, I looked up at the sky from the newly paneless window.


      Surely the thirteenth player was watching over us from somewhere even now. Surely she was happy too.


      So I believed, anyway.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: Back to Daily Life?


      Ten days had passed since the mysterious incident.


      Those days had been even more fulfilling than the ones that came before. I’d spent them watering winter-blooming flowers, trying my hand at cooking, doing embroidery, riding horses, and taking dance lessons.


      It’s wonderful being alive!


      Though I’d had many small hiccups—overwatering and getting scolded by the gardener, exploding a few cooking pots, dying my fingers bright red, getting lost in unfamiliar towns, stepping on Lord Theodore’s feet—I had no reason to be gloomy.


      Today, too, I was living life to its fullest and appreciating its blessings. And as I did...


      “Oh, Evelyn bumped her pinky toe on the corner of the dresser again! Ngh! That’s so cute! That’s too cute! I want a better view of her teary eyes!”


      “Ahh, the tears flowing down Evelyn’s cheeks when she yawns are so beautiful. I’m eating well today. Someone call the court painter! What could possibly be more important to paint than this?!”


      A strange voice echoes in my head sometimes...


      It was probably a migraine of some sort. I would surely get better once my fatigue went away.


      This day, Lord Theodore, Kira, and I were enjoying cups of tea. Karin was still in school.


      “I want to play the Wolf’s Game again.”


      “Still on that topic, Theodore?” Kira asked.


      Every time several of us gathered, the House of Death became the focus of the conversation.


      Kira shrugged. “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be so bad without the risk of actual death.”


      “Right? Let’s do it again. I’ll beat you next time, Kira!” Lord Theodore declared. He let out a carefree-sounding laugh, but...his goal was far too lofty.


      “A bumbling detective like you, Lord Theodore, could never beat Kira,” I pointed out, trying to sound gentle.


      “Bumbling? No! I recall being quite active and earning people’s respect in that dream.”


      “You imagined that!”


      “I did...?” he asked, dejected.


      But the facts were undeniable!


      “Plus, I never want to play that game again,” I said, puffing my cheeks.


      Yes, it had all turned into a nice memory by the time we all woke up, but...watching Mary and Prince Alex get bitten, witnessing Prince Igna and the others get extinguished—it had been horrifying in the moment. I never wanted to feel such terror again.


      Kira and Lord Theodore watched me solemnly.


      “Evelyn,” Lord Theodore began, “you’re jinxing—”


      He was interrupted by Karin’s pattering footsteps as she arrived with her school bag.


      “Oh, Karin, welcome back!” I said.


      “I’m home! Oh, and Ms. Saint, a letter came for you.”


      “Thank you! I wonder who it’s from?”


      At first I wondered if it was from Lady Europa, but her usual fifty-to-hundred-page letters arrived in a box. This envelope was surprisingly thin. There was no sender listed either.


      I used a letter opener and found a card inside.


      “Hmm? What is this?”


      I stared at the letters dancing on the paper.


      A Cordial Invitation to the Labyrinth of Death


      My face twitched. “Um.”


      Even without a sender, it was obvious who this was from.


      I just said I didn’t want to do this again!


      Why couldn’t this be a normal invitation? Maybe this was the Mother Goddess’s idea of playful humor?


      I tucked the card back into its envelope and turned to the silent pair on the sofa. “Can I pretend I didn’t see this?”


      “I think that’s fine,” Kira said.


      “I’m a little interested, persona—”


      “Wonderful! Pretending it is,” I said, interrupting Lord Theodore.


      A letter penned by the Mother Goddess herself would normally have been a treasure worthy of a museum. It was too precious to burn, so I decided to put the letter away in a sealed drawer before returning to my tea.


      “Now, where were we, again?”


      I felt like I heard a little girl yell, “But why?!” from somewhere up above, but I decided to pretend that didn’t happen either.


      ***


      My eyes snapped open, and I found myself seated on a crimson sofa.


      “Huh? Where...?”


      To my right and left, Kira and Lady Europa were sitting on sofas of their own. The moment we made eye contact, I could tell we all felt the same thing—this place closely resembled the House of Death.


      No way. Don’t tell me...


      “Evelyn. Kira. Europa. Long time no see, yes,” said a stuffed rabbit walking toward us.


      We were right. This was the Mother Goddess’s avatar, after all.


      “No! I locked away the invite!” I protested.


      Was the Mother Goddess forcing us to participate in another game?!


      “You did, yes. And I will thoroughly interrogate you about it later. But you’re here today for a different reason.”


      “Wh-What reason?”


