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      Chapter 1: A Harvest and a Delivery of Foodstuffs


      Katarina’s Theater of the Mind—starring the Katarinas!


      “Okay, in today’s program we are pleased to share the following presentation: ‘The Story of Katarina Claes Up Till Now.’ Ladies and gentlemen, please enjoy the show.”


      With that dignified announcement from Katarina Claes, the curtains rose on a play within her own mind, with a spotlight illuminating the stage.


      “Well, Katarina Claes was once a normal girl, the kind you might find living anywhere in the Kingdom of Sorcié. But one day when she was eight years old, she fell and hit her head. This accident brought memories from her past life rushing back!”


      “Oh, said memories were of her life as a high school girl in a land called Japan, a life full of fun. After a life filled with entertainment like anime and manga, she rued her reincarnation into a world without any such pleasures.”


      “However, she soon realized something much more serious! The world she was living in now was the world of an otome game she had been playing just before she passed away in her previous life, Fortune Lover. Not only that, but she was the villainess of that game, for whom all routes would lead to doom!”


      “If the protagonist reached a Good End, Katarina would find herself exiled from the kingdom, whereas a Bad End would mean death for her. What a tragic fate... So Katarina started working hard to fight that fate.”


      “With a heave-ho, heave-ho, she donned overalls and plowed her own field.”


      “With a hi-ya, hi-ya, she practiced throwing toy snakes until she could do so with aplomb.”


      “Thanks either to the sweat of her brow, or perhaps the tasty veggies she managed to harvest from her field, or even just pure luck, the next thing she knew, she was good friends with the romanceable characters and their rival love interests. And once she enrolled at the Academy of Magic, she even became friends with Maria, the game’s protagonist.”


      “In the end, after they contended with a little trouble, it seemed like Maria didn’t have much interest in romance. The game’s story closed with a Friendship End, without any harm to Katarina.”


      “Hooray! Katarina had a new lease on life now, and could spend her days free from fear of her own doom!”


      “‘Yippee!’ she thought to herself as she cheerfully passed her second year at the academy, graduating in the spring of this year. She and Maria both went on to find employment at the Magical Ministry, situated on the same grounds as the academy.”


      “At first she rolled up her sleeves, enthusiastically pledging to give her first ever job everything she had...but then she became aware of a new horrifying fact!”


      “‘What, you’re telling me that now that I’m at the Magical Ministry, the sequel to Fortune Lover—Fortune Lover II: Love at the Magical Ministry—is about to begin?!’ she cried in alarm.”


      “Not only that, but in that sequel Katarina the villainess was set to make her comeback, after having been exiled from the kingdom.”


      “‘Why did you come back, Katarina? You could have just behaved yourself in exile, tending your vegetable patch...’ she lamented, while knowing that she would have to contend with doom flags once more...”


      “Even as she racked her brain for a way to escape her doom, a series of villainous items—like a Dark Familiar and the Dark Covenant—found their way into her hands, and she spent her days in a state of melancholy.”


      “But, thanks to a mysterious recurring dream about Acchan, her best friend in her past life, she learned that this game’s storyline would conclude the following spring.”


      “We can count on her to evade those doom flags now!”


      “Yeah!” cried all the Katarinas in my head, pumping their fists. Everything was fine up to here. They were all united and it made for a good ending. However...


      “Say, my narration was best, huh?”


      “Huh? I think mine was better.”


      “Oh, no, mine was definitely superior.”


      This trivial dispute soon became a shouting match.


      “I mean, it doesn’t really matter who did it best. Actually, you all sounded pretty much the same,” I muttered without thinking in response to the Katarinas bickering in my head.


      Anne, who had come to help me get ready for bed, gave me a puzzled look.


      “Is something the matter, my lady?”


      I could hardly tell her that, after putting on a play in the theater of my mind, all my Katarinas had started fighting over who had given the best performance. If I said that, I was sure she would only look at me funny. And so...


      “Oh. No, nothing,” I said, shaking my head.


      “I see,” said Anne smoothly, before carrying on getting things ready.


      Since I was in the habit of talking to myself, Anne—who had worked for me for many years—no longer asked too many questions when she found me doing so. What a relief.


      I shook my head to drive the Katarinas, who were still squabbling, from my mind. Goodness gracious, to think that even someone as upstanding as Katarina would stoop to such bickering. What am I to do with them? I wish you would behave yourselves at least a little bit better. I pondered all this in a daze.


      “Lady Katarina, you are ready for bed now,” Anne called out to me.


      “Thank you,” I replied before climbing into bed.


      “You have been looking forward to tomorrow’s harvest meet for some time, haven’t you? Please get plenty of sleep tonight.”


      “Yeah, I will. I’ll be counting on you too, Anne.”


      “Yes, my lady. Now then, I bid you good night,” said Anne, who then bowed before leaving the room.


      That’s right, tomorrow Claes Manor will host a harvest meet out in our field. We have a lot of fall vegetables ripe for the picking, so I’ve arranged to get everybody to lend me a hand and harvest them all in one go.


