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    Along the exterior wall of the capital stood the Central Shrine.


    It was the headquarters of the Levain Sect, an animist religion, and was considered the most important shrine among the many scattered throughout the Kingdom of Field.


    With the end of the year fast approaching, there weren’t many large-scale events taking place across the country, but the shrines usually held somber ceremonies to give thanks for the year that had passed, as well as to celebrate the new year with the spirits’ flames.


    The priests in charge of rituals and general affairs should have been walking about freely, and the holy knights who guarded the shrine should have been standing guard. But on this day, the shrine was shrouded in a cold silence, thick with fear.


    The shrine was empty, except for the meeting room, which was rarely ever used.


    The round table that took up an entire side of the room was lit by a few candles, and only four of the chairs arranged in a circle were occupied.


    Everyone present was either a priest or an even higher rank. They were dressed in mourning garb to honor the recent passing of the archbishop, who’d led the shrine for so long—so one would assume, at least.


    A man was sitting in the seat that had previously been the archbishop’s, and around his neck he very deliberately wore the beautiful stole that had traditionally been passed from archbishop to archbishop.


    He sat there without a lick of shame, as if to proclaim that, with the archbishop’s death, he had simply inherited what was rightfully owed to him.


    “Bishop Oscar,” said one of the priests to the man sitting with his elbows propped on the round table. When he received no response, he quickly rephrased, “Archbishop Oscar, I mean.”


    “…What news of the phoenix?” said Oscar, without even bothering to turn his head.


    He was a nondescript-looking sort of man with a medium build.


    He was in his late sixties, perhaps. His eyes were sharp as a knife, and the corners of his mouth formed a gentle smile. At first glance, he looked kind, but everyone here knew that this was merely his public mask.


    The priest lowered his gaze.


    “…There’s no evidence of it returning home from Otoleanna Academy of Magic and no eyewitness reports,” he said tonelessly. “It’s possible it’s in hiding at the academy, along with its contractor, Brigitte Meidell. We plan to send a priest over there again tomorrow. At the same time, we’ll secretly dispatch a spirit with tracking abilities to the academy. If there are any signs of the phoenix escaping, we will launch an immediate pursuit…”


    Frowning, Oscar leaned back in his chair.


    “…Well, all right. But what about Liam? I’m certain he’s the one who let the spiritologist Tonari escape. No doubt Tonari is in cahoots with Brigitte.”


    “All the priests with moderate leanings are gathered underground, High Priest Liam included. So far, everyone seems uninterested in speaking at all.”


    Realizing that the priest had more to say, Oscar smiled faintly.


    “It’s too early to make the decision to torture them. If the royals or the public got the wrong idea and thought we took over the shrine by force, that would be…troublesome.”


    Oscar said it as if it were a joke, but the truth was that they had used force to gain command of the shrine.


    In the royal shrine hierarchy, the archbishop was the highest authority. Oscar had moved swiftly as soon as he got wind of the previous archbishop’s death. He’d mobilized the holy knights who were allied with him to seize control of the Central Shrine, and together, they had imprisoned all the opposing priests and holy knights underground.


    Oscar had then attempted to have Brigitte kidnapped, but his plan was discovered, and Liam had intervened. Before the archbishop’s death, Liam had quickly risen in the ranks to become his closest confident. He was fast to discover the plot of Oscar and his men.


    He’s a very clever fellow. It’s a shame to have him as an enemy.


    However, the archbishop’s respect for proper procedure had been the undoing of the moderates. If the archbishop had simply used his power to immediately appoint Liam as his successor, Oscar and his men would never have been able to overthrow the moderates like this.


    The archbishop had been cautious, training his young protégée by degrees. In Oscar’s opinion, his laissez-faire approach had been the archbishop’s biggest mistake.


    Well, the main reason was probably because we kept opposing his promotion, pointing out that Liam was of common stock and that his contracted spirit was a mere second-class spirit…


    Oscar smiled faintly.


    Only last year had Liam been appointed head priest of the Western Shrine, an area with many underdeveloped regions within the Kingdom of Field. Oscar himself had decided that the West, where there were few powerful nobles, priests, or holy knights, would be a good place to have Liam.


    We can’t just keep holding down the moderates. There are so many of them, after all. Have to throw them a bone every now and then.


    The previous archbishop had been an old man with little ambition or desire, save for a deep curiosity about spirits. He was honorable and had earned the respect of all the priests, which was very admirable, of course. But when it came to shrine politics, Oscar ran circles around him.


    Liam would have had little to do in the Western lands. And he was only appointed head of the Central Shrine recently…


    Thinking about this incident, Oscar scowled bitterly. Although he had been secretly working on a plan to take control of the shrine, he’d had to exercise extreme patience over the past six months.


    The scandal with Joseph and the former high priest had inevitably restricted the influence of Oscar and his men. They’d had to avoid making any conspicuous moves until the dust had settled.


    Though I lost the position of Central Shrine high priest to Liam, this resulted in the moderates letting down their guards. So it wasn’t a total loss for me…


    “Er, Archbishop Oscar…?”


    Perhaps unable to bear the silence any longer, several of the priests who’d been keeping quiet spoke up in turn, each scanning Oscar’s face to gauge his reaction. Among those present were priests who had originally been moderate or neutral but who had defected to his side.


    “Tonari is a spiritologist in name only, with no knowledge of shrine protocols. He is a young man, nothing more.”


    “Right. Even if that dull youth helps them out, the phoenix and its contractor won’t be able to evade us for long.”


    “Yes, and I’ve had my subordinates search the royal capital and elsewhere. It’s only a matter of time before they’re caught.”


    When their eyes met Oscar’s, the three priests smiled fawningly.


    Oscar, as a rule, did not choose talented individuals as his confidants. It lowered the risk of being stabbed in the back.


    These people here were mere pawns. They fed off the benefits Oscar bestowed upon them, following his every order in hopes of more scraps. Oscar, a keen reader of people, knew that those who flocked to fame and wealth were the easiest individuals to control.


    But being surrounded by incompetents won’t do. Once my rule is established, I can begin replacing them as I see fit. Indeed, I could replace the whole lot of them if I wanted.


    Wearing his mask, Oscar grinned at the priests.


    “I will be leaving the Central Shrine for now. If anything happens, report immediately,” he said. “Also, keep a keen eye on the movements of Yuri Aurealis.”


    “You mean Duke Aurealis’s son…?”


    “The very same. After all, that boy has accomplished the unprecedented feat of making a contract with two first-class spirits.”


    The priests laughed, thinking Oscar was joking.


    “Archbishop, surely you overestimate the boy…”


    “Indeed, he’s a mere student. He probably hasn’t even noticed that Brigitte has disappeared yet.”


    “Still, better to be cautious. Our intelligence suggests Brigitte Meidell and Yuri Aurealis are close friends.”


    If that was Oscar’s conclusion, then nobody present was willing to object.


    “Certainly, Archbishop.”


    As he watched the priests file out of the room, Oscar’s mouth twisted into a smile.


    I just need to secure Brigitte Meidell and the phoenix. The rest will be easy.


    There was no hope of a comeback for the moderates. Confident that victory was near at hand, Oscar secretly clenched his fists beneath the round table.


    


    The following day was the last day before winter break.


    Under a pale-blue winter sky, in the reception room of the Meidell family’s main residence, four people were gathered. Roze, head of the residence, plus Yuri, Clifford, and Sienna.


    Normally, a girl with fiery red hair would be part of such a gathering.


    But the girl with the fiery aura was nowhere to be seen in the reception room. The room felt cold despite the fire blazing in the hearth. The coldness seemed to amplify the emptiness of her absence.


    Seated opposite Yuri, Roze seemed tense. “Aurealis… Thanks for coming on such short notice,” he said.


    “Let’s skip the preamble. We’re here to discuss Brigitte, right?”


    Though Yuri was in a different class, he’d immediately noticed that Brigitte’s absence from the academy that day.


    Roze met Yuri’s eyes and nodded in agreement.


    “Yes. My sister hasn’t returned to the mansion since yesterday evening. I thought you might know something; that’s why I asked you here.”


    Since there was nothing to hide, Yuri replied, “I saw Brigitte in the library yesterday after school.”


    That wasn’t a surprise to anyone. Neither Roze nor Sienna seemed fazed.


    Yuri explained briefly that after leaving the library and walking a short distance, he and Brigitte had parted ways, and he’d returned to the school building. As far as he knew, Brigitte didn’t have any plans after that.


    “So she disappeared after parting ways with you…”


    Roze looked down as if deep in thought. Meanwhile, Yuri cleared his throat and spoke to Brigitte’s personal maid, who was standing by the wall and clearly upset.


    “Miss Sienna. Has anything like this happened before?”


    Sienna shook her head weakly. “Not even once. Lady Brigitte would never even go out without first telling me.”


    Sienna’s answer was what Yuri had expected.


    Brigitte was a serious and earnest girl. She’d known that there were people at home waiting for her to return, and she’d never act irresponsibly.


    “If that’s the case, it would be reasonable to assume that she was involved in an accident or some other incident,” he said, and Sienna chewed her bloodless lips.


    Still, this was definitely a discussion that had come up in the Meidell household last night. Yuri could tell from Roze’s and Sienna’s bloodshot eyes and haggard expressions.


    If only they’d reached out to me last night…


    But Yuri dismissed the urge to blame the two of them.


    Lashing out unfairly wouldn’t help. Roze and Sienna had done all they could to handle Brigitte’s disappearance over the past few short hours.


    Still, Yuri was drowning in self-loathing and a sense of worthlessness. He’d fallen asleep last night confident he’d see Brigitte again today. But by that time, she was already gone.


    I shouldn’t have gone to class. If I’d just walked Brigitte to wait for the omnibus…this would never have happened…


       


    
      “…Well then, see you later.”


      “See you tomorrow.”

    


       


    Just remembering their brief good-bye was depressing Yuri even further. He recalled Brigitte’s shy smile, how cute she was, how he’d paused a second before turning away from her… It was all as if it had just happened mere moments ago.


    Yuri fingered the scarf in his hands to soothe himself and sighed slightly.


    They all fell silent, ruminating over their own regrets and worries, the only sound in the echoey room the crackling of the fire.


    As they struggled to find a way forward, the sound of pattering footsteps arrived, like a small airhole being poked into an airless box.


    “Um, everyone…!”


    The door banged open, and Kira appeared.


    “Um, the thing is… Listen… I…!”


    “Kira! Calm down.”


    Hot on her heels, Nival tapped Kira on the shoulder as she gasped for breath.


    Roze had reached out to Nival and Kira as well as Yuri. But Nival had class representative duties to take care of in advance of the long break, and his girlfriend, Kira, was with him.


    Kira was too impatient to catch her breath; cheeks flushed, still clutching the doorknob, she said, “Th-the thing is—Nival and I just overheard something in the teachers’ lounge. It seems the priests of the Central Shrine are searching for Brigitte…!”


    Everyone exchanged glances.


    Yuri spoke on their behalf. “Why would the priests be looking for Brigitte…?”


    “Well, you see…the late archbishop left behind a letter for Brigitte. They were friendly when he was alive, and the priests wanted to deliver it to her. A few priests I’ve never seen before came to the teachers’ lounge.”


    The news that the archbishop had died of an illness yesterday had already spread throughout the royal capital.


    The gentle archbishop was beloved by the people, and a moment of silence had been held at school during their assembly time.


    So Kira’s story made sense. But…


    Yuri frowned, grappling with a sense of unease. He looked back and forth between Kira and Nival.


    “What were these priests like?”


    Kira and Nival took seats on the free sofa, both deep in thought. It was Kira who answered first.


    “Hmm, I’m not sure how to explain this, but something seemed off. Professor Marjorie told them that Brigitte was absent today, but they kept asking questions—like Had Brigitte come to school and left? or Was she ill?—things like that.”


    “They seemed suspicious of the staff here, too. It really didn’t feel like they were there just to deliver a letter…”


    Yuri rubbed his chin. “I’m thinking there is no letter.”


    “What? So you’re saying the priests were lying?”


    “The shrine seems to regret how they treated Brigitte. That makes sense. They mistook her contracted spirit for a tiny spirit eleven years ago. When she visited the shrine, I picked up on that sense of guilt. So…if such a letter really exists, surely Head Priest Liam or the spiritologist fellow would have brought it…?”


    Kira and Nival nodded with wide eyes.


    “Right. Usually, the two people affiliated with the shrine, who know Brigitte best, would have come.” Roze nodded in agreement.


    “Brigitte would have found it strange, unfamiliar priests turning up suddenly… I mean, of course. The priests must have known that. So why’d they do it this way? What are they after?” Kira frowned, looking confused.


    Yuri posited a guess. “Whoever prepared this fake letter didn’t want to use High Priest Liam or the spiritologist as an intermediary. Or perhaps they have no influence to issue such an order… Given the timing, we should assume this is connected to both the archbishop’s death and Brigitte’s disappearance.”


    No one could dispute this. Currently, it was impossible to conclude that these three events were unrelated.


    “We already know that the shrine’s not a solid, unified organization after what happened with Joseph. Brigitte informed the archbishop through the high priest that she wanted to wait until she’d become a spiritologist before registering her phoenix. But with the death of the archbishop, Brigitte’s ally, it’s possible that individuals with different motives have surfaced.”


    Crossing his arms, Yuri summed up the odd situation: “It looks like Brigitte’s gotten tangled up in a conspiracy.”


    A silence fell over the room.


    The recent events had made it extremely clear that there was a scheme at work.


    Still, no one was daunted by this. They were all here out of concern for Brigitte, after all.


    “In that case, we must rescue Miss Brigitte immediately.”


    “Yes! We have to do whatever we can for her!”


    “I will also help in any way I can.”


    “Thank you all…so much. You’re doing so much for my precious sister…”


    Roze bowed his head, as if overcome by emotion, and Yuri glowered at him.


    “Stop talking about her like that. She’s my girlfriend.”


    Roze’s cheek twitched.


    Nival, who hadn’t heard this news officially yet, yelped in shock (“What?!”) as Kira’s eyes lit up (“I knew it!”).


    Meanwhile, Roze twisted his mouth and insisted, “I… I don’t approve of your relationship.”


    “Your approval is irrelevant. What matters is how Brigitte and I feel.”


    “Have you considered being less arrogant? I’m going to inherit the Meidell title after all—”


    “Stop, both of you,” Sienna interrupted brusquely. “Arguing like this is a waste of time.”


    “Master Aurealis. Miss Brigitte is safe…isn’t she?”


    “…Well, what we do know is that the shrine hasn’t captured her, at least not yet. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have sent people to sniff around the academy. That said, I’m sure they’re already on her tail. We’re a little behind them in that regard.”


    “So…the top priority is to find Miss Brigitte before the shrine does and protect her, right?”


    “Well put, Miss Sienna,” Clifford said crisply.


    Yuri and Roze exchanged awkward glances, signaling a temporary ceasefire. Like Sienna had said, it was a race against time now.


    “As for Head Priest Liam and Mr. Tonari…we can safely consider them allies, right?”


    Yuri was just about to mention that. He nodded at Sienna. “Like I said earlier, there was nothing particularly unusual about Brigitte’s behavior right before we parted ways. So it’s hard to imagine that she’s off somewhere without any support. The fact that the shrine is only now inquiring with the teachers means they have failed in their first attempt to locate Brigitte.”


    “If she knew nothing, my sister wouldn’t have been able to predict what the priests were up to and flee. And if there was an altercation, and she got free thanks to the power of the phoenix, there would have been eyewitness reports of some kind. So perhaps the high priest…”


    “No. I don’t think a man in the high priest’s position would be able to operate freely in the current situation…which leaves…”


    No doubt Roze, Kira, and Nival were picturing the same individual Yuri was.


    “…That weird spiritologist, I guess.”


    Sienna was the only one who seemed relieved by the prospect. “I heard from Lady Brigitte that Mr. Tonari is a wise and admirable man who knows more about the spirits than anyone. He may have been able to sneak Lady Brigitte out from under the enemy’s noses.”


    “Wise…?”


    “Admirable…?”


    Sienna’s optimistic perspective earned skepticism from both Kira and Nival. But they could be forgiven. After all, when Tonari came to view the academy, his scruffy appearance had left a deep impression on them—worn-out hat and clothes, uncombed hair, scraggly beard…


    “I understand your concerns,” said Yuri, “but that doesn’t change the fact that he is a nationally accredited spiritologist. He’s not a sycophant, either, so having him as an ally would be a huge help.”


    “You seem to think a lot of this spiritologist.”


    Ignoring Nival’s teasing, Yuri got up from the sofa and turned to Kira to confirm something important.


    “Kira, did the priests see you?”


    “No, I don’t think they did. I’m pretty good at staying out of sight!” Kira laughed, puffing out her chest.


    On the other hand, Nival seemed less confident. “I’m not so sure I am… They might have seen me…”


    “Aw, don’t worry! You’re much less noticeable than you might think, Class Prez!”


    “Hey!!!”


    Hmm, the priests seemed to have been distracted by questioning the teachers. I’m going to go ahead and assume it’s not a problem.


    Once he had made that decision, Yuri looked around at everyone.


    “I’ll go back to the academy and have Blue follow Brigitte’s scent. Not enough time has elapsed for the scent to fade, and Brigitte must surely have left us a means of tracking her. Even if the shrine has gotten a head start on us, Blue can close the gap.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Roze responded instantly. Before Yuri could say anything, he added, “I won’t cause you any trouble.”


    “…Fine, then.”


    Seeing that Roze was determined, Yuri nodded. Roze’s ability was undeniable. He’d made a contract with one of the most powerful spirits, after all—an ifrit.


    Though fire spirits were weak against traps and surprise attacks, their pure attack power was second to none.


    And among those fire spirits, Ifrit possessed unparalleled strength. It remained to be seen how he’d fare against a priest, but concentrating their attack power wasn’t a bad idea at all.


    “There’s something I’d like to ask of you as well, Kira.”


    “M-me?”


    Kira seemed surprised as Yuri turned to her, and she got nervously to her feet.


    She must not have been expecting Yuri to ask anything of her. She acted nervous, like a student being called on in class, although this situation was more serious than that.


    “Your contracted brownie. I want to borrow its help.”


    “My brownie…?”


    Kira looked confused for a second, then clapped her hands. “Oh! We’re going to have Brownie erase Blue’s trail!”


    “Almost. If a brownie is seen following us and cleaning up, that would be telling the shrine exactly where we’ve been.”


    “Oh, that’s a good point…”


    “This is what I want your brownie to do: clear a different route from the one we take and throw the shrine off the scent. It’s a pretty important job. Can we rely on you both?”


    “Cleaning” was an extremely useful magic unique to brownies. The people of the shrine would know that, too, so Yuri’s strategy was to trick them.


    A brownie cleaning a path would need to have a reason. If they could get the shrine suspicious, it would buy Brigitte’s friends time in which to find her first.


    “Of course! You can rely on us!”


    Although she probably didn’t fully understand the intricacies of Yuri’s request, Kira clenched her fists and nodded vigorously.


    “Yuri, what about me and my ariel?”


    “I’d like her to act as a lookout in the sky. If she spots any people from the shrine coming in our direction, she can give us a signal.”


    Undines and ifrits could also float in the air, but they were hard to miss. Meanwhile, the wind spirit ariel’s abilities allowed it to blend easily into the surroundings.


    “Nival, you’ll travel together with Kira. When you move, I want you to use wind magic, at least occasionally. If you continually disappear for short periods, the shrine will take note of that and become even more suspicious of you.”


    “That makes sense… All right. I’ll do it.”


    They decided to operate under the assumption that the shrine would be watching them already and conduct all future correspondence through Nival’s ariel alone. As the wind spirit couldn’t speak human language, they would instead have her deliver letters, every morning and evening.


    Nival was the only one among them who’d made a contract with a wind spirit. As the rulers of the skies, they made excellent scouts, go-betweens, and even a means of transportation if circumstances required. This inevitably placed a heavy burden on the contractor, but Nival seemed enthusiastic about his task.


    “Clifford, Miss Sienna—could you please help us with news reports about the shrine? We want to know their intentions as soon as possible. I’d also appreciate it if you would prepare cold weather gear and foodstuffs we can carry.”


    “Certainly.”


    No one had any arguments with Yuri’s efficient orders.


    After all, everyone there understood that Yuri Aurealis was the best person here to come up with solutions that would lead to finding Brigitte.


    Although Yuri appeared calm on the surface, deep inside, he was fuming.


    Brigitte and Yuri had been through a lot, and now their peaceful winter vacation had been disrupted by forces within the shrine.


    What was Brigitte doing now? Was she lonely, out in the cold by herself? Or already imprisoned somewhere in the shrine? There were so many things to worry about. It was impossible to even count them.


    If the Yuri from six months ago was standing there, the magical power emanating from all over him would have physically frozen the living room.


    But no. Yuri closed his eyes for a moment.


    If he could just remain calm, he wouldn’t get into the same mess he got himself into when Lisa provoked him. Everyone here cared about Brigitte. And Yuri cared about these people, too.


    He trusted Brigitte, and he trusted the people that Brigitte had faith in, too. He could rely on them as allies, rather than trying to forge ahead all by himself.


    “Everyone. Don’t push yourself too hard. If you notice any signs that your magical power is running low, rest immediately. If you collapse, all your effort will be wasted.”


    Yuri nodded at the group, expecting nods of agreement. However…


    “What’s gotten into you, Yuri? It’s not like you to sound so…half-hearted.”


    But Nival had his arms crossed and was looking sharply at Yuri, as were Sienna, Clifford, and Kira.


    Yuri was confused. “What do you mean?”


    “We have to make the shrine our enemy and rescue Miss Brigitte under our own power. If we’re not serious about this, we won’t succeed.”


    “…!”


    Yuri’s eyes went wide.


    Nival was right. There were five shrines in the Kingdom of Field alone, one located in the capital and the others in the four major cities. Then factor in all the priests and knights affiliated with the smaller shrines all around the country—if all of them were hostile, that would mean their enemies numbered no less than a thousand, maybe even two. Including contracted spirits, that number would more than double.


    Against that massive army was the few individuals in this meeting room.


    Nival and the others understood the difficulty of their position even better than Yuri. That was why they saw his earlier proclamation as naive.


    Though I’ve come to rely on them, I suppose some part of me was still underestimating them…


    The guilt of failing to save Brigitte as a little girl had caused Yuri to build a protective shell around himself. He’d worked hard day after day, so that no one would ever get the best of him again.


    Then, just as Yuri was on the verge of complete self-isolation, Brigitte had appeared. Brigitte, who’d forgotten all about the last time they’d met, had issued Yuri a challenge, and Yuri had accepted. Their six battles had led to the occasional unclear outcome, but Brigitte had certainly won more than he had.


    Yuri knew that Brigitte had been considered a child prodigy, but he’d never imagined that she’d surpass him.


    No matter how hard he had tried, Yuri could never reach perfection. He hadn’t expected to be confronted with this fact by the girl he’d been desperately trying to protect for the past eleven years.


    She had taught him that assuming others were inferior was a mistake that could come back to bite you.


    “…That’s right. You’re right, Nival.”


    In that case, he didn’t need to be sharing weak words of concern for his allies.


    At a time like this, I have to give my all.


    Yuri fixed them with the same irreverent smile he wore whenever he competed with Brigitte, his eyes flashing.


    “Use all your magical power, and go beyond your own limits. I won’t accept failure!!!”


    “…Yes, sir! And that includes you.”


    Nival slapped him on the shoulder, and Yuri smiled.


    It’s odd. Even when you’re not by my side, you still have the power to change me. To change us.


    Although Brigitte wasn’t aware of it, her influence was immeasurable.


    Nival had originally been in line to serve as Joseph’s aide. Kira had been shy and quiet in class, always doing whatever Lisa had said. Roze was previously under his father’s thumb. And Yuri’s mere presence at this meeting—it all spoke to Brigitte’s influence.


    Yuri wanted to live up to Brigitte’s example as much as anyone else here.


    He wanted to touch her soft red hair, stroke her cheek, look into her bright eyes, and hold her hand. No matter how embarrassed Brigitte might get, he still wanted to hold her and tell her it would all be okay.


    Just as Brigitte had saved Yuri so many times over.


    I’ll do anything for her.


    With his mind made up, Yuri no longer had any doubts.


    He would cast off his pathetic pride, his petty bullheadedness, and do whatever he could. Now the next step was his to decide. A step that would take him beyond the boy he once was.


    “Also, Clifford. Contact my family, would you?”


    “Do you mean…Master Noel?”


    Yuri had three elder brothers, so it was no wonder Clifford needed confirmation.


    “No. All of them.”


    Clifford’s eyes widened, but he immediately bowed and said, “Certainly.”
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    “All right, let’s rescue Brigitte!” Nival called out loudly, trying to keep the atmosphere from getting too heavy.


    “Rescue…? You make it sound like Mr. Tonari kidnapped her…”


    “Well, that’s not technically untrue. I mean, Brigitte’s been taken away, right?”


    As they filed out of the meeting room, Yuri’s eyes were fixed ahead of him.


       


    “I’m going to get her back, no matter what it takes…”

  

  
    

    [image: Chapter 2: A Darkness Within the Shrine]


    The night was cold, and snow was falling steadily.


    Brigitte scooped up some of the steaming, chunky stew with her wooden spoon and took a huge bite.


    She was seated in the restaurant of the only inn located in a small village far away from the capital. Right now, she was enjoying her first proper meal since lunchtime yesterday.


    The stew was thick with chunky vegetables and warmed her right through, melting the ice in the pit of her stomach.


    Brigitte tucked a loose loop of hair behind her ear, and something chirped from within her blouse.


    Brigitte cleared her throat loudly to try to cover up the sound, then lightly tapped her breast pocket to calm her peckish contracted spirit.


    “Please, just hold on a little longer. I’ll make sure to squirrel away some bread for you, Peep,” she whispered.


    The cheep that came in reply sounded disappointed.


    Peep wasn’t registered in the spirit encyclopedia, making it a very unusual and attention-catching creature indeed. In the crowded dining room of the restaurant, Brigitte needed to keep Peep hidden.


    Peep wasn’t the only one who needed to hide. Brigitte’s red hair would betray her family lineage, so she’d turned it brown temporarily with a dye made from tree sap.


    Immediately after leaving the academy, she’d changed out of her uniform. Her simple outfit, consisting of a thick hat, a sweater, a quilted overcoat to keep warm, and sturdy boots, gave her the appearance of a commoner’s daughter. Tonari had apparently purchased all these items from different stores.


    He didn’t just procure cold-weather gear for her. He’d also bought some portable food like nuts and dried meat, as well as salt. When Brigitte had thanked him and insisted she’d repay him for being her guard at a later date, he’d briskly refused: “I have plenty of money, so it’s not necessary.”


    Brigitte shredded some of the whole wheat bread between her fingers as she gazed outside through the gap in the thick curtains.


    It looks like it’s going to snow all night…


    The cold was only getting worse. But maybe that would prove beneficial to Brigitte and Tonari, who were being pursued.


    Tonari had wolfed down his meal before leaving to set up magical traps around the inn. It was only a stopgap measure, but it might help keep intruders away.


    It’s a type of dark magic. Tonari’s contracted spirit, a cait sith, is a second-class dark spirit… And it’s also driving away guests, which I feel bad about. Being here like this still doesn’t feel real…


    That was no real surprise. Up until yesterday evening, Brigitte’s mind had been filled with thoughts of her vacation with Yuri.


    Oh, Yuri…


    Today was supposed to be the last day of school, so the academy would be on winter break starting tomorrow.


    Yuri had said he wanted to move forward with the engagement over the holidays, and they had plans to go on another date.


    Brigitte wondered what Yuri was doing now. He must have been worried, since Brigitte hadn’t appeared at school.


    And not just Yuri, either. Nival, Kira, Sienna, Carson, Roze… Their worried faces flashed through Brigitte’s mind.


    I wonder if Yuri noticed it…


    When Tonari had told her they needed to flee at once, a panicked Brigitte had insisted on leaving a clue behind to let Yuri and the others know what was going on.


    She knew it was dangerous. If their pursuers found it before her friends, it would reveal the direction they’d fled in.


    But Brigitte refused to erase any traces. She would entrust everything to Yuri’s judgment and the keen nose of his fenrir, Blue.


    Previously, when Brigitte’s mom, Asha Meidell, had suddenly disappeared from the residence, Blue had been able to track the scent of the Unseelie Court alp who’d been involved in her disappearance. With his exceptional sense of smell, Blue was sure to be able to find Brigitte as well.


    She’d thought Tonari would object, but he’d approved Brigitte’s idea immediately.


    She’d wondered if he didn’t think they had the time to argue the point. But in hindsight, it seemed like Tonari had never actually intended to hide their trail in the first place, whether Brigitte had interjected or not.


    After all, in just these past two days, we’ve traveled back and forth between the human world and the Crack so many times.


    There were fault lines, or rifts, between the human world and the spirit world that were collectively known as the Crack. Tonari had an incredible skill for locating the doors to these rifts.


    Within the Crack, there were other rifts that connected to other areas, or otherwise back to the human world. By passing through these rifts in the Crack and out again, it was possible to emerge in a location far away from where you started.


    The advantage of this was being able to throw off a pursuer. Most mentally sound pursuers wouldn’t dream of stepping foot in the Crack in the first place.


    However, if the rift led them to a snowy mountain or a volcano; a steep, rocky area; or some other place with a rough climate and topography, then Tonari would immediately take Brigitte back. If they were to get lost in the Crack, then their pursuers would be the least of their worries. Brigitte was impressed by Tonari’s bold strategy despite the additional risks.


    Tonari said we’ll be in danger if we make it too easy for my friends to follow us…


    “Miss? …Young Miss?”


    Brigitte, who’d been deep in thought, lifted her head at the sound of the voice.


    There was a woman in her forties standing there with a worn-out old basket in her arms—the innkeeper’s wife. She was sun-weathered, chubby, and smiling brightly.


    “Here, the leftover bread. Would you like some more?”


    “Oh… Yes, thank you.”


    The woman bent over to place a new loaf of bread on the empty plate, and Brigitte smiled and thanked her.


    The innkeeper’s wife leaned in and whispered, “You two are eloping, aren’t you?”


    “…?!”


    Brigitte almost spluttered with disbelief.


    She managed to keep her ladylike composure, but Brigitte couldn’t help blinking at the woman in astonishment.


    E-eloping?!


    “It’s plain as day. You look nothing like brother and sister. The two of you are quite different.”


    The innkeeper’s wife must have seen scores of travelers pass through and would have known instantly that Brigitte and Tonari were traveling together as a result of complicated circumstances.


    At the reception desk, Tonari had simply said, “We’re siblings,” but Brigitte’s efforts at trying to match Tonari’s hair color seemed to have been wasted.


    Brigitte’s shock must have been obvious, but the older woman paid her no mind.


    “To my eye, you’re a noblewoman,” she gushed. “You have excellent manners, and you’re a very pretty girl. I’ve never seen eyes the color of jewels around here before. I believe your ‘brother’ is a servant employed in your household…or something of that nature. Did your parents disapprove of your relationship? Is that why you ran away?”


    “Ah… Ah-ha-ha…”


    Brigitte forced a laugh as the innkeeper’s wife gazed at her with eyes brimming with curiosity. She wasn’t sure what to say… After all, the woman wasn’t completely wrong.


    Besides, rather than confirming or denying it, it might be better to just smile vaguely and leave it unclear…


    Brigitte seemed to have made the right choice. The innkeeper’s wife let out a strange laugh and patted Brigitte on the shoulder.


    “It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone. Get some rest.”


    Perhaps satisfied with this, she left Brigitte’s side and began serving the stew bubbling on the hearth and looking after the other guests.


    Just as the woman left the dining room, Tonari returned wearing a black coat. He had brushed the snow off his hat and shoulders, but his breath was white on the air.


    “Welcome back, Mr. Tonari.”


    “Mm… Huh?”


    When Tonari noticed Brigitte’s complicated expression, he tilted his head.


    “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”


    “Um…”


    Brigitte’s eyes swam, but Tonari seemed to guess anyway.


    “Now, now. Let people think what they like.”


    “Y-yes. You’re right, of course.”


    Brigitte nodded firmly. Tonari, taking the conversation as finished, dipped a piece of bread into the stew and shoved it into his mouth.


    This was the second night after they had fled from the academy.


    So far, there were no signs of any pursuers. But that was probably because Tonari’s plan was working.


    After finishing their meal, Brigitte and Tonari quickly returned to their room. When they passed other guests in the hallway, they pulled their hats down low, but not in a conspicuous way.


    Tonari had booked them the middle room on the second floor. It only now occurred to Brigitte that the decision to share the same room might have influenced the woman’s suspicions. For security reasons, however, staying in separate rooms was unfeasible anyway.


    After closing the door, Brigitte went right over to the candlestick on the table.


    “Fire.”


    A small flame lit up the cramped room, which was simply furnished with two wooden beds, a small chair, and a table.


    “Peep, you can come out now,” said Brigitte.


    Her chest pocket shivered, and Peep’s little head popped out.


    “Cheep!”


    But the next moment, a rift in space opened up right next to Brigitte’s face, and she reared back.


    “…!”


    Sharp claws tore through the space where Peep had been just a second before. Although the attack missed, the spirit that the claws belonged to landed gracefully on both feet without making a sound.