      “Last time, we all had fun with death games, yes? Well, here in the heavenly realm, we’re going to sell edited footage of the games! So, I want the four of us to be photographed for the packaging!”


      “Footage...?” I echoed, tilting my head at the unfamiliar word.


      The rabbit explained, “Simply put, visual records of the events that occurred so that anyone can watch them again, anytime. That way, everyone can be an audience to your death games, yes.”


      “Wow,” I said. “I mean, I don’t get it at all, but that sounds amazing.”


      “Heh heh. My magic is far more powerful than any magical tool, yes? Piece of cake.”


      Another light-blue stuffed rabbit appeared out of thin air and aimed a camera at us. She had just bragged about being more powerful than magical tools, and now she was just...using magical tools normally. How convenient.


      “Now then, everyone strike a pose! Here we go!”


      “Wah! What the—”


      My eyes snapped open. The rabbit is jumping on Kira!


      I couldn’t ignore this! I hastily stood up and grabbed the rabbit’s face, trying to pry it off of him.


      “W-Wait, Mother Goddess! Stop this!” I pleaded.


      “Yes? Why?” the rabbit asked.


      “Yes schmyes! I’m the only one who’s allowed to hug Kira!”


      “I don’t recall ever agreeing to that,” Kira pointed out, looking annoyed.


      He’s obviously not happy about this! How dare she forcibly hug him!


      Everyone knew better than to force people into doing things that make them uncomfortable, after all.


      “Come on! Let go already!” I said, wrapping my arms around the rabbit. I managed to pry it off and lifted it to my chest, holding it tight.


      And then I felt something weird.


      What’s this warm thing on my arm...?


      I peered down to see that drool from the rabbit’s mouth was dripping all over my arm.


      “Eek!”


      Involuntarily, I dropped the rabbit, who fell face-first on the floor before rising again.


      “Yesss! Operation successful! Greatly successful!”


      “Wh-What operation?!” I demanded, teary-eyed and trembling.


      The drool-covered rabbit looked beyond pleased. “Nyah ha ha! This is an advanced tactic. By attempting physical contact with your beloved Kira, Bun the Great gets to be held while you’re trying to pry me off. And as a bonus, I get to see your tears! Two birds, one stone—no, two billion birds, one stone, yes!”


      “What?!” Lady Europa yelled in frustration. “You’re quite the strategist, Mother Goddess!”


      Come to think of it, Lady Europa had been completely silent up until now. That was unusual for her, I thought as I turned to my left—only to be greeted by the sight of her red tongue lolled out.


      My thoughts came to a screeching halt. She was way too close to me. I instinctively backed away from the impending danger.


      “Um, Lady Europa, what are you doing?” I asked.


      “Eep! Oh dear. I’ve been noticed,” she said cutely, putting a hand to her soft-looking cheek. “I, um... I figured I’d try to sneak a taste of your tears.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “I thought to lick the transparent droplets falling from your chin, so I waited nearby, holding my breath,” Lady Europa explained, blushing.


      Goose bumps stood up all over my body. What the heck? I was wondering why she’d been quiet, and she’d been lying in wait this entire time?


      I avoided the traces of drool and rubbed my wet eyes with my arm to erase every last tear.


      “Nooo! Lady Evelyn, your precious tears! I was sooo close!” Lady Europa screamed, crying rivers.


      I recoiled and snapped, “Lick your own tears!”


      “How cruel! My tears are just salty!”


      “So are mine!”


      “Let me check, then! One droplet to save a life, please!”


      Kira, still seated, let out a deep sigh. “I want to go home...”


      “Nyah ha ha! You guys are fun, yes!” the rabbit said, laughing brightly.


      No one else was having a good time.


      ***


      Eventually, another envelope arrived at the Manilas residence.


      In it was a photo of me crying, Lady Europa trying to score a tear, the rabbit having a grand time, and Kira looking annoyed. I gazed at it a while, and then...locked it away in a drawer too.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Me: “I’m thinking of making volume 3 a story where Evelyn and the others are trapped somewhere by someone and must participate in a life-or-death game.”


      Editor: “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’m sure it’s a great plan. I look forward to seeing who makes it to the end.”


      And that was how volume 3 was born. How’d you like it?


      Personally, after finishing the main story, I was just sitting there going, “What am I doing?” but by then, it was too late for regrets. What was written was written.


      So, yet again, hi there! I’m Harunadon. Thank you so much for purchasing a copy of volume 3 of Beloved Saint.


      It would not be an exaggeration for me to say death games are my favorite trope. Also, if you look back in all of the history of novels everywhere, it’s probably safe to say there isn’t a single one where three volumes in, the story suddenly pivots to a death game.