      I made sure to talk to all of the usual suspects well ahead of time, and promised them all a meal cooked with freshly picked vegetables.


      It was going to be my first chance in some time to work hard out in the field and I was going to get to see all of my friends. When I thought about all this, I couldn’t wait for tomorrow to come. My eyes were on the verge of sparkling, like those of a child the day before a field trip, but farming is a test of one’s stamina. I couldn’t allow myself to be deprived of sleep, leaving me without any strength the next day.


      With a hmph of resolve I shut my eyes and took deep breaths. Wrapped as I was in my warm covers, I soon fell asleep. As I passed into my dreams, I spotted the Katarinas in my mind still bickering about who had given the best performance. I wished that they would give it a rest already.




      When I awoke the next morning, I sat up in bed to see the sun’s rays streaming in through the window. I immediately ran over to the window and looked up at the sky to find it blue, clear, and calm.


      “Ah, perfect weather for the harvest.”


      I hummed to myself as I got ready for the day. On work days, I could never manage to get up without Anne tearing the covers off my bed, but, strangely enough, I found myself waking up on days like this totally refreshed.


      With some help from Anne, as usual, I finished getting dressed and skipped to my place at the breakfast table.


      No sooner had I sat down than mother started chiding me.


      “Katarina, you are a lady and mustn’t walk in so silly a manner.”


      “Yes, mother,” I replied, fending off her criticism before wolfing down my breakfast. Farming is a test of one’s stamina, so I had to be sure to eat properly.


      As always, today’s breakfast at Claes Manor was delicious. However, having eaten my fill of Japanese-style cooking in Cyrus’s hometown just a short while ago, I was left feeling a little unsatisfied with this distinctly Western meal.


      I wish I could taste that Japanese-style cooking again. Cyrus’s mother had said that she would send us some rice and fall vegetables as soon as they had brought in their own harvest, but I was still left wondering just when they would arrive. Since I had already been told it was a four-day journey for a typical carriage, I knew I couldn’t expect the food to be delivered immediately. But as we were nearing the end of that period, I couldn’t help but get my hopes up.


      It was those hopes that had filled me with anxiety every time I had seen Cyrus at the Ministry since coming back from his hometown.


      “Your package hasn’t arrived yet. I’ll let you know just as soon as it has, but you’ll have to be patient for just a little longer. Easy, girl,” he said every time, as if trying to soothe a horse. Argh, I can’t take it any longer, I want that Japanese food.


      “Katarina, don’t space out while you’re eating,” my mother chided me as I lost myself in thoughts of Japanese food.


      “Yes, mother,” I said, repelling this attack as well before returning to my meal.


      As much as I wanted to eat Japanese food, the meals at Claes Manor were delicious in their own way. Once I’d eaten my fill, I went to get ready for a day of work in the field.


      After heading back to my room and changing into my trusty overalls, I fastened a headscarf under my chin. Donning my full farming ensemble always ratcheted up my enthusiasm for work.


      “All right! I’ll give it my all today,” I cried, psyching myself up before walking outside. My adopted brother, Keith, was standing next to my field. He’d arrived ahead of me, having also changed into his overalls.


      Although Keith was written to be a playboy in the otome game, in reality he was an earnest and reliable young man. But the allure he was instilled with as one of the game’s romanceable characters never really seemed to go away. Even wearing his overalls with the buttons fastened up to the collar, he was still oddly sexy. If he unbuttoned his collar and showed off even a tiny bit of skin, that’d be enough to make a bunch of women turn bright red and faint.


      “Big sis, are you getting weird ideas again?” asked Keith, observing my dazed expression with a furrowed brow.


      “Huh? Oh, no no no, nothing of the sort,” I insisted, shaking my head furiously. I was only thinking of how my adopted brother’s wasted sex appeal could be put to better use. No one could have accused me of having weird ideas. Fantasizing about him with his buttons undone wasn’t crossing a line. I was pretty sure.


      Keith, who had spent much of our many years together watching over me, could be quite sharp when it came to some things. So I couldn’t be too blatant when having weird thoughts around him.


      Actually, our relationship was such that we could even discuss most of my weird ideas, but I knew I absolutely mustn’t touch on the subject of him being a playboy in the game he was from, or anything else related to my past life. I wasn’t sure how I ought to explain it to him and I wasn’t even sure he would believe me if I tried. So far, I hadn’t spoken about my past and the games with anyone.


      But perhaps there would come a day when I could discuss the matter with Keith, or one of the many trusted friends who were coming to help out today. Nowadays, I was beginning to think that might be the case.


      “Thanks for taking the day off from work today,” I said, thanking him properly, though partly motivated by my desire to change the subject. Keith had taken the day off today expressly in order to take part in the harvest meet.


      “Nah, you don’t have to thank me. I’m here because I wanted to be. Not only did I want to spend some quality time with you, big sis, but I heard that you already asked the others to come and help.”


      “Yes. I know how busy everyone is, so I thought I might be asking too much, but apparently everyone just happened to have time off around now anyway—what perfect timing. Honestly, I’m so pleased.”