    An innocent voice, neither male nor female, rang out in the room.


    “Hmm. I wouldn’t have expected you to dodge that attack.”


    “Cait Sith!”


    The newcomer was a second-class dark spirit, an expert at using human speech: a cait sith.


    At first glance, it looked just like a small black cat. Its whole body was covered in glossy fur, and its long tail swished back and forth.


    “Hey, don’t go attacking spirits we’re allied with, Cait Sith…”


    Tonari rolled his eyes. Apparently, he hadn’t summoned his spirit; it had just appeared from the spirit world all on its own.


    During their visit to the shrine, it had been clear that the cait sith and Peep wouldn’t get along at all. Perhaps because they took the shape of a cat and a bird respectively, the cait sith always viewed Peep as prey. Brigitte stayed wary, knowing that if she took her eyes off it, the cait sith would pounce on Peep with its sharp teeth and claws…but she’d never expected it to launch a sneak attack on them when they’d just gotten back to the safety of the room.


    The cait sith stretched out its claws and then slunk in circles around Brigitte’s legs. Its golden eyes sparkled.


    “Lady, give me your phoenix. I swear, I won’t hurt it.”


    Wow, not very convincing!


    As if sensing Brigitte’s fear, Peep popped out of her chest pocket in a panic.


    “Peep!!!”


    Peep flapped into the air on tiny wings. The cait sith’s hind legs tightened as its eyes locked onto Peep, who was desperately trying to escape.


    Brigitte reached out in alarm. “Cait Sith, no!”


    “Whoa!!!”


    Brigitte grabbed the cait sith in a bear hug, then walked backward with it thrashing and yowling in her arms, until she sat down on the bed.


    “Unhand me, lady. Cait Sith is going to catch that phoenix!”


    The spirit thrashed, its long tail whipping Brigitte in the knee. Brigitte just laughed in exasperation.


    “What are you talking about? That’s not a phoenix over there; it’s just a chick. A cute, adorable chick.” As she spoke, Brigitte stroked its small black head.


    “Huh? But Tonari said it was a phoenix. Cait Sith remembers well.”


    “That’s right. You’re very smart. Of course you remember everything Mr. Tonari says.”


    The cait sith’s tail, which had been swishing violently, suddenly twitched and grew still. Its claws retracted quickly.


    Turning the feline’s little head to face her, Brigitte said, “You’re amazing, Cait Sith. You’re smart and lithe and agile. Your sharp teeth are pearly white, and your whiskers and tail are splendid and long.”


    “Y-yes, they are. Cait Sith thinks so, too.”


    “You should have more confidence. Even if you don’t catch the phoenix, Cait Sith, you’re still the best of them all. Isn’t that enough, hmm?”
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    “I… I’ve never heard such praise… Cait Sith is so happy… Cait Sith is… Purrrr!”


    Finally, its long tail drooped in relaxation.


    Its guard now fully down, the cait sith lay on Brigitte’s lap with its belly exposed and wriggled in delight. As it purred and blinked slowly at her, Brigitte felt her heart melt.


    Adorable…!


    Brigitte’s praise had flattered the cait sith into compliance. It had forgotten what they were talking about and started to act like any other cat. Brigitte petted it softly, but not enough to annoy.


    Tonari, who had been watching the whole thing with Peep taking shelter on his head, hummed in admiration.


    “Brigitte, that was excellently done. It’s no mean feat to calm down a bloodthirsty cait sith.”


    “Really?”


    It was nice to receive praise from Tonari. Brigitte grinned.


    Now that the cait sith was placated, Peep began pecking at the bread Tonari was tearing into small pieces. For a moment, it was almost as if Brigitte and Tonari had swapped contracted spirits.


    Well, it’s not bad every once in a while…


    It was customary to keep a respectful distance from other people’s contracted spirits. A spirit’s top priority is their own contractor, and it would rarely extend its affections to another human, not even its contractor’s family or acquaintances.


    Blue loves me, but he doesn’t always show it.


    Brigitte took advantage of the moment to give the cait sith a gooey, adoring look. Noticing how happy she was, Tonari said, “I’m sorry about yesterday. No doubt you’ve been anxious, receiving so little explanation.”


    It was an apology.


    Brigitte was seated on the rightmost bed, while Tonari was sitting on the floor with one knee raised, leaning against the leftmost bed. It must have been chilly on the floor, but he didn’t seem bothered.


    Brigitte lifted her gaze and shook her head quickly.


    “…It’s all right. Yesterday…I knew that the most dangerous time for us would be right after we escaped.”


    In order to avoid being caught by the shrine, they had to gain some distance. It was the only way. There was no time for a leisurely explanation of the situation.


    The previous day’s journey had been much more difficult than today’s, and Brigitte had followed Tonari without a moment’s rest. She’d barely eaten anything and slept very little.


    The main reason for her exhaustion was that they’d traveled back and forth between the human world and the Crack so many times. She’d learned during her graduation exam that humans couldn’t stay in the Crack for long, but she’d been reminded all over again.


    But that wasn’t the only thing draining her energy. Brigitte felt like she’d been caught in a whirlpool—an insignificant leaf spinning around helplessly in the current.


    The cait sith’s cuteness comforted her, but that whirlpool feeling hadn’t totally faded. She just didn’t have what she needed right then to construct a more positive attitude.


    The key to getting through this was to accurately appraise the situation and make sense of it. With the cait sith still on her lap, Brigitte straightened up.


    “Then could you please tell me, Mr. Tonari? …Why did I have to run away?”


    Tonari scratched his head. “Spiritologists are outsiders, you know. I don’t know much about the power plays going on inside the shrines. So what I’m about to tell you is pretty much based on what the head priest told me.”


    With that established, he continued.


    “It goes without saying that the shrine wields great power within a nation as religious as the Kingdom of Field. Though it doesn’t have direct decision-making power, its influence can’t be ignored when it comes to international politics and diplomacy.”


    “The shrine plays a big role in the founding festival as well.”


    “Exactly. It seems that the people of the shrines have long been divided into two factions, the moderates and the revolutionaries.”


    Tonari held up two fingers.


    “The moderates, as the term suggests, want to keep the Kingdom of Field exactly as it is. The late archbishop and the high priest belong to this faction. But High Priest Liam also wants to end discrimination against people based on what kind of contracted spirit they have. So there are differences even within the moderates, I think it’s safe to say.”


    After making sure Brigitte was following, Tonari continued his explanation.


    “The problem is the revolutionaries; they’re the ones going after Peep. The leader is a man in his sixties called Oscar, and although I’ve never spoken to him directly…he’s quite a shady character. He’s always smiling on the surface, but there’s a cold light in his eyes. Under his lead, the revolutionaries are insisting that the way the contract ceremony is conducted, in which the spirits have the final say, should be fundamentally changed.


    “And,” Tonari added, “if we’re talking about people you know, then the former head priest of the Central Shrine—the one who was deposed—and the third prince, Joseph, are also part of this faction.”


    Prince Joseph…


    It had been a while since Brigitte had heard that name. Come to think of it, Joseph had always had a good relationship with the shrine.


    Joseph had been allowed to take magic crystals, and the magic breaker, out of the shrine for his personal use, even though this was normally forbidden. Brigitte didn’t know what other kind of support Joseph might have enjoyed from the shrine, but as a member of the royal family, he definitely got special treatment from the revolutionaries.


    But there was something else that concerned Brigitte.


    “Um… Is it even possible to change the contract ceremony? How did the contract ceremony come about in the first place?”


    Brigitte’s questions made Tonari laugh.


    “Do you remember the legend of the Kingdom of Field’s founding?”


    “The legend? Hmm, it’s written in the textbooks…”


       


    One day, the Spirit King, who lived in the spirit world, came to the human world on a whim.


    The Spirit King felt pity for the humans who struggled even to light a fire, who had to dig into the earth to find even a drop of water, who could not wake up without light, and who cried in the endless darkness, so he called out to the spirits.


    My fellow spirits, won’t you share your power with these little people?


    The Spirit King’s voice rang out in the human world, causing the wind to blow, the flowers to scatter, and lightning and ice to fall from the heavens…


       


    Fire, water, wind, earth, flowers, lightning, ice, light, and darkness. As Brigitte recited the words of the legend, which incorporated the nine magical orders, Tonari stroked the stubble on his chin.


    “The contents of the textbooks are probably exaggerated in many ways, but…well, it’s probably mostly correct.”


    “So the Spirit King really exists…?”


    Brigitte was excited now, her nerves almost forgotten.


    When it came to legendary spirits, the first one that sprang to mind was, of course, the phoenix that appears in The Wind Laughs by Lien Baluanuki… But if the legend was true, then the Spirit King had to be a very special entity indeed, capable of uniting all spirits.


    I’d always thought it was just a fairy tale, but the phoenix is real. So who am I to say that the Spirit King doesn’t exist?


    “Well, it’s hard not to be curious,” Tonari replied to Brigitte, whose eyes were shining as she hung on his every word.


    “I’ve never seen the Spirit King myself, but isn’t it natural to think that the spirit world has a figurehead at the heart of everything, just as the human world does?”


    Tonari’s answer was brief and vague, but that was understandable. No one had yet ever reached the spirit world and made it back to the human world. Not even Tonari could be certain of the existence of the Spirit King.


    “So if we can persuade the Spirit King, then theoretically we could change the way the contract ceremony is held…?”


    Tonari gazed at the ceiling, not answering that question for the moment.


    He seemed to be deep in thought about something. Then he looked at Brigitte. One narrow eye was visible behind his heavy bangs. He had a handsome face; it seemed a shame to always hide it behind his hat and all that hair.


    “I said this once before, I think. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if someone tried to use your phoenix to take over the world.”


    “Peep?”


    Peep lifted his head and chirped. It was unclear whether Peep knew he was the one being discussed.


    The cait sith, who was still draped over Brigitte’s lap, wasn’t saying anything. It had fallen asleep while Brigitte gently stroked its back.


    “…Yes. It was when we visited the shrine.” Brigitte nodded, a bit confused.


    At the time, those words had sounded completely unrealistic to Brigitte. Surely Tonari was simply being dramatic.


    “I think you’re ready for me to tell you the true meaning of what I said back then.”


    Sensing that Tonari was about to tell her something important, Brigitte sat up a bit straighter.


    After a few more seconds, Tonari spoke. “As you know, in the Levain religion, the phoenix is revered as a godlike symbol of absolute power.”


    Brigitte nodded. Everyone living in the Kingdom of Field knew that.


    There were magnificent murals of phoenixes painted throughout the shrines, and the stole worn by the archbishop was also embroidered with a phoenix.


    The Levain religion professed faith in the phoenix over the spirits. The phoenix was special to them, more so than any other.


    “And with the addition of the description of the phoenix in Lien Baluanuki’s The Wind Laughs, its existence gained a great deal more credibility. The murals, the embroidery on the stole passed down from archbishop to archbishop… They were revised to match Lien’s original drawings. The Wind Laughs was written decades ago, though, so naturally I don’t really know what happened when it was first published.”


    “Wow… It’s been really influential, hasn’t it?”


    Brigitte was genuinely surprised. It had all happened before she was born, but she’d never even heard of this before.


    The Wind Laughs was said to be a narrative account of the spirit world as described by Sylphide, written in what was ostensibly spirit language. As such, interpretations varied depending on the translator. Still, in the original work, the image of the phoenix was drawn by Lien’s own hand. The influence of that work was even greater than Brigitte had imagined.


    “With the writing of The Wind Laughs, the people at the time began to actually believe in the existence of the phoenix, long considered a fictitious spirit, right?”


    “Precisely. Now then, why do you think the phoenix was so revered?”


    Brigitte paused, considering Tonari’s riddle.


    With one eye on Peep, who was chirping away and drinking water from a dish, Brigitte mumbled, “Um… Because it was such a legendary spirit…?”


    “When the Kingdom of Field was founded, the phoenix was made the symbol of the shrine. That means the shrine fellows were the ones who made the spirit legendary.”


    “Oh,” Brigitte said softly. Almost unconsciously, she found her hands fiddling with the cait sith’s big ears.


    “And it’s the Spirit King who appears in the legend of our founding. Don’t you think it’d make more sense if the Spirit King was the symbol of the shrine, not the phoenix?”


    “Yes, I suppose that would make more sense. Then, um…”


    She thought hard but couldn’t come up with anything. Her mind was working so diligently that steam seemed to rise from her head.


    Until now, I’ve just taken it for granted… How naive I was.


    Sensing Brigitte’s confusion, Tonari laughed out loud. “Sorry, sorry. Look, I’ll give you a hint. There’s an old saying at the shrine, passed down from ancient times. ‘To meet the Spirit King, you need the power of the phoenix,’ they say.”


    Brigitte remained silent for a while, mulling this over.


    The goal of the revolutionaries that Tonari told me about… And the shrine legend…


    Brigitte held her breath. In light of what had been said up to that point, something now became clear.


    Maybe… Could it be?


    Brigitte spoke through trembling lips. “The reason the shrine took the phoenix as its symbol… They wanted to gather information about phoenixes from all over the world…in order to…to make contact with the Spirit King?”


    “Full marks.” Tonari grinned.


    No one knew what it looked like, what the nature of it was, or even if it existed at all. But the shrine still had a good reason to seek information about the phoenix.


    They decided to worship the phoenix instead of the Spirit King so that knowledge of the phoenix would spread far and wide.


    Just like a young Brigitte, some would surely dream of making a contract with a phoenix, the spirit of fire and light. Some might employ the help of already contracted spirits, others might enter the Crack—but they would do anything possible to potentially locate a real phoenix.


    Many would desire to be the one to find the spirit that no one had ever even seen before… Thanks to that wish, the shrine would have their work done for them and would quickly learn of any successes. That was their ulterior motive.


    “What a stupid, convoluted plan…,” Brigitte muttered, exasperated.


    The shrine’s actions were absurd, and whoever came up with this grand scheme likely never expected the answers to be found in their lifetime.


    But they still did them. So that someday, the shrine might learn the truth of the phoenix. So that someday, they could make contact with the Spirit King…


    Tonari scratched his head vigorously. It was an uncouth gesture, lacking his earlier poise. But Brigitte could sense his genuine irritation.


    “It may have been foolhardy, but the shrine did obtain some important information several decades ago.”


    “…From Lien Baluanuki.”


    “Right. Lien was careless, though. His intentions were laudable, but he ended up giving information to the shrine that they never ought to have had.”


    “Don’t say that…” Brigitte frowned.


    The Wind Laughs had inspired the dreams of many children, including Brigitte’s. This seminal work had deepened the public’s knowledge of the spirit world. Even if it did eventually advance the revolutionaries’ aims, Brigitte hated to think it might have been better if The Wind Laughs had never been written.


    Neither Lien nor Sylphide had meant any harm. It was the people trying to use the knowledge for their own nefarious gains who were in the wrong.


    Tonari sighed and shrugged apologetically to Brigitte. “That’s right. Sorry. I chose my words poorly.”


    “No, it’s okay. There’s no need to apologize.”


    Tonari had his own way of seeing things; Brigitte knew that. She waved a hand dismissively, and Tonari shrugged again, then changed the subject.


    “Did you notice this yet, Brigitte? Your request to conceal the existence of your phoenix for a little while was actually highly beneficial for the archbishop. Otherwise, there’s no way the archbishop and the high priest would have accepted such a request so readily.”


    “…Huh?”


    “The moment your phoenix was registered in the spirit encyclopedia, the revolutionaries would all be frothing at the mouth. If they all united in action, thinking, Now’s the time to use the phoenix to contact the Spirit King, to force a change in the contract ceremony!…then there would be no way for the moderates to stop them. Which is exactly what’s happening right now.”


    “…!”


    It seemed that the archbishop’s and the high priest’s support for Brigitte owed more to a common interest than any sense of goodwill.


    Not that it really mattered. Things were complicated, yes, but it wasn’t as if the archbishop and the high priest had deceived or tricked Brigitte in any way.


    “But the archbishop invited me to take part in the National Founding Day parade. Wouldn’t Peep have garnered a huge amount of attention then?”


    Tonari, sitting cross-legged with his chin propped on his elbows, tilted his head.


    “Perhaps the archbishop thought it would be fine either way. After all, if you accepted his invitation and took part in the parade, it would show that the phoenix’s contractor belonged to the moderate faction, which would have acted as a deterrent to the revolutionaries. Delaying the phoenix’s registration in the spirit encyclopedia would tie the revolutionaries’ hands. Still, it would have been impossible to hide the pillar of light and eyewitness accounts from the academy for long. Either way, it’d only be buying time.”


    When Tonari said that, Brigitte remembered something.


    Come to think of it, at the banquet, Tonari asked the archbishop whether he’d invited me to the parade because of my phoenix…


    The archbishop had denied this, and Liam had looked worried overhearing the exchange.


    I thought he meant they weren’t showing favoritism toward me because of my phoenix… But that wasn’t it.


    Tonari had been challenging them because they were luring Brigitte to the moderate faction without revealing the complicated and dangerous circumstances to her.


    Tonari was thinking of me when he said that…


    Brigitte felt warmth spread through her chest, and a smile played on her lips.


    Tonari was only telling her the truth about the shrine now because of the peril they were in. That meant he saw Brigitte as a mature adult—someone who had gained the capacity to accept the truth.


    Then Brigitte realized something huge and felt herself blush. She’d come with Tonari in a state of utter confusion and never once thought to thank him.


    He said that High Priest Liam had advised him to come and save me.


    Brigitte knew that Tonari had no obligation to help her. He could have easily refused Liam’s request.


    But he’d chosen to side with Brigitte. He knew they’d be pursued, but he refused to abandon her. Brigitte was the victim of injustice, but Tonari had taken on a heavy burden in allying with her.


    If Tonari wasn’t with me, the shrine would have seized me already.


    Brigitte bowed her head low, overwhelmed with gratitude.


    “Mr. Tonari… Thank you so much for saving me.”


    Tonari looked puzzled for a moment, then waved off her gratitude.


    “Spare me the sentimentality. I haven’t exactly saved you yet. Besides, resolving problems involving humans and spirits is the work of a spiritologist. Don’t give it a second thought.”


    “Oh, Mr. Tonari…”


    Tonari’s reaction to her gratitude was so casual. Perhaps he just didn’t want Brigitte to get emotional. But his nonchalance had Brigitte doubting herself.


    No. Knowing Tonari, I bet he’s actually not that bothered about it at all.


    Tonari always spoke his mind plainly. It was this honesty that made Brigitte trust and respect him, as an aspiring spiritologist herself.


    “So getting back to the topic at hand, there must be a reason why Oscar chose to make his move now. This is just my guess, but he may have discovered some new…literature or writings about the phoenix and the Spirit King. I don’t know what that could be, though…”


    Tonari grumbled in frustration.


    “Well, I know one thing. If Oscar catches you, it’s not going to end well.”


    “That’s very true. Um, so…how come the moderates have let the revolutionaries be until now?”


    The revolutionaries and Oscar—their ideas seemed highly dangerous. Brigitte was wondering if something could have been done sooner.


    “It wasn’t a conscious decision. The revolutionaries are masters at covering their tracks and keeping their movements secret. It’s impossible to even know how many of them there are. That cunning is something the moderates sadly lack.”


    Yes, from what Brigitte had heard, the only people who’d received any punishment so far were the former high priest and Joseph. There must be many revolutionaries out there, Oscar being just one of them. But they’d hidden themselves cleverly in the shadows, using Joseph and the high priest as decoys.


    “The revolutionaries have been quiet since the third prince and his companions were overthrown. The reason they’ve started to act now must be because they’ve discovered some kind of new clue related to the Spirit King…and it’s highly convenient that the archbishop has died and the former earl, Deag Meidell, is away from the capital. They’ve taken advantage of this opportunity to make their move.”


    Before they escaped, Tonari had told Brigitte that there was no one in power that she could rely on now.


    Roze was the legitimate heir to the Meidell name, but he was just a student. The late archbishop had been backing Brigitte, though she hadn’t specifically asked him for help.


    I was never able to even thank him…


    The archbishop and Liam had both respected Brigitte’s wishes as the contractor of a phoenix. Even if they’d had other motivations for doing so, Brigitte was still grateful.


    Brigitte had only met the archbishop twice: at the academy inspection tour and at the banquet at the shrine.


    Even now, Brigitte regretted not having said more. The archbishop had gazed at Peep with kind eyes. He must have seen the phoenix’s existence as something precious, not a mere pawn in conspiracies and schemes. Unlike that man called Oscar.


    I also turned down the invitation to take part in the parade.


    There were various reasons why Brigitte declined to participate in the Founding Day parade.


    But deep down, she couldn’t deny that she didn’t fully trust the shrine. She couldn’t separate the pain and suffering that she’d experienced as a young girl from the shrine’s error of judgment.


    I should have discussed it with him directly. But now I’ll never see him again.


    “Mr. Tonari. The archbishop’s death…”


    Tonari seemed to immediately understand what Brigitte was worried about.


    The archbishop’s death came just before Brigitte’s first long school break since Deag left the capital. As Tonari said, the timing was a bit too convenient.


    Thinking about this made Brigitte feel anxious. What if Oscar hadn’t just capitalized on the situation? What if he’d caused it?


    If the archbishop was murdered because of me, I…


    Maybe it was her fault a man had died.


    But Tonari immediately soothed those horrible thoughts.


    “There’s no doubt that he died of illness. He may have seemed well, but he was elderly. If he was murdered, it wouldn’t have been mistaken for illness.”


    “I…I see.”


    Brigitte slowly let out the breath she’d been holding without even realizing it.


    But there was another concern, besides the archbishop: the others who were on their side.


    “Are High Priest Liam and the other moderates safe?”


    “I can’t speak to that. The head priest was fine when I left the shrine. But now that Oscar has mobilized the revolutionaries, we have to assume that the head priest and the other moderates have been taken into captivity.”


    Tonari seemed to think there was an overwhelming difference in military strength between the two factions.


    If Tonari and Brigitte only had themselves to worry about, they might have been able to escape abroad as an extreme measure. But if Liam and the others were being held as hostages, then that meant that Oscar had them under his control. Even if the fugitives were technically free, Oscar still held all the power.


    We can’t just abandon them.


    Liam was the one Brigitte was close to. When he’d told Brigitte of his dreams, she said she’d like to help in any way she could. How could she abandon him and run off to save her own skin?


    “If we stay on the run, Oscar will do something. For now, I’m trying to buy time so we can observe his next move. Then we can look for an opening. Now, is there anything else that’s on your mind?”


    Even Tonari couldn’t answer her questions about Liam and the archbishop. After all, he didn’t have access to any new information.


    But Brigitte replied in a small voice, “I know it’s really too late now, but…instead of fleeing the royal capital, wouldn’t it have been better to seek shelter at the Otoleanna Academy of Magic?”


    Brigitte couldn’t help but feel that this situation was unfair. Neither she nor Peep had done anything wrong. There was no reason why they should have had to sneak around in the shadows like this.


    Tonari couldn’t have read Brigitte’s thoughts about that, but he shook his head anyway.


    “The high priest and I considered that, but there’s no guarantee that there aren’t revolutionaries hiding within the academy.”


    “Oh!” Brigitte gasped, covering her mouth. “…That’s true. Mr. Inad, the herbology teacher, was working with Prince Joseph…”


    The teacher’s intervention had led Brigitte to become involved with Joseph. It was naive to assume the academy wouldn’t have been compromised.


    Plus, what if the other students were caught up in this…?


    Just the thought of that made Brigitte shudder.


    According to Tonari, Oscar would stop at nothing to achieve his own goals. Would a person like that care about the safety of the students at the academy? Brigitte didn’t think so.


    “Also,” Tonari said, “for the same reason, I’ve avoided asking the palace or the Magic Guard for protection. They’ve got more people coming and going than the academy does. Anyway, even if we did ask them, I doubt they’d be of much use to us.”


    The Magic Guard was responsible for guarding the palace and maintaining order in the capital, under the direct jurisdiction of the palace.


    Brigitte frowned, pondering the implications of Tonari’s bitter words.


    “That’s because the shrine has such great power and influence within the kingdom, right?”


    “Yes. Also, the royal family has taken an ambiguous stance for years. They don’t side with either the revolutionaries or the moderates to prevent discord within the shrine. Or maybe they just don’t want the hassle. It’s better than them throwing their lot in with the wrong side, but I seriously doubt they’d lift a finger to help us. They might even sell us out to the enemy. Who knows.”


    It was an inflammatory statement that could be taken as an insult to the royal family, but the only one who would hear it was Brigitte.


    There was one other thing that bothered her.


    “Tonari, you’re a moderate, right?”


    Perhaps that was something she should have checked when this conversation began.


    Tonari was following a request from Liam, but that didn’t necessarily make him a moderate himself. Still, it certainly didn’t sound like he was on the side of the revolutionaries…


    Brigitte gulped, and Tonari nodded, scratching his cheek.


    “I don’t know if I’d call myself that, but you can categorize me that way if you want. I dislike Oscar. And I don’t like what he’s trying to do with regards to the Spirit King. His attempt to make contact seems more like a threat.”


    “‘The way the contract ceremony is conducted, in which the spirits have the final say, should be fundamentally changed…’ That’s what the revolutionaries are saying, right?”


    Tonari nodded. “What the revolutionaries are trying to say is that humans and spirits are not truly equal. That spirits pick and choose between humans. That they can easily retreat into the spirit world if they choose not to obey us. They believe we must overhaul this relationship and create a new contract ceremony in which humans hold the greater power.”


    Tonari stopped talking and looked up at Brigitte.


    “What do you think, Brigitte? Do you think the revolutionaries are right?”


    His thick bangs obscured his expression, making it impossible to guess what he was thinking.


    As a result, Brigitte was able to think calmly without being overly conscious of his gaze.


    Until now, I had no idea that the shrine was divided into two factions, or why the phoenix was worshipped, or about the Spirit King, or anything else, really…


    She’d learned so many new things today, it was hard to organize her thoughts.


    Still, that was okay. She couldn’t grasp such a complex situation just by listening to what Tonari had to say. Brigitte wasn’t that smart.


    So for now, she’d just speak from the heart.


    “Honestly, I…I don’t know yet.”


    Brigitte looked at Peep, who was done eating.


    “Peep, peep!”


    The chick sensed her gaze and hopped up and down on the spot. Brigitte couldn’t help but smile. Cute little Peep was so innocent.


    “What I can say is that I’ve never thought of my contract with Peep as being unequal. Peep has lent me a special power that only I can use. Magic is a miracle to me. It always has been.”


    Humans could do the impossible by borrowing the power of the spirits, which made their lives richer and easier.


    And living with spirits filled every day with joy. Yes, it was difficult to get to know and truly understand beings so different from yourself. But there was a great happiness that only the spirits could bestow.


    Right. I’m sure Lien Baluanuki thought the same. That’s why he wrote The Wind Laughs.


    “I still don’t know whether the revolutionaries or the moderates are right. But I don’t think we can maintain this special relationship with the spirits if we don’t show gratitude. So for now…I choose to trust you, Mr. Tonari, and follow wherever you go. After all, you’re the one who taught me the importance of that gratitude to them.”


    Tonari exhaled slowly. “…That’s a big relief.”


    “Huh?”


    “You didn’t just blindly accept what I said. You evaluated things for yourself, thought through all the angles, and came to your own decision. That’s who you are.”


    Seeing Tonari’s smile, Brigitte felt her own face relax.


    “Also, I should let you know this, just in case. Oscar has a contract with a gnome—the highest-level earth spirit.”


    Brigitte was shocked to hear this.


    “A gnome…? Then Oscar is from the Cyhead family?”


    The Cyheads were one of the four great noble families, distinguished in each of the four fundamental magical systems. The Meidells were fire, the Aurealises were water, the Eisans were wind, and Cyheads were earth.


    Just because he had a contract with a first-class spirit, that didn’t necessarily mean he was a member of one of the four great families, but Tonari confirmed it.


    “That’s right. Though, officially, Oscar and the Cyhead family have severed ties. Shrine officials hold no surname. They have no family to return to and are bound to the shrine. They are also forbidden to marry.”


    This was one of the rules designed to prevent certain noble families from gaining dominance within the shrine. Though, whether that rule was obeyed was a different story.


    So did that mean the Cyhead family’s intentions were intertwined with Oscar’s ambitions? Brigitte wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.


    “I hate to say this, but…it’s a bit surprising to learn that about him.”


    “Yes, I know. It’s hard to reconcile the idea of someone who’s made a contract with a powerful spirit being dissatisfied with the contract ceremony.”


    From what Tonari was saying, it didn’t sound like Oscar had been abandoned by his contracted spirit, as Deag had been.


    So what was Oscar really thinking, inciting the revolutionaries in this way?


    “Anyway, right now, we’re being pursued by the revolutionaries. They need your phoenix to change the way the contract ceremony is done. That’s what we really need to be focusing on right now.”


    Tonari summed up the situation.


    Brigitte nodded, still feeling uneasy. “Starting tomorrow, our basic plan will remain the same as it has been for the past two days. We’ll be moving back and forth between the human world and the Crack in order to throw off our pursuers. If the revolutionaries catch up with us, I will be the one to deal with them, but…you’ll also need to at least be able to defend yourself.”


    “R-right.”


    All Brigitte had to rely on was her own magic skills and the magic of her spirit, Peep.


    “Peep’s specialties are fire and light magic. He can absorb magic in his chick form and heal or attack with fireballs in his phoenix form. He can absorb all types of magic to increase the power of fireballs. This magical absorption ability is apparently unique to phoenixes. His healing magic is incredibly powerful but isn’t a unique magic.”


    “Peep! Peep!”


    Round, adorable Peep chirped.


    Previously, Tonari, Liam, and others had evaluated Peep’s abilities at the academy’s outdoor magic training grounds, and during that time they had gained a detailed understanding of the types of magic Peep used.


    Some spirits had magic that was specific to their distinct lineage or race, like Undine’s Water Mirror ability. Tonari seemed to think that Peep’s absorption power was unique to Peep itself.


    Brigitte described her own magic abilities. “I can cast the fire spell, though it’s weaker than Peep’s, and I can cast a few other incendiary spells. But I can’t use any light magic at all. I wish I knew more types of magic…”


    Brigitte bit her lip, frustrated with herself.


    With Yuri’s help, Brigitte had been learning to use magic since the summer. Her mastery was still shaky, though, so she’d mostly been practicing low-level spells—often called lifestyle magic.


    As was the case at any magic academy, individual magical instruction was rarely given in class. This was because the types of magic that could be used by each student varied widely depending on their specific type of contracted spirit. Accordingly, the extent to which a teacher could guide an individual student was inevitably limited.


    For this reason, at Otoleanna Academy of Magic, students were taught the basics of how to use magic through classroom lectures, and then their knowledge and magical abilities were put to the test in extracurricular classes held once or twice a month.


    “There’s no point in fixating on that now. Anyway, it’s amazing you were able to learn multiple spells in just six months, since last summer.”


    His tone was still as matter-of-fact as ever, but rather than being frustrated by her lack of skill, Tonari sounded like he was actually praising her.


    “Anyway, it’s not standard practice for contractors to battle one another with magic. You fight as a last resort. In general, you rely on Peep’s magic.”


    “Peep!”


    Peep chirped firmly, as if it was saying, Leave it to me!


    Tonari rolled his shoulder, apparently stiff. “Oh, and as for clothes and food…I won’t entertain silly requests, but if there’s something that’s really bothering you, then tell me. I don’t really know anything about girls your age, after all.”


    Brigitte’s shoulders twitched.


    Something was really bothering her—maybe it wasn’t what Tonari was picturing, but maybe Brigitte should mention it…


    Fidgeting, Brigitte shot Tonari a cagey look.


    “Um, Mr. Tonari, in that case, I do have a request…”


    “Hmm. All right. What is it?”


    “Could you please teach me some magic? If I can learn even one more spell, it might help me escape from the revolutionaries.”


    As she had so painfully realized just a few minutes ago, Brigitte only knew a limited number of spells.


    Though I think it would be difficult to train in magic during such a short period of time, especially while on the run…


    Tonari crossed his arms. “Hmm. You always choose your moment wisely, don’t you? How could I possibly refuse under the circumstances?”


    “S-sorry!”


    Brigitte blushed. A part of her had known what she was doing.


    But Tonari didn’t seem annoyed. Instead, it sounded like he was going to consider her request.


    “I use dark magic, after all. Fire magic will be difficult, but I might be able to teach you some simple light magic.”


    Light and darkness were two sides of the same coin, so Tonari could certainly teach her light magic.


    Brigitte seized the opportunity to show her enthusiasm. “I’ve practiced light magic a few times before! The phoenix is a spirit of fire and light, after all!”


    The type of magic a person could use was determined by their contracted spirit. Just like how Yuri excelled in both water and ice magic thanks to his contracted undine and fenrir, Brigitte ought to have an aptitude for both types of magic.


    “And yet I can’t seem to wield it at all…” Brigitte sighed, remembering all her past failures.


    Since most spirits were affiliated with the four basic elemental categories, there were few classes on light magic at the academy. As a result, Brigitte had been mostly studying fire magic.


    “Hmm, yes. Healing magic is the first form of light magic that comes to mind, but it can’t be learned overnight. It’s one of the most difficult of all the forms.”


    “…Yes.”