      Honestly, it was really fun! It took me back to my college days, when I played countless Werewolf games with friends. Isn’t it exciting to read a story while trying to figure out who has which role? I think so.


      Although come to think of it, I haven’t participated in any relay races against zombies just yet. Hopefully I’ll get to, one day...


      So, the content of this volume is one hundred percent fooling around and five thousand percent love, as per usual. But I think this could be called the pinnacle of Beloved Saint. I was feeling accomplished, thinking, “I’ve written all there is to write. This is complete. Thank you, everyone, and let us meet again someday, somewhere—”


      And then my editor casually dropped, “We really want Evelyn to be smiling in the next volume’s cover,” so I suppose Earth Star Luna’s editorial department is fully intent on charging ahead.


      There isn’t much bright news these days, so I hope that—even though Lady Evelyn and the others were their usual chaotic selves—everyone has a good laugh, finds themselves rolling their eyes, and also buys lots of books and recommends them to acquaintances and friends. I truly hope so. Whether you see Lady Evelyn’s smile is up to you!!! (A wild EUROPA appeared!)


      Speaking of Rupyropa, apparently the editorial department was up in arms because she was absent from volume 2’s cover. Her return in volume 3 is very her...


      It’s never easy to pick who’s going to be in a cover. Evelyn is always there, of course. For this volume, I considered adding Theodore and Europa (who were in volume 1), Theodore and Kira (would that even be appropriate?), Mary and Karin (who featured prominently this time), and ended up settling on Kira and Europa.


      It was very exciting waiting to see how these three would turn out. And, surprising a grand total of nobody, Kurodeko-sensei perfectly expressed the chaotic feeling of the death games’ atmosphere in one illustration. The stuffed rabbit looks so pleased. Love to see it.


      When volume 2 was published, a manga adaptation was announced. This is moving forward! I’ve seen the manuscript, and I’m completely taken by Evelyn’s expressions in each panel. Also, Kira is peak cute.


      Please look forward to updates on that front!


      Now, on to acknowledgments.


      To my editor, who was reborn as the chair Kira sits on in the cover, thank you very much for this volume. Specifically, thank you for extending my deadlines tremendously.


      Also, every time I looked at the cover, all I could focus on were Kira’s calves and butt. I’d go, like, “This chair will be the death of me. I need to get it together,” and manage to get a hold of myself. But, even if I’d never gotten a hold of myself, at least I had Kurodeko-sensei’s amazing illustrations for comfort. And the design of the certain someone who appears in this volume? Those ears! Those sleeves! Irresistible. Thank you so much for your truly wonderful artwork.


      Maximum gratitude to you, buyer of this book, as well. I’ll see you again! Definitely!
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> Theadore

* €uropa

Former saint of the Holy Kingdom
of Snasile and Theodore's fiancée.
A clumsy, sheltered, naive crybaby who
spent 23 years cloistered in the Grand
Basilica.

The young head of House Manilas.
He proposed to Evelyn after she healed
his severe injuries. He fancies himself a
shrewd detective, but he's actually a
bumbling incompetent whose deductions
are almost always wrong.

* Kar-iﬁ

Theodore's cousin and the daughter of a
duke. She harbors a borderline-obsessive
adoration for Evelyn and has succeeded
her as the saint.

Evelyn's very first friend. He spends much
of his time looking after the sheltered
former saint. A rare and much-needed
voice of reason.

- High Priest

Theodore's younger sister. She originally
disguised herself as a boy and went by
Cain. She has an extraordinarily peculiar
obsession with hangnails.

Crown prince of the Holy Kingdom of
Snasile and Evelyn's former fiancé.
He broke off their engagement and exiled
her. Many address him by the nickname
“clown prick."

NN

The head of the Grand Basilica, where
Evelyn grew up. Intensely devoted to
Evelyn. Gets along famously with Europa.

Second prince of the Holy Kingdom of
Snasile. He shows no interest whatsoever
in anything other than his fiancée
Europa—specifically, in the “tough love"
(actually abuse) she inflicts upon him.

Third prince of the Holy Kingdom of
Snasile. One of the few sane people in
the country, a fact which usually results
in him suffering the consequences of
everyone else's nonsense.

¥ Mamaropa

Evelyn's younger half sister. As
punishment for stealing Evelyn's fiancée
and attempting to pass herself off as the
saint, she was sent on a hangnail-healing
journey.

Theodore and Karin's father and the
former Count Manilas. A big-hearted man,
young at heart, who frequently hangs out
with Kira.

Jackson's older sister and Europa's
mother. The very picture of motherhood.
She has a tendency to faint whenever she
is startled.
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