      “Yeah... You’re right. Aren’t you lucky that they just happened to take time off around now?” replied Keith with a slightly stiff expression.


      It was at that moment that I heard a lively voice cry out in greeting.


      “Lady Katarina!” A beautiful woman came running up to me with a smile, a manservant following behind her.


      “Hello, Mary. Oh, and Prince Alan.”


      Looking more closely, I saw that the man I had taken to be Mary’s servant was in fact Alan, her fiancé and the fourth-born prince of the kingdom. Rather than escorting her as a fiancé might, he followed her instead, which had given me the wrong idea that he was just one of her servants. Recently, the impression they gave of a mob boss and her henchman—which hadn’t been so stark when I first met them so many years ago—seemed to be getting stronger.


      “Thank you very much for inviting us to help you today, Lady Katarina. I swear I shall work my very hardest,” said Mary as she rolled up her sleeves.


      “Thanks, Mary. And you too, Prince Alan. Thank you so much for taking the day off just to come and help out.”


      “I didn’t have anything in particular to do today anyway, so this’ll make a nice change of pace,” Alan responded with an almost imperceptible smile.


      “I’m so happy to see you both, but wouldn’t you rather have gone out somewhere on your day off, just the two of you?”


      As some knowledge gleaned from shojo manga I’d read in my past life briefly crossed my mind, I felt I had to make this inquiry of them. No matter how much they might look like a mob boss and her henchman, these two were engaged, and they usually each had their own jobs to do. I wondered if they shouldn’t have used their day off, which happened to coincide for both of them, to have a date or something.


      “It is really no trouble at all. We thought it would be far more meaningful to come and help you harvest the bounty of your field, Lady Katarina! Isn’t that right, Prince Alan?”


      I’d actually meant to ask Alan, but Mary seized on the question and answered it for him.


      Overcome by the forcefulness of Mary’s personality, Alan merely winced slightly and assented.


      “Yeah.” Then, as if it had just occurred to him, he went on. “Still, I guess even you think about these sorts of things now and then. Engaged couples going out together, I mean.”


      “Eh? Well, I suppose...”


      Although I’ve had zero experience in romance in either of my lives, as an otaku in my past life, I enjoyed a range of shojo manga and otome games, so I have some knowledge of these matters.


      “Really? So do you and Jeord ever go out together, just the two of you?” Alan asked this as if it were the simplest question in the world, but it came totally out of the blue as far as I was concerned, and I stood rooted to the spot.


      “Eh? Do Prince Jeord and I go out? Together? Just the two of us?” I said, remaining frozen and repeating the question in a monotone.


      This seemed to puzzle Alan.


      “I mean, you just said it yourself. You asked if Mary and I ever went out, just the two of us, seeing as we’re engaged. So I just wondered if the same applied to you.”


      Alan’s query was perfectly sensible. If someone else had asked me what I had just asked Alan, I felt like I probably would have wondered the same thing about that person...but I couldn’t accept that this topic had anything to do with me.


      True, Jeord and I were engaged. Actually, we had been engaged since I was eight years old, so it had already been ten years. But though our group of friends often got together for one reason or another, Jeord and I had hardly ever been out together as a couple.


      I mean, in the first place, Katarina Claes was only ever meant to be a temporary fiancée for Jeord, a romanceable character who might end up with Maria, the protagonist, in the end. I had only ever thought of Katarina as a sort of dam in the way of all the young noblewomen who might otherwise have overwhelmed him, so I never had a very strong sense of being his betrothed.


      Though Jeord hadn’t fallen in love with Maria during their time at the academy, I’d always figured the prince—who was considered gorgeous and generally perfect—would eventually dissolve his engagement to me, a thoroughly ordinary young lady, and end up married to a lady with a more impressive resume. It would be someone like Mary, who everyone called the rose of high society. That’s what I’d thought up until an event that took place during our second year at the Academy of Magic.


      The event in question happened in the aftermath of Keith’s kidnapping.


      Jeord confessed that he loved me in a romantic sense, if you can believe it!


      What a bombshell that was, coming completely out of the blue. It had left me feeling distraught. Having had no experience with romance before, either in my past life or this one, I felt like I was drowning, gasping for air, and gave up on thinking altogether.


      Ever after that, I hadn’t been able to help but subconsciously avert my eyes from Jeord’s feelings, due to a personal failing in my own heart. However, after a certain momentous event, I had decided to never do so again...or, at least, I thought I had, but as I was anxious about what doom flags the game’s sequel might throw my way, I still hadn’t done such a good job of confronting his feelings (though I had at least admitted that much to Jeord himself).


      In other words, simply put, we still hadn’t been out together as a couple since Jeord’s confession of love. On the contrary, I hadn’t even considered the possibility. That is why I was grappling with such a mess of conflicting ideas right now.


      “Prince Alan, honestly! Did you really have to ask her that? You have caused Lady Katarina to retreat into her own little world again,”Mary complained.