    “Still, if we start with simple spells, that’ll make it easier to grasp. Anyway, fire and light magic go well together. I expect you’ll go far in the future if you study those.”


    “In that case, could you please start teaching me tonight?”


    Brigitte’s eyes sparkled. She leaned forward, aware that this was a rare chance to receive magical tutelage from an actual spiritologist.


    “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we’ve been walking all day and had a long conversation tonight. You’re probably more tired than you think. It’s time to go to bed.”


    But Tonari rejected her request for nighttime training.


    When Brigitte reacted with disappointment, Tonari sighed a little. “I’ll teach you a little at a time, whenever I can. All right?”


    “Yes!”


    This perked Brigitte back up. For now, just the promise of training was all she needed.


    “Well then, let’s get ready for bed. I’ll go patrol the area around the inn once more. Let’s go, Cait Sith.”


    “Meeeow?”


    Tonari grabbed the sleeping cait sith by the scruff of the neck and left the room.


    Meanwhile, Brigitte got off the bed and began preparing for sleep.


    There was no bathtub at the inn, so the only thing they could do was splash themselves with water the following morning. Sienna, who always took such great care of Brigitte’s personal grooming, would probably faint if she heard that, but there was no point complaining about it.


    After fetching a jug of water, Brigitte washed her face, brushed her teeth, and changed her clothes. She spread her coat over the blanket. There was no fireplace in the room, so without the coat, it’d be too cold to sleep.


    She was pouring fresh water into Peep’s little dish when Tonari returned. There was no sign of the cait sith. Perhaps it’d gone back to the spirit world.


    Tonari changed quickly in the far corner of the room, then took off his hat and placed it on the table upside down.


    It’s rare to see Tonari without his hat.


    Still, his face was concealed by his heavy bangs. Brigitte smiled wryly.


    “Peep.”


    Peep had gone and nestled happily inside the hat. Its usual little basket wasn’t available, so apparently this was going to serve as its sleeping spot for the night.


    “I’m putting out the light.”


    Brigitte blew out the candle, and with the curtains drawn, the room was suddenly plunged into darkness.


    “Good night, Brigitte.”


    “…Good night.”


    “Peep!”


    The bed Brigitte lay on was shabby, nothing like the luxurious mattress in her room back home.


    An average young lady of means might have complained that she couldn’t sleep in a place like this, but for Brigitte, it was a trivial matter. Even though she was the daughter of a respectable earl, she’d gained some thicker skin through her extracurricular activities at the academy; she was just grateful to have clean sheets.


    Soon, she could hear Tonari breathing steadily from the other bed. Brigitte lay awake for a while, tossing and turning.


    Still, as time passed, she gradually began to doze off. Perhaps she really was tired. Before she knew it, her eyes had closed.


    For a while, her consciousness rose and fell unsteadily, drifting on waves of wakefulness and sleep. When the waves calmed, Brigitte found herself standing in an unfamiliar place.


    …Where am I?


    It was a stark-white space.


    It reminded her of the white room where the rusalka had imprisoned her with magic, but not exactly the same. There was a thick, dense mist hanging over what felt like a fairly vast area.


    Brigitte reached out, and the fog cleared for a moment, but then her arm disappeared. It didn’t feel cold. This wasn’t ordinary fog.


    Confused, Brigitte narrowed her eyes, trying to see something, anything in this foggy world, and then…


    …


    Her heartbeat began to hammer in alarm.


    Something huge was lying in wait beyond the fog.


    As soon as she realized this, Brigitte reflexively looked away.


    What? What is it that’s up ahead…?


    Something unfathomable was out there. Brigitte felt sweat beads drip down her forehead and roll down her cheek.


    Brigitte was densely enveloped in the fog. She sensed that she could run and wave her arms and scream, and yet she remained utterly lost.


    Where was the ceiling? Where was the ground? Which was right and which was left? Brigitte couldn’t even make sense of that much.


    No, no…! I don’t want to be here anymore!


    She wanted to go back right now. Even her voice as she screamed was swallowed and muffled by the fog.


    Finally, paralyzed by fear, Brigitte crouched down.


    Her body was enveloped in mist; her senses were torn from her. She opened her mouth, and a scream ripped from her throat—the name of a young man.


    “Yuri!!!”


    When she opened her eyes, still screaming, he was not there.


    She was staring at an unfamiliar ceiling.


    “…A dream…?”


    Breathless and stunned, Brigitte murmured to herself.


    She could hear snow falling off the roof in clumps. Turning her head, she saw Tonari still asleep. But the relief of being free of the nightmare was short-lived.


    After all, dawn was still a long way off, and the world was shrouded in darkness.


    It was like something was trying to tell her she would never see Yuri again. Not in reality, not even in her dreams.


    Covered in cold sweat, Brigitte covered her face with her arms and tried not to sob.

  

  
    

    [image: Chapter 3: Their Own Individual Battles]


    Right after the previous day’s strategy meeting, Yuri and Roze sprang into action and headed toward the school library.


    They had Blue smell Brigitte’s favorite handkerchief; Blue headed toward the back entrance of the academy. Of course, Brigitte hadn’t taken her usual route.


    The priests who Kira had spoken of were nowhere to be seen. They most likely hadn’t given up on investigating the academy, but it was probably safe to assume they’d gone after Brigitte. Yuri knew the priests were a step ahead, so he didn’t panic.


    They couldn’t use a carriage and follow the scent at the same time, so instead, they walked east from the capital with Blue leading them. He had transformed into a perfect replica of Yuri as a child.


    Obviously, a fenrir would stand out if it were seen near the crowded royal capital. Blue’s nose wasn’t as sharp when he wasn’t in fenrir form, but he still guided them well, sniffing the air loudly.


    However, it started to snow halfway through the day, so they had no choice but to pause the search and stay at an inn in the neighboring town to rest. Now, though, it was a new morning, and they planned to ride on Blue’s back as they resumed the search.


    Yuri opened the window and let in the cold air, exhaling a plume of white breath.


    The snow’s stopped, but it hasn’t melted much. And the sky is cloudy…


    It was a blow that bad weather had prevented them from making much progress at such an early stage in the pursuit, but that would have slowed down the shrine people, too.


    After a short wait, Nival’s ariel came in through the window, so Yuri handed over the letter he’d written the previous night. He needed to instruct Kira on what places she needed to “clean” that day.


    Yuri, carrying a backpack containing only his most essential belongings, had temporarily dyed his hair a near-black color with a special dye that would wash off easily with water.


    My hair color stands out. Brigitte probably changed hers for a bit, too.


    People would naturally associate blue hair with the Aurealis family, and red hair with the Meidell family. Walking around with unusually colored hair was an announcement that you were a direct descendant of one of the four great noble families. Dyeing it was annoying but unavoidable.


    Yuri and Roze left the city and continued east.


    The newly fallen snow hadn’t been packed down yet, so it was still powdery and hard to walk on. There were even patches of ice, so Yuri and Roze really had to watch their footing.


    Once the city was out of sight, Blue transformed back into their ice wolf form.


    “How’s it going, Blue?”


    “Hmm… The scent has weakened, as I thought. Honestly, this might be difficult.”


    That was not an encouraging response.


    “But something bad is happening to Bri, right? So I’ll do my best to help. Though, I’m not doing it for her or anything, you know.”


    Though Blue resembled a wolf, he was a different creature altogether. Still, of all the creatures in the human world, wolves were the ones that most closely resembled fenrirs.


    So even if a real wolf couldn’t track the scent, maybe Blue could. Taking a chance on that glimmer of hope, Yuri stroked Blue under the chin.


    “Right. We’re all counting on you, Blue.”


    “Right!” Blue narrowed his eyes, delighted to be relied upon, and hunkered down on the spot. “Well then, Master, Roze. Hop on, hop on!”


    Yuri and Roze exchanged glances at this.


    “I never thought I’d end up sharing a ride with you.”


    “I could say the same.”


    Roze, who was quick to say rude things sometimes, was rather similar to Brigitte. Though they didn’t resemble each other at all, Roze’s impudence reminded Yuri of her.


    I miss Brigitte so much that even her annoying brother seems almost endearing to me… I’m done for, aren’t I?


    He had gone a day and a half without her, and this was the result.


    “Wh-what?”


    “…Nothing.”


    Yuri pressed the bridge of his nose for a second, then straddled Blue’s broad back.


    Roze climbed up timidly behind him. “Wow…”


    When Blue got to his four feet, Roze’s upper body wobbled behind Yuri. Still, he refused to grab hold of Yuri or cling. Roze was a proud kind of guy.


    “All right?”


    “I’m fine. I can handle riding a fenrir.”


    “All right, then.”


    If Roze insisted, then Yuri wasn’t going to coddle him.


    “Now! We depart!”


    Blue began to plod along steadily, his large paws leaving deep prints in the snow.


    But they moved much slower than when Yuri rode double with Brigitte, since Blue had to sniff the ground every now and then to know which direction to follow.


    It had been a while since Yuri had ridden Blue, but he quickly noticed that his spirit seemed ill at ease.


    Fenrirs typically moved in packs across the frozen ground. To Blue’s kind, the mere sight of a field of pure, untouched snow brought ecstasy. He must have been desperate to tear across the snowy ground at top speed.


    Sorry for making you hold back, Blue.


    Assuming that contracted spirits always followed the orders of their contractors would be a mistake.


    Spirits were highly independent and far from loyal. They only prioritized the orders of their contractor over their own desires if they’d built a relationship of trust with their contractor or if there was a solid hierarchical relationship.


    But there was more to it on this occasion. Blue trusted his contractor completely, but that wasn’t the only reason he was reining himself in so strongly.


    In his own way, Blue really is worried about Brigitte.


    Blue was often childish and bad-tempered, but he did have a certain affection for Brigitte, evidenced by the fact that he’d accepted the name she’d given him. Though, of course, if you pointed this out to him, he’d fervidly deny it.


    Yuri decided not to say anything that would shine a spotlight on the situation. Instead, he’d silently appreciate Blue’s childlike efforts.


    Winter’s just beginning. When this is all over, I’ll make it up to him with a long, unchecked run through the snow.


    So determined, Yuri took out a map from the backpack he wore on his front and checked their location.


    He could estimate it roughly from the direction Blue was going in and from the surrounding terrain, and he was steadily marking their path on the map.


    As he made another mark, Yuri realized that his back, which was in contact with Roze, felt almost hot.


    “Hey…”


    “Aha. You noticed, Aurealis?” Roze’s voice was filled with pride, like he’d been waiting for this to come up. “What do you think of my heat-emanating spell? You’re jealous, aren’t you?”


    “Wow,” Yuri said, genuinely impressed.


    Heat emanation was a type of fire magic spell. With it, she could regulate her body temperature and temporarily raise it by a significant degree.


    Brigitte had occasionally practiced this exact spell, but she had never been able to pull it off. Now it seemed that Roze had mastered it before his sister.


    Even though they had taken all the necessary precautions against the cold, heat-generating magic was still something really nice to have. Yuri had left the precious scarf Brigitte had knit for him back home at the mansion, not wanting to get it dirty.


    Roze grinned, oblivious to Yuri’s sudden melancholy at the thought of the scarf.


    “Poor Yuri? In winter, all you’re able to conjure up is water or ice!” He snickered, grinning devilishly. He probably wasn’t really trying to bait Yuri, just annoy him.


    He’s so childish.


    That reminded him of Brigitte, too.


    Still, Roze was a poor substitute for Brigitte. Yuri was missing her more and more.


    “…You’re like a human hot water bottle. Scooch up closer to me.”


    Yuri couldn’t just ignore Roze’s teasing, but he responded in a flat, emotionless voice.


    Roze shrieked in protest. “N-no way! I’m not snuggling up to you!”


    “Why not? You and I are going to be brothers one day.”


    Roze’s reactions were perfect. Yuri couldn’t help provoking him even more.


    Yuri’d thought that Roze would have an immediate retort, but instead, he fell completely silent.


    As Yuri wondered what Roze was doing, he felt the warmth on his back suddenly subside. It seemed Roze was so discombobulated that he’d lost the ability to maintain his spell.


    “I’ll remember to tell Sister what a worm you are, Aurealis.”


    Finally, he spoke in a voice laced with resentment.


    Yuri shrugged in disappointment. “If you think that would affect our relationship in any way, you’re far too naive.”


    They were making good progress while bickering back and forth… But then Blue suddenly came to a halt.


    He took a few more steps, sniffed the ground, then paced back and forth, seemingly unsure of what to do.


    Yuri jerked his head at Roze, and the two of them got off Blue’s back so as not to distract him from the scent.


    But Blue looked over his shoulder at Yuri and spoke.


    “Master, the scent of Bri and the spiritologer stops here.”


    Yuri narrowed his eyes.


    He took the map in both hands, unfolded it, and quickly checked it.


    How can that be? The two of them must have passed through this area two days ago. That was before the snow got too deep, so maybe they got on a passing wagon or something? No, Blue could still follow their scent, in that case…


    Blue shook his head.


    “This happened a few times yesterday, too, but the distance to the next source was quite short. Today I can’t seem to find it.”


    “I see. Then Tonari…”


    “Aurealis?”


    Yuri turned to Roze. “Roze, you need to turn back now.”


    “Huh?”


    Roze’s face changed color. “Why? You allowed me to accompany you, and…”


    “The situation has changed. I believe Tonari has been going back and forth between the human world and the Crack.”


    Roze gasped. “The Crack… That’s the world between the human world and the spirit world, right?”


    “Yes.”


    After this affirmation, Yuri fell silent.


    He couldn’t tell Roze in any detail about his experiences in the Crack, as it would violate the Magical Pledge he’d signed before the graduation exam.


    They must not have spent as much time there at first, which was why we could easily track them yesterday. Tonari must have been doing what he could to keep Brigitte as safe as possible.


    However, little by little, the time they’d spent traveling between the two worlds became longer and longer, to the point where it was now impossible to track them using only the scent trail they left in the human world.


    To continue the pursuit, Yuri and Roze would have to enter the Crack. Like Tonari and Brigitte, they would have to go back and forth between the human world and the Crack multiple times—otherwise, it would be impossible for them to catch up. Brigitte and Tonari were a day ahead of Yuri and Roze.


    “What if I bring Ifrit? Still no good?”


    Yuri shook his head.


    There’s no way Roze could handle the Crack when he’s never even been there before. It’s going to be tough enough for me…


    Unless…maybe they could work together to make it through. It wouldn’t be like the graduation exam. The Unseelie wouldn’t be actively messing with them this time.


    But the first priority was catching up to Brigitte, not trying to get through the Crack as some sort of buddy activity.


    Yuri wondered how to explain this to Roze, but Roze wasn’t top of the first-year class for nothing. He was perceptive and could tell what Yuri was trying to say without making him spell it out.


    “I understand. I’d be a hindrance… It’s frustrating, but I’ll follow your orders, Aurealis.”


    Yuri swallowed his apology.


    Roze had come this far out of a determination to help Brigitte. If Yuri apologized to Roze now, it would be like stamping on his feelings.


    So Yuri simply shook his head and said firmly, “You can leave it to me. I will find Brigitte.”


    “Of course you will. And don’t bother coming back without her.” Roze grinned. “…Well then, I guess I’ll go hang around the town.”


    Yuri immediately realized what Roze was proposing. “Sowing doubt, you mean?”


    “Yes. I can’t leave you to do all the work, you know. I’ll have to be subtle; can’t make it look too obvious. But don’t worry. I’ll strike the right balance.”


    If Roze said so, then there was no need to worry.


    “Also, I’ll head over to my adopted parents’ house, too.”


    “…Why?”


    “In this situation, not contacting them would be strange. I don’t think they know anything, but if it can mislead the shrine even a little, that would be great.”


    Yuri nodded. That made sense.


    When it came to light that Deag had used the power of the spirits against his own daughter, he’d been stripped of his title, forced to step down from his position as head of the family, and relocated to a territory in the south, away from the royal capital, with several servants.


    He was forbidden from contacting Brigitte, but there were no such restrictions regarding Roze, so of course he would think to tell his parents that his sister had disappeared.


    “Be careful.”


    “Be careful yourself.”


    And with that, the two went their separate ways.


    


    At the same time, Nival and Kira were in a small town southeast of the royal capital.


    Kira, wearing a thick coat over her uniform, summoned her brownie.


    “Brownie, I’d like you to clean the gates of this city as well, just like you did at the academy and in the capital yesterday. Could you please take care of this one first?”


    “Pyo! Pyororo!”


    Out of thin air, the brownie immediately produced its favorite broom and started hopping around.


    Sweeping the snowy road with a broom seemed like a fool’s errand to Nival, but to a brownie, a broom was more like a magic wand than anything else. Knowing this, Nival said nothing.


    As the brownie got stuck into its cleaning work, Nival and Kira simply waited nearby for it to finish. A townsperson passing by the two of them called out in a cheerful voice. “We heard from the mayor! I never imagined Otoleanna students would be cleaning up after us.”


    “Thank you for letting us!” Nival called back, but Kira, who was standing next to him, said nothing. Curious, he turned to look at her, and that was when Nival’s brows came together in a frown.


    “Kira, are you okay? You look pale.”


    “Y-yes. I’m fine. I can keep going.”


    Yesterday, they had Kira’s brownie cleaning the academy and the royal capital. Today, they’d gone where Yuri had instructed them.


    The shrine simply has to take notice of what we’re up to.


    It would certainly look like they were trying to surreptitiously erase the traces of Yuri and their other allies.


    That information would surely reach Brigitte’s pursuers eventually. Even if they’d discovered Yuri and Roze’s route, this would be enough to make them doubt their convictions. Yuri’s plan was to draw as much attention as possible to what Nival and Kira were doing.


    Tch. He’s as much of a jerk as ever.


    Sounding surprised, Kira said, “…Um, Class Prez…?”


    “Yeah?”


    “It’s just… You look even paler than I feel…”


    Nival didn’t have to look in the mirror to know she was right. So he remained silent.


    Just as Kira had pointed out, Nival’s face had turned white. He had used up a significant amount of his magical power today, just like he did yesterday.


    “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Well, not fine, exactly, but I will be.”


    Getting his ariel to fly around the kingdom’s skies wasn’t too difficult, since she kept her consumption of magical power to a minimum.


    The difficult part was carrying Kira. Nival had tried it a few times before, but having his ariel carry someone other than himself consumed a lot of magical power.


    We need her brownie’s help, though. Not bringing Kira along isn’t an option.


    Kira needed to give the brownie detailed instructions, or it would become confused. Besides, the closer the contractor and the contracted spirit were to each other, the smoother the transfer of magical power would be.


    All we have to do is move around a lot using wind power, and the shrine has to take notice of what we’re doing.


    Yuri said it would be fine to use it only occasionally, but Nival had made a point of utilizing wind magic when traveling from the academy to the outskirts of the royal capital, and from there to this city.


    It wasn’t a difficult distance to cover by foot or carriage, but if they were seen rushing and traveling with magic, it would seem as though they were hurrying to clean up the traces of their companions.


    But no matter what Yuri said, Nival didn’t want to push Kira too hard, even though he was fine with pushing himself. Kira was a girl, and working in this cold weather would lower her body temperature much faster than his. He kept a close eye on her, planning to have her rest as soon as she showed signs of fatigue.


    Also, Nival could rest while her brownie was cleaning up the surrounding area, but Kira was still expending magical energy. No doubt the feeling of her energy draining away was taking a toll on herself.


    Nival stretched his arms toward the sky and spoke casually, as if he was just chatting. “…Kira. Two priests are looking at us.”


    He’d noticed them by chance in their thick winter robes.


    “…!”


    Kira’s eyes, dark like the night sky, widened anxiously.


    There was no time to discuss what they should do. The priests exchanged a quick glance and started immediately walking over.


    Nival swallowed hard. If the priests spoke to them, how should he respond? He went over in his mind the method Yuri had drilled into him.


    “Good morning,” called an unassuming young priest with a smile.


    His companion, who seemed to be about a decade older, stepped back and studied them intensely, but Nival and Kira bowed amiably.


    “Good morning, sirs.”


    “Are you students from the Otoleanna Academy of Magic?”


    “Yes, we are…”


    Nival gave a quizzical look, and the priest smiled radiantly.


    “Sorry to bother you all of a sudden. We just haven’t seen your faces around here before. What are you doing so early in the morning?”


    Now, Nival and Kira exchanged a glance.


    Without making any obvious moves, they silently decided together how they would respond.


    Kira nodded, her cheeks flushed with nerves.


    “We’re using our winter break to do volunteer work outside of school.”


    “Volunteer work…?”


    “Yes. We go to nearby towns and villages and clean them up using the magic of my brownie spirit. We received permission from the academy. We’ve been working hard since yesterday.”


    The priests looked at each other, and Nival could see their confusion. They were having a hard time finding a starting point for their questions. What could they say in regards to volunteer work, after all?


    “Why would you do that?”


    “Well, we learned from the teachings of Levain that we should take the initiative in doing things that will benefit the world and our fellow people.”


    “…You’re so young, and yet you have a wonderful heart.”


    Kira smoothly handled the priests’ awkward, probing questions with a genuine smile. The priests smiled back, but the smiles didn’t reach their eyes.


    “May the spirits bless you both.”


    It looked like they’d decided to give up on their inquisition. With the usual parting blessing, the priests left, and Nival and Kira bowed politely behind them.


    Once they’d gone out of sight, Kira exhaled all the air from her lungs.


    “That was t-t-terrifying!”


    “No, no, you did great. Very impressive to hold your own against a pair of priests.”


    “Really? Oh, good.” Kira breathed out a sigh of relief. “But Aurealis was right. Priests did come to question us.”


    “Well, students out cleaning early in the morning… You have to agree that’s suspicious.”


    “Yeah.”


    Yuri had expected the priests would be sharing information about Yuri’s, Nival’s, and Kira’s movements in the search for Brigitte. He’d guessed that even the lowest-ranking searchers would know the names and appearances of the people connected to her.


    But a priest couldn’t directly ask them where Brigitte was, because Brigitte had officially only been absent from the academy for one day. It would seem odd if the priests even knew that she was missing.


    Even if they did try to intimidate Nival and Kira into talking, they’d have a hard time doing it. Nival had made sure to select well-populated towns in which to conduct their mission. And how could the priests explain away interrogating innocent students who were merely doing good work in the community?


    “We have to thank Professor Marjorie for helping us even though she was busy preparing for the retake exam…”


    “Right.”


    The academy was holding a retake of the graduation exam this morning, the first day of winter break. Apparently, this was something that happens every year, as students taking the retake exam couldn’t be exempted from regular classes.


    Ah, but I’m really glad I passed the graduation exam…


    Nival really was thankful. He wouldn’t have been able to get out of doing the retake exam, certainly. If he hadn’t passed the exam, he wouldn’t have been able to help Brigitte through this crisis. Even if Nival had tried to insist on skipping the retake, Yuri and the others wouldn’t have allowed it.


    Marjorie had given them permission for their “extracurricular activity” without asking too many details. However, since they’d asked her after the priests had been nosing around at the academy, the shrewd and caring professor had been concerned that her students might be getting themselves involved in something dangerous.


    I remember she said, “But I suppose you all have passed the graduation exam and are now full-fledged spirit wielders. So just this once, I won’t ask you any questions.” Good old Professor Marjorie, Nival thought.


    Yesterday, Marjorie had sent letters by spirit mail to several of the towns and villages that Yuri had instructed them to visit. So far, no one had objected to their “volunteer work.” In fact, they were generally grateful that Otoleanna students were there doing free cleaning. The students had received a warm welcome everywhere they went.


    But Kira’s expression darkened.


    “Class Prez, I have to be honest… I had doubts.”


    “Huh?”


    Nival was surprised to hear this. He sent her a questioning look, and Kira continued in a low voice.


    “According to Aurealis’s speculations, there are a lot of bad people in the shrine. But somewhere in my heart, I had a hard time believing that could be the truth. When I made my contract with Brownie, the priests were so kind…and blessed me so warmly…”


    Nival blinked. He’d had similar thoughts.


    “Kira… The truth is, I felt the same.”


    It was an honest confession, and Kira looked at him sharply.


    “…What? Really?”


    Seeing the mixture of expectation and worry on her face, Nival nodded vigorously.


    Surely, of all the people who’d gathered in that reception room, he and Kira were the only ones who could have this conversation.


    “Yeah. After all, we’ve been familiar with the shrine since we were children. It’s always been a steady presence in our lives.”


    Nival was genuinely concerned for Brigitte. But when he’d heard that the shrine was involved, he had been shaken. He’d hidden that feeling, though, not wanting to bring the others down.


    If Nival and Kira felt like this…then it would certainly be the same for anyone living in the kingdom.


    The shrine, promoting belief in the spirits, was the driving force that had built the foundation of the Kingdom of Field.


    The Weir territory was located to the north of the royal capital, so Nival had never been to the Central Shrine, but the Weir family made donations to the Northern Shrine almost every year, and they were invited to every festival sect.


    Of all these experiences, the one he’d never forget was the contract ceremony he’d undertaken on his fifth birthday. On that day, when he made the contract with his ariel, Nival felt as if he had been given a new beginning in life.


    “But since yesterday, I’ve seen priests and holy knights all over the place…and then those two priests came to question us. They really must be searching for Brigitte. And it still doesn’t make any sense why they’d send priests in person to deliver a letter right after the archbishop’s died.”


    “And they really didn’t seem interested in our volunteer work at all. Even though I guess we were lying to the priests about it…”


    Kira had noticed that much about the priests’ demeanor even as they’d questioned her.


    Now, seeing the look of complete disappointment on Kira’s face, Nival instinctively took hold of her by the shoulders.


    Her build was so delicate, so unlike his own. Surprised by this, Nival nearly let go of her, but he held on. “Kira…,” he said desperately. “Not everyone who works at the shrine is evil.”


    “Huh…?”


    “There is a dark side to the shrine that’s not generally known. And now, little by little, that dark side is beginning to show. I think that’s what it is.”


    Still, for a person’s belief system to begin to show cracks like this… It was deeply confusing.


    “More importantly,” said Nival. “I do have one unwavering belief.”


    “You… You do?”


    Kira gazed at him expectantly.


    “No matter what happens, I choose to believe in Brigitte,” he said frankly. “The one who saved me.”


    Right. Nival would believe in Brigitte, the girl who’d really seen him.


    He was ready to do whatever he thought was right to help Brigitte.


    Brigitte wasn’t here, so Nival poured his heart and soul into expressing those feelings to Kira… But as she listened, Kira looked apologetic for some reason.


    “Sorry, Class Prez, you’re talking so passionately, but…you really do look pale. Let’s sit down and rest for a bit.”


    With that, Kira busily wiped the wet snow off a nearby bench with a cloth.


    Nival, who realized he had gotten a little intense just then, quickly regained his composure. Though, Kira only giggled at him.


    “I was just kidding. You did lift my spirits. I believe in Brigitte, just as you do. Anyway…thanks.”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    Kira’s gratitude only made Nival feel embarrassed. He quickly sat down on the bench.


    “…It’s harder than I imagined, consuming such a huge amount of magical power.”


    “Yeah…”


    As soon as they sat down, they both exhaled deeply, the tension draining from them.


    Nival stretched. “…But it really reminds you just how much power both Yuri and Brigitte hold.”


    Within a person’s body, there was a reservoir where magical power could be stored. Immediately after the contract ceremony, the spirit filled that reservoir with magical power, thereby forming a contract between the person and the spirit.


    When a contracted spirit manifested in the human world, it used the magical power stored in the contractor’s reservoir. If that power ran out, the spirit could be forced to use its own magical power. Holding a spirit in the human world cost some power all on its own, but if the spirit began casting spells or battling, it would be consumed more rapidly. The more powerful the spirit, the more magic it consumed. There was no upper limit to it.


    Magical energy was the source of magical power. Because the air in the spirit world and the Crack was filled with it, spirits could replenish their energy from their surroundings as much as they wanted.


    However, this was not the case in the human world, where that energy was sparse. For this reason, they had to use the magical energy of their contractors as their own energy source.


    Basically, this was a mechanism that allowed contracted spirits to be stronger than wild spirits. The two sources of magical power gave them the advantage.


    Kira groaned, as though she’d been thinking the same thing.


    “Brigitte has Peep summoned pretty much permanently…and Aurealis can manifest two of the most powerful spirits at the same time.”


    “And they make it look so easy. Those two really are something else.”


    The Otoleanna Academy of Magic was one of the leading schools in the Kingdom of Field, with a long history and proven track record.


    Only the sons and daughters of noble families, those contracted with a spirit, were allowed to enter the academy. Many future kings spent two years studying there.


    Even at an academy attended by such talented students, there were hardly any like Brigitte and Yuri, who kept their spirits summoned almost constantly. In fact, hardly any of the faculty members could manage such a feat, either. This alone proved that the magical capacity of Brigitte and Yuri was extraordinary.


    Brigitte’s adopted brother, Roze, is also quite capable, but he only summons his spirit during class.


    Well, Roze’s ifrit’s was burning at all times, so a continuous summoning might send the academy and the surrounding forest up in flames—but that aside, it was doubtful if Roze even had the ability to keep his spirit summoned long-term.


    Being with Brigitte and Yuri, who routinely surpassed the normal boundaries of spirit use, could skew one’s perspective. But Nival wasn’t superhuman. He was talented, but no more than one might expect upon hearing the word.


    “But, Class Prez, what’s the point of being amazed over Brigitte’s and Yuri’s abilities now?”


    “…You’re right.” Nival nodded.


    Brigitte and Yuri were amazing, but they were not here with Nival and Kira.


    “Prez, as long as we’re together, we’ll be fine!”


    Nival turned his gaze to Kira, who was offering these words of encouragement.


    Like Nival, Kira was probably keenly aware of her own limitations, but she remained positive, smiling despite the situation. In that moment, Nival found her radiant.


    I think Kira is becoming a pretty important person in my life…


    Nival blushed, hoping he could be a supportive presence for Kira, too.


    I’ve been weird lately; it’s like I’ve lost my senses.


    He was aware. After the dance on the night of the founding ceremony, and then with the graduation exam, Kira’s presence in Nival’s heart had grown too great to ignore.


    But he didn’t mind. The time he’d spent bickering with Kira, both of them jostling for Brigitte’s attention—just thinking back on it made him smile. Those memories were precious.


    What if she felt the same way? Nival gazed intently at Kira, hoping it was true.


    “Um, Kira…”


    “Anyway, there’s no need to look so down! If you fall asleep, I’ll grab you by the ankles and drag you back to the inn!”


    Nival almost slipped on the melting snow beneath his feet.


    “…You’re a disaster, Kira.”


    “Disaster?! What do you mean by that?!”


    Kira raised her eyebrows. She had naturally soft eyes, so her attempt at severity was unsuccessful.


    Nival couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s exactly what I meant.” He chuckled. The discomfort he felt from draining so much of his magical power was all forgotten while he was talking with Kira.


    


    In Yuri’s office, Sienna was rereading the letter she’d received from Yuri.


    They had already exchanged letters via ariel several times. Believing that the priests would be watching them, they’d moved their base of operations from the Meidell mansion to the mansion of the Water Clan.


    Here, the shrine couldn’t send priests to force their way in. If Duke Aurealis were to find out, not even the shrine itself would be able to get away with it.


    Sienna had gone to greet the duke when she’d arrived, but he hadn’t asked her for further details.


    At that moment, there was a soft knock on the door. Sienna looked up from the letter and quickly stood up.


    “Miss Sienna, I’m back.”


    “Welcome back, Mr. Clifford.”


    Clifford had been out gathering information about the shrine. He had gone to meet with an informant acquaintance of his, and he hadn’t returned last night.


    “You must be cold. Please, warm yourself by the fire.”


    “Th-thank you.”


    Sienna briskly took off Clifford’s coat and hung it on the coat rack. As she prepared tea, she quietly asked, “Did you find out anything?”


    “Yes. It seems that the shrine is divided into two factions. One of them seems to be going after Lady Brigitte.”


    After making sure there was no one near the entrance to the room, Clifford shared the information he’d gathered with Sienna.


    This information would have to be shared with Yuri and the others immediately. Sienna wrote a new letter in black ink, summarizing what Clifford had learned. Ariel was scheduled to fly over in the evening, so she could send the letter then.


    Clifford finished the cup of tea Sienna had made for him and said, “I’ll continue to search for information. If I find anything else, I will let you know. Would you write and tell the others?”


    “…Yes, of course.”


    Sienna wrote the letter, sealed it, then sat back.


    Sienna knew that at the strategy meeting at Count Meidell’s mansion, Yuri had simply included Sienna’s name in passing when he’d suggested getting Clifford’s and her help.


    Kira, Nival, and Clifford all had roles that only they could play. The same went for Yuri and Roze. But Sienna was different.


    Perhaps sensing her discomfort, Clifford turned around from where he was warming himself by the fireplace.


    “What’s the matter, Miss Sienna? Are you tired?”


    “…No, that’s not it.”


    Sienna hadn’t intended to discuss this with Clifford. He was tired after walking around outside all over the place. He probably didn’t have the energy to listen to Sienna’s complaints.


    However, when she saw his worried expression, all her doubts vanished.


    “Recently, I’ve been…frightened.”


    Clifford said nothing as Sienna confided in him, her hands on her knees.


    “My young lady is going somewhere far away, beyond my reach. And there’s nothing I can do…”


    It wasn’t the first time she’d felt overwhelmed by her own powerlessness.