      “Huh? What do you mean? It was only a simple question; I didn’t think it would lead to...this.”


      “But there was really no need to ask it. Prince Alan, what if my big sis decides, after thinking way too much about your question, that she really must go out with Prince Jeord as a couple after all? What are you going to do to make things right?” grumbled Keith.


      “W-Would that really happen?”


      “This is my big sis we’re talking about. It’s definitely possible.”


      “Why, this is terrible. If something like that should happen... Prince Alan, I cannot forgive you.”


      “Mary, p-please don’t look at me like that. I just felt a chill go down my spine.”


      “Prince Alan... Is one look really all that’s needed to keep you in line?”


      “Master Keith, please, you must refrain from saying anything so preposterous. However, if Lady Katarina really were thinking along the lines you have indicated, that would indeed be dangerous. We simply must guide her away from entertaining such thoughts.”


      “Lady Katarina, hello!”


      “Why, if it isn’t Lady Sophia and Master Nicol! You could hardly have picked a better time! Lady Katarina, Lady Sophia and Master Nicol are here to see you,” said Mary while shaking me by my shoulders, causing me to snap out of my stupor. It appeared that I had been so lost in thought that I had shut out everything around me. This was a bad habit of mine.


      “Lady Katarina, long time no see. Once again, I have brought some books I thought you might enjoy,” said Sophia with a big smile. A bookworm herself, Sophia would often lend me some of her favorite volumes.


      “My oh my, what kind of books are these?” wondered Mary.


      For some reason, Mary seemed even more intrigued by the subject of books than me. She didn’t usually show this much interest, so I thought that she must have undergone some change of heart.


      Sophia seemed to be pleased by Mary’s enthusiasm, as I could see her eyes sparkle. I saw Nicol furrow his brow, as if to say, Oh no. He was just about to open his mouth when Sophia launched into an impassioned speech.


      What’s more, Mary continued to hang on her every word. Before I knew it, I was drawn into Sophia’s little world as well.


      Eventually, Nicol put a stop to that, saying, “Sophia, that’s enough.” But by that time my head was already full of the details of Sophia’s book recommendations and I had forgotten whatever I’d been pondering only minutes earlier.


      For some reason Mary, who had never seized upon the subject of books so enthusiastically up until then, wore the expression of someone proud of having done a good job.


      Around the time we finished our chat about books (or rather, after it was stopped), Maria arrived with some snacks to share with us.


      “I baked these from a new recipe, Lady Katarina, one I learned especially for you,” said Maria with a big smile.


      She is just adorable today, like always. I wanted to say that everyone was accounted for, but...


      “It isn’t like Prince Jeord to be late. He’s usually the first to arrive when we have these kinds of gatherings,” muttered Keith, seemingly perplexed.


      Well, Jeord usually does come early, but he still hasn’t shown up. This is unusual.


      “I am sure he is simply busy with work. I see no point in just waiting around, so shall we get started without him?” suggested Mary. I considered this, but...


      “Katarina,” came a familiar voice. It was Jeord, who came sprinting over to us as quickly as he could without seeming too undignified for a royal.


      “Prince Jeord, don’t tell me you were busy today? You really didn’t need to go to so much trouble,” I said to Jeord, seeing the uncharacteristic hurry he was in.


      Grinning, he shook his head.


      “No, I got all of my work done yesterday and was prepared to arrive here first, but it was almost like someone had taken measures against my departure. The carriage I had planned on taking here was unavailable, with a number of other problems arising after that.”


      For some reason, Jeord then turned his gaze upon Mary, but she just looked back at him with a smile. This exchange almost made it seem like Mary was the one who had prevented Jeord from coming here, but that couldn’t possibly be the case.


      It really was unlucky that Jeord had encountered that series of problems though. I was sure that he had still done his very best to make it here on time. When I got closer to Jeord, I could see just a few beads of sweat on his forehead.


      As one would expect of a pretty boy prince like him, even his sweat seemed to sparkle. But I nonetheless took out my handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his forehead. Jeord opened his eyes wide in surprise. It appeared that I had startled him.


      “Um, you looked like you were sweating, so I just wanted to wipe your forehead. I also have some tea prepared, would you like some to drink?”


      “Thank you very much... But no tea for me, thank you,” said Jeord with a slightly awkward expression. His cheeks looked a little flushed.


      “Prince Jeord, if you are feeling too hot, you ought to put on a hat,” I suggested.


      “I suppose so,” said Jeord with a gentle smile.


      Now that all the members of our workforce were assembled, it was finally time for me to declare the harvest meet at Claes Manor open.


      As it happened, our vegetable plot—which I had always been pretty proud of—had quite an abundance of different vegetables.


      Not only did my family own a lot of land, but we accordingly had a fair bit of money, so I had had the opportunity to plant a lot of different seedlings.


      At present, I was trying my hand at growing a lot of different veggies, including sweet potatoes, pumpkins, carrots, and burdock root. My tasty sweet potatoes in particular could be used to prepare either meals or sweets. I was quite partial to them and had planted so many that digging them all up was quite the workout.


      “Heave ho...hooray! I found a really big one.”


      The sweet potato I had just dug out of its hole was so big that the others couldn’t hold a candle to it. Upon hearing my cry of delight, my friends came over to take a look.


      “You weren’t kidding, big sis. That is a really big one. Maybe the biggest you’ve found today,” said Keith.


      “Wow, what a splendid potato. I can imagine a wizard turning it into a stagecoach,” said Sophia.


      “Mm-hmm,” said Nicol.


      “What a wonderful potato,” agreed Mary.


      “Quite the find,” remarked Alan.


      “I have never seen one that size in our neighborhood. I suppose one must expect these things from the garden of a duke,” mused Maria.


      “Well done, Katarina. Now hold still, you have some dirt stuck to your face,” said Jeord last of all, taking his own handkerchief and wiping said dirt off my face.


      As if their interest had been piqued by the wondrousness of my sweet potato, everyone else started digging for them in silence.


      This scene brought back memories from when I was an elementary school student in my past life. We had a lot of land around our school out in the sticks, so we would all plant sweet potatoes together, then gather again to dig them up in the fall. That same day we would build a campfire in the schoolyard and have a baked potato contest. Ah, that was so much fun.


      Maybe I’ll ask everyone here if they want to hold a baked potato contest. Considering how delighted they look right now, I bet they’d all have a lot of fun. Ah...but mother and others might get mad at me if I started a fire in our garden. The last time I tried that, even the servants got angry with me.


      I stole a glance at the servants inside the mansion. I saw a number of them goggle in surprise and freeze up.


      Ah, I know that face. These servants have never seen me hold a harvest meet before. Well, from an outsider’s perspective, I guess it is kind of surreal to see some of the most important people in the kingdom digging around for potatoes in silence.


      Most of the servants at Claes Manor had grown used to scenes like this by now, but early on they were all taken aback, goggling at me and freezing up in the same way. I’d thought pretty much all of them were aware of my activities by now, but apparently some of them were still seeing it for the first time.


      Well, give them some time; they’ll get used to it. And if I give them even more time, one day they’ll be out here in the fields with me, helping out. Just like Anne, who nowadays gets through the harvest with speed and precision.


      Anne, my personal maid, had also been taken aback when I first started plowing my field, but at some point she had become more knowledgeable about vegetable gardening than I.


      These days, it was almost like she ran the field. She even gave directions to the other servants.


      “I’m certain that there are still some potatoes left in that furrow, please see to them. And please be careful not to dig too deep with the hoe, we don’t want to hurt the potatoes.”


      I was grateful for her help, finding it reassuring.


      “Lady Katarina, I have dug up a large potato of my own,” I heard Maria call out. She looked at me with eyes shining. I went over to her to find that, just as she had reported, she had indeed dug up a very large potato.


      Not only was she always good at studying and sports, and great at baking sweets, but she even has a talent for excavating potatoes. What else can you expect from the game’s protagonist?


      “Whoa, that is big. You’re amazing.”


      While I marveled at Maria’s potato, I took a look around to find that we had dug up an incredible quantity of the tubers.


      “Hmmm, it looks like we’ve had a particularly good harvest this year. I can’t believe how many there are.”


      Last year’s harvest had not been so bountiful. In fact, they had grown pretty poorly, so we hadn’t been able to harvest that many. I had therefore decided to plant twice as many seedlings this year, not expecting them to grow quite this well.


      Actually, it wasn’t just the sweet potatoes. Every variety of vegetable had grown better than last year. I think I know why...


      “This is thanks to all the advice I got from Mr. Cyrus.”


      After joining the Magical Ministry, I met Cyrus, who was a pro when it came to gardening, and asked him how to grow better crops. That was when he introduced me to the same fertilizer he used in his own field.


      It seemed like, now that fall had come around, I was starting to see the fruits of his advice.


      “I’d better thank him again properly next time I see him. Actually, I’d like to share some of my veggies with him, but...”


      “Mr. Cyrus has his own field at the Ministry, doesn’t he?” said Maria.


      “That’s just it.”


      As Maria had just noted, Cyrus maintained his own vegetable patch in a corner of the Ministry’s grounds (which he kept mainly for the sake of his emotional stability), so he had plenty of vegetables.


      Just as Maria and I were talking about Cyrus, one of the servants who hadn’t come to help with the field work came out of the mansion.


      “Lady Katarina, a parcel has arrived for you from Mr. Cyrus Lanchester.”


      “A parcel from Mr. Cyrus...could it be?! Maria, everyone, you’ll have to excuse me for a moment!” I said before racing to the place where I had been told the parcel was delivered.


      The carriage I was looking for had stopped just outside the entrance to the mansion, so I made a beeline for it and leaped onto the cart to check the parcel. After confirming that its contents were what I had been expecting...


      “Hooray!!!” I cried, jumping up and down on the delivery cart.