    Back when Brigitte was engaged to Joseph and the smile had left her eyes, Sienna could do nothing then, either.


    Sienna hadn’t been there when Brigitte faced Deag at the Founding Festival.


    Even for the graduation exam, all she could do was watch helplessly as Brigitte left to fight her battles alone.


    And now Sienna wanted to help Brigitte, her lady, escape from the shrine’s pursuit. But there was nothing she could do for her. She couldn’t think of anything she could do to help Brigitte.


    “I don’t have a contract with a powerful spirit, nor can I use any significant magical spells. I can’t be of any help to my lady… It’s so frustrating.”


    Sienna was pouring out her heart.


    She knew that what she was saying was pathetic; now was hardly the time for complaining.


    Still, Clifford was a kindhearted man, so perhaps he would know some way to help Sienna reframe her thoughts… But those faint hopes were dashed by what he said next.


    “I don’t think it would have made a difference.”


    “…!”


    Sienna’s eyelashes fluttered.


    She was extremely embarrassed to be caught longing for something unattainable.


    “…Perhaps you’re right. The Meidell blood in me is much weaker than my lady’s. My wishes don’t enter into it; I would never have been able to make a contract with a spirit that would be of any use to her.”


    Sienna could never have said that in front of Brigitte, who so deeply loved spirits. But Sienna was upset and saying more than she would usually allow herself to say.


    Even Clifford must be appalled by my constant complaining…


    However, as Sienna sat with her head hanging, she heard footsteps—and then Clifford’s voice much closer.


    “No, that’s not what I meant,” he said, sounding worried. “…Having a place to return to…is more reassuring than anything else, isn’t it?”


    “…What?”


    Sienna looked up, not really understanding what Clifford meant.


    Clifford circled around the table, knelt at Sienna’s feet, and smiled.


    He wasn’t exasperated or angry with Sienna. For some reason, his light-blue eyes even seemed to shine with admiration for her.


    “I haven’t heard this directly from Miss Brigitte, but I think it’s a wonderful thing. After she was cast out by her family, she found another home, a place of comfort to her…”


    “…!”


    “And I believe it’s because of you, Miss Sienna, that Brigitte was able to feel that way.”


    “Because of…me?”


    “Yes. Your value isn’t in any kind of magical ability or spirit alliance. What you have accomplished is far more difficult than that.”


    As Clifford gazed gently at her, his words resonated deeply in Sienna’s heart.


    Clifford had no way of knowing this, but eleven years ago, this was what Sienna had wanted more than anything.


    “…I swore to her long ago that I’d make the villa a place that my young lady would treasure as a home.”


    “That’s right.”


    Sienna thought back to those days.


    Immediately after she’d been reassigned to the villa, Sienna had been openly dissatisfied with Brigitte and repeatedly behaved in ways unbecoming of a maid. When she reflected on how immature she had been back then, she felt sick to her stomach.


    But Brigitte’s kindness had changed Sienna. Wanting to repay her lady for her kindness, Sienna had continued working at the villa… Though duty prevented her from saying so aloud, she now cared for Brigitte like her own younger sister.


    As Sienna gradually remembered how far she’d come, she was able to regain her composure.


    The change in her must have been subtle, but Clifford seemed to see it. And yet he smiled somewhat sadly and lowered his gaze.


    “Miss Sienna, you are amazing. I failed to do the same. Even now, Master Yuri hardly ever smiles when we’re at the mansion…”


    Clifford seemed to be doubting himself now, but Sienna could not agree.


    “I think it’s because you have become Master Aurealis’s safe place to land.”


    “…Huh?”


    Now it was Clifford’s turn to be astonished.


    But Sienna shrugged and spoke plainly. “I can tell just by observing the young master. He has complete trust in you, Mr. Clifford. That’s why he doesn’t force himself to smile in front of you.”


    Clifford was always there, never judging, so Yuri never had to perform at being cheerful. He could relax and simply be himself.


    After this exchange, the two of them looked at each other and burst out laughing at the same time.


    “It’s hard to see oneself objectively, isn’t it?”


    “Yes. It really is…,” Sienna agreed, giggling.


    It was a privilege to serve people like Yuri and Brigitte. Any decent servant would question whether they were living up to the task.


    But there’s no need to worry. I don’t need confirmation. You yourself are the only proof, Lady Brigitte…


    If Sienna was no longer needed, Brigitte would let her know.


    To prevent that day from ever coming, Sienna would care for Brigitte with all her heart and soul; she knew that, for her, there was no higher calling.


    “Thank you, Mr. Clifford.”


    Clifford stood up and held out his hand to Sienna, who took it without any hesitation.


    Then Clifford leaned in close and said, “Miss Sienna. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


    Sienna’s heart skipped a beat. Clifford’s light-blue eyes were filled with warmth.


    “I’d rather discuss it right away, but…,” he said, though the reason for his hesitation was obvious.


    “But it must wait until we can confirm that the young lady is safe…mustn’t it?”


    “Yes. You’re right.” Clifford scratched his head in embarrassment.


    Sienna smiled a little and covered her mouth. “…Whatever could it be? I’m so curious.”


    “Miss Sienna… Please, don’t tease.”


    Clifford’s cheeks turned red.


    The two clasped hands and exchanged smiles for a while, but they couldn’t keep talking peacefully forever. Clifford and Sienna each had their own roles to play.


    Hiding their mutual reluctance, they both let go of each other’s hands. A second later, Clifford had recovered his professional bearing, and he spoke in a steady voice. “I just confirmed with the other servants. It seems that Master Clyde has taken Master Noel into the Crack.”


    Sienna tilted her head, and Clifford quickly explained about the Crack.


    “Does…does the young master often go there…?”
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    “No. I think he’s probably had his own thoughts about the recent events. Master Noel is most likely accompanying him.” Clifford shook his head ruefully. “Unfortunately, it would be difficult for me to go there by myself. I have no choice but to wait for the two of them to return… Although, it is actually rather convenient that Master Noel was here at the mansion. I’m sure he will be able to help Master Yuri.”


    Noel was the next in the line of succession of the Aurealis family.


    Brigitte’s impression of him was that he was a calm, self-possessed young man with possibly limitless potential, and according to both her and Clifford, he was a trustworthy person.


    Clifford let out a small sigh. “However, Master Clyde may not agree with what I have to say.”


    “I’ve seen him before in town. He strikes me as a bit of a womanizer.”


    “Yes, that’s him,” Clifford wryly agreed.


    Sienna vaguely recalled that when they had encountered Clyde in front of the well-known yarn shop in the royal capital, he’d behaved in a lecherous way, making eyes at both Brigitte and Sienna.


    The next time they met, the young lady said that he had said something like, “If there’s anyone you want to punish, please let me and my rusalka know.”


    Brigitte could be a bit naive and had only smiled awkwardly, assuming it was a joke, but Sienna’s intuition told her otherwise.


    Clyde was probably still training himself up to be able to fulfill the one-sided promise he’d made to Brigitte.


    If that’s the case, there’s no reason not to use him on our side in this skirmish against the shrine. In fact, it’s probably something he would want as well.


    Sienna’s contracted spirit wasn’t particularly powerful, so it would be difficult for her to directly help Brigitte.


    Therefore, she should instead try to mobilize someone else, someone who could actually help Brigitte and bring them into the fight.


    Even better if the other party in that case was eager to help Brigitte, too. All they had to do was inform him of her plight, and he would surely help.


    “I understand. Let’s go after him as soon as he returns from the Crack.”


    Sienna nodded firmly, and Clifford’s lips quirked into a smile.


    “Certainly.”


    Sienna would do whatever she could to help Brigitte, no matter how small. She simply had to act. With her mind made up, she had no more room for doubt.

  

  
    

    [image: Chapter 4: An Uncharacteristic Temperature]


    They’d been on the run for five days now. That afternoon, as they left the inn, Tonari turned to Brigitte.


    “We’ll stay out of the Crack today.”


    “Oh, don’t worry. I can handle it.”


    Brigitte tried to be brave, but Tonari shook his head.


    “Up until today, we’ve been moving nonstop to make ground. I think we can afford to slow down a bit.”


    If he insisted, then all Brigitte could do was nod. She was aware her complexion was paler than normal.


    Like Tonari said, their journey so far had been a tough one. Part of the issue was not knowing where the Crack would send them. But the Crack wasn’t the only reason for Brigitte’s exhaustion.


    The thing that was making her suffer most was the recurring nightmare she’d experienced each night.


    The nightmare itself was a little different each time, but the overarching theme was a sensation of something huge and terrifying lying in wait for her. Unable to face whatever it was, Brigitte would wake up stiff with terror.


    If she just stayed awake, she wouldn’t have to experience that. Or so she’d thought, but without decent rest, she’d never be able to recover her physical strength, let alone her magic power. Ultimately, going without sleep wasn’t an option.


    She couldn’t bring herself to tell Tonari about the nightmares, either. She’d already burdened him enough. The last thing she wanted was to bother him with something silly like a bad dream.


    It’s all right. They’re just dreams. Once I wake up, they’re over.


    So Brigitte tried to tell herself.


    And the situation isn’t all bad!


    Tonari had indulged Brigitte’s request and begun teaching her light magic whenever he had a chance. During those training sessions, Brigitte was able to forget her exhaustion.


    Last night, they’d stayed in a busy port city, though of course it wasn’t as busy as the capital.


    Whenever they stopped in a town, Tonari always chose the most populated area. As the innkeeper’s wife had inadvertently pointed out, a young man and a girl traveling together tended to stick in people’s minds. The best place to hide a leaf is in the forest, after all. So Tonari chose areas that saw a lot of people—local residents, merchants, travelers. That way, he and Brigitte wouldn’t stand out quite as much.


    Also, I think Tonari’s using the psychology of our pursuers against them… They’d assume we’d stick to ourselves and try to avoid being in public.


    Pulling her hat down over her eyes, Brigitte followed Tonari as he moved at a brisk walk down the town’s main street. They blended in well, and Brigitte didn’t sense anyone’s gaze lingering on her as they passed. Once more, it seemed they’d be able to pass through unnoticed.


    Five days had gone by since they left the capital, and they still hadn’t seen any sign of their pursuers. When they stopped in a town or a village, Tonari would go out alone to shop for essentials or gather information, while Brigitte immediately holed up at the nearest inn.


    So far, the threat of the shrine had not fallen upon them. The safety and peace they’d enjoyed were no doubt entirely due to Tonari’s skill as a bodyguard.


    Just then, Brigitte saw a tiny flicker of light on Tonari’s shoulder as he walked ahead of her.


    Oh, a fairy…?


    A little fairy with transparent wings was whispering something in Tonari’s ear.


    Suddenly, Tonari reached out and grabbed Brigitte’s arm.


    At this point, Brigitte was no longer surprised by Tonari’s sudden wordless gestures. She marched briskly along with him, who neither turned to look at her nor said a word. The two of them intermingled with the crowd, emerging to hide in a dirty alleyway.


    Finally, Tonari released her arms and spoke in a low voice. “…A pair of holy knights were heading right for us.”


    “…!”


    Knights who pledged their allegiance to the shrine rather than the king were dubbed holy knights. Brigitte had spotted them several times during her shrine visits.


    “Do you think they came to capture me?”


    “I’d say there’s a ninety percent chance of just that.” Tonari clucked his tongue angrily. “This gets better and better. Here’s another one.”


    Brigitte, still hiding in the alley, peeked out to see where Tonari was looking. She saw a man dressed as a knight, but unlike the Magic Guard or the patrolling knights, he was wearing white. The hue symbolized purity. Quickly, Brigitte ducked back around the corner.


    Tonari muttered to himself as he shook his head and looked around the area.


    “I was careless. I don’t spot a gate to the Crack anywhere near here.”


    “Wh-what should we do?”


    “Cait Sith, can you lend a paw?” Tonari ignored Brigitte’s panic and instead summoned his spirit.


    “All right, all right. Time to work, is it?”


    Tonari’s cait sith appeared from a tear in the space before them, speaking sardonically.


    The black-cat spirit jumped onto Tonari’s shoulder and twitched its oversize ears.


    “Hmm. I think I once again sense a phoenix… A chick nearby.”


    Peep trembled in fear inside Brigitte’s chest pocket.


    “Not now, Cait Sith. Focus.”


    “Mrow! Ha-ha! I know, I know.”


    Satisfied with his little joke, the cait sith stroked both Brigitte’s and Tonari’s faces with its fluffy tail. Brigitte’s eyes widened at the feathery-soft sensation against her cheeks.


    “Got it? I’ll hide you with my magic. Just hold your breath. Ready? Here goes…”


    M-my breath?!


    Brigitte wasn’t mentally prepared, but she inhaled deeply.


    The exact moment her lungs filled with air, Tonari and the cait sith completely disappeared from sight. Looking down, she realized she’d disappeared, too.


    What in the world…!


    Brigitte stared, wide-eyed as the holy knight passed by, his eyes roaming around searchingly.


    …!


    For a second, she thought she’d made eye contact with him…and she had to stop herself from exhaling in shock. As long as she held her breath, she knew that the spell would hide them.


    The special ability of the cait sith, a second-class spirit of darkness—Concealment!


    In front of people, the cait sith pretended to be an ordinary cat, but the legends said that the cait sith would disappear into the darkness if a human ever guessed its true identity. Or so it would seem to human eyes. But a few years ago, it was discovered that the cait sith actually used its Concealment spell to make itself invisible.


    This was the magic that had allowed Tonari to infiltrate the academy. While invisible, the pair had been able to slip past the guards and get to Brigitte.


    I’m thankful for this spell, but…I’m not sure how much longer I can hold my breath…!


    After examining the back alley, the holy knight finally turned around.


    Apparently, this was a rendezvous point for the three knights. They convened and exchanged a few words, although they were too far away to make out what they were saying. After a moment, the knights nodded to one another and headed down the street.


    Once they’d disappeared across the road and into the crowd, Tonari tapped Brigitte on the shoulder.


    “Pwaaah! Gah! Ahhh!”


    Brigitte breathed out all at once, then gasped for air.


    Once she’d caught her breath, she turned her gaze to the cute little spirit.


    “Cait Sith! Can you give me some warning next time?”


    “Ha-ha, sorry. But I really needed you to hold that breath, or the spell would be broken.”


    “But… But… All right. That ability of yours is amazing, you know!”


    Brigitte was deeply impressed. That had to be the most powerful concealment magic that existed.


    But Tonari and his cait sith merely returned lukewarm smiles.


    “It’s common knowledge in the shrine that my contracted spirit is a cait sith. We won’t be able to fool them with that trick more than once or twice.”


    “And I can only make us invisible, not remove us from this plane. If someone touched you, they’d be able to locate you pretty quickly. And a human can’t hold their breath forever, right?”


    “I see…”


    Magic wasn’t infallible. Tonari knew that, which was why he’d relied on his cait sith only when they were in such a tight spot.


    “Well then, good work, Cait Sith. I’ll see you later.”


    “Right. Don’t forget my magic stone as a reward, okay?”


    Tonari quickly banished the cait sith, most likely to preserve his own magical power.


    “Found it. Let’s enter the Crack through here.”


    As they emerged from the alley, Tonari spotted an opening to the Crack. Following his lead, Brigitte gathered her courage and jumped into a puddle of water that had formed from the melting snow.


    This time, the Crack brought them to a meadow of flowers that appeared easy enough to traverse.


    However, the endless sea of blooms didn’t quite seem real, and the bright hue of the flowers and the sweet scent floating in the air seemed almost poisonous.


    Brigitte took off her hat and tried to keep her gaze up as she walked. The thick magical energy that filled the Crack was oppressive and made her feel ill at the best of times, but the thick scent of the flowers was really getting to her.


    They walked without pause, and Brigitte called out to Tonari, walking ahead of her.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “What is it now?”


    Brigitte wasn’t just hoping to strike up a conversation to stop herself from feeling ill. She had something she wanted to ask.


    “How are you able to move so casually through the Crack?”


    Brigitte had first entered the Crack two weeks before, during the graduation exam. It seemed like ages ago now, but Brigitte couldn’t even pretend she’d gotten accustomed to this place.


    Meanwhile, Tonari seems completely at home…


    Was it because he was a spiritologist? Or was there another reason?


    Tonari turned around and scratched his cheek.


    “I can’t really explain it. It’s the human world that makes me feel uncomfortable. Here in the Crack, I somehow find it easier to breathe.”


    Having traveled with Tonari thus far, Brigitte knew that he wasn’t just being pretentious. He’d meant it.


    Tonari was like a fish in a pond as he proceeded through the Crack. His body moved lightly, as if there was nothing to fear in the unknown. Like a child driven by his curiosity, Tonari seemed liberated.


    “…I guess this is a special ability all spiritologists need…?”


    “I think I’m probably an outlier. Anyway, there’s no need for you to worry about it.”


    Tonari shrugged, brushing off his uniqueness.


    Still, Brigitte couldn’t help but compare herself to her traveling companion. Maybe she was just feeling gloomy because of how awful it was to be on the run, with no clear future ahead and all the anxiety of the Crack. Still, Brigitte shook her head and moved on to her next question.


    “Why did you become a spiritologist?”


    Brigitte was expecting a straightforward answer—maybe “Because I like spirits”—but Tonari’s response was unexpected.


    “Fundamentally, because my father was also a spiritologist.”


    “Huh?”


    Brigitte was taken aback.


    Currently, there were only four spiritologists working in the Kingdom of Field, and the path to becoming one was fraught with difficulties.


    It seems there were a few more in the past… But even so, there were probably only about a dozen in their heyday.


    “A profession that connects humans and spirits… What significance does that have for both races? I thought maybe I would understand if I could become a spiritologist like my father was.”


    Beneath his hat, Tonari’s eyes suddenly went distant. There was a loneliness in them. Ignoring this, Brigitte forged ahead.


    “Is your father still working?”


    “No. He retired. Long ago.”


    Tonari said nothing more. Perhaps this wasn’t something he wanted to discuss.


    Brigitte let her mind wander with thoughts of her own—thoughts she chose not to voice.


    Tonari made it sound like it was no big deal… But two generations of the same family becoming spiritologists is rather incredible!


    As far as Brigitte knew, there was no other example of that in the kingdom’s history.


    Surely this would have garnered considerable discussion… But it seemed like Tonari hadn’t publicly shared about his father at all.


    It doesn’t sound as though there’s any conflict or bad blood between Tonari and his father…but there might be some other reason, so maybe I shouldn’t pry any further.


    “As a country, the Kingdom of Field is special. There’s a strong bond between the humans and the spirits of this land,” Tonari said in a low voice. Maybe Brigitte’s silence had actually encouraged him.


    Only a handful of the nearby countries also had the custom of young people making contracts with spirits. And the Kingdom of Field had the longest history with this custom. That much, Brigitte knew.


    “Spiritologists are sacrificial victims.”


    These ominous words seemed to come out of nowhere, and Brigitte was startled.


    “Sacrificial…?”


    “The spirits aren’t fools. Some of them have noticed that there are individuals in this country with nefarious intentions. The spirits are losing patience with such humans. The shrine has taken note of this. They want to prevent rebellion or betrayal from the spirits. So several decades ago now, they began involving spiritologists in shrine work. A spiritologist holds a term for one year, and then the job is passed on to the next.”


    “…”


    “Not long after our country was founded, spiritologists worked to resolve the problems that arose between humans and spirits and serve as a mediator between the two. But the significance of that role has been perverted by the shrine.”


    “And you’re a sacrifice?”


    “We are—and hostages. Many of the spirits deeply love us spiritologists. They know we adore them, after all. And as long as the spiritologists are affiliated with the shrine, then the Spirit King will be bound by the contract ceremony. Though there’s no telling how long this status quo will remain in place.”


    Considering what she’d heard during their escape, Brigitte put together what Tonari was trying to say.


    But to say it aloud was simply too frightening for Brigitte, who’d lived her whole life in this country. Still, she no longer had the luxury of ignoring the truth now that she was in the middle of the storm.


    She gulped, swallowed, then finally said, “So instead of changing the way the contract ceremony is conducted, the actual concept of contracts existing between humans and spirits itself might soon be in jeopardy?”


    “Yeah. I think that’s the future we’re all facing.”


    Brigitte was hoping Tonari would say she was wrong, but his agreement was absolute.


    “Anyway, the moderates must be highly aware of this dangerous possibility. Meanwhile, the revolutionaries are pushing toward getting the spirits under their control. The two sides are completely opposed.”


    Brigitte shuddered.


    Everyone living in the Kingdom of Field saw the relationship between humans and spirits as unchanging, just as the sun always rose and fell. Forever.


    Right. I always thought that, too…


    But in reality, it was a precarious balancing act, maintained only through the dedication of the spiritologists and the endurance of the Spirit King.


    When that balance would fail, no one knew. Nor did anyone know what would happen after it did, nor what kind of reality would be awaiting after that.


    “You kids idolize this profession, but once you get incorporated into the previously existing power structure, it’s too late. The spiritologists of today are a mere shadow of the spiritologists of the past,” Tonari muttered, sounding gloomy. Perhaps he was thinking of his father, one of those past spiritologists.


    It’s beyond my comprehension… But…


    “Even if that is all true, you won’t quit being a spiritologist, will you, Tonari?”


    Tonari seemed surprised by the question.


    “Hmm. I guess not.”


    He scratched his cheek. When he spoke next, he did it slowly, as though he was still getting his thoughts in order.


    “I’ve felt frustrated with this profession countless times. But I’ve still never seriously considered quitting. My service at the shrine is due to end in a few months, but I was actually thinking of extending it.”


    “Really?”


    “If the revolutionaries continue to act unchecked, something terrible is going to happen. I promised to help the high priest, but it’s all been such a hassle. And it doesn’t really fit with my personality…”


    Tonari shrugged.


    It sounded like interacting with spirits was the side of the job he actually enjoyed.


    Brigitte glanced up at his side profile as they walked along. Yes, there was no doubt about that.


    Tonari seems like he was born to be a spiritologist…


    Brigitte had always had that impression of him. Even before she found out he was following in his father’s footsteps.


    Though some spirits were friendly and affectionate toward humans, many others were wary of them. But even those skittish spirits seemed to soften around Tonari.


    Just one glance at him was enough to reassure them that he meant them no harm.


    Not only did Tonari have a way with the spirits, he also knew everything about them, their abilities and characteristics. Not to mention he knew all about the Crack. Tonari was an exemplary spiritologist.


    Then…what about me?


    As she asked herself this question, Brigitte felt a chill run down her back.


    Why do I want to be a spiritologist so badly?


    At first, it was just because she loved spirits. That was how she saw it anyway.


    When I grow up, I want to work with spirits somehow. That’s how Brigitte felt. Then she read The Wind Laughs. After realizing that the author was a spiritologist, Brigitte started wanting to be like him and shaped her future career goals accordingly.


    Then the shrine announced that she’d contracted with a tiny spirit. She was banished from the Meidell house and forced to live in the villa.


    After that, she had no time to think about her dreams. It was only after Joseph broke off their engagement that she was able to start considering them again.


    Thanks to Roze’s existence, she figured she would be banished from the villa, too, after she graduated from the academy. That was why she decided once again to aim to become a spiritologist, in order to make her own way in life. And maybe she had become so desperate that she didn’t care if she ended up being dragged into the spirit world.


    But what about now? she wondered.


    Even though she no longer had to worry about being evicted, she still claimed that she wanted to be a spiritologist, like it had become some kind of personal mantra. But maybe those words had started to ring hollow.


    Perhaps I just used my dreams as a way to escape reality…


    The realization brought a piercing pain to Brigitte’s chest, and for a moment, she couldn’t move.


    This whole time, I never had an ambitious dream for its own sake at all.


    Such a person had no right to dream of being a spiritologist.


    “By the way, Brigitte. There’s something I’d like to confirm with you…”


    Tonari turned, and then his eyes went wide.


    “Brigitte? Hey! Brigitte!”


    Tonari shook her by the shoulders, and Brigitte’s lips opened and closed.


    “Guh…”


    Dimly, she could sense a cold sweat forming on her skin. Tonari clucked his tongue softly as he quickly examined her.


    “This is bad. Your soul is rejecting the Crack. We’ve stayed here too long!”


    Brigitte could barely make out what he was saying. “I’m fine… I’m…”


    But Brigitte couldn’t even hear her own words properly. Either way, Tonari didn’t listen. He made her sit down among the flowers and shook her shoulders again.


    “Listen carefully, Brigitte. Don’t think. If you think too much, you’ll be swallowed by the Crack. Right now, you’ve lost your ability to be rational about anything.”


    Tonari spoke quickly, perhaps wanting to pull Brigitte out of her own head.


    “Don’t let the void in your mind grow bigger. Don’t let the darkness consume you. Stay true to yourself. The Brigitte I know is stronger than that.”


    “…Then…”


    “Huh?”


    “What do you think of me…Mr. Tonari…?”


    Normally, Brigitte would never have asked such a question.


    But right now, Brigitte needed a light in the darkness… She’d lost all sense of herself; she couldn’t regain it alone.


    Tonari answered firmly and quickly. “You’re earnest, with a strong sense of responsibility. You’re hard on yourself, yet you can be overly compassionate toward others.”


    “…”


    “Listen, Brigitte. That compassion of yours might bring you even more sorrow in the future. But I’m not the only one who’s going to want to support someone compassionate like you.”


    Tonari’s large hand ruffled Brigitte’s hair.


    “So it’s okay to rely on someone, once in a while. You can cry and scream if you have to.”


    Tonari’s voice was as clumsy as his hands, but Brigitte was glad of them.


    “…You’re…like a father.”


    “A…father?”


    Tonari parroted her, like they were words he’d never heard before.


    “I don’t remember having a daughter as old as you… But never mind. All right. I’ll be your dad. You can lean on me.”


    Tonari thumped his chest loudly, and Brigitte almost snorted with laughter.


    He’s nothing like Father at all…


    Deag, an earl, and Tonari, a spiritologist, couldn’t have been more different.


    Maybe that’s why I feel at ease when I’m with Tonari. Because he is different.


    Like a small child expressing her emotions to her father, Brigitte haltingly told Tonari what she was feeling.


    “I love spirits.”


    “Yes. I’m well aware of that.”


    “That’s why I want to become a spiritologist…”


    “Right. You said.”


    “But that was my way of escaping…and I’ve failed so many times… My dream isn’t…pure…”
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    Tonari laughed. The sound contained a mix of frustration and a warmth like sunlight filtering through trees.


    “Hey now. What’s impure about liking spirits and aiming to become a spiritologist? In that case, I’m the one whose dream was impure. After all, I was just following in my father’s footsteps, right?”


    Those words hit Brigitte like a thunderbolt.


    Come to think of it, a heartless person might accuse Tonari of becoming a spiritologist just to imitate his father.


    But after listening to him speak, Brigitte couldn’t feel that way. To her, Tonari was amazing.


    “Our futures are ours, aren’t they? Mine and yours. Don’t let others define it for you.”


    “My future…?”


    Brigitte repeated the words in a daze, but little by little, the light was returning to her eyes.


    “I’ll…stay just who I am…”


    Yes, there would be days in the future where she felt discouraged. When she was frustrated by her own shortcomings and felt incapable of overcoming those feelings.


    But if she could stand and face the future, then maybe…


    Tonari hauled a limp Brigitte onto his back.


    Swaying side to side, she thought deeply.


    I want to be strong like Yuri. And I want to be a spiritologist like Tonari.


    Both were distant goals for Brigitte. But all the effort she’d spent along the way would be fuel for the fire she needed to make her dreams a reality.


    Tonari must have sensed that the girl on his back had regained her senses, and he laughed.


    “Being too hard on yourself seems to be both your strength and your weakness.”


    “…Right. I’m sorry.”


    Brigitte didn’t know how old Tonari was, but he was well built and muscular. His field work in spiritology must have made him strong, Brigitte realized.


    “Hmph, you could have said so earlier, if you knew.”


    “What?”


    Brigitte frowned, confused, and Tonari sighed. “That was to Cait Sith talking to me in my head. ‘It’s all your fault, Tonari. The young miss went past her limit long ago,’ and so on.”


    “Um, you’re not very good at that voice.” Brigitte chuckled. “So what else is he saying?”


    “Something like… ‘You should have consulted Cait Sith. It’s not Cait Sith’s fault,’ and so on.”


    Brigitte closed her eyes, picturing the friendly bickering between Tonari and his spirit.
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    Brigitte awoke to find herself in a strange cabin.


    She could hear the sound of babbling water. Apparently, there was a river nearby.


    Still wearing her thick outdoor coat, Brigitte slowly sat up. She’d been lying on a bed, a moldy sheet folded nearby. Snow had recently stopped falling, and a relentless draft wafted into the cabin.


    “Think you can get up now?”


    “Yes. Sorry for all the trouble.”


    Brigitte tried to stand up, but Tonari held her down with one hand.


    “It’s all right. Rest. We haven’t been here that long yet.”


    Indeed, the way Tonari seemed busy clearing out the ash-strewn hearth suggested they’d only just arrived at this cabin. Brigitte decided to do as Tonari said and sat back down on the hard bed.


    Shortly after Brigitte had fallen asleep, it seemed that Tonari had found a way back to the human world. Though, as there was no town or settlement nearby, he’d decided that they’d stay in this old cabin located on a road by a river.


    “Cheep.”


    Peep popped out of Brigitte’s pocket and jumped onto her thigh. Perhaps it was concerned about her… But no, it was leisurely grooming its feathers. Brigitte relaxed.


    Wow… Lingering in the Crack too long really can do a number on your mental health. Goodness, I said all that to Mr. Tonari…


    In the moment, Brigitte’s negative emotions had been amplified, making her uncharacteristically despondent. At the same time, Tonari’s incredible ability as a spiritologist had overwhelmed and intimidated her, and her anxiety about her own future seemed to have been greatly magnified.


    Brigitte blushed a little, remembering the embarrassment, but Tonari didn’t seem interested in revisiting it at all, so she made up her mind to try to forget about it.


    As she was thinking this, Brigitte suddenly remembered something.


    “Come to think of it, in the Crack earlier, you had something you wanted to confirm with me, Mr. Tonari?”


    “Ah, about that…”


    Tonari, busy sweeping ashes into a can, seemed unusually hesitant.


    “It’s no big deal. Let’s do it another time.”


    “Can’t we discuss it now?”


    Brigitte felt like Tonari had been trying to say something important back there. After a few moments, Tonari nodded and said, “All right, then.” Still hunched over and facing away from her, he quietly asked, “Brigitte, have you ever thought about it? How you were able to make a contract with a phoenix?”


    Brigitte’s eyes widened.


    She felt tempted to try to read more deeply into that question, but for now, she decided to answer honestly.


    “…No. I never considered it.”


    “Cheep?”


    Peep stopped grooming itself and looked at Brigitte curiously.


    She stroked the little round head and smiled at Peep, who squinted happily and squirmed with pleasure.


    I mean, I was always under the impression that it was a tiny spirit that I’d contracted with.


    That’s what she was told during the contract ceremony on her fifth birthday. And she’d never had reason to doubt that. She’d never have imagined that the shrine could have been wrong.


    As Brigitte’s mind and body grew and she overcame her fear of fire, Peep manifested in its true form.


    That was a surprise, but Brigitte had simply accepted it. She was just happy to finally meet her long-awaited contracted spirit.


    Still…the phoenix is a legendary spirit, revered as a symbol of the Levain religion… Is Tonari trying to say I shouldn’t just dismiss this turn of events as a stroke of good luck…?


    Tonari always seemed to see the deeper significance in what only appeared to be natural phenomena. He seemed to view Brigitte and Peep’s contract as more than a matter of chance.


    “The Four Noble Houses are distinguished families that built the Kingdom of Field. They all share a common goal. As a member of one of those families, this probably isn’t much fun for you to hear, but…”


    Brigitte silently urged him to continue, so Tonari did.


    A truth so single-minded it was cruel.


       


    “For generations, the great desire of the Four Noble Houses has been to create vessels of magical power in the hopes of encountering the most powerful of spirits.”


       


    The vessel was the invisible organ within the body that stored magical power.


    It was a hereditary trait, to a certain extent. Those with larger vessels could make contracts with even more powerful spirits. Summoning a spirit consumed an amount of magical power equivalent to the spirit’s strength, so a larger vessel was a necessity.


    Brigitte hadn’t been banished from the Meidell family, but she was no longer recognized as one of them. As a result, she’d avoided being raised in this doctrine. But the same couldn’t be said for those she was close to.


    Even my mother…


       


    “As a woman who married into the Fire Clan, I was frequently told by the previous head of the family to give birth to many gifted children. But I—I was blessed with only you, Brigitte. You were my only hope. But then you made a contract with a tiny spirit…”


       


    As she held her young, newly burned daughter in her arms, Asha had said these bitter words.


    This was only because Asha had been placed under such pressure by those around her. She shouldered a heavy burden, and Brigitte was her one hope. If Brigitte failed to make a contract with a powerful spirit, then Asha’s entire existence had no merit. That was what she most feared.


    After being adopted into the Meidell family, Roze must have been fed the same doctrine. Same for Yuri, born into the Aurealis family…


    There was a succession dispute going on within the Aurealis family, and Yuri’s mother had wanted him to marry into the Meidell family to protect him from all that.