      The cart wobbled a little, but thanks to the physique I had spent many years honing in the fields, I was able to regain my posture before taking another look at the parcel. I felt the corners of my mouth begin to creep upward all on their own. The cart was loaded with the long-awaited assortment of foodstuffs harvested in Cyrus’s hometown.
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      “L-Lady Katarina, a letter for you,” said the servant who had just told me about the parcel, before quietly handing me the letter with an air of nervousness.


      “Dear Miss Katarina, you will have received the parcel from my family which you have been so eagerly awaiting these past few days, along with a message from my mother, which reads, ‘Please eat to your heart’s content.’ It looks like my mother may have gotten carried away and sent you quite the hefty parcel, but feel free to eat it up. -Cyrus Lanchester.”


      When I was finished reading, I clasped the letter to my chest. Thank you so much, Cyrus’s mother. And you too, Cyrus, I thought, sending them my most profound thanks.


      When I’d gone to Cyrus’s hometown, I’d gotten to eat my fill of Japanese-style food and helped harvest the new rice. All right, as soon as they’re done processing it I’ll get to taste some fresh rice, I had thought as I departed for home, but I ended up having to wait a tearful couple of weeks.


      “I’ll send you the rice as soon as it’s ready,” Cyrus’s mother had said, seeing how dejected I had been when I was about to leave. Ever since then I had waited eagerly for its arrival, and had even dreamed of it many times.


      That new rice—no, not only rice, but all kinds of ingredients I seldom saw in these parts—was now sitting right before my eyes.


      “Hooray!!!” I cried once more, hopping about inside the cart.


      “Lady Katarina, it is dangerous to prance around up there. Please stop it at once,” I heard a voice say. When I looked in the direction it had come from, I saw Anne standing there with her eyebrows raised.


      “Oh, Anne, what’s the matter?”


      “What do you mean, ‘What’s the matter?’ Lady Katarina, having invited all of your friends here, you went off on your own and did not show any sign of returning, so I came to check on you.”


      “Ah! That’s right.”


      I’d been so delighted by the arrival of the new rice that I had completely forgotten about all that. Despite having invited my friends over, I’d run off and gotten all excited on my own, abandoning them in the process. This was an unforgivable act.


      “Sorry, Anne. I’ll come back right away. Ah, but first, take these ingredients to the kitchen. Once we come to another break in the field work, I’ll come and check on them one more time.”


      I announced this to the servant who had handed me the letter, before skipping briskly and excitedly back to the field.


      “Everybody, I’m sorry for running off for so long after inviting you all here.”


      As I returned, I saw my friends were all busily loading up the vegetables we’d picked. I’m so, so sorry.


      “It is all right, Katarina. You just received a long-awaited delivery, did you not?” said Jeord after welcoming me back.


      Yes, as a matter of fact, everyone here already knew that I had been waiting for my parcel from Cyrus, or more accurately, from Cyrus’s family.


      My friends were all kind enough to have come and greeted me when I returned from Cyrus’s hometown (where I’d traveled as part of my job) so I’d told them then. I’d talked of how delicious the Japanese-style cooking there had been, how I’d had to fight back tears when I was unable to eat the new rice I’d helped harvest, and that when Cyrus’s mother had seen my distress, she told me she would send me some rice.


      I had spoken of this all so passionately that it had really stuck in everyone’s memory, to the point where they had even brought it up from time to time.


      So I nodded vigorously and excitedly after Jeord asked his question.


      “Yes, that’s right! The rice I’ve been looking forward to for so long has finally arrived! What’s more, she also sent me some other ingredients you would hardly ever see around here!”


      Everyone smiled and said, “Isn’t that wonderful?”


      I couldn’t believe that after I’d abandoned them despite having invited them myself, my adopted brother and my friends all still received me with smiles on their faces. They really were so kind.


      “Thanks, everybody. Now, would you like to eat some food prepared from the ingredients I was sent before heading home?” I suggested.


      “But Katarina, you have been looking forward to that delivery for so long. No need to worry about us; please eat as much as you like.”


      “That’s right, big sis. You kept telling us how delicious that food was, and how much you were looking forward to having more of it. Prince Jeord is absolutely right; forget about us and eat up.”


      These were Jeord’s and Keith’s replies.


      “No, it’s because the food was so delicious and I was so looking forward to more of it that I want you all to share it with me. If we all eat together, I’m sure it will be even tastier,” I said firmly.


      Jeord and Keith blinked in surprise.


      “Lady Katarina, I simply adore you,” said Mary, suddenly charging at me before hugging me tightly.


      “Eh? Uh, thanks,” I responded, still somewhat taken aback by this sudden embrace.


      Hold on, doesn’t Mary smell awfully nice for having just worked in the field? Gasp! I just did a mad dash to the delivery cart and back. I must reek of sweat. How awful it would be if my sweatiness were transferred to Mary, who smells so lovely.


      “Um, Mary, I think I’m a little sweaty at the moment. I’d hate for my odor to rub off on you, so maybe you shouldn’t get so close...” I started to say, but Mary cut me off.