    Yuri was blessed with such an excellent vessel that he could make contracts with two extremely powerful spirits. If he was married off into another family, that would be a great loss for the Aurealis household.


    But the Aurealis family must have had a contingency plan. If a son born to me and Yuri could inherit the title of Earl Meidell, and then if a younger sister could be married into the Aurealis family, that would be a huge boon for the Water Clan.


    If you set emotions aside, then the engagement clearly had benefits to both families, if it led to a long-term and fruitful marriage.


    “But I fulfilled that long-cherished wish myself…,” Brigitte muttered, and Tonari nodded.


    “In the long history of the Fire Clan, you are the only one who has been able to do what you have. I think there must be a reason for that.”


    “A reason?”


    Brigitte frowned.


    She’d achieved something that had never been achieved before. Sure, she could see it as a mere coincidence. But it would make more sense to view it as a natural consequence of something.


    After all, each successive generation would have stronger and stronger vessels of magical power. If the blood flowing in the Fire Clan bloodline had been strengthened to a point that the long-held desire had come true in Brigitte’s generation… Well, that wasn’t so surprising, was it?


    But if that were all it was, then Tonari wouldn’t be having this discussion with her.


    “…It’s not just about the magic vessel, is it…? Your question about why I was able to make a contract with a phoenix—it doesn’t connect to that, does it?”


    “…No, it doesn’t.”


    Tonari turned around.


    Beneath his battered old hat, his sharp eyes were fixed on Brigitte.


       


    “Is it possible that you’re a changeling?”


       


    Brigitte’s heart pounded loudly in her chest.


    A changeling, according to folklore, was a spirit swapped with a newborn human baby.


    The term was familiar to Brigitte. People had called her one many times before.


    “Brigitte? What’s wrong?”


    Through trembling lips, Brigitte spoke.


    “When I was told that I contracted with a tiny spirit…that’s what my father called me.”


    “I…” Tonari faltered. Clearly, he now understood Brigitte’s stricken reaction. “…I see. I’m sorry for my choice of words. If you don’t want to discuss this any further, that’s fine, but it’s up to you.”


    Brigitte knew Tonari’s character well by now. She knew he hadn’t brought up this topic to hurt her feelings.


    And Brigitte was the one who’d prompted this discussion in the first place.


    Besides, I’m stronger now. I can face the worst parts of my childhood.


    “No, it’s fine. Please continue.”


    “All right.”


    After a pause, Tonari went on.


    “It’s impossible to tell a changeling just by looking at one, they say. They’re apparently no different from others—and not known for having more magic power or better magic skills.”


    “Huh…?”


    “Additionally, the changelings themselves aren’t even aware of what they are. And they can make a contract with another spirit just like humans can. Not even the spirits can tell changelings from humans.”


    Brigitte was having trouble making sense of this.


    “…I’ve heard there are a few changeling reports a year, just in the capital alone. I mean, you hear about them every now and then, don’t you?”


    “Yes, I’ve made a few attempts to prevent children from being replaced by changelings. But once it’s already happened, even I can’t tell. And the rumors are usually just guesses. Like, for example, a baby looks nothing like the father. He’d suspect his wife of infidelity, right?” Tonari explained without a hint of amusement.


    When Brigitte replied, her voice was so faint it was hardly audible. “They say if you put their hand in a fireplace or a boiling pot—they’ll be startled, and the outer human skin will peel off the spirit…”


    “Brigitte.” Tonari sighed. “Your intellectual curiosity is admirable, but you don’t need to dig at your own emotional wounds. That’s not what strength is.”


    “…Right.”


    “But I’ll answer your question. The idea that you can determine if someone is a changeling by burning them is just superstition. There are various legends to that extent, from all over, but as far as I know, none of them are legitimate.”


    Tonari may have meant it as encouragement, but Brigitte felt disappointed.


    So what Father did doesn’t prove that I’m not a changeling…


    Brigitte had overcome her past as the “Red Fairy,” but what scared her most wasn’t the flames or the darkness. It was the lingering suspicion that she might actually be a changeling.


    Brigitte shivered, but Tonari seemed to think it was because of the cold air in the cabin. He worked even faster to clear out the hearth.


    “But a spirit that has been replaced by a human child is still a spirit. If it returns to the spirit world, it will immediately lose its human form and revert to being a spirit… None can exist there in a false form.”


    Tonari’s words seemed to ring true. It sure didn’t sound like conjecture.


    A vague hunch prompted Brigitte to ask, “Have you ever seen a changeling, Tonari?”


    “Once.”


    “Huh?”


    “A long time ago. I remember hearing that it happened… But I was just a boy back then, so I don’t really remember it.”


    Tonari impatiently scruffed up his bird’s nest–like hair.


    “Then to your eyes, I seem to be…”


    “Hold on. Like I said, I’m not sure if you’re a changeling. You can’t really tell by looking.”


    “…Oh, right.” Brigitte wrinkled her nose in a sour expression.


    “And earlier, your soul was on the verge of being torn apart.”


    “…”


    Hearing this again, a chill went down Brigitte’s spine. If Tonari hadn’t been there to keep her sane, then her soul being torn apart was probably the normal endpoint of that experience.


    “Anyway, the possibility of your being a changeling started to seem unlikely to me, so I decided to drop the subject. If you’d actually been pulled into the spirit world, I’d have had to revise my opinion, though, perhaps.”


    “In that case…” Brigitte pressed her lips together.


    Then what about Tonari? He seemed almost invigorated by being in the Crack…


    Tonari had even said that he felt more comfortable there than he did in the human world.


    He mentioned being told that he’d met a changeling when he was little… But who said that? Was it something his parents had said way back then?


    Maybe Tonari’s the changeling…?


    No, no. Brigitte immediately rejected that idea.


    No way. Tonari’s father was a spiritologist. What spiritologist would just stand by and watch as their son was replaced by a spirit? Unless his father was away at the time it happened…


    Then Brigitte stopped herself from continuing that line of thought. She had the feeling it’d be better not to overthink this.


    Tonari seemed to share the sentiment, as he started to wrap up their discussion.


    “I’ll give this matter a bit more thought. But if you figure out anything, please let me know.”


    Brigitte nodded stiffly.


    After that, Tonari asked Brigitte to lend a hand, so she got up and lit a piece of paper to start the fire. Once the firewood was crackling away, Tonari got to his feet.


    “I’ll go and recast my people-repelling spell around the perimeter. You just rest for a while.”


    “Thank you. Be careful.”


    Even after Tonari left the hut, Brigitte remained standing in front of the fireplace.


    “Cheep.”


    Peep appeared on her shoulder and gently pecked her cheek.


    Brigitte twisted her head to look at Peep and sighed.


    “Peep, do you know? How come you and I were able to make a contract?”


    “Cheep?”


    For some reason, today Peep’s little chirps made Brigitte feel despondent.


    If only Peep could talk, like Undine and Blue…


    Or if she could pick up on the thoughts of her contracted spirit like Nival was able to do, she wouldn’t be feeling this loneliness right now.


    If I really am a changeling…I wonder what Mother and Father would think.


    Deag had insulted Brigitte, calling her a changeling with no basis in fact or proof. Only, what if it wasn’t just a furious rant? What if it was the truth?


    And not just what they’d think. What would Yuri, Sienna, and the others think?


    Though she was standing in front of the fire, Brigitte’s fingertips were growing ice-cold.


    Even if they did find out that Brigitte was a spirit, they weren’t the kind of people who would easily abandon her.


    If I found out that someone close to me was a spirit, would it change nothing?


    Wouldn’t she unconsciously distance herself, without even realizing it? Wouldn’t she have prejudice somewhere in her heart? If so, then how could Brigitte’s companions be any different?


    “…I’m so cold,” Brigitte muttered weakly.


    One type of fire magic generated warmth within the body, rather than as an external form such as fireballs or flames. It was more complicated than it sounded, and Brigitte hadn’t yet mastered it. Right now, she had no way to warm her body from the inside.


    Just then…


    A loud banging on the door shook the cabin, making Brigitte jump. Startled, Peep quickly hid inside her pocket.


    Who’s that…?


    Brigitte stared at the poorly hung door with trepidation.


    The door wasn’t locked, and Tonari would have no need to knock. It could be one of the holy knights who’d been pursuing them—


    Another knock startled Brigitte out of her thoughts.


    Peep and I have to handle this alone!


    Brigitte was frantically trying to come up with an escape plan that could use any of the magic she had available—Peep’s magic, her own fire magic, the light magic she’d recently learned from Tonari…


    “Brigitte!”


    “…!”


    “Are you in there, Brigitte?!”


    Brigitte’s eyes widened in shock. She knew that voice. To be more precise, it was the voice of the young man she wanted to see the most…


    But she’d already seen this during the graduation exam. There was no doubt it was just a trap set by the evil fairies of the Unseelie Court.


    Only, the earnestness in the voice seemed to convince her anyway. She knew that voice. It had to be him. It could be no one else.


    “Yuri…?”


    Like a thread stretched to the breaking point and then snapping, Brigitte threw herself across the cabin toward the door.


    She ripped open the door and fell into the arms of Yuri, who was waiting for her outside.


    “Yuri!!!”


    Though his hair color was different, she knew Yuri’s arms. This was him.


    He felt cold, but Brigitte was too excited to care. She clung to him, pressing her entire body against his.


    “Yuri! Oh, Yuri!”


    Yuri embraced Brigitte. The crushing pressure of his arms around her told her how much he cared for her.


    “…Sorry. Sorry it took me so long.”


    “…” Brigitte shook her head vigorously.


    Never mind how long it took; Yuri was here! The relief was immense.


    But Brigitte was sobbing too hard to put such sentiments into words.


    “Hey! Brigitte. I heard something—”


    Tonari had returned and was looking back and forth between them, as well as at Blue, who was standing and waiting in front of the cabin.


    “Ah. I think we’ll go and patrol the perimeter a little.”


    “What? Me too?”


    Tonari, ever considerate, grabbed hold of Blue and dragged him away.


    Completely oblivious to what was happening around her, Brigitte said Yuri’s name over and over in between sobs, like she was letting out all the energy she’d been holding back.


    “Yuri… Oh, Yuri…”


    “I’m here, Brigitte.”


    Brigitte’s eyes filled with tears again as Yuri touched her face, like he was making sure it was really her.


    I… I’ve been so afraid.


    Being chased by revolutionaries. Having terrifying dreams every night. The idea that she might be a changeling. It was all so frightening and overwhelming, she’d wanted to scream and cry, but she’d held it all in for so long.
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    And just as she was about to break, Yuri had come for her. It was like he’d heard the silent screams inside Brigitte’s heart.


    Yuri helped me once again.


    As the reality that he was here with her sank in, so did the fresh realization of how much Yuri meant to her.


    Until now, Brigitte had always felt a little stiff around Yuri. He was a prodigy who excelled in combat, and he was absolutely beautiful. Plus, he’d made contracts with two incredibly powerful spirits. The young man named Yuri Aurealis seemed to live in a glittering world far removed from her own.


    Whenever she was with him, she tensed up, always mentally on edge. Even though they were a couple now, Brigitte hadn’t expected that to change.


    But now I feel so safe being with Yuri.


    Now that she’d fallen in love with Yuri and knew that he felt the same way, Brigitte’s frame of mind beginning to change. Maybe it was the danger of the situation that had made her feel it even more keenly.


    …But as the seconds ticked past and her composure slowly returned, Brigitte began to feel ashamed. She was a smart, self-aware young woman, not the type to sob and carry on.


    Feeling embarrassed, Brigitte looked up and wiped away her tears. “I’m sorry, Yuri,” she said with a soft chuckle. “I’m… I’m okay now.”


    “Right.”


    Eyes soft, Yuri removed his arms from around Brigitte.


    However, Brigitte grabbed his hand tightly just before he let go. Yuri smiled at her childish attempt to cling on to him.


    “What’s wrong? Are you sure you’re all right?”


    “Guh,” Brigitte gasped, her eyes red, struggling for words. “…Not quite yet, I think.”


    She was appalled by her own neediness, but Yuri didn’t laugh.


    “Hyup…”


    He picked up Brigitte with ease, then sat down on the bed with her on his lap.


    “Y-Yuri! P-put me down!”


    The extreme closeness sent Brigitte into a tizzy. A few days ago, she’d cradled the cait sith like this—but that was a completely different situation.


    Yuri’s sturdy thighs were beneath Brigitte’s butt. He must have been able to feel the contact through the thin fabric.


    And at this distance, her face was inevitably close to his. Yuri held Brigitte’s weight with his right arm as she blushed, and he tilted his head.


    “You don’t like this?”


    “I… It’s not that, it’s just… I’m too heavy!”


    “No, you’re not.”


    His calm response rendered Brigitte speechless.


    W-we’ve had this conversation before, haven’t we?


    When they had followed Asha into the small forest, Yuri had carried Brigitte in his arms. But sitting on his lap seemed even more embarrassing. It was too much.


    Unable to bear it any longer, Brigitte groaned.


    “I was so relieved to finally see you, Yuri! But now my heart’s beating so fast that I don’t even know what to do!”


    She balled up her fists and slammed them against Yuri’s chest.


    Yuri blinked, his long eyelashes fluttering as this irrational show of anger was directed at him.


    “I see. I’m sorry.”


    “As well you should be, Yuri! You are so…so…!” Brigitte fumed, and Yuri sighed a little.


    “That’s my line. You’re the bad one, Brigitte.”


    Brigitte was shocked into silence by this.


    “What did you just say? What did I do?”


    “You disappeared with another man.”


    Brigitte’s heart skipped a beat when Yuri said that.


    But a quick glance down at Yuri’s face below her showed he wasn’t serious.


    Brigitte pursed her lips. Her legs swung loosely, her feet hitting Yuri.


    “The way you say that makes it sound like I cheated on you…”


    “Did you?”


    “Are you truly asking me that?!”


    “Hmm,” Yuri said, nodding to himself, then continued, his voice somehow weaker than usual.


    “Still, I wish you’d relied on me instead of Tonari… Although, it’s selfish of me to think that. Besides, I know I’m not strong enough.”


    “…That’s not true.”


    Those words made Yuri sound weak, and Brigitte rejected them.


    “Of course, Tonari’s amazing… These past five days have really shown me that. But that doesn’t mean you’re not strong, Yuri. You found me, didn’t you?” Brigitte unclenched her fists and gently touched Yuri’s chest. “I told you before. I feel safe when I’m with you.”


    “Safe? Not nervous, then?”


    Brigitte’s eyes widened. “I mean, sitting like this is making me nervous!”


    This time, Yuri smiled without teasing her. “I might be nervous, too.”


    “…!”


    Yuri’s frank admission rendered Brigitte speechless.


    The truth was, she’d noticed from the start.


    Yuri’s heart was racing just as fast as Brigitte’s, and his body was hot and tense where they were touching.


    “So let’s stay like this for a while. Until both you and I feel completely at ease.”


    “…Yes, Yuri.”


    Brigitte gathered her courage and put her arms around Yuri’s neck.


    Being the one to take the lead only made her heart pound faster. Still, as she buried her fingers in Yuri’s hair and let his scent wash over her, her heartbeat gradually calmed.


    Wrapped in Yuri’s heat, Brigitte’s whole body became warm. It was hard to even recall the feeling of shivering cold now.


    …I want to. With Yuri…


    Pulling her face away slightly, Brigitte stared intently at Yuri.


    Yuri’s cheeks were slightly flushed as he averted his gaze.


    “Don’t look at me that way, Brigitte.”


    “What way?”


    They couldn’t help but laugh at each other. Their expressions grew serious, and they leaned in closer, bringing their faces together.


    In search of more heat, their lips drew closer and almost touched.


    “Have you finished your lovers’ quarrel yet?”


    …The door to the hut opened, and Tonari suddenly reappeared.


    Brigitte and Yuri sprang apart. Looking back and forth between the two of them, Tonari spoke in an even voice. “Ah, sorry. I was ten seconds too early, it seems.”


    “Mr. Tonari!”


    Blushing bright red, Brigitte quickly got off Yuri’s lap and moved to the side. Yuri looked disappointed, but they couldn’t let Tonari stand in the cold any longer.


    “…We have a lot to talk about, so why don’t we all discuss it as a group?”


    Brigitte’s suggestion met no opposition.


    Blue transformed into his child state, like a tree changing the colors of its leaves, before following Tonari into the hut. He’d be too big to fit through the door in his ice wolf form.


    “Master!”


    Blue trotted across the room toward Yuri, and as soon as he got close to him, he grabbed tightly onto the hem of his shirt.


    H-he’s doing this on purpose!


    Blue was so aware of his own cuteness that it made Brigitte shiver. Meanwhile, Blue ignored her completely, tilting his head at Yuri with affection.


    “Master! I’m so tired. I want to rest…”


    Yuri sighed as he saw Blue’s eyes welling up with tears.


    “…Do what you must.”


    “Yes, Master!”


    With Yuri’s permission, Blue climbed onto his lap.


    And then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, he went to lie down on Yuri’s lap and use him as a pillow.


    Hey! Don’t use my Yuri’s lap as your pillow!


    Yuri was completely unfazed. No doubt, he was used to this sort of thing. Blue really adored Yuri… But still, this was a rather intimate way to interact with one’s spirit.


    I haven’t even laid my head in his lap yet! Though, I was sitting on his lap just before…


    Which was more intense? Sitting on someone’s lap or using it as a pillow? As Yuri’s girlfriend, it was a frustrating thing to try to quantify.


    And they look so cute together.


    Blue seemed to have based his child form on Yuri’s own childhood. They were like brothers with a significant age gap. Together, they looked like a painting, but there was something a little twisted about it, too.


    Trembling for many reasons, Brigitte made eye contact with Blue.


    It seemed that Blue had been observing Brigitte while lying down, as he had narrowed his blue eyes and tilted the corners of his mouth up in a smile.


    “What is it, Bri? Are you jealous?”


    “I…”


    Brigitte was about to strenuously deny it, but she stopped herself.


    What usually happened was that Blue would provoke Brigitte, and Brigitte would play right into his paws. But no, not this time.


    That’s right. My name is Brigitte Meidell, and I cannot resist being baited.


    With this realization, Brigitte put on a humbler expression.


    “…I agree. I’m really jealous.”


    “Hee-hee, of course you are…”


    “Because I want to have you on my lap, Blue.”


    “Huh?”


    Blue’s eyes widened over this unexpected remark.


    Capitalizing on his confusion, Brigitte put her hand on her chest and said, “Well, you worked so hard to find us, didn’t you? We were reunited thanks to you, so of course I want to show my gratitude.”


    “Uh… What?”


    “Come on, Blue. Please rest as much as you like, using my lap as your pillow.”


    As Brigitte leaned forward with a smile and gestured to her knees, Blue turned bright red and yelped.
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    “I don’t want to sleep on you, Bri! I prefer Master’s lap! Humph!” He turned his face away.


    Hee! It’s so fun messing with him!


    Brigitte’s shoulders were shaking with repressed laughter, but she knew letting it out would only upset Blue more. Tonari, who’d been watching this playful exchange, chuckled softly as he warmed himself by the fireplace.


    “You seem to have gotten some of your energy back.”


    “Huh…?”


    “You’re much brighter now. Have you not noticed?”


    “…!”


    Brigitte’s eyes widened as she thought back on the past few days. Now that she considered it, it had been a long time since she’d last made such bold facial expressions or spoken up so much.


    Tonari, his cait sith, and Peep had kept her going and cheered her up, but there had still been something missing.


    Reuniting with Yuri and Blue brought Brigitte a deep sense of relief. She smiled at Yuri as he squeezed her hand.


    “Yuri…”


    Yuri nodded reassuringly, and Brigitte nodded back, trying not to cry.


    “…Thank you, too, Blue. I’m sorry for teasing you.”


    Brigitte reached out with her other hand and gently stroked the back of Blue’s round head. Blue’s small shoulders twitched slightly, but he didn’t seem to mind.


    Clearing her throat to hide any tears, Brigitte cut to the chase. “So, Yuri… How did you find this place?”


    “All Blue’s doing. To start, we tracked your scent from the academy using the help of Roze…” Yuri paused and chuckled. “I had no idea you were still so close to the capital.”


    Tonari grinned. “The last place they’d expect.”


    “Indeed. Usually you’d flee as far as you could from the shrine’s sphere of influence.”


    Yuri was right.


    They hadn’t spent the night in the same place more than once because of the risk of being discovered, but Brigitte and Tonari had been traveling in endless circles not too far from the capital. The hut they were currently in was actually only about a half day’s walk away.


    Yuri briefly explained how they’d found them.


    Apparently, while pursuing Brigitte and Tonari, Yuri and the others had been sabotaging the efforts of the revolutionary faction, mostly with the help of Kira and her spirit.


    Yuri was also up-to-date on the goings-on of the shrine. Clifford, who had remained behind, was gathering intel to share with them.


    After listening to this, Tonari murmured in admiration.


    “I see. So the reason the revolutionaries couldn’t catch us these past five days was partly thanks to your distraction tactics, Water Boy. Though, to start with, Oscar isn’t the kind of person who trusts others. Probably, he was so focused on securing his new position of power that he left the search efforts to his grunts. Either way, it worked out in our favor.”


    Yuri frowned and said, “Don’t call me Water Boy.” Despite Tonari’s praise, Yuri had taken insult at being spoken to like a child.


    “All right, all right. So, Yuri, since you’ve taken all those measures, does that mean you’ve got a plan to resolve this situation?”


    There was an element of hope in Tonari’s voice.


    He and Brigitte had been out of options when Yuri had appeared, after all.


    But Yuri shook his head. “No. No, I don’t.”


    “Oh,” Tonari said with some disappointment.


    Yuri scowled at Tonari. “I found out that my girlfriend was alone with another man. All I could think about was getting to her as soon as possible.”


    “…!”


    When Yuri said that, steam practically started to billow from Brigitte’s face.


    Meanwhile, Tonari seemed to find being treated as a romantic rival hilarious.


    “…Pfft! Ha-ha-ha-ha!!!” Tonari choked with laughter. “Ha-ha-ha! I—I’m sorry, then! It must have been a torturous few days for the jealous knight, eh?”


    “Does that mean you’re admitting to the charges?”


    Yuri was clearly annoyed at being laughed at, but Tonari waved a hand in front of his face.


    “No, no. Impossible. After all, I’m Brigitte’s old man.”


    “Huh? Old man?”


    “T-Tonari!”


    Brigitte’s cheeks turned red. She hoped that Tonari wouldn’t tell Yuri about her tearful fit of weakness from before.


    “Yuri! Never mind that now! Mr. Tonari saved my life! Please don’t harass him.”


    “I understand that, Brigitte.”


    Tonari got over his laughing fit and walked over to Yuri, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. When he patted Yuri on the shoulder, Yuri shrugged off his hand, annoyed.


    “I think I can offer you some information, too.”


    Tonari told Yuri everything that Yuri didn’t know, mainly about the revolutionaries’ intentions and the Spirit King.


    He didn’t mention the possibility that Brigitte might be a changeling, perhaps out of consideration for Brigitte, or perhaps because he didn’t think it was an important issue for the time being, or perhaps because he himself thought the possibility was low.


    “…Now that we’ve shared our information, let’s decide on our future course of action,” said Tonari, and Brigitte was ready with a suggestion.


    “I think I should go to the shrine.”


    “Brigitte!” Yuri said reproachfully, but Brigitte met his gaze.


    Yuri had to know that this was the only option.


    “Over the past few days, with everything I’ve learned, I’ve realized that no matter how long we stay on the run, Oscar won’t give up on Peep. Before he bullies High Priest Liam and the others into going along with his plans, I think it might be better for us to make a move ourselves. That way, we could at least find out what Oscar’s up to.”


    It wasn’t just High Priest Liam. According to Yuri, many priests and holy knights were being held captive in the basement of the Central Shrine.


    If the revolutionaries kept them as hostages, then Brigitte and the others wouldn’t be able to just walk away and save themselves. With the revolutionaries in control, they could no longer remain passive.


    “The revolutionaries need my phoenix. They won’t hurt Peep or me, either. I’m his contractor. To put it bluntly, if I die, Peep will just return to the spirit world.”


    The revolutionaries had no idea when the next phoenix contractor would appear, if ever. Peep vanishing back to the spirit world was something they’d want to avoid at all costs.


    “But I don’t have a concrete game plan or anything…”


    Brigitte wasn’t about to just go and offer herself up to the hands of the enemy. If she did that, all the effort spent by Tonari, Liam, and the others, helping Brigitte escape… That would all have been for nothing.


    “…Hmm. Brigitte has a point.”


    Yuri seemed about to argue with Tonari’s comment but instead remained silent.


    Sensing that those beautiful citrine eyes were lost in thought, Brigitte had a sudden hunch.


    Earlier, Yuri said he had no plan, but I’m pretty sure he has some idea in mind.


    Yuri would have anticipated every possible scenario before arriving here. He was a young man of great intellect, and even though he was worried about Brigitte, that keen mind of his would have kept working on a solution despite everything.


    With that conviction, Brigitte smiled at Yuri.


    “Yuri, I am fully aware of the danger. Besides, it’s not like us to keep running away forever.”


    “…!”


    “Let’s get revenge on Oscar. Let’s teach him that he shouldn’t have messed with us.”


    Brigitte and Yuri were very similar in many aspects. Most notably, they both hated to lose.


    Neither could back down from a wager or challenge. That was how they’d always been.


    Yuri stared back; his gaze was strong, his smile soft.


    “…In that case, it won’t be enough to just teach Oscar a lesson. We should destroy the revolutionaries themselves.”


    D-destroy?


    Brigitte felt uneasy all of a sudden, but she nodded vigorously.


    The quickest way to avoid being targeted in the future would be to eliminate the revolutionaries themselves. Destroy them and stabilize the shrine’s power base in alignment with the moderates. If Brigitte and Peep wanted to live in peace, that was the ultimate goal that had to be achieved.


    Yuri looked at Brigitte and then Tonari in turn.


    “I have an idea. Will you listen?”


    Meeting both of their gazes, Yuri began to speak.
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    “What do you mean, the phoenix still hasn’t been found?!”


    Oscar slammed his fist on the table as hard as he could.


    The three people gathered at the round table, as well as the priest giving the report, all shuddered in fear.


    “The thing is… We are continuing to track Tonari, but it seems he’s making use of the Crack in his escape… The search teams have also been divided up, making a coordinated search difficult. Also, we had to start considering the movements of Brigitte Meidell’s stepbrother and her classmates… And we can’t completely rule out the possibility that we’ve been led on a wild-goose chase by Tonari…”


    “Stop rambling and get to the point!” Oscar roared with frustration, and the ashen-faced priest glanced down at his report before continuing.


    Brigitte’s stepbrother, Roze, had gone to visit his parents, who had moved south.


    Meanwhile, Brigitte’s classmates had been seen magically cleaning a number of areas, insisting that it was volunteer work, and a considerable number of staff had to be assigned to keep an eye on them.


    “Just to be sure, we conducted a search in the south, but there was no sign of Brigitte. As for her classmates, it appears they’re trying to erase any traces of Yuri Aurealis’s whereabouts. Based on that hint, we sent out search parties where we thought he might be, but nothing…”


    As he listened to all this, Oscar’s head began to throb.


    “That’s what they wanted you to do.”


    “…What?”


    “In a fight, the one to watch out for is the son of the Aurealis family, but anything else they might do is merely a distraction intended to confuse and deceive. A small number of allies was purposely used to muddy the waters. By doing so, the girl has completely and utterly blinded you to both her and Tonari’s true whereabouts. After all, I haven’t been able to catch sight of either of them.”


    “S-so from the beginning, her classmates knew that Brigitte had disappeared and acted accordingly?”


    “That’s what I’m saying.”


    The meeting room was abuzz.


    Yuri had figured out the reason for Brigitte’s disappearance much earlier than they’d imagined. This was clear from the way he’d acted so swiftly in his attempts to confuse Oscar’s priests.


    Among the priests and holy knights, there were quite a few with contracted spirits that excelled at tracking humans. That was why Oscar had gone away from the Central Shrine and left the search up to them. But Yuri, after all, was contracted with a fenrir. The best of all other spirit trackers couldn’t match a fenrir for speed.


    “You got so distracted chasing those children around that you let them make absolute fools of you! How are you going to attempt to justify that? Go on, I’m listening!”


    “S-s-sorry!!!”


    Oscar was ranting at the priests, but it was Oscar himself who had ordered them to follow Yuri in the first place. The priests had been so intent on figuring out Yuri’s current location that they had gotten distracted from the bigger picture.


    Their failure was the result of placing too much emphasis on Yuri’s movements, and Oscar should have taken some of the responsibility for that.


    Useless! I should have just taken charge of the search from the beginning!


    However, as the leader of the revolutionaries, Oscar had plenty of other important work to do. Now that the position of archbishop was vacant, he had to do the groundwork at the royal palace in order to secure the position for himself. He also had to coordinate with the various shrines and handle the archbishop’s regular duties, even as merely a temporary substitute.


    I’m surrounded by incompetents! I can’t trust anyone to do their job!


    Oscar’s distrust of anyone other than himself had worked against him. While Tonari and Yuri were each operating with a small but highly competent team, the revolutionaries were running around in circles.


    Oscar was up against a single-minded spiritologist and a mere student. He’d assumed that, with enough people, it would be simple enough to capture them. If only they could get their hands on the phoenix! Then everything after that would be easy.


    The biggest problem is Tonari. How could that simple man have managed to escape with Brigitte like that?


    Oscar gnashed his teeth.


    He had of course considered the possibility that Tonari might use the Crack as an escape route, but he’d dismissed it. He’d doubted that Tonari would take a student through such a dangerous place multiple times. That’s why he hadn’t ordered that people familiar with the Crack be added to the search party.


    At this point, Oscar had no choice but to admit his own mistakes. The moment the archbishop died, he should have had Tonari arrested first, not Liam.


    The priests looked at one another anxiously, and then one made a timid suggestion: “Why not use the moderate priests as hostages? That way, we can lure them out…”


    “As I said before, that is something I will consider once I am officially installed as archbishop.”


    Oscar fought the urge to raise his voice.


    How many times are you going to make me repeat myself, you incompetents? We’re already making bold moves here!


    The palace hadn’t said anything about the matter, even though they must have suspected that the revolutionaries were involved.


    Maybe the palace already had no further need of him—or maybe he feared ruining his chances during the bargaining stage. Either way, Oscar couldn’t continue acting so boldly, not before he’d actually solidified his position as official archbishop.


    Just then, a priest of the revolutionaries came running in, out of breath.


    “I have a report! We have just apprehended Brigitte Meidell and the spiritologist Tonari!”


    “…What?”


    Oscar blinked, thinking he’d misheard.


    But the priest repeated the same thing. This report caused the people present at the round table to suddenly become excited, but Oscar was more shrewd than that.


    Even with Yuri’s help, Tonari and Brigitte had managed to escape flawlessly. Now they were suddenly captured? If this was a joke, it wasn’t a funny one.


    Is this some kind of trick?


    That would be the most natural assumption.


    “Explain. In detail. Where did you find them?”


    “Well, right here, right near the Central Shrine. Brigitte surrendered herself, and then we quickly located Tonari, who was hiding nearby, and detained him.”


    Oscar was stunned.


    Right…! So it was Brigitte who gave herself up, after all. Of course, a mere student could never withstand the strain of going in and out of the Crack multiple times.


    The graduation exam had been held at the Otoleanna Academy of Magic during the middle of this month. Though he didn’t know the full details, Oscar could guess. What he did know was that it involved obtaining the cooperation of the evil fairies of the Unseelie Court.


    Brigitte had passed her graduation exam, but a half-day exam was quite different from a prolonged escape over five days. Tonari must have misjudged the magnitude of the mental burden Brigitte was carrying.


    Plus, Brigitte was one of the Fire Clan, which was not known for intricate plotting. Instead, they were impulsive and fierce. Tired of sneaking around and running away, she’d decided to go straight to the shrine. A shortsighted move, perfectly befitting a member of that clan.


    Even though he felt convinced of this, Oscar still had a few doubts.


    But so what if she does have some kind of underhanded, ulterior motive? As long as I can seize Brigitte and that phoenix, who cares?


    The overarching goal of the revolutionaries was already widely known, no doubt. But only Oscar knew exactly how they planned to achieve it. There was certainly no need to worry about being outwitted by a mere slip of a girl.


    “In that case, I will go personally.”


    Grinning, Oscar put his hands on the round table and stood up.


    The sense of elation that Oscar felt at the realization of his long-cherished dream coming to fruition was so great that even he himself was unable to recognize the enormity of it. However, Oscar, caught up in his excitement, also never dreamed that even this emotion itself had been cleverly orchestrated by Yuri.


    


    Brigitte stood in front of the main door of the Central Shrine.


    Her hands were tied behind her back, which seemed terribly ironic when she’d been welcomed so warmly by many priests during her academy visit here.


    Tonari was also restrained similarly, and a holy knight stood between them to keep guard and prevent them from speaking or sending signals to one another.


    At that moment, she heard a group of approaching footsteps. Brigitte looked up and saw an elderly man accompanied by a group of high-ranking priests.


    “Lady Brigitte. Welcome to the Central Shrine.”


    “And you are…?”


    “Ah, forgive my rudeness. I am Oscar, the man who will soon become your next archbishop.”


    His attitude was polite, but his words were arrogant, making Brigitte frown.