      “You do not smell one little bit, Lady Katarina. Quite the contrary, you actually smell wonderful,” she said, before burying her face in the vicinity of my neck and taking a few sniffs.


      “Nooo, I’m sure I’m sweaty! Besides, Mary, you smell so nice that you’re making me blush. Stop it...” I protested, feeling flustered. She was so close that, even though we were both girls, I couldn’t help but blush. I could feel my cheeks burning.


      “Although you are both women, you really are too close. This behavior is simply not suitable for a lady, Miss Mary Hunt,” said Jeord, dragging Mary away from me from behind.


      “My oh my, since we are both women, there is simply no problem with us getting close to one another, Prince Jeord.”


      “No, there is a problem: you were clearly bothering Katarina.”


      “Eh? Lady Katarina, was I bothering you?” asked Mary, spinning around to face me with sad eyes.


      “I wasn’t feeling bothered, just a little bashful and taken aback,” I said hurriedly while shaking my head vigorously.


      Mary then turned to face Jeord again.


      “It seems that I was not bothering her. She was only feeling a little bashful,” she declared firmly.


      “Be that as it may...it still will not do even for two women to get so close to one another.”


      “My, Prince Jeord, then might one not say that you yourself are too close to Lady Katarina right now?”


      “Katarina and I are engaged, so there is no problem there.”


      “You are engaged, but as yet you have not tied the knot, and who can say what will become of your relationship in the future?” said Mary, which kicked off one of Mary and Jeord’s habitual quarrels.


      These two are actually very alike, given everyone says how perfect they are, but they sure have a way of setting each other off. And if I know them, I’ll have to wait quite a while for this argument to end.


      It happened that intervening in tense situations like these wasn’t my strong suit, but this was going to use up time that could be spent eating, and that was a serious problem.


      I took a deep breath then opened my mouth.


      “Huff... That’s enough, you two! We’re running out of time to eat,” I said loudly, which prompted them to stop immediately.


      “You are quite right. Please excuse me, Katarina.”


      “Quite so. Please excuse me, Lady Katarina.”


      They both responded with their eyebrows slightly lowered. Good grief, am I glad they stopped.


      “Right then, we’re pretty much done with the harvest. Let’s get changed for lunch, then we can enjoy a meal of some of the vegetables we harvested, as well as the food Mr. Cyrus’s family sent me.”


      And so we all headed back to the mansion.


      Rooms had been set aside for each of my friends, so I had them all go to their respective rooms to get cleaned up and changed while I went to mine. After getting ready in a hurry, I rushed to the kitchen.


      I knew my parcel had already been sent to the kitchen, so I immediately went and peeked inside to confirm all its contents. The shiny new rice looked so delicious.


      And what else is there...?


      “Mushrooms!”


      There were a ton of mushrooms inside, which looked to be shiitake and maitake. I had hardly ever seen those varieties around the royal capital.


      “Ooh, those look tasty. Ah, and here are some chestnuts, and there are some persimmons!”


      I’m so happy! These were the fall flavors I remembered from my past life. Next I found a ceramic pot with a lid, which contained a brown paste of some kind. Could it be? I wondered as I took a whiff, before scooping up a little bit and putting it in my mouth.


      “It’s miso!”


      Now that brought back some memories. I remembered how I used to dip freshly picked cucumbers in miso before munching on them. I had also enjoyed some miso soup while I was in Cyrus’s hometown. I had never seen it sold in the royal capital, so this batch was precious.


      Not only had Cyrus’s mother sent me raw ingredients, but condiments as well. Thank you so much, Cyrus’s mother.


      If that was miso, then the black liquid in the other, bottle-like container must be... I took a tiny bit to taste, just like I’d done with the miso and, as expected, it was soy sauce. The parcel also contained mirin, as well as dried bonito flakes for making dashi broth. With these ingredients, I could re-create Japanese cuisine.


      Ah, now I can finally eat the Japanese dishes I’ve been missing since returning to the royal capital. Aaaaa, I want it now!


      As I was on the verge of drooling, a voice came from behind.


      “Excuse me, Lady Katarina, but how are we meant to prepare these ingredients?” one of the cooks at Claes Manor asked me nervously.


      I gasped.


      Oh, yeah. I had all these ingredients and condiments in my past life, so they’re familiar to me, but cooks here in the capital wouldn’t know anything about them. So of course they wouldn’t know any recipes for them.


      If only I had taken the time to learn more about cooking in my past life, I could have rattled off a few recipes, the cuisine spreading thereafter throughout the royal capital. That would have been amazing! But...unfortunately, all I knew how to do was to boil chestnuts and mushrooms and steam rice in a rice cooker. Of course, rice cookers didn’t exist here, so we would have to steam it in a pot instead.


      The last time I had cooked rice in a pot was when I’d helped make curry and rice during a school camping trip. And since my job back then had only been to chop the vegetables for the curry, I wasn’t too sure how we’d gone about steaming the rice. All I’d done was happily eat the somewhat soggy rice—the girl in charge of steaming the rice having done her best—with gusto.