    That was the name Brigitte had been expecting to hear, and the stole he wore proudly slung over his shoulders was also familiar.


    Brigitte observed the man before her. He seemed somehow lacking in basic humanity. Just as Tonari had said, he appeared calm and friendly on the surface, but deep within, there was a cruelty that he failed to conceal.


    This man must just see me as a foolish little girl.


    An impudent girl who’d ruined all the hard work Tonari had done to protect her and all the careful scheming of Yuri on her behalf. Still, let Oscar think what he wanted. That would suit Brigitte best right now.


    Brigitte glared at Oscar.


    “…What are you planning to do to me?”


    “Of course, we will treat you with respect, so please rest assured… Now, where is the phoenix?”


    The latter part of the question was probably directed not at Brigitte but at the nearby holy knight standing guard over her.


    “Cheep?”


    Peep’s head popped out of Brigitte’s chest pocket, almost as if it was answering Oscar’s summons—though Peep would never do that.


    Brigitte had expected Oscar to order Peep seized at once, but he merely glanced at the little bird.


    “Now, Lady Brigitte, please put this on.”


    As Oscar spoke, a young man stepped forward from behind him. When Brigitte saw what he was holding in his hands, her eyes widened.


    A magic-suppressing collar…


    And the young man holding this magical device had dark-blue, purple-tinged hair.


    He appeared to be in his early twenties. He was tall and well-built, his muscles evident even through his clothing.


    His features were sculpted and beautiful, and he radiated an aura of unapproachability; his blue eyes shone with a sharp light behind his glasses.


    Meeting the young man’s cold gaze, Brigitte swallowed hard. Oscar spoke to him in a friendly manner.


    “Lester, don’t go easy on her just because she’s your younger brother’s classmate, now.”


    “Younger brother…?”


    It was not the young man who answered Brigitte’s confused muttering but Oscar.


    “This is Lester Aurealis—one ofYuri Aurealis’s elder brothers.”


    “…!”


    Brigitte’s eyes widened.


    “You’re Yuri’s…brother?”


    Come to think of it, Brigitte recalled seeing Lester from afar when she was invited to the Water Clan mansion.


    Yes… Out of all the siblings, he probably looks the most like Yuri.


    He reminded her of how Yuri had been when he was a lone wolf at the academy. Lester also kept his distance from others, and the iciness of his gaze when it was directed at Brigitte reminded her of Yuri back then, too.


    “Don’t insult me. Yuri and I are brothers in name only,” Lester said coldly, and Oscar gave a dry chuckle.


    “…Ha-ha. That’s right. Forget I said that.”


    Brigitte looked away from Oscar, who was still laughing mirthlessly, and her eyes settled on Lester.


    “Are you a revolutionary? Why are you doing this?”


    “I’m not obligated to answer your questions.”


    Lester roughly parted Brigitte’s long hair with his bony fingertips.


    “…!”


    Even though he was Yuri’s brother, he was still a stranger. Brigitte bit her lip, hating the feeling of his touch.
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    But just before the collar closed around her neck, Brigitte yelped, unable to bear it.


    “Wait!”


    Lester’s hand paused.


    In a rush, Brigitte said, “I can’t. I have never once unsummoned my contracted spirit.”


    Even Oscar couldn’t hide his surprise at this.


    “…Until now? Never?”


    “Yes. Not even once since I summoned my spirit for the first time in summer.”


    The surrounding priests and holy knights all started to mumble with excitement.


    “Is that even possible…?”


    “You saw the pillar of light six months ago, right? If she can do that, then perhaps she can do anything…”


    Lester began to lower the collar he held, sensing that his employer, Oscar, was wavering.


    Seeming to have come to some new suspicion, Oscar gave Brigitte a brittle smile.


    “…I’m impressed. Anyone who can make a contract with a phoenix must indeed be in possession of an extraordinary vessel of magical power.”


    “Is that so? Because according to you all, I made a contract with a mere tiny spirit.”


    Oscar narrowed his eyes at Brigitte’s sarcastic retort.


    “Now, now. Even if you’re no longer a member of the Fire Clan, you still seem to be as fiery as ever. I’m sure your father would be proud of you as he enjoys his new life in the south.”


    They continued to swipe at each other with verbal swordplay. The priests standing around exchanged glances, but Brigitte and Oscar, standing in the center, refused to give an inch.


    Oscar was the first to flinch. Getting into a pointless argument wasn’t his objective.


    “Anyway, don’t worry about the phoenix. As you must know, Brigitte, being a gifted student, the magic-suppressing collar only temporarily seals the magical powers and contracted spirit of the wearer.”


    “So you’ll be taking it off again shortly, will you?”


    Apparently not wanting to get involved in a back-and-forth argument, Oscar ignored Brigitte and jerked his head at Lester.


    Lester raised his arms again. With a loud clang, he fastened the collar around Brigitte’s neck.


    At the same time, Peep, who had been peeking out of her pocket, disappeared on the spot like an illusion.


    Peep…


    Brigitte called his name in her mind.


    Brigitte and Peep had been separated during the graduation exam, but Brigitte had still been able to sense Peep’s presence on the other side of the wall.


    But now it was different. The thread that connected them had been abruptly severed by a single, malicious act.


    The feeling of loss was so heavy that it was hard to put into words. It felt as if the hands of the clock had been forcibly spun back to eleven years ago, a time Brigitte would rather have forgotten. A time when she was unable to sense magical energy, unable to sense the presence of her contracted spirit, and suffering every day.


    This collar is so powerful…


    Brigitte felt as if she was suffocating, and she quickly put her hands to her neck.


    “Are you okay, Brigitte?”


    Tonari sounded worried, but Brigitte was unable to respond.


    Another one of the holy knights had put a collar on Tonari as well, which meant that he could no longer use magic, either. Their wrist restraints were removed, because now they were both effectively powerless.


    “I am a member of an earl’s family. Do you think you can get away with treating me like this?”


    “You mean the fallen earl? Oh, I didn’t mean to offend you.” Oscar’s apology was completely insincere. “Now then, Lady Brigitte. Please follow me.”


    “…What if I say no?”


    “I thought you understood. Saying no isn’t an option.”


    Brigitte gave up on resisting and started walking, following Oscar. Two other holy knights took over in place of Lester. Glancing back, Brigitte saw that Tonari was being taken somewhere else.


    As she walked down the wide corridors of the shrine, Brigitte let out a quiet sigh.


    The mission’s a success…for now.


    Now that she was separated from Tonari, there was no one to share this sentiment with. And so far, everything was going according to plan.


    Just as Yuri predicted, Oscar has no intention of using Peep to do anything for him right away.


    Oscar had made sure Peep was present, but that was all. If he’d wanted to use Peep to do something right away, he wouldn’t have put the magic-suppressing collar on Brigitte.


    According to Tonari, High Priest Liam’s prior evaluation of Oscar was that he was the kind of person who wouldn’t act just for momentary satisfaction, but to leave his name behind for posterity. In other words, he was someone who was mostly motivated by the prospect of great accomplishments.


    Therefore, Oscar would be careful about how he did things. It was hard to imagine him resorting to force immediately after capturing Brigitte. It wouldn’t be easy to predict what Oscar’s intentions were, but for now, Brigitte reckoned she ought to just be glad that things were going according to plan.


    Though Yuri is quite worried about me.


    It wasn’t difficult to play the role of the spoiled rich daughter who had been fed up with a life on the run and decided instead to go storming right into the shrine.


    After all, Brigitte had been filled with contempt for Oscar from the start. There was no acting involved. All she had to do was let out those intense emotions.


    However, Yuri had kept from her the names of the collaborators within the revolutionary faction, so that Oscar’s people would not be able to guess who they were from her reactions if they questioned her.


    He said it’d be the one who put the magic-suppressing collar on me, so there can’t be any mistake… But I never would have imagined Yuri’s brother would turn out to be a holy knight…and an ally.


    This fact had truly surprised Brigitte. After all, even though it was her first time meeting Lester, she knew all about his past actions.


    I wonder why that coldhearted, good-for-nothing young man is cooperating with Yuri now…?


    In the memories of Yuri’s past that the rusalka had shown her, Noel was the only sibling who was on Yuri’s side.


    Lester, Yuri’s second-eldest brother, knew that Clyde was bullying Yuri, but he had turned a blind eye to it.


    Noel and Yuri. There was a battle over who would inherit the Aurealis family legacy, and Clyde, manipulated by those around him, had attacked Yuri. There might have been some complex situation with Lester, too, but Brigitte knew nothing of that.


    If anything, Lester might have been secretly surprised by Brigitte’s hostility when they met before. But the hostility Brigitte felt toward Lester was not just an act.


    Ah, this is so frustrating! I want to ask Yuri all the details immediately!


    Brigitte’s footfalls grew heavier with annoyance, though Oscar and the guarding holy knights seemed to misinterpret this as irritation with her situation.


    As they continued down the corridor, some of Brigitte’s fire faded. The pathway had seemed familiar at first, but it appeared they’d entered an area where ordinary shrine visitors could not gain access.


    First of all, this is the enemy’s base of operations, so I have to be careful not to let my frustration distract me. Otherwise, I might overlook something important.


    Yuri had also warned her not to go do anything dangerous on her own.


    As long as she was wearing the magic-suppressing collar, she couldn’t use any magic, and she couldn’t summon Peep. Aware that she was powerless now, Brigitte had no intention of doing anything reckless.


    Brigitte put her hand to her neck. Her anger at Lester had distracted her from the sensation of the collar, but now that she was conscious of it again, it felt heavy. She could breathe, but the pressure on her neck made her feel constricted.


    Class Prez really is amazing.


    Brigitte let out a small sigh of admiration.


    Despite wearing a collar just like this one, facing the curious stares of the others at the academy, Nival had managed to stay strong. Even though his bond with his ariel had been forcibly severed, he had spoken to Brigitte in a cheerful way, masking his true pain.


    No… I think…


    Although he never let it show, Brigitte imagined that Nival must have been extremely anxious at the time.


    He’d started chatting to Brigitte, using polite language with her, and followed her wherever she went, saying, “I shall accompany you,” just like a newborn chick following its mother.


    Of course, as he’d said at the time, he was probably grateful to Brigitte for saving him from a difficult situation, but maybe what was more important to him was not being alone.


    However, at the time, Brigitte had been shocked by Nival’s sudden change of attitude and hadn’t sympathized with him. In fact, she’d been a little annoyed with him.


    The reason for that was obvious. Brigitte hadn’t met Peep at that time. Brigitte had not yet experienced the warmth of a contracted spirit or the sadness of being separated from it.


    It’s ironic that I’m only just realizing this.


    Brigitte smiled wryly. There was nothing good about being caught up in the shrine’s plans, of course, but only now that she was wearing a magic-suppressing collar, she could finally understand her friend’s feelings.


    I should be much nicer to him when I get out of here.


    It wasn’t that Brigitte was usually mean or cold to him or anything, but she could stand to be much friendlier.


    After a few minutes, Oscar, who’d been walking silently in front, suddenly came to a halt.


    Before them was a heavy door. One of the holy knights opened it and ushered her through.


    Brigitte stepped nervously into the room.


    Oscar nodded in satisfaction while remaining outside the room himself.


    “Brigitte, we’re going to have you stay here for a while. Ah, and I’ll be posting a few guards to watch over you, so don’t even think about running away.”


    Brigitte didn’t reply, but Oscar chuckled creepily.


    “I’ll be bringing a guest by later. It might be good to rekindle old friendships.”


    “A guest…?”


    Brigitte narrowed her eyes, but all she got in return was a cryptic smile.


    On the other side of the closed door, a key rasped in the lock.


    Brigitte shrugged slightly and turned to face the room, letting out a sigh.


    “…Wow, it’s nice in here.”


    The room Brigitte had been taken to seemed to be one of the guest rooms in the shrine that was meant for nobility.


    The interior was spacious, and the furnishings and picture frames on the walls were all both opulent and elegant.


    Opening the various interior doors one by one, she found one that led to a bedroom. However, the iron bars on the window brought her back to earth. The realization that she really was being held captive quickly dampened any enthusiasm she’d felt about her new surroundings.


    For the time being, she decided to walk around the room and examine things in detail.


    “Obviously, all escape routes are blocked…”


    After going to so much trouble to catch Brigitte, they weren’t about to let her get away. As expected, all the windows and vents were blocked off.


    Then there was a knock at the door, and Brigitte remained silent as she walked back over to it. She didn’t want to give anything away by replying.


    Didn’t Oscar say something about a guest earlier?


    Could it be that the person being brought in was Liam, who was reportedly being held captive underground?


    Brigitte had been wondering if he was all right, but rekindling old friendships—she and Liam had only met recently.


    The door opened again in front of a wary Brigitte.


    …Huh?


    An unexpected guest stood there, with long blond hair to his shoulders and eyes the same color.


    He was a handsome youth, but there was a laziness to his expression, and the sarcasm in his smile would send a chill down the spine of anyone beholding him.


    Brigitte moved her trembling lips.


    “Prince Joseph…”


    Standing there was Joseph Field, the third-born prince of the Kingdom of Field and Brigitte’s former fiancé.


    “Hey, Brigitte. It’s been too long.” Joseph’s grin was obviously fake.


    Brigitte was so shocked that she couldn’t manage a response.


    She had once been engaged to this man. He had been sweet and gentle, someone Brigitte could rely on. He had been truly worthy of being called her Prince Charming.


    Joseph let the smile fade, and he snorted with derision.


    “Don’t look at me like that. You know, I’m getting fed up with being dragged into the spotlight, myself.”


    “…Prince Joseph, why are you here?” Brigitte’s throat was dry, and her voice caught.


    Joseph waved his hand at Brigitte in annoyance.


    “Can you stop calling me that? It’s annoying. And I don’t want to stand around talking, so let’s sit down.”


    Although Brigitte was uncomfortable that Joseph seemed to be taking the lead, she decided to obediently follow his instructions.


    It was unclear what Oscar’s intentions were, but if Joseph was here, he wanted the two of them to have a conversation.


    …Maybe he’s hoping I’ll reveal a weakness somehow.


    In that case, she should approach this conversation with Joseph in as normal a manner as possible.


    Brigitte made up her mind and sat down on a long bench. Joseph sat down opposite her, across the low table.


    One of the knights guarding the room entered and served them tea. Joseph picked up the ceramic teacup and took a sip.


    He waited until the holy knight left the room before speaking.


    “…So why am I here, you asked? Well, I didn’t come here of my own free will. I was kidnapped by these revolutionaries.”


    “Huh…?”


    Brigitte gasped.


    I thought for sure he was cooperating with them of his own volition this time, too…


    But if she took Joseph’s story at face value, then that didn’t seem to be the case.


    But would a member of the royal family be kidnapped so easily? Brigitte was truly taken aback, but Joseph calmly explained.


    “There were only a few soldiers on guard. The revolutionaries got past them, and then it all happened in the blink of an eye… If only I still had a contracted spirit, I might have been able to put up a bit of resistance, but…”


    Joseph looked off into the distance.


    His contracted spirits had left him and returned to the spirit world.


    They hadn’t chosen to do so out of impatience with their contractor, on a temporary basis. Instead, the magic breaker had been used to cancel their contract with Joseph. Since he no longer had a spirit, he didn’t have a collar around his neck like Brigitte and Tonari did.


    Perhaps it was because quite a bit of time had passed since then, but Joseph’s face no longer showed intense emotion when he spoke of it, nor did he have anything bad to say about his formerly contracted spirits.


    Brigitte clasped her hands together on her lap.


    “But, Prince Joseph…you were originally on friendly terms with the revolutionaries, weren’t you?”


    Brigitte needed more information about where Joseph stood, so she was trying to find out, as casually as possible.


    “Friendly terms… Well, I guess so.” Joseph chuckled, though Brigitte wasn’t sure what was so funny. “It’s not like I sympathize with their ideology. But I can’t lie. If you keep on their good side, you are given all sorts of preferential treatment.”


    Joseph seemed to be saying that he had cooperated with the revolutionaries for his own benefit.


    “My right to the throne has already been stripped away. But I guess they still think my status, what’s left of it, might be to their advantage. Or maybe it’s the complete opposite.”


    “What do you mean, the opposite?”


    “This is just a guess, but I think the revolutionaries want to use me as a cautionary tale. An example of why the contracting customs are bad.”


    Joseph spoke like his own actions had nothing to do with it.


    “My contracted spirits abandoned me, and my claim to the throne was dashed to pieces. Through the kindness of my elder brothers, I was given a place to live within the royal palace, but I’m not allowed to go out freely, and I’m under constant surveillance to make sure I never do anything bad again.”


    So that’s how Joseph’s been spending his time after the incident…


    Brigitte always tried not to think too much about Joseph. The people around her were considerate and rarely mentioned his name in front of Brigitte, so she never got any information about him.


    “I’m a human being who became a victim of the systems in place in a country that relies on spirits. I mean, you could think of it that way, right?”


    Brigitte didn’t respond, but what Joseph was saying made sense.


    Possibly… Oscar’s goal is to fundamentally change the contract ceremony. It’d be easy to paint Joseph as a victim of the system, and as a member of the royal family, he’s well-known throughout the country.


    His spirits’ one-sided departure had cost Joseph dearly and exposed him to great scandal. To prevent an ordeal like his from ever happening again, it would be best to change the contract ceremony itself, which in its current form gave the spirit the final say… Oscar might have been trying to use what had happened to Joseph to make this particular argument more persuasive.


    But what’s his reason for bringing Joseph here to meet me, though?


    It couldn’t possibly just be about rekindling an old friendship. No, Oscar’s actions had to mean something else.


    But Brigitte couldn’t figure it out. It was maddening.


    If Yuri were here, he’d be able to come up with something.


    If she asked Joseph why he thought Oscar had brought him here, he might give her his own theory, but Brigitte still couldn’t trust anything he said.


    I don’t even know if what Joseph is saying is true. He might be in cahoots with Oscar, putting on a blatant show to deceive me. Either way, I should watch what I say around him.


    Then it happened.


    Joseph casually stood up and reached out.


    Toward Brigitte’s neck.


    “…!”


    Brigitte tried to quickly move backward, but she wasn’t fast enough. Joseph hooked his fingertips between Brigitte’s slender neck and the collar.


    The bench fell over with a clatter as Joseph, who was much taller than her, dragged Brigitte upward.


    “Ugh… Gagh…”


    The collar was choking Brigitte, cutting off her air supply.


    Brigitte’s face contorted in agony as she put a hand to her neck, but Joseph didn’t let go even as she went up on her tiptoes. His grip only tightened.


    Brigitte swung out with her other hand.


    The back of her hand hit one of the teacups, which was still full, and it fell to the floor along with its saucer. The cup shattered with a loud noise, but there was no reaction from outside the room. A holy knight was supposed to be on guard duty there, but…


    The guard has to know something’s happening in here…!


    Apparently, she could not rely on the knight to intervene.


    “Please…stop!” Brigitte pleaded in a rasping voice.


    Joseph stared at her with what she at first took to be a mocking sneer, but no. He looked angry.


    “No. I have something to say to you, too.”


    “What…?”


    Joseph’s eyes narrowed hatefully. “How could you allow yourself to get caught by the revolutionaries?! You fool! Letting yourself get caught with Yuri Aurealis—and with your phoenix on your person!”


    “…”


    His questions proved Oscar hadn’t told him the full details. Brigitte understood this but remained silent.


    I… I shouldn’t tell him that I deliberately came to the shrine to be captured.


    They were both captives, for now, but Joseph was not her ally. He might share anything she said with Oscar.


    “…Whatever.”


    Brigitte’s breath leaked from her strangled throat.


    Just as she was losing consciousness from lack of oxygen, Joseph let out a dramatic sigh and released Brigitte.


    “Gack! Ack!”


    Released from the choke hold, Brigitte crouched down on the spot, clutching her throat and coughing.


    Tears welled up in her eyes. She coughed repeatedly, as Joseph looked at her without any emotion. When he spoke next, his voice was neutral and matter-of-fact.


    “I don’t think it’s worth trying to escape. This room seems to have the exact same structure as my room next door.”


    Still fighting for breath, Brigitte rasped, “You… You looked for a way out, too?”


    “I was just curious if there was one. My room in the royal palace is as much a prison as this.”


    After saying that in a cold voice, Joseph turned on his heel.


    He called out to the guard beyond the door. The door opened up like nothing had even happened. Brigitte couldn’t bring herself to look up and watch Joseph leave.


    Brigitte was left alone in the room, sitting on the floor and staring at the ceiling.


    Did Oscar bring Joseph to see me in order to drain my energy and weaken my resistance? …I can’t let that happen. And overthinking things at this point isn’t going to help me, either.


    Somehow, Brigitte managed to get her feet underneath her and staggered to a standing position.


    Heading over to the mirror, she checked out her neck. Part of her skin was sore…a scrape caused by the collar rubbing against it. She’d probably have terrible bruising there later, as well.
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    …If only Peep was here. Peep could heal any wound.


    Brigitte sat down in a chair, careful not to step on any of the teacup debris scattered at her feet.


    There was nothing she could do about her situation. It would be easy to give up and accept it, but Brigitte didn’t want to just let her mind go blank.


    After all, Yuri, Nival, Kira and the others were still fighting for her.


    “All right, then… I’ll just practice my magic,” Brigitte whispered so the guard outside the door wouldn’t hear.


    She’d only had a few magic lessons with Tonari, but she had no intention of letting what he’d taught her go to waste.


    Even if I can’t use magic because of the collar, I can imagine myself casting it in my mind and work on my concentration. I’m Peep’s contractor.


    But Peep, who had always been there to comfort her in her loneliness and sadness, was no longer by her side.


    Brigitte quietly closed her eyes.


    Her mind was already spinning with plans to use her newly acquired magical skills.


    


    Less than an hour earlier…


    With the cait sith riding on his shoulder, Yuri had managed to infiltrate the shrine grounds.


    With Brigitte returning directly to the Central Shrine, there had been a hole in the shrine’s security that Yuri was able to exploit. While the shrine members had gathered around Brigitte, Yuri had used the cait sith’s concealment magic to get into the dormitory where the holy knights lived.


    The shrine was actually more than just a place of worship. There were several facilities within the grounds, like the main hall used for regular business as well as rituals and worship, the annex where contract ceremonies were held, and the dormitories where the priests and holy knights lived.


    Oscar seems to have barely considered the possibility of an enemy infiltrating them.


    Even taking into account the distraction Brigitte’s presence was providing, security presence was quite minimal.


    No wonder Oscar had become careless. He had all the moderates now in custody, and his only remaining concerns would have been Tonari and Yuri. If Oscar was too stupid to see that Brigitte’s capture was merely a ruse, then he was too stupid to predict what Yuri was currently doing as well.


    Holding his breath for nearly three minutes, Yuri passed through the reception area on the first floor of the dormitory reserved for the holy knights. At that point, he sensed something was wrong, so he quickly hid in the shadows.


    His body had become visible again. In addition, the weight of the cait sith that had been riding on his shoulder was gone.


    “…Cait Sith?”


    He whispered to the catlike spirit, but there was no reply. Just as Yuri had assumed, Tonari had been fixed with a magic-suppressing collar.


    Thank you, Cait Sith, Yuri thought silently, then after scanning the area to make sure there was no one around, he ran the remaining distance.


    The meeting room was unlocked as planned, and Yuri opened the door a crack and quickly slid in.


    The room was dimly lit and so tidy it was almost boring to behold. It was also unexpectedly spacious. From what he’d seen from the outside, not all these rooms were the same. It was clear that the owner of this room was highly regarded within the shrine.


    This was the personal private room of Lester, a holy knight in the service of the shrine.


    However, it wasn’t the owner of the room who was waiting for Yuri. Hearing his footsteps, a young man turned to face him. A young man with bright-blue hair tied loosely at the nape of his neck.


    “You certainly took your time.”


    “Clyde.”


    The young man lifted his head to gaze at Yuri, his elbow still resting on the table.


    Yuri responded with a sigh.


    It was Sienna who’d secured Clyde’s cooperation. Yuri was grateful to her, but he had no intention of thanking Clyde himself.


    How had Clyde managed to get to the dorms? He’d walked right in through the front door. While Oscar would be wary of Yuri, Clyde’s cover story—visiting his brother to bring him a gift—wouldn’t arouse any suspicions.


    “You could look a little happier to see me, you know.”


    “What do you want, a handshake?”


    Clyde shook his head. “Never mind. I’d rather keep my hand away from the likes of you at all costs.”


    The two exchanged insults, but there was an awkwardness there, as though they weren’t sure where they stood with each other. Clyde’s eyes shifted restlessly, until they landed on Yuri’s dark hair.


    “What did you do?”


    “It’s a washable dye. You should use some, too.”


    Yuri took out a flask from his pocket and placed it in front of Clyde. Inside was powdered hair dye.


    Clyde examined the bottle carefully, then shrugged. “Eh, all right, then. For Brigitte.”


    Yuri’s eyebrow twitched with anger, but Clyde ignored that.


    As the air between them grew cold, the door opened loudly. They both turned and saw Lester entering the room.


    Back in his own private chamber, Lester showed no hint of surprise at the sight of his guests. Instead, he strode over to them.


    “I trust preparations are going smoothly?” said Yuri.


    “Hmph. Who do you think you’re dealing with?” Lester merely snorted.


    This was probably the first time they’d really spoken to each other.


    It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that Yuri had never had a proper conversation with his brother Lester, who was five years older than him. Ever since Yuri was old enough to understand, Lester had been silent and indifferent toward him.


    Before long, Lester had graduated from the magic academy and left home to become a holy knight.


    Many of the newly recruited holy knights traveled around escorting the priests on their rounds. Lester, as a member of the Aurealis family, seemed in high demand as an attendant to the high-ranking priests. Due to his busy schedule, he only returned to his parents’ home once a year…on the anniversary of his mother’s death.


    Given their weak relationship, Yuri had found it hard to imagine Lester actually agreeing to help him.


    Lester rummaged around on a shelf in the corner of the room and casually pulled out a handful of clothing and other accoutrements.


    “First, here are some spare uniforms. I want to make sure they fit, so get changed into them now. Don’t forget to put on the epaulets. Also, whether they’re on guard or patrolling the shrine, it’s a rule that holy knights must always travel in groups of three.”


    After receiving his holy knight uniform, Yuri checked the size. Then, his expression unchanged, he said, “In that case, we’ll need to also tie up your two companions somewhere.”


    “Precisely. They’re not particularly skilled fellows, so I’m not worried about that,” Lester responded in a nonchalant manner.


    Clyde, leaning on his elbows, stared intently at Lester and raised his eyebrows at this talk of violence.


    Noticing his brother’s gaze, Lester narrowed his own eyes even more behind his glasses.


    “What is it, Clyde? Is there something you wanted to say?”


    “No…” Clyde scratched his cheek and muttered, “Lester, why are you on Yuri’s side? You used to hate him. You were always picking on him…”


    “I’d like to ask you the same thing.”


    Clyde snickered and ran his hands through his hair, the symbol of his status. “Sienna came to me, asking for help because Brigitte was in trouble. And if two beautiful maidens need my help, I’m gonna go and help them.”


    “I’m not sure what you’re going on about, but perhaps you’ve fallen for this Brigitte girl, too?”


    Clyde gulped.


    As Yuri stared daggers at him, Clyde crept up to Lester and put his arm around his shoulder.


    “…Now listen here, Lester. I’ve always thought you were a bit too blunt, don’t you agree?”


    “Because of my job, I’ve had to learn to be indirect. Do you two need sugar with your medicine, too?” Lester adjusted his glasses and, in a flat, scratchy tone, continued, “The reason I’m cooperating with Yuri is simply because our interests align. I’ve been observing things at the shrine for the past five years, and I’ve come to the conclusion that the revolutionaries will be of no benefit to the Water Clan. Yuri will be a valuable asset when it comes time to crush them.”


    Lester was interested in Yuri’s abilities and had admitted as much, but his flat affect didn’t sound like a man excited to plot a rebellion against the shrine hierarchy he was a part of.


    Clyde stuck out his tongue.


    “…I don’t get it. You spent five years basically undercover just because Father told you to? There are plenty of other ways to enjoy life, you know.”


    “I’m a failure who contracted with a mid-level spirit. This way, I can still be useful. A knight who was dissatisfied with his own standing at home and left to align himself with the convenient ideals of the revolutionaries is a very fitting cover story. Besides, the only reason I was born was to remove obstacles from Noel’s path.”


    “If our brother heard that, he’d be furious.”


    “I’ve heard enough lectures on this subject. I’m not going to concern myself with it any longer.”


    It wasn’t unusual for the four great noble families and other prestigious families to use their relatives as pawns in a bigger game, but it was a little harder to believe that the second-born son in the direct line of the family succession would act this way of his own volition.


    Lester had managed to win Oscar’s trust by exploiting this gap in his logic. Apparently, Lester was known as one of the top five holy knights in the shrine, so he must have achieved some impressive results over the past five years.


    But Oscar still hasn’t shared his true intentions with Lester.


    Oscar’s excess of caution had Yuri’s grudging respect. It seemed that Lester had probed Oscar a few times about how he intended to make contact with the Spirit King, but so far, no dice.


    “But won’t it be difficult to continue as a holy knight if it comes to light that you betrayed the shrine?”


    “So quit being a spy already” was probably what Clyde meant. But Lester, filled with admiration for Noel, wasn’t open to reason.


    “Difficult? More like pointless. Even if the revolutionaries are crushed, the king will no doubt continue his current policy of doing nothing. The next to ascend the throne will be the prince… He’s a kind and tolerant person, and he has the support of the people. The downfall of his half brother has no doubt made him a little more flexible in his thinking, so Noel should be able to deal with him much more easily. I was thinking I might try to get a position in the palace next, so that I might better support Noel.”


    “…Mm-hmm. It always comes back to Noel in the end, doesn’t it?”


    Ignoring Clyde’s grumbling, Lester handed him his uniform.


    “Besides, Clyde, I think you’re mistaken in your recollection.”


    “What?”


    “I have never once joined you in bullying Yuri. In fact, I remember scolding you for your underhanded tactics.”


    “Huh… Is that right?”


    Clyde seemed to be having trouble recalling, exactly. Lester looked away from him and focused his sharp gaze on Yuri.


    “Also, you’re mistaken in your terminology. Bullying is when the strong oppress the weak. The only advantage you ever had over Yuri was your age. Yuri is superior in terms of ability, so it could never have been defined as true bullying.”


    “…”


    Yuri’s expression didn’t change, but Clyde was so shocked by what Lester was saying that he could say nothing in reply.


    “When Yuri was a child, he had the ability to get revenge at any time, but he never did. Even though Noel tried to help him. Why would I have ever lent a hand to someone like that?”


    …Well, Lester’s not wrong.


    Yuri said nothing back. Because honestly, he saw it the same way.


    Brigitte had tearfully pointed this out, in the fantasy world the rusalka had created.


    In the past, Yuri had always blamed himself. He never resisted Clyde because he saw it as a fitting punishment for his own weakness in not being able to save Brigitte.


    My attitude was wrong. It only made the conflict between us even worse.


    Yuri’s stubbornness was one of the reasons his relationship with Clyde had soured.


    But he could still change the future. The fact was that these two brothers, who’d had no real relationship with each other throughout their lives, were here now, in the same place, despite the difference in their statuses and viewpoints. They shared a common goal. It might not have been friendly, but they could manage a conversation. That might be the answer to everything.


    Clyde, now dressed in a white uniform, winked and brushed his hand through his hair.


    “What do you think? Am I not handsome?”


    “It suits you quite well.”


    “Well then, at least give us a smile.”


    Clyde sighed, and Lester shrugged. “I gave you a compliment,” he grumbled. Being close in age, the two seemed to have an easier rapport.


    Yuri adjusted the black gloves he’d just pulled on.


    Lester looked down his nose at him and said, “Right now, Brigitte Meidell is probably in the middle of preparing for the ritual. We’re lucky that Oscar makes preparations before he acts. The holy knights will also be present, so you’d better be ready yourself.”


    “What is this ritual?”


    Yuri had enlisted Lester’s help in infiltrating the shrine, but since he’d only communicated with him through Clifford, he hadn’t heard much about the situation at hand.


    Judging from Lester’s tone, Brigitte wasn’t in any immediate danger, but Yuri wanted to know if his brother had any inside information. If it involved Brigitte, he wanted to know all the details.


    Lester stared at Yuri, his glasses flashing.


    “Let me first confirm with you… You’re in a relationship with her?”


    “That’s right.” Yuri nodded firmly.


    Lester pondered that for a few seconds, then shook his head softly. “Then it’s probably best not to talk about it now.”


    “What…?” Yuri scowled. “Are you serious? Keeping me in the dark at this point? Really?”


    “The ceremony will take place this evening, and your patience will be tested there. That is all I ought to say for now.”


    And with that, Lester turned away.


    Yuri was annoyed by this, but he sensed it would be a bad idea to force Lester to answer. Instead, he thought for a moment, then decided to change the subject.


    “By the way…what about Noel?”


    There was no doubt that Noel, who’d made a contract with a top-class spirit, would be a great asset. But Yuri’s thinking was that, as the next head of the Aurealis family, Noel ought not to be dragged into any unnecessary disputes.


    And Lester probably felt this even more strongly than Yuri did. However…


    “…I did try to stop him.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “He’s set to enter through a different entry point.”


    “…So he is coming, then.”


    Each of the three younger brothers let out a sigh.
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    The following day, Brigitte was woken up early in the morning and encouraged to take a bath after breakfast.


    Although there were only a few female priests and maids at the shrine, they quickly toweled off Brigitte’s hair and body, then brought her brand-new clothes and helped her change into them.


    Brigitte tried to speak several times but received almost no response. Oscar must have warned the attendants not to say anything unnecessary.


    By the time her makeup was applied, it was already nearly noon. Brigitte was urged to stand up as Oscar and Joseph entered the room.


    Brigitte turned around, her high heels clicking, and when their eyes met, Joseph let out a gasp of admiration.


    “…You’re stunning, Brigitte.”


    Brigitte had been dressed in a pure-white robe.


    The shiny white velvet fabric was covered in intricate, gorgeous gold thread embroidery in a pattern of wings. The puffed sleeves and gold loop belt around her waist further accentuated her delicate figure.


    But Brigitte was no vanishing, ethereal beauty. She was a girl blessed with vibrant coloring. Even though she wore a wimple—or perhaps because of it—her fiery-red hair and emerald eyes seemed to radiate an intense light.


    Pure yet beautiful, forceful and strong-willed. A girl in possession of contradictory charm. In front of her, Joseph shrugged.


    “But that uncouth collar hardly matches the rest of your outfit. It’d be much better if you took it off.”


    Brigitte didn’t disagree. But how dare Joseph say that when he was the one who’d bruised her neck.


    Oscar paid no attention to Joseph’s prattle and merely chuckled.


    All the other women had left the room, leaving only Brigitte. She turned to address Oscar.


    “So why are Joseph and I dressed in this finery today?”


    Joseph, too, was wearing a fancy robe.


    These robes were the formal attire traditionally worn in the shrine. In reverent terms, Oscar explained the meaning behind his odd choice of dress.


    “You two are to be wed.”


    Brigitte registered no confusion at those words.


    Now that she knew what Oscar intended, Brigitte responded with confidence. “Your plan is to use Joseph and me as figureheads for your revolution.”


    As Joseph had suspected, Oscar planned to use him to paint a picture for the people. But Oscar’s plan went beyond even that.


    That’s why he didn’t make his move right away, even after he’d located Peep.


    “Even after you make contact with the Spirit King and change the ritual, you want to shape what the world looks like in the future, too.”


    Oscar’s brows lifted slightly, barely perceptibly. Brigitte seemed to have hit the nail on the head.


    “You gave me, the phoenix’s contractor, the task of saving Joseph, who had lost everything—to create the image of a benevolent shrine that would save the victims of the system. That was one of your goals.”


    Their broken engagement would be dramatically revived with a lavish wedding.


    The public would read into it what they wanted. The truth could be distorted. Lies could be made real. It was all under Oscar’s control.


    She’d expected Oscar to dodge the accusation, but surprisingly, he agreed.


    “Exactly. Brigitte Meidell, a holy saint and phoenix contractor, saves the prince who has lost his right to the throne. Such an easily digestible story is sure to delight the people.”


    “A holy…saint…?”


    Brigitte frowned, confused by the unusual phrasing.


    “Yes. You will be reborn as the symbol of the shrine, so I think rather than the Red Fairy, it’d be more appropriate to refer to you as a saint. In honor of your red hair and contracted spirit: the Phoenix Saint. What do you think?”


    “The Phoenix Saint and the Fallen Prince. Absolutely pathetic.”


    This spiteful remark from Joseph earned him a sideways glance from Oscar, who had his arms crossed behind his back.


    “Joseph. So you oppose our ideas as well?”


    “Well, I don’t have much of a choice, do I? There’s little point resisting.”


    “Splendid. That simplifies things nicely.”


    Oscar nodded and snapped his fingers toward the hallway.


    “High Priest Liam…!”


    Liam appeared, strong-armed by a holy knight. Brigitte had thought he was imprisoned underground.
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    Although he was wearing a magic-suppressing collar around his neck, he didn’t appear to have any serious injuries. He looked exhausted but healthy enough.


    When their eyes met, Liam’s face contorted with shame and regret.


    “Lady Brigitte…”


    Brigitte tried to run over to him, but Oscar held out an arm to stop her.


    “Brigitte, if you try to escape or show any resistance during the ceremony, I will kill Head Priest Liam.”


    “…!”


    There was actually a hint of a grin in Oscar’s voice, which sent chills down Brigitte’s spine.


    “He will also be attending the ceremony. The Head Priest of the Central Shrine must be present for such an auspicious, historic occasion. Anything less would be an insult.”


    “An odd choice,” Liam muttered weakly. “You could have just stripped me of my position before the ceremony and been done with it.”


    Oscar’s lips curved upward like a crescent moon.


    “Now, now. I think very highly of you, you know. Please, consider this one final chance for you to change your mind… Take him away.”


    With that, Liam was dragged away by the holy knights.


    Once silence had returned to the room, Brigitte swallowed back her anger and spoke.


    “Oscar. How do you intend to contact the Spirit King with Peep? What exactly are you planning to—”


    “We’ll talk about that after the ceremony is done.”


    Brigitte’s question was smoothly rebuffed. Of course, Oscar remained implacable until the very end.


    

    


    Brigitte and Joseph followed Oscar to the ceremony venue.


    Two holy knights followed, their eyes trained intensely on them. Joseph walked alongside Brigitte. “So, Brigitte,” he said with mockery in his tone, “it seems you know a good deal more than I do.”


    Joseph had been quietly observing the earlier conversation, and now he seemed to have some thoughts about it.


    Brigitte responded with silence. It was obvious that Joseph and Oscar weren’t in cahoots. Still, nothing good could come from conversing with Joseph now.


    After passing through the main hall of the Central Shrine, the group arrived at a cathedral, located far back on the shrine grounds. Brigitte gazed up at the cathedral building before her. It was so different from the stone-built main hall.


    “This is the restored cathedral that was previously used for royal weddings shortly after the founding of the country,” Oscar explained. “As the distance between the shrine and the royal palace increased, it gradually became obsolete. I thought it would be most appropriate for today’s ceremony.”


    The exterior of the cathedral was incredibly beautiful.


    It was a long, low building built in a classical architectural style. It had a high ceiling, and soft natural light flowed in through numerous roof windows. The beams of light converged on the altar and the pews. It was clear that it been carefully designed to inspire a sense of awe and reverence in the people.


    “It’s mostly oak in construction, so it gets chilly in winter. But being a phoenix contractor, I doubt you’ll have a problem, Lady Brigitte.”


    Brigitte ignored Oscar’s snide remark and held her breath instead. Inside the cathedral, the pews were neatly filled with priests and holy knights.


    These are all revolutionaries?


    There had to be more than three hundred people present. And this couldn’t even be all of them. More must be out patrolling the shrine grounds and watching the prisoners underground.


    There was an atmosphere of excitement in the hall. But it didn’t seem to be for the wedding ceremony. The ceremony was merely the opening act. They were excited about the potential for making contact with the Spirit King.


    Only the carpet runner down the center was clear. Oscar guided Brigitte and Joseph into the cathedral. Looking around her—but not too much—Brigitte climbed the few steps alongside Joseph and came to a stop in front of the altar. Oscar, meanwhile, remained at the bottom of the steps.


    The ceremony began without any music or warm voices from the crowd. The atmosphere was somber.


    The fact that they’d chosen this cathedral for the ceremony indicated that they were trying to emulate one of the royal weddings of old. Unlike modern ceremonies, the congregation all read from the scriptures and recited lengthy prayers in unison. The ceremony was highly religiously oriented, and it proceeded like this—devoid of any emotion, detached from the couple at the center of it all.


    We’re just figureheads…


    Joseph must have heard Brigitte’s angry sighs in the gaps between prayers. He leaned in and whispered, “You look beautiful, Brigitte.”


    Brigitte twisted her lips in disgust and glared back at him.


    “There’s no need to glare at me like that. We were originally engaged, weren’t we? This is the future we once decided on together—”


    “…No.”


    Brigitte interrupted Joseph quietly.


    Joseph flinched in surprise, but Brigitte ignored him and turned to look down at Oscar. The praying congregation fell silent, realizing that the saint bride was acting unusually.


    Brigitte stood up straight and raised her voice, so even those in the back could hear.


    “Oscar, you’re wrong. The Kingdom of Field has only developed into what it is today with the help of the spirits. It’s arrogant of you to want total control instead of being grateful to our closest neighbors.”


    “…Brigitte, I’d credited you with a little more intelligence than this.”


    Oscar gave Brigitte an exasperated, condescending look, as if she were a naughty child, then let his gaze slide to one side.


    Tonari and Liam stood there, too, beside Oscar. Their eyes showed no hint of blame toward Brigitte.


    Brigitte took a deep, deliberate breath and looked around the hall.


    “Apparently, all of you gathered here remain in the dark. In that case, let me enlighten you.”


    “…What are you doing?”


    “To make contact with the Spirit King, lives must be sacrificed. Three hundred people must be offered before we can rewrite the contract ceremony. This wedding is nothing more than a facade to hide this nefarious scheme!”


    “What the…?”


    Oscar was taken aback by Brigitte’s sudden declaration, but that moment of confusion gave her the upper hand.


    The saint bride, clad in her pure-white robe, looked at each of the priests and holy knights with utterly earnest eyes.


    “Didn’t you think it was strange? Oscar has never once described exactly how he planned to make contact with the Spirit King. Of course he didn’t. He needed to bring obedient lambs to the slaughter!”


    Brigitte clasped her hands together and opened her eyes wide as if she had just realized something.


    “My goodness. I see about three hundred people in front of me now.”


    There was a scream from the back. The priests all looked at one another anxiously, then turned frightened eyes on Oscar. A murmur went through the crowd.


    “Is this true?”


    “No… That’s impossible.”


    “But there are about three hundred of us here…”


    “We’ve been deceived…?”


    Of course, this whole story about human sacrifice was a bluff. She’d probed Oscar as best as she could, but she still didn’t know how making contact with the Spirit King was done.


    Still, we went for the craziest idea we could dream up!


    When they first drew up this general plan, Yuri was adamant that Oscar’s personality could be used to their advantage.


    Oscar trusted no one, not even his allies. He would never reveal his true intentions. This determination not to show any weaknesses was probably the right approach for someone in charge of a large organization.


    But people weren’t so simpleminded. They wouldn’t blindly follow someone who’d demonstrated a lack of trust in them.


    We just need to introduce a seed of doubt! Something to shake the unity of the revolutionaries!


    If she could get just one more person to doubt Oscar, the whole situation could change. Brigitte believed it. Then her eyes fell upon the young man who had been silent until then.


    “You’ve got fight in you, Brigitte.” Joseph grabbed hold of Brigitte’s chin and forced it up. “Let’s exchange our vows quickly. Get it over with, hmm?”


    “…Joseph…!”


    “You can’t escape anyway. Neither can I. So why do you resist? With that collar around your neck, you can’t do anything…”


    “You’ve given up, Joseph… You’ve given up on everything.”


    Joseph’s lips stopped halfway to Brigitte’s.


    “In fact, you’ve been like this since we met,” she went on. “You had two talented elder brothers, and you used them as an excuse for your own failures. It’s like how you tried to gain fame by marrying me, an outcast, instead of getting ahead by your own hard work.”


    Joseph’s face suddenly changed color. His fingertips slid, trembling, off Brigitte’s chin.


    “You don’t know me.”


    “No, I don’t. My mind doesn’t work like yours. Because I’m nothing like you.”


    “…?”


    Joseph took a step back, as if he was intimidated.


    There was no resignation or sadness in the emerald gaze piercing through him. Instead, there was a fiery resolve burning in her eyes.


    “I don’t believe in fate. I don’t want a future that’s given to me by someone else. I choose my own path!”


    As the words left her lips, there was a cold, metallic click from the region of Brigitte’s throat.


    The instant she realized it was the sound of the magic-suppressing collar being removed, unsealing her powers, Brigitte screamed out before the heavy metal could even hit the floor.


       


    “Flash!!!”


       


    The short bark of an incantation called a blinding magic spell.


    The first light magic she had learned under Tonari’s guidance didn’t have any power to destroy. It simply blinded everyone looking at Brigitte for a moment.


    However, because many of those here were currently staring at Brigitte, this spell had a great effect.


    Most of the people present reflexively closed their eyes or covered their faces with their arms.


    However, one young man had known exactly when this spell would be coming.


    He immediately leaped out of the crowded seats, threw himself behind Brigitte and, with a swift movement, unsheathed the long sword he had slung at his waist.


    When his vision finally cleared, Joseph realized there was a shining white blade against his throat, and his eyes widened in shock.


    “What…?! You…!”


    In front of Brigitte stood a holy knight. “Keep your filthy hands off Brigitte!”


    “Yuri!”


    Brigitte turned to Yuri, who had spoken to Joseph with a rasping, ruthless voice… And then she stopped dead, as if she’d been struck by lightning.


    Standing in front of her was a knight from a storybook.


    “Wow…”


    Brigitte started to say something, but she quickly put her hand over her mouth.


    “What’s the matter, Brigitte? Does anything hurt?”


    “Uh, no, it’s just…”


    Yuri stared at her with concern, but Brigitte, blushing scarlet, had gotten flustered.


    This is hardly the time or the place, but…!


    Grappling with herself, Brigitte stared at Yuri.


    He’s amazing…!


    Holy knights were the elites of the shrine. Their uniforms were long, ceremonial, and heavily decorated. Yuri looked dashing. Brigitte felt as though her heart had been shot right through with an arrow.


    His handsome face, his soft, flowing hair.


    The fabric of the uniform was white with black piping. The gold epaulets, the sash, the amethyst brooch shining on his chest—it was all so elegant and refined, symbolizing the wearer’s nobility.


    “S-sorry. I was stunned by you for a moment, Yuri…”


    Yuri had looked so concerned, Brigitte had seen no other choice but honesty.


    “I…I see. Well, you honor me.”


    With a faint smile, Yuri sheathed his ceremonial sword. This he did smoothly and delicately, having mastered not only magical combat but also swordplay.


    Hearing their conversation, Clyde, who was also among the holy knights, burst out laughing. He had dyed his eye-catching blue hair black as well.


    “Brigitte, you’re something else! This really isn’t the right time for that, you know?”


    “Oh…! Clyde. Thank you for your show of solidarity.”


    “That’s all I get? Ouch,” Clyde joked, tugging at his collar. He was often casually dressed and seemed to find the stiff uniform uncomfortable.


    Oscar, who’d been standing there bewildered, finally spoke then. “How did you people get into this cathedral?!”


    “Er, obviously, we just blended in and posed as holy knights.”


    Lester shrugged nonchalantly at Oscar, who grimaced as if in pain.


    “Lester… You helped these people.”


    A magic-suppressing collar could only be removed by the person who affixed it. Lester had used his magic to remove the collar from Brigitte’s neck.


    Brigitte’s subsequent use of the Flash spell to blind everyone, Yuri and the others’ infiltration of the cathedral in the guise of holy knights…Oscar’s downfall had all been planned out. And none of it would have been possible without Lester’s cooperation.


    “A holy knight, betraying his order…!”


    “I don’t remember taking the oath.”


    Lester was no longer addressing Oscar politely, the way a holy knight ought to address the archbishop. And Brigitte, by now, had regained her composure.


    Now that she was free of the collar, there was nothing holding her back. The revolutionaries were shaken. This was a golden opportunity. They couldn’t let it slip by.


    During the graduation exam, Yuri had said, “The magical pathways between the contractor and the contracted spirit are open to each other and are always connected.”


    It’s true. The magical power that was blocked has once again started to flow throughout my body…


    With her hands on her chest, Brigitte closed her eyes and focused in on the magical power coursing through her body.


    There it was, the thread connecting her to her precious contracted spirit. She called its name.


    “Peep…!”


    “Cheep!”


    The answer was a resounding, echoing cheep.


    The air directly beside Brigitte split open, and from it emerged the chick spirit, summoned from the spirit world.


    Reading its contractor’s wish, Peep instantly burst into flames. Then it spread his wings as a gigantic, burning phoenix.


    He answered my call…!


    As the phoenix soared overhead, several feathers floated down along with a shower of sparks. The priests were mesmerized by the beautiful sight. Meanwhile, Brigitte refrained from attacking.


    The phoenix was revered within the shrine. Even if it was merely a symbol meant to indicate the higher truth of the Spirit King, it was still firmly entrenched in the minds of those affiliated with the shrine.


    As her phoenix circled, Brigitte spoke in a clear, dignified voice.


    “Brigitte Meidell, contractor of a phoenix, rejects the ideology of the revolutionaries! Now surrender quietly! If you insist on continuing to align yourselves with Oscar, then I will show you no mercy!”


    The phoenix flipped in midair, arching its long neck backward to build up momentum.


    Fwoooosh!


    From its open beak, it spat out a gigantic flaming fireball that blasted the cathedral with heat.


    The fireball scorched the air, shattering every window in the cathedral, though the cathedral itself was unburned. The priests and holy knights alike cowered in shock.


    Glass shards from the windows rained down, and Brigitte gasped at the damage she herself had caused.


    Oh no…! What a terrible thing to do to a historic building!


    Or was it mostly a replica? If so, that might be all right.


    But there was no time to worry about the priests’ reaction. Lester stepped in front of Oscar, who’d opened his mouth to speak, and called out in a clear, high voice. “Wash them out, Vodyanoy!”


    “Keeek…”


    Lester summoned his mid-level water spirit, a vodyanoy.


    The vodyanoy, often called the husband of the rusalka, was a half-fish spirit with a similar appearance. But where the rusalka was small, with feminine features and blue-green skin, the vodyanoy was large, with masculine features set against its blue-green skin.


    The vodyanoy raised its webbed hands, brimming with magic, then slammed them down. A cascade of water rose suddenly from the floor, sweeping the priests away and slamming into the walls and pews.


    Because the doors had been propped open, the water flowed out of the cathedral without drowning anyone. Still, the barrage was so powerful, Brigitte’s breath was taken away.


    The vodyanoy’s attack—Torrent!


    The brutal attack had not discriminated between friend or foe. Brigitte and Yuri were merely splashed at their place near the altar, but the spell had swept a third of the people in the hall clean off their feet. Those who managed to summon wind and water spirits at the last moment managed to escape.


    Liam and Tonari were soaked, but they were safe thanks to Clyde’s rusalka, who had grabbed them up by the neck. Brigitte breathed a sigh of relief as they were both brought to the altar.


    “…We just called for surrender… Don’t you think attacking was a bit premature?”


    Yuri griped at his brother and his wave attack. The water had washed all the brown dye out of his hair.


    As Yuri shook his head, sending water droplets flying, Lester responded without even looking at him.


    “No one would have the guts to surrender openly with Oscar standing right there anyway. But if we wash away the whole congregation, they can use that as an excuse, don’t you think?”


    Lester’s watery show went unappreciated by most. Only a moment later, arrows of fire, clods of mud, and shards of ice began flying from all directions, aimed directly at the altar.


    “Everyone, stand back!”


    With Brigitte and Tonari behind him, Yuri instantly cast a defensive spell.


    It was an intermediate-level spell, Sphere, a water film that easily deflected all the attacks.


    Using the momentum, Yuri unleashed five Splash attacks in quick succession. His magical control was excellent, and four of the attacks hit their targets, blowing the holy knights and the spirits backward.


    “Undine! Blue!”


    But Yuri’s counterattack wasn’t done.


    The air beside him seemed to tear open, and two first-class spirits sprang nimbly forth.


    “Oh, great! Lots of water!”


    “Hee-hee. Indeed… The perfect playground for us.”


    Blue leaped into the air and attacked the spirits with his fangs and claws. The undine created a large number of water balls around herself and fired them off, one after the other.


    The abilities of spirits were affected by the environment.


    The shrine, flooded by the vodyanoy, was now the perfect environment for water and ice spirits, be they on Brigitte’s side or the shrine’s side.


    The Water Clan members present were thus strengthened. On the other hand, Oscar’s contracted earth spirit, the gnome, would be weakened.


    But…there’s only so much Peep and I can do.


    In a space with strong water energy, it was difficult for fire spirits to exert their power.


    Perhaps knowing this, the phoenix continued to circle around the ceiling, occasionally spitting fireballs to intimidate enemies readying to attack.


    Much of the congregation would seek to flee at this point. But Yuri was standing near the altar, with Clyde on the left side of the cathedral and Lester on the right. The only access point was the entrance, where the doors still stood open.


    The congregation rushed the doors, but another Sphere spell blocked their path.


    This spell, usually used for defense, was now an offensive weapon.


    And standing in the entrance, waving at the others through a transparent screen of water, stood…


    “Noel!”


    There he was, just as casually as if he’d dropped by during a stroll: Noel, the eldest child of the Water Clan.


    When Noel realized that no one was trying to break through his Sphere spell, he de-cast the screen of water. Then he stepped into the cathedral, grinning.


    His calm voice echoed throughout the hall.


    “Hello, Brigitte. I’m glad to see you’re doing well.” Noel looked around at the devastation and let out a sigh. “This is amazing. Must have been Lester’s vodyanoy, right?”


    “You honor me, Noel.”


    Lester bowed his head; his tone was genuinely polite, not the fake mocking politeness he’d shown toward Oscar.


    “Ah yes. We rescued all the moderates who were being held captive underground. We tied up the guards and left them there. That cool?”


    “Noel. That’s great. But you didn’t deploy your, um, spirit, did you?” Clyde sounded nervous, but Noel shook his head with a chuckle.


    “Oh no, there was no need for that.”


    “Phew, that’s good, then. Makes the evil fairies of the Unseelie Court look like nothing.”


    “Hmm, now that you mention it, my spirit does have a lot of energy.”


    An evil fairy…? What kind of spirit is Noel contracted with, I wonder…?


    “No time for chitchat. Everyone, prepare yourselves,” Yuri called out in a low voice.


    Then he gazed sharply at Noel, who was still standing by the entrance.


    “Noel. Don’t let anyone escape.”


    “Yuri!” Lester barked. “Don’t you dare go giving our eldest brother orders.”


    “Hey now, Lester, what are you getting so upset about?”


    “I’ve got this, boys. I can’t let down my three younger brothers, now, can I?”


    Noel, Lester, Clyde, Yuri. Seeing the four brothers of the Water Clan gathered there, in the glorious cathedral, Brigitte’s mouth was hanging open.


    They’re amazing…!


    While Brigitte’s eyes sparkled over the sight, the revolutionaries moaned in despair.


    They were outfoxed, and they knew it. Yuri and the others had gained the upper hand in the situation unfolding within the cathedral, but the revolutionaries had been off-balance from the start.


    “Archbishop Oscar, give us your orders!”


    “What should we do, Archbishop?!”


    But Oscar did not respond to his allies’ cries of desperation.


    Brigitte looked around the hall, where the screams of revolutionaries were bouncing off the walls in all directions, until she finally caught sight of Oscar.


    Oscar? What’s he doing over there?


    Oscar was crouched down in one corner of the cathedral.


    One of the priests had been swept away by the Torrent and was unconscious, and Oscar was reaching underneath him. When Brigitte realized what he was working so hard to obtain, she frowned.


    Is that…a phoenix feather from Peep?


    A beautiful red feather, still sparking.


    Why had Oscar picked up such a thing? Brigitte had no way of knowing, but surely there was no way Oscar would do something random at this point.


    Looking around, she saw that both Blue and Undine were facing off against other spirits. After a moment of hesitation, Brigitte called out to Clyde.


    “Clyde! A song, please!”


    Clyde knew what she meant right away and called to his spirit.


    “Rusalka!”


    “Rrgh!”


    The rusalka snapped to attention and jumped atop one of the floating pews.


    The evil fairy had a magic song that wove a powerful spell on men. Still, Clyde hesitated to use it. Many of his own allies were male, not just the revolutionaries. If he mistimed it, he risked instantly wiping out the core of their own power.


    As the melody began to resonate in the hall, Oscar looked up and made a quick decision. Before he was seized by the magic of the singing voice, he summoned his own spirit.


    Brigitte saw this summoning as the last-ditch effort of a desperate man. Although gnomes were first-class spirits, Oscar was outnumbered. One spirit alone would not turn the tide of battle.


    But unexpectedly, it wasn’t a gnome that appeared alongside Oscar.


    A petite girl with short green hair materialized out of thin air. Instead of clothes, her entire body was covered in colorful flowers and fresh, lush leaves.


    Brigitte’s eyes went wide as she beheld a spirit she’d only ever seen in the spirit encyclopedia.


    “That’s…!”


    “A nymph, eh.”


    Nymphs were the most powerful of all flower spirits.


    They were often counted alongside dryads, but unlike dryads, who inhabit and commune with trees, the nymphs, who lived in the mountains and valleys, were said to have the ability to move among natural objects, such as flowers and trees.


    Due to their reticent nature, dryads didn’t, as a rule, make contracts with humans, but occasionally a nymph would. Because of the sheer strength of their abilities and their rarity, they were recognized as first-class spirits.


    But why? Oscar’s contracted spirit was a gnome…


    Still, this was hardly the time to get hung up on what was apparently a mistaken assumption.


    That’s right! Oscar himself said it earlier! This cathedral is made of oak!


    Oscar had chosen this place as the wedding venue because the cathedral once served as a link between royalty and the shrine.


    That was what Brigitte had figured, and it fit Oscar’s machinations. But the real reason was so he’d have an escape route if something went bad. It was Oscar, not the Water Clan, who had chosen an environment that would make the most of his contracted spirit’s abilities!


    Yuri reached an identical conclusion as Brigitte at the exact same moment.


    “Blue!”


    Yuri tried to send the fenrir after Oscar, but Oscar was a split-second quicker.


    The humanoid form of the nymph gradually dissolved. Its arms and legs transformed into twiglike branches, and the wooden floorboards beneath began to regain their treelike qualities and change shape, as if bending to the will of the lovely flower spirit.


    Oscar, cradled in the nymph’s long branches, sank into the gaping hole that had opened up in the floor.


    “Oscar…!” Brigitte screamed from the altar.


    But Oscar merely grinned up at her from between the branches. With horror, Brigitte realized that the quality of his smile hadn’t changed since they’d first met. There was no humanity there.


    “Brigitte. May we meet again…”


    Blue threw himself at the hole, snarling, but Oscar and the nymph had already vanished. The hole in the floor had sealed up, and everything was back as it had been before.


    “Yuri, let’s go after him!” Brigitte immediately suggested, but Yuri shot down the idea.


    “No. Oscar’s contracted spirit is a gnome, the most powerful earth spirit there is. It would be impossible to catch up with him.”


    Brigitte was about to protest, but Yuri was right. Even as they were having this conversation, the gnome was no doubt digging farther into the ground and gaining distance.


    However, now that Oscar had fled, the remaining priests seemed to have lost the will to continue fighting.


    Their organization had only held up as long as it had because they were guided by Oscar, a formidable leader with much sway over the people. As the revolutionaries capitulated, returning their contracted spirits to the spirit world and raising their hands in surrender, Yuri sighed.


    “I never would have imagined that Oscar had two contracted spirits.”


    “And like you, Yuri, he’s contracted with two of the most powerful spirits there are…”


    Yuri had attracted much attention as the first boy in the Kingdom of Field to make a contract with two first-class spirits.


    However, Oscar had apparently achieved this feat several years before Yuri.


    And yet he kept it a secret from those around him… How? And why?


    Usually, contracted spirits were recorded privately during the contract ceremony. In that case, it seemed impossible that Oscar could have kept the second spirit a secret from the officials.


    But what if the Earth Clan family that Oscar belongs to—the Cyheads—used their sway with the shrine to secure their silence on the matter?


    “Tsk. That old fool never gives up.”


    Brigitte spun around.


    That comment was from Tonari, in his usual sardonic voice. But he was pale, and Liam was holding him up. Brigitte rushed over to him.


    “Tonari, are you okay?”


    “Sorry. Your old man’s in a bit of a shambles.”


    Tonari smiled weakly, but Brigitte frowned.


    What happened to him? I’ve never heard of anyone being physically weakened as a result of having their powers sealed by a magic-suppressing collar…


    Perhaps it was more because of the strain Brigitte’s predicament had been putting on him over the past few days… Brigitte lowered her eyes guiltily.


    “We just need to get that collar off you as soon as possible.”


    “This collar won’t come off unless the caster dies or the spell is canceled.” Tonari rubbed his neck uncomfortably.


    Cautious Oscar had made sure not to leave the collaring only to Lester. The holy knight who’d put on Tonari’s collar had to be knocked out in the hallway nearby somewhere.


    “Brigitte… I don’t know how to apologize for everything that’s…”


    But Brigitte shook her head at Liam, who was also collared.


    “Please don’t. There’s nothing for you to apologize for, Liam.”


    “But…”


    “Now that the archbishop has passed… I believe you’re the only one who can lead the shrine, Liam.”


    Liam’s gloomy expression suddenly brightened.


    “I told you I wanted to help. That feeling hasn’t changed.”


    “Lady Brigitte…”


    Liam bowed low.


    “Ah, I hate this,” Clyde whined. “I don’t exactly enjoy tying up old priests.”


    “Come on now, there’s only about two hundred people left. Look, Lester’s speeding right through it.”


    “Thank you for the compliment, Brother.”


    As the three of them set about tying up the remaining priests, chatting back and forth, Liam went over to them and offered his help as well. Apparently, he planned to do whatever he could to aid their effort.


    Brigitte was about to go over there, too, but Noel lifted his head and called out.


    “Ah, Yuri, Brigitte. You can leave the cleanup to me. Plus, I’ll report what’s happened to the Magic Guard and so on. Besides, if you stay here, you’ll most likely be interrogated.”


    Yuri nodded readily. “Yes, wait for Ariel. We’ll contact you at the scheduled time in the evening.”


    “Ah yes, Nival’s spirit. In that case, you should rest a bit in the main hall. I’ll bring Tonari over there later.”


    Tonari, leaning back against the altar, was already breathing heavily in his sleep.


    Sensing a lull in the conversation, Brigitte stepped forward and bowed deeply.


    “Um… Thank you Noel, Clyde, and Lester as well!”


    Oscar had escaped, and no doubt many revolutionaries remained. But with the help of the Water Clan, most of them had been captured.


    Noel shrugged and responded to Brigitte’s thanks with cheery nonchalance. “Not at all, not at all. It’s an honor to help out my little brother’s future wife.”


    “Hey!”


    Brigitte’s cheeks flushed.


    Oh yeah… Come to think of it, Yuri said he’d told Noel about our relationship.


    Embarrassed, Yuri coughed. “Let’s go, Brigitte. We don’t need to stay around here and get teased any further.”


    Usually, Brigitte would have just nodded.


    But now, when she turned, her eye fell on the altar.


    “Yuri… Could you wait just a moment?”


    If Yuri said no, Brigitte had no intention of being stubborn… But Yuri suppressed his complicated emotions and nodded instead.


    “Sure, all right.”


    Brigitte smiled back and walked around behind the altar, her high heels clicking.


    “Joseph.”


    “…!”


    When Joseph’s eyes met Brigitte’s, his shoulders began to tremble as he cowered.


    Having lost both his contracted spirit and his magical powers, he’d been hiding behind the altar to avoid getting caught up in the fight. Brigitte understood, and she had no intention of blaming him for this.


    But when Joseph emerged from behind the altar, he sounded disgusted as he spat, “…What? You want to mock me for hiding and trembling, is that it?!”


    “You…”


    Yuri took a step forward, but Brigitte shook her head.


    Now that I think about it…I’ve always regretted something.


    The time that Joseph used the magic breaker to try to sever the bond between Brigitte and Peep…


    “You won’t abandon me, will you?” Joseph had asked her, but Brigitte hadn’t replied. Because at the time, there’d been a lot she’d wanted to tell Yuri, who’d been enraged by Joseph’s words.


    Now she looked Joseph right in the eye, and the words spilled freely from her.


    “Joseph, I still have no intention of forgiving you for what you did.”


    “But…?”


    “But I was abandoned by my family and had no one to support me… You were the only one who spoke to me when I was completely alone.”


    Joseph’s eyes widened.


    Looking into his eyes, Brigitte knew he remembered that day, too—that he hadn’t forgotten the day they first met.


    At the tea party, everyone had been pointing at Brigitte, who’d sat in the corner with her head down, feeling gloomy and miserable. But Joseph had called out to her with a smile.


    Those happy days had become twisted. Even now, just thinking back on them hurt Brigitte like a thorn piercing her heart.


    But still, that day when she first met him would continue to shine like a precious jewel in her memory.


    “No matter what your ulterior motives may have been…the fact remains that you saved me then. And I will never forget that.”


    “…”


    Joseph stared down at his feet. “I…I was wrong. This whole time.”


    What came out of his pale lips was not a sarcastic remark, but a weak, honest reflection. At least, that was how it sounded to Brigitte.


    “Yes. And I think I may have treated you the wrong way, too.”


    Joseph slowly raised his head, his wavering eyes fixed intently on Brigitte, as if trying to locate lingering feelings there.


    “Brigitte. What if we—?”


    “No, Joseph.”


    Brigitte interrupted him.


    Regrets or no, there was no turning back time. So instead of dwelling on what-ifs, Brigitte just smiled and said, “Let’s say good-bye here.”


    Joseph’s expression hardened, as if her words were unspeakably cruel.


    He opened his mouth a little, as if he wanted to say something, but what eventually came from between his trembling lips was a surprisingly gentle whisper.


    “…Yes. That’s probably good.”


    But Joseph continued to gaze at Brigitte with unspoken emotion.


    Brigitte did the only honest thing and turned her back on him.


    “Good-bye, Joseph. If, one day, you ever find someone special, please…just promise me you won’t strangle them.”


    There was no reply.


    Brigitte walked out of the cathedral with Yuri and didn’t look back.


    


    The two headed to the guest room where Brigitte had originally been held captive.


    Although the iron bars on the windows were a bit unpleasant, they couldn’t afford to be picky. After all, this room was for the use of nobility, so it was better than trying to clean up one of the other rooms.


    Yuri took off his wet cloak.


    “Undine. Oscar and the revolutionaries may be hiding nearby. Could you please keep an eye on things?”


    “Yes. Leave it to me, Master.”


    As she watched the undine head off, Brigitte handed Yuri a towel.


    “Yuri, please use this.”


    “Thanks.”


    Together, they dried off their hair and clothes, which had been soaked by the vodyanoy’s magic.


    Brigitte sighed as she dabbed at her head.


    I’m so tired…


    Never mind her magical power. It felt like her mental and physical strength had been completely drained over the past few days.


    Brigitte’s contracted spirit also shared those unspoken feelings. Peep, back in chick form, was snoozing peacefully, and Brigitte had wrapped it in a clean towel and put it to bed on the table.


    It’s amazing that Yuri can still control Undine so well after a fierce battle like that…


    Brigitte was torn between admiration for Yuri and frustration. While she was lost in those feelings, Yuri turned to her, also apparently deep in thought.


    “By the way, Brigitte.”


    “Yes?”


    “What did you mean earlier? About strangling?”


    “Huh?”


    Brigitte was confused for a moment, and then she realized she’d made a serious mistake.


    Oh no! …Oh no, oh no.


    She’d blurted it out earlier in the heat of the moment, but of course, Yuri didn’t know about the incident where Joseph had choked her.


    Her saint outfit had a lot of fabric, and not much skin was exposed. Though the collar had been removed, most of her neck was still hidden. So even someone as observant as Yuri wouldn’t have been able to spot her bruising so easily.


    Brigitte instinctively put her hand to her neck, her eyes darting around the room.


    “…Oh, ah-ha-ha. It’s nothing, you know?”


    “Brigitte.”


    “Oh my. I’m feeling a bit sleepy. Maybe I used too much magical power?”


    “Brigitte.”


    Brigitte tried to escape, but unfortunately Yuri was standing in front of the door leading to the hallway.


    In this situation, there were few options left. With the hem of her robe flapping, she walked quickly toward the interior door to the bedroom.


    “Well, g-good night…!”


    As she spoke, Brigitte walked through the doorway, but Yuri was following her, just one step behind. It dawned on Brigitte that she had made a terrible decision.


    I… I can’t run away in here!


    The bedroom, lit by brilliant sunlight pouring in through the windows, had nothing but blank walls and a bed. Brigitte was trapped!


    “Yuri? Um, I’d like to rest alone, please…”


    But Yuri had her cornered by the bed, his brows raised. There was no way out, and Brigitte was out of ideas.


    “That’s enough, Brigitte.”


    Yuri reached for her determinedly. Brigitte tried to dodge his hand and stepped back, slipping on the plush carpet.


    “Yeek!”


    “Brigitte!”


    Brigitte unleashed a short, sharp scream and fell on her back.


    Yuri’s hand shielded the back of her head, and they both ended up on the bed. Neither of them had hit their heads, but…


    “You fall down a lot, don’t you?”


    The whispering voice was startlingly close. Brigitte, who had lost the wimple on her head in the fall, blinked at Yuri, embarrassed.


    “Th-thanks for saving me…”


    However, Yuri was not one to let Brigitte off the hook, and his hand lightly pulled down on her collar.


    “…!”


    Brigitte heard Yuri gasp and looked up at his face in trepidation.


    “Y-Yuri…?”


    Brigitte hadn’t had time to check herself, but she knew her neck was bruised.


    Yuri stared blankly for a moment at the painful blue-purple bruises that had spread across Brigitte’s pale skin, caused by both the collar rubbing against her neck and Joseph’s strangulation. Then he gently straightened Brigitte’s clothes and tried to get off the bed.


    “I’m going to kill that man.”


    “Wait! Please wait, I’m fine!”


    Yuri’s growl was terrifying, and Brigitte desperately clung onto his arm to prevent him from going.


    “No, you are not.”


    “It doesn’t hurt that much anymore, and when Peep heals it later, there won’t even be any marks left!”


    “That’s beside the point…”


    “You got hurt because of the plan I came up with!” Yuri said in a near shout, his voice unsteady.


    “…!”


    Yuri’s expression, usually calm, cool, and collected, was now one of rage, his shoulders stiff and tense, his lip trembling slightly.


    It was as if the pain Brigitte had felt had been transferred to Yuri. As she took in the pain on his face, Brigitte’s breath hitched.


    It was the same when Brigitte’s left hand was burned by Deag. Young Yuri must have hurt this much then.


    It’s not Yuri’s fault… Not now, not then.


    This kind man blamed himself every time Brigitte was wounded.


    Overwhelmed with emotion, Brigitte could no longer sit there and do nothing. She tugged Yuri down and held him tightly.


    “Brigitte…?”


    “I’m sorry, Yuri,” she murmured in a subdued voice.


    Yuri’s hands were splayed across the sheets, and he looked a bit panicked and flustered.


    “Why are you apologizing?”


    “It was my carelessness that caused you pain, Yuri…”


    The feeling of Yuri’s soft hair brushing against her cheek tickled her a little. Before he could say anything in response, Brigitte continued, “But I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt at all. Or even tingle. I’m here with you now.”


    Slowly, she put together the right words.


    Everything was fine as long as Yuri was with her. That’s what she wanted to express to him. After a moment, she felt Yuri relax in her embrace.


    Brigitte released her arms around him and met Yuri’s eyes. The blazing anger was gone from them now.


    Oh, phew. I don’t think he wants to kill anyone now.


    Brigitte was relieved. It seemed that Yuri had given up on actually murdering Joseph.


    But then Brigitte realized what they were doing—embracing on a bed—and her heart started beating incredibly fast.


    The small bedroom was filled with the sounds of their breathing and the rustling of their clothes as they lay together. At times, the bed creaked loudly as it supported the weight of two people.


    Now that she was fully aware of everything, Brigitte became restless. She couldn’t bring herself to look Yuri in the eye even as he leaned over her.


    Th-this started when he saved me from falling… I was the one who hugged him as he tried to get off the bed. I can’t ask him to move away now!


    She wondered how Yuri felt about this situation. Was he as nervous as Brigitte?


    The answer soon became clear, as Yuri, with a serious expression, slowly leaned closer.


    Is…is he going to kiss me?


    Brigitte closed her eyes, anticipating the touch of his lips any second.


    However, this faint hope was dashed in an unexpected way.


    Although Yuri did kiss her, his lips didn’t touch Brigitte’s. Instead, they touched her neck—her throat.


    “Yeek!” Brigitte let out a shriek unbecoming of a young lady. Covering her tingling throat with both hands, she squeaked in a high-pitched voice, “Wh-wh-what was that?!”


    “I just kissed your neck.” Yuri replied with a straight face, and Brigitte pointed her finger at him with trembling lips.


    “Th-that is disgraceful, Yuri!”


    “Your lips are fine, but not your neck?”


    Yuri tilted his head sadly, and Brigitte clutched her chest.


    Yuri’s citrine eyes were shining, and their tender light struck Brigitte in the heart. Just meeting his eyes, she could tell he was filled with unbearable anxiety at the thought of her rejection…


    Yuri is so adorable! …No! No! I can’t let myself be seduced!


    No matter how exciting this was, Brigitte couldn’t bring herself to relentlessly agree to letting him kiss her anywhere he liked. Because if Yuri had that consent from her, it would be the end of Act One.


    This was obvious when you considered how eager Yuri had been when Brigitte had blurted out that line about him holding her hand forever. He could easily use Brigitte’s permission as an excuse to do something even more unbelievable.


    Well, I like holding hands, too, so it’s fine.


    Every time Brigitte was close with Yuri, she started feeling more at ease than nervous. Maybe it was because they’d done it so many times, but holding hands was one of her favorite ways to be close to him.


    I also like hugging. And kissing. It’s still embarrassing, but since it’s with Yuri…I really like it.


    If she were to say that aloud, the young man might completely lose his senses. So Brigitte kept her true feelings in her mind.


    But suddenly touching someone’s neck… Or is this just how it is between lovers in the real world? Is it normal to touch someone’s neck with your lips even after dating for less than ten days?


    Brigitte had no idea how relationships developed between men and women among the general public.


    Being of a certain age, she was not completely uninterested in books that would educate her on the subject, but most of them failed to pass Sienna’s censorship and thus never made it to Brigitte’s hands.


    I still feel like it’s too early for us. But—but…


    Now that she’d started worrying, she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She hadn’t even realized it, but the way she’d been acting had given Yuri an opening. And of course, he took it.


    “It’s your fault for not trying to get away,” he mumbled.


    The words sounded somewhat like an excuse, but Brigitte missed them.


    Her shoulders jerked as something warm and a little rough brushed against her exposed neck.


    “Hmm…?”


    Brigitte sighed, confusion filling her. What was that? What was that strange sensation?


    But as long as she could still see, the answer leaped out at her, whether she liked it or not. Yuri was on top of Brigitte, tugging at the collar of her robe and burying his face in her neck.


    What? Did Yuri just…lick my neck?


    Brigitte’s whole body broke out in goose bumps, though not out of fear.


    Yuri did what he pleased, ignoring Brigitte’s confusion as his rough tongue slid over Brigitte’s sweaty skin. The wet sounds assaulted her ears, and Brigitte reacted by wriggling her legs. At this point, she realized that one of Yuri’s legs had slipped between hers.


    He was like a very enamored dog. And yet no dog could be this persistent.


    “Wait… Yuri…”


    As the moist tongue continued to ravage her, like he was trying to lick the bruises off her neck, Brigitte could no longer bear staying silent. The tongue continued to lap her throat even as she spoke, her words vibrating against it.


    Yuri released his lips for just a few seconds.


    “I’m disinfecting the wound. And claiming what’s mine again.”


    Those excuses made absolutely no sense.


    “Wait, that’s… Mm…”


    But even as Brigitte attempted to speak, a sweet, warm breath escaped her lips, surprising even herself. As if to punish her for it, Yuri’s lips gently nipped at her skin.


    Brigitte shook her head reluctantly, her whole body burning with heat beneath her saint robe.


    “D-don’t… I’m dirty, and…”


    “There’s nothing dirty about your body.”


    As if to prove this, Yuri once again did something outrageous.


    He sucked her skin between his teeth, and Brigitte flinched, spasming with slight pain and an even more overwhelming sensation…


    “Wh-what was that?”


    That was something new. Brigitte looked at Yuri with glistening eyes, and he responded in a strained voice, not meeting her gaze.


    “Just leaving my mark. So everyone can see you’re mine.”


    “A mark…? Ah…”


    Yuri then gently traced the tip of his tongue from Brigitte’s neck to her jawline.


    A strange tingling sensation ran up Brigitte’s spine. Encouraged by the way her breathing roughened, he ran his tongue over her wet skin again.


    “Mm, ah…”


    Y-yikes, why do I keep making those sounds?


    Embarrassed and confused and ready to cry, Brigitte frantically tried to cover her mouth, but Yuri grabbed her hand.


    “Don’t hold back your voice… I want to hear it.”


    “…”


    The neck is a sensitive area with a high concentration of nerves and blood vessels, and perhaps because of this, Brigitte felt as if her senses were being heightened with each stroke of Yuri’s tongue.


    His large hands. The heat of his mouth that seemed to burn Brigitte’s skin. His quickening breath. The smell of their sweat mixing together. All of it was driving Brigitte crazy.


    “Ah… No. Yuri…”


    “No…? So you don’t want to?”


    “No, I… I just…”


    Brigitte tried to explain, but conversation was beyond her now.


    Her heart was pounding audibly. Yuri must have sensed it as they lay together. Brigitte could hear his rapid heartbeat, too, right through his clothes.


    Yuri’s also…excited…


    Brigitte swallowed hard, and Yuri must have noticed the movement of her throat against his tongue. He pulled his face away for the first time in a while.


    Brigitte’s eyes softened as she beheld him. She was sure no one else had ever seen him in this state.


    Disheveled hair. Sweaty, flushed cheeks. A lustful face like a ferocious beast’s. A face that exuded a fierce allure.


    No one knows, except me…


    Was it possessiveness that made Brigitte shiver?


    Reaching out with her free left hand, Brigitte touched Yuri’s face.


    “Yuri…”


    “Brigitte…”


    He spoke her name like she was a precious treasure, bringing his face closer.


    And when their lips were about to meet…


       


    “Excuse me, what exactly are you two doing?”


       


    …the voice of an intruder interrupted.


    The sweet atmosphere vanished in an instant, and Brigitte and Yuri froze at the same time.


    “Blue…?”


    Blue had his arms crossed on the sheets, his small head resting on his hands as he stared intensely at Brigitte and Yuri on the bed.


    When her eyes met his pure and innocent ones, Brigitte was flooded with embarrassment.


    “Wh-what do you mean?! We’re not doing anything…”


    “You were crying, Bri.”


    “Crying?”


    Brigitte reddened even more when Blue pointed this out, his eyes round and innocent.


    She wanted to explain that she wasn’t crying—more like moaning. But she couldn’t say that! Never!


    Even Brigitte, who knew little about this kind of thing, could tell that this wasn’t suitable for children to witness. Blue was a spirit, though, so he might actually be older than Brigitte and Yuri—but that was beside the point.


    “Master, why are you riding on top of Bri and bullying her? Do you hate her?”


    Blue was usually the type to snap at Brigitte, but today he seemed to be scowling at Yuri. Yuri, unsure how to respond, looked around and said, “Uh…”


    Blue fell silent, his face growing increasingly suspicious.


    Brigitte, fighting down the panic of this awkward situation, clapped her hands brightly.


    “N-no, Blue… We were just… Oh! We were practicing pillow fighting!”


    “Pillow…fighting?”


    “Yes, that’s right. I heard from Carson that there’s a festival popular with the common people where they throw pillows at each other! Yuri is so good at pillow fighting that I couldn’t help but cry out!”


    Before Blue could say anything, Brigitte pressed on.


    “In fact, why don’t you try it, too, Blue? There’s only one in this room, but I’m sure there are more pillows in the other rooms!”


    Blue’s face brightened at Brigitte’s words.


    “I’m not sure I get it, but…that sounds fun!”


    “That’s right! So it might be helpful if you could find a pillow from the other room, Blue…!”


    “Yeah! I’ll bring a pillow!”


    Blue shot out of the room, and Brigitte waved him off. When he was gone, she let the tension drain out of her, sighing with relief.


    “Brigitte…”


    “I’m sorry, Yuri. It was all I could think of…”


    “No, I mean… That was quick thinking.”


    Yuri slowly got off her, then sat cross-legged on the bed. Brigitte leaned against him, snuggling close.


    Yuri slumped his shoulders as he glanced at Brigitte, who quickly fixed her messy hair and clothes.


    “I’m sorry about today. I was too hasty…in many ways.”


    His apology made Brigitte gulp.


    They were still both flustered, but Brigitte didn’t want to end it like this… Still, she put those thoughts aside, since she couldn’t figure out a way to verbalize them.


    “I used to think of myself as a rational person, but now I realize that I’m no more than a wild animal when it comes to you.”


    But as soon as she heard his sighing self-evaluation, Brigitte grabbed him by the sleeve.


    Still struggling to get her thoughts together, she timidly said, “Well, I…I liked it.”


    “Huh?”


    “So next time, um… Let’s not stop…”


    “Bri! Master!”


    But they could do no more that day.


    When Blue returned, Brigitte quickly dropped Yuri’s sleeve.


    “I brought a bunch of pillows!”


    “Peep!”


    Apparently, Peep had woken up next door and came to explore the bedroom, too. Brigitte smiled and nodded awkwardly at the spirits.


    “Thanks! With all these pillows, we have plenty to throw!”


    “Hmm. Yes, we do!”


    Blue was proud of himself. Yuri, who seemed to have recovered from their previous exchange, was muttering to Peep, who was sitting on Blue’s head.


    “Peep. Please be careful when treating Brigitte’s bruises.”


    “Cheep?”


    “I’d like you to completely remove the bruises on her neck, but not the mark I left behind. Can you do that?”


    “Peep?”


    “Yuri!!!”


    Brigitte turned bright red and threw a pillow at Yuri. What a ridiculous request to make with such utter sincerity!


    Needless to say, that act signaled the start of the pillow fight.
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    That evening, Nival’s ariel flew over the shrine.


    Her wind magic could transport the two of them to the Meidell residence in no time at all. It seemed like only a few seconds that their entire bodies were enveloped in a cocoon of wind, rushing through space.


    Brigitte dragged open her eyes and found herself in a completely different place.


    “Huh? Where are we…?”


    “It’s near the main street of the capital. It should be just a short walk to the Meidell mansion from here.” Yuri surveyed the scene and quickly analyzed what he saw.


    Without Nival along for the ride, it was difficult to fine-tune the spirit’s transportation powers. The spirit remained expressionless but seemed somehow apologetic about it.


    Brigitte shook her head. “It’s okay, Ariel. We’ll walk from here. The mansion isn’t far.”


    Nival had told her before that having his spirit carry someone other than himself with wind magic consumed a lot of magical power. They’d gotten this far, and that was more than enough.


    (By the way, there was no bruising anymore on the smiling Brigitte’s neck. Naturally, she’d intervened when Yuri made his ridiculous request to Peep.)


    “…”


    There was only silence in response to Brigitte. The ariel had disappeared, probably having returned to Nival.


    Then Yuri muttered something to himself.


    “To be honest, I’m happy we were dropped off here. This way, I’ll be able to spend a little more time alone with you.”


    He smiled shyly and extended his hand, which Brigitte took.


    “Yes. I feel the same way.”


    Of course, she wanted to see all her friends as soon as possible. The ariel had brought a letter assuring everyone that she and Yuri would return, but of course they were still worried about her.


    Sorry, everyone, but please…just a little longer.


    They chose a less crowded road and started walking, and for a while there was no conversation between them.


    Neither of them was truly celebrating, not yet. Both sensed that the threat had not yet passed.


    “Yuri… I feel like nothing’s really over.”


    “Yeah. Oscar got away,” he replied with disgust.


    He was probably thinking the same thing as Brigitte.


    Oscar had been trying to contact the Spirit King using Brigitte’s phoenix, but in the end he never found out how to do it. Given Oscar’s distrust of others, it was unlikely that even the priests and holy knights who cooperated with him would have any detailed information.


    In other words, Peep and Brigitte were still targets. The revolutionary forces were not as strong as they had been, but with Oscar’s whereabouts unknown, it had become even more difficult to predict what he might do next.


    But one thing’s for sure: We haven’t seen the last of that man.


    After all, just before he’d fled, Oscar had grinned and mentioned meeting again.


    “Tonari also said that in the not-too-distant future, the relationship between the Kingdom of Field and the spirits may collapse. He also said that I…I might be a changeling.”


    “…!”


    Yuri’s eyes grew stern.


    He squeezed her hand in his. Yuri knew all too well how Brigitte had suffered from such unfounded slander.


    “What do you want to do now, Brigitte?”


    Kind as he was, he was leaving the choice to her. That always encouraged her.


    As Brigitte stood there, her long red hair fluttering in the cold winter wind, she exhaled in white clouds, thinking aloud.


    “I want to know the truth. Even though I might end up regretting it. I still think I want to know.”


    The day after tomorrow would mark the beginning of a new year in the Kingdom of Field. With the New Year’s feast just around the corner, the people were going about their daily lives as usual.


    The fate of the contract ceremony would greatly influence Brigitte’s future.


    But she didn’t want to leave that future to fate. She’d already decided to make her own path.


    “Why was I able to form a contract with Peep? I don’t think I can move forward unless I know the answer to that and come to terms with it myself.”


    Could the answer lie in the blood of the Fire Clan, which had been passed down through generations?


    Or perhaps the truth was something she could not yet even imagine.


    Yuri embraced Brigitte, who was filled with a new resolve.


    “I understand,” he said, then whispered, “no matter what happens in the future, I will never leave you again.”


    “…!”


    Yuri’s voice was utterly sincere.


    Although Brigitte was hugging him tightly and couldn’t see him, Yuri’s handsome face had to be contorted with deep emotion.


    “This whole thing has made me realize once again how important you are to me. More important than anyone else. Much more important than myself.”


    “Oh, Yuri…” Brigitte narrowed her eyes sadly.


    She wanted Yuri to take care of himself. She didn’t want him to put her needs before his.


    But that would probably be difficult for him. So she would do what was in her power instead.


    “In that case, I will cherish you, Yuri…and put you before myself.”


    As they held one another, Yuri’s shoulders jerked. When he pulled away, he wore a frown and a sour expression. “I don’t—”


    “No, no. You don’t get to say no. I’ll just be doing the exact same thing you are.” Brigitte giggled.


    She didn’t mean to tease him. Yuri didn’t seem to have realized it yet, but the feelings they had for each other were deeply significant.


    “Because we both care about each other. It upsets you when I’m hurt, right? And I’ll be sad if you get hurt, too.”


    Brigitte gazed up at him.


    “Yuri, you wouldn’t do anything to upset me, would you?”


    “…!”


    Yuri’s eyes widened as he realized what Brigitte was trying to say.
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    “Then… All right. We’ll both be the strongest versions of ourselves. Right?”


    Brigitte smiled mischievously, and Yuri’s expression softened.


    “…That’s right. The very strongest.”


    They pressed their foreheads together and exchanged smiles.


    No matter what awaited them in the future, they could overcome it together. That was what Brigitte believed, with all her heart.


    “Lady Brigitte!”


    “Hello! Young miss!”


    Those voices were familiar. Brigitte turned in their direction.


    “Sienna! Carson! Everyone…!”


    Without realizing it, they’d reached the mansion. Their classmates and Brigitte’s servants were rushing out the front entrance.


    Brigitte threw herself into Sienna’s arms as her maid ran at her.


    Sienna was smaller than Brigitte, but she grabbed and held her mistress tight, her voice thick with tears.


    “Lady Brigitte…!”


    “I’m sorry. I always make you worry.”


    “That’s true. But…I’m just so glad…you came back.”


    Sienna was openly weeping, and Brigitte had to choke back tears herself.


    “Thank goodness, Brigitte… Oh, thank goodness…” Kira greeted Brigitte through sobs.


    “Hey, Kira. Don’t blow your nose on my clothes.” Nival was also sniffling, even as he scolded Kira.


    That was when Brigitte’s face crumpled. “Thank you, both. Yuri explained it to me, but…I’d love to hear more about your adventure… Also, Class Prez?”


    “Y-yeah?”


    Nival quickly straightened up when Brigitte spoke to him.


    Wiping the wet corners of her eyes, Brigitte spoke with conviction. “You’re an amazing person. You should be more proud of yourself.”


    “I should?” Nival’s eyes widened, which made Brigitte, Sienna, and the others all laugh.


    As Brigitte and her friends laughed warmly together, reveling in their reunion, there was a small voice, like ripples spreading on a pond.


    “Sister?”


    “Roze!”


    Of course, Roze was happy that his sister had returned safely, but his expression revealed an undeniable sense of anxiety.


    Brigitte and Yuri exchanged glances, and the two of them left Sienna and went over to Roze.


    “Roze…is something wrong?”


    Roze bit his lip. Perhaps not wanting to ruin the cheerful atmosphere, he seemed reluctant to speak.


    However, he couldn’t ignore the searching look in Brigitte’s eyes.


    Finally, gathering his resolve, Roze said:


       


    “My mother—who’s been recuperating at our distant territory—is reported to have fallen into a coma.”

  

  
    

    [image: Bonus Story: The Four Brothers of the Water Clan]


    “…So here we are.”


    After they had finished arresting all the captured revolutionaries, Lester let out a small sigh.


    Inside the cathedral, soaked priests and holy knights were sitting scattered about. They would occasionally glare at the traitor, Lester, but when he returned their gaze with even more force, they became intimidated and looked away.


    Normally, it wasn’t enough to restrain a spirit user just by binding their hands and feet. They could still use magic and summon their spirits with their thoughts and spoken words. And gagging them wasn’t enough, either. The only way to do it was to use a magic-suppressing collar, like Oscar did, to seal their magical powers completely.


    Still, the revolutionaries knew that they were defeated, and a cheap shot from behind would do nothing for them now. The three members of the Water Clan had been formidable. Having fought them in open combat, everyone here knew that resistance was futile.


    …Well, as for Clyde and me, we can barely stand up.


    Lester’s iron facade didn’t show it, but he was exhausted. He had used so much of the vodyanoy’s magic.


    Hmm, but…isn’t Clyde holding up better than expected…?


    The Clyde Lester knew would not have had the stamina left to restrain the priests, but surprisingly, his brother was moving around and muttering to himself.


    Never mind us. Noel hasn’t even summoned his spirit yet.


    If a spirit user wasn’t summoning spirits, they weren’t using even half their power.


    Speaking of Noel, he was back from the main hall and strolling in at a leisurely pace.


    “Tonari sent me back. He said Head Priest Liam and the other moderates would look after him.”


    “Thanks, Brother.”


    Although the holy knight who’d put the collar on Tonari had been made to remove it, the spiritologist still wasn’t doing well. The reason for his malady was unclear, but it was probably a buildup of fatigue after being on the run from the shrine for days at a time.


    “Ugh, I’m exhausted.”


    Perhaps taking Noel’s return as a sort of cue, Clyde leaned his back against the wall and let out a loud sigh.


    “I mean, why do we have to be the ones to clean up afterward? Yuri just swanned out of here with Brigitte in tow…”


    Clyde pouted, clearly annoyed. Though he acted mature in front of most people, he reverted to childish ways when he was with his brothers.


    “You just watched him go,” said Noel. “But it’s good of you to handle the cleanup yourselves.”


    Lester shrugged off the compliment. “I already told this to Clyde and Yu himself—I was just using Yuri in my own way this time. I had no other intentions.”


    “But surely you had your own motivations? Otherwise, you’d never have helped Yuri.”


    “For the sake of the woman he loved, our little brother bowed his head to a brother he hated. I was quite impressed by that. Is that the answer you’re looking for?”


    Lester snorted, and Noel blinked at him.


    “Sorry to disappoint you, but I was just using Yuri. I simply didn’t have enough skill to take out the revolutionaries on my own.”


    “Lester…”


    Noel frowned, irritated by Lester’s stubbornness. He didn’t want to see that look on his elder brother’s face, and he looked away.


    I didn’t have time to worry about Yuri. I was so focused on becoming a holy knight.


    Lester did not deny his past.


    Lester, considered the loser of the Water Clan, had not had an easy time becoming a holy knight.


    Lester was unable to support his brother Noel by his side. That was why he believed the only place he could still be useful was the shrine. That hotbed of swirling rumors and politics. Until now, he’d survived there. But Lester never had enough free time to go worrying about his younger brother. Only his half brother, really.


    It was really a huge imposition for him to ask me for help, if you think about it.


    But for some reason, Noel was smiling softly.


    “Lester, you really are contrary. Where do you get it, I wonder?”


    “Not from you, Noel.”


    “Ha-ha-ha, you’re right.”


    Noel laughed with amusement, and Lester’s anger melted away as he looked at Clyde.


    “Actually…I’m more surprised that you cooperated with Yuri, Clyde.”


    Perhaps because Yuri wasn’t present, Clyde wasn’t as evasive as he’d been the day before.


    “You know those who make a contract with evil fairies, the Unseelie Court, often find the magic breaker being used against them, even if they’re suspected of going against the contract. There are many cases where people have been reported to the magic security force and had their contracts forcibly terminated.”


    “…Ah, of course.” Lester nodded solemnly.


    The violence that Clyde had used against Yuri in the past had left deep scars—though on his heart, not his body.


    Clyde was still a member of the Water Clan, after all. If he’d ever ended up in such a situation, there might have been a way to resolve it peacefully with the help of the Clan, but that wasn’t what Clyde was talking about right now. Lester somehow sensed this and decided not to comment.


    “Yuri always had a quick way to get revenge on me at his disposal, but he never used it.”


    “…I see.”


    “And, well, the main reason for that is…Brigitte.”


    Lester was taken aback when he saw Clyde’s grin.


    “Her again?”


    “You’d understand, too, if you fell in love. I mean, with someone other than our brother.”


    “Stop it. You’re making Noel uncomfortable.”


    “Oh, sorry. Hmm…?”


    Clyde felt something was off about the conversation, but before he could say anything, Lester pushed up his glasses with his middle finger and retorted, “I don’t want to interfere in your love life, Little Brother, but leave that young lady alone. She’s bad news.”


    Though I’m the only one she acted like she wanted to kill.


    Lester wasn’t at home often, so he didn’t know much about Yuri and Brigitte’s relationship. Still, Brigitte had displayed a strong hostility toward Lester almost from their first meeting.


    When they’d first met, she was so angry on Yuri’s behalf that she’d displayed genuine animosity toward Lester. He’d been astonished not by her phoenix but by her fiery spirit.


    Noel also nodded slightly in agreement.


    “Yeah. If you keep this up, reality’s going to knock you for six, you know.”


    “Ah, I can’t hear you, I can’t hear you.”


    Clyde put his hands over his ears and turned his back on his two brothers. Lester gazed at his brother’s back, his thoughts wandering.


    Clyde isn’t the only one who’s changed. Yuri is completely different from before.


    Lester had never seen Yuri display such human expression, such passion.


    The boy who’d been bullied by his elder brother, trembling and sobbing so pathetically, was gone.


    Lester frowned, mentally speaking to Oscar, who’d managed to escape:


    Oscar, you will soon regret making those two your enemies.


    And Lester grinned a little. You’d have to be looking closely to notice it, though.


    All Lester could do was support Noel behind the scenes. He probably wouldn’t have much to do with Yuri and Brigitte from now on, but he’d certainly love to see them give that arrogant Oscar what for.


    The conversation seemed to be over, but then Noel said something else.


    “Still, I was really pleased that Yuri turned to me. I feel like this is the first time I’ve been able to be an elder brother to him. Don’t you two feel the same way?”


    Lester and Clyde looked at each other, surprised by Noel’s bold statement.


    Still, Noel was the type to say something like that, despite knowing all about the difficulties between the brothers.


    Lester pursed his lips, almost impressed. If he admitted it to himself, then the gap between Yuri and him wasn’t that large. It could still be closed.


    “I don’t feel that way at all.”


    “He’s not even grateful. Who needs a little brother like that?”


    “There you go again, getting all embarrassed.”


    ““I’m not embarrassed!””


    Noel laughed uproariously as his two younger brothers both yelped indignantly in unison.
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    Hello, this is Harunadon here.


    Thank you very much for picking up a copy of If the Villainess and Villain Met and Fell in Love, Vol. 5.


       


    The web version was originally serialized up to Volume 4, the Graduation Exam Arc (which is no longer available). So the Shrine Arc, which begins in this volume, is a completely new piece of work.


    This series was on the brink of cancellation, and the storyline that was originally conceived at the start of the series ended up changing significantly halfway through (specifically, from the beginning of Volume 4 onward). As a result, I think this volume also brings together some dynamics and plot twists that were left unfinished.


       


    When a couple starts dating, that’s undoubtedly the most exciting time for them. But Brigitte and Yuri were separated almost immediately. I felt bad for them, but I later realized that all the trials and tribulations they’ve been through had given them the strength to stand up and say, “We’re not just going to accept being separated, you know!” I hope you can feel the growth that Brigitte and Yuri have both been through after all they’ve experienced.


    This time, a familiar face also makes a reappearance. Lester, who I’ve been eagerly wanting to introduce, finally gets his chance to make a major appearance. He ended up being more or less a second son who idolizes his eldest brother, but I think Lester’s single-minded devotion is similar to Yuri’s. Though I think they’d both be annoyed if you pointed that out to them.


    The designs for Noel and Lester were done by Chiru Ukai, the artist in charge of the manga. No doubt Brigitte was stunned by the amazingness of F4… I mean, W4 (the Water Clan Brothers)! Hee-hee…


       


    I also have some exciting news to share with you: The fourth volume of the manga is also being released in Japan at the same time.


    Brigitte’s love-struck behavior, when she gets invited to the Water Clan’s mansion, is truly adorable. I hope you’ll consider picking up both books at the same time! Blue is also great when he’s all snooty and sarcastic!


       


    Finally, it’s time for some thank-yous.


    Dear Editor N, thank you for your always-accurate comments and heartwarming thoughts. The chanko nabe we had together in Ryogoku was delicious. Dosukoi! (Sumo speak)


    The illustrator, Sarachiyomi-sensei. I still remember the day when the images of Saint Brigitte and holy knight Yuri shot me through the heart and I actually lost consciousness for a little while… I learned that Yuri looks great in white, too (a new discovery!).


    And I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to everyone who has picked up this book.


       


    See you again in Volume 6!

  

  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.
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