      I remembered thinking at the time that steaming rice in a pot looked really hard... I started to feel regret at not having learned more about cooking in my past life, though it was far too late now.


      And after Cyrus’s mother was kind enough to send me the set of ingredients needed to make Japanese food... We can’t just eat them like this. These ingredients will be wasted.


      I held my head in my hands, wondering what to do, when the servant who had delivered Cyrus’s letter to me a little earlier passed me yet another letter.


      “Lady Katarina, excuse me. You have another letter from Mr. Cyrus Lanchester.”


      “Another letter from Mr. Cyrus?”


      What could it be about? I wondered as I took the letter and opened it. In contrast to the last envelope, this one contained several sheets of paper. I decided I’d start by reading the first page: “Dear Miss Katarina Claes, my mother forgot to post some notes she wrote in case you needed to know how to prepare each ingredient, so I have included them in this letter. -Cyrus Lanchester.”


      I immediately turned the page and ran my eyes over the second sheet of paper. On it were neatly written instructions for how to prepare some of the ingredients I’d received that day. Starting with basics like how to steam rice and boil chestnuts, there were also several recipes for stews and roasts. All of these recipes could be put together with the ingredients in the parcel and ones that could be easily obtained in the royal capital.


      Oh, thank you, Cyrus’s mother! She was such a thoughtful person. I felt so relieved. Really, thank you so, so much. I swear I’ll send you a gift in return.


      I clasped the notes Cyrus’s mother had written to my chest as I turned in the direction where I thought Cyrus’s family home was and sent them my feelings of gratitude.


      Now that we had all of the recipes we needed at our fingertips, I handed the notes to our cook.


      “Aha, so that’s how you cook that. Everything is so easy to understand, even how to use the condiments. Thank you very much,” said my cook, eyes sparkling as he perused the notes written by Cyrus’s mother.


      “Yep, yep, aren’t we lucky that the lady who sent us these ingredients was so thoughtful? I want all my friends who are here today to be able to try as many dishes as possible, so we’ll be counting on you,” I said.


      The cook rolled up his sleeves with a grin.


      “Yes, my lady. It is an honor to be entrusted with the preparation of such rare ingredients. I like a challenge.”


      I just know I can count on him. As this trusty cook and I looked over the notes together, I pointed out several recipes in particular and asked him to prepare them. My final request was for him to use some of the vegetables my friends and I had harvested that day, seeing as they were freshly picked, to which the cook immediately agreed.


      After a series of blunders in my childhood (for example, causing a pot to explode), this kitchen had been declared off-limits to me for a time, but these days it was a place of solace to me, and I never hesitated to go there when I was feeling peckish. I got along with all the cooks as well, and they would grant my requests for anything I wanted to eat.


      When this cook even accepted my request to prepare so many new ingredients that day, I felt grateful beyond words.


      “Everyone, thanks for accepting this sudden request. I promise I’ll bring you some new food products and treats from town the next chance I get.”


      The cooks at Claes Manor were all passionate about their work and went about it in a way that involved tasting any new products, in the interest of research. So to thank them for always granting my requests, I would often buy them takeout in town and bring it back to the kitchen. They were always so pleased.


      “Thank you, my lady. We hope you will enjoy your meal,” said a number of them with smiles on their faces as I skipped out of the kitchen and into the dining room, where the table was already set. I must have been in the kitchen for some time, since my guests had all changed and were waiting for me there.


      “Sorry for taking so long,” I called out as I entered the dining room.


      “No, no, you need not worry, we only just got here ourselves,” replied Jeord. It was exactly the sort of thing you might expect to hear from a man so beloved by the ladies.


      “That’s right,” everyone else chimed in good-naturedly.


      I told my friends how I had ordered food to be prepared with the ingredients Cyrus’s family had sent me.


      “But those ingredients are quite rare in these parts, are they not? Will your cooks know how to prepare them?” asked Jeord.


      He really is bright. I hadn’t considered that at all until the cooks asked me what they should do.


      “Mr. Cyrus’s mother sent a series of notes explaining in simple terms how to prepare each of the ingredients she sent us, so that’s all right.”


      “Oh, really? That was incredibly thoughtful of her,” said Jeord, looking impressed.


      “Indeed, she is a very thoughtful, kind, and cheerful woman. Isn’t that right, Maria?” I gushed, seeking Maria’s agreement. She had traveled to Cyrus’s hometown with me and had also met Cyrus’s mother.


      “Yes, she took very good care of us,” she said with a smile.


      By the way, Maria was equipped with a special ability only available to the protagonist, which made her oblivious to all matters of romance. So, she didn’t have a clue about Cyrus’s fondness for her, even when it was found out by everyone else staying at his family home. When his mother picked up on this, she started to extol his virtues to Maria, little by little.


      After receiving this care package, I was now greatly indebted to Cyrus’s mother myself and thought I ought to do a bit more myself to promote Cyrus to Maria.


      While we were chatting, the cooks started to serve us the food I had ordered, giving us all the opportunity to enjoy some dishes from Cyrus’s home territory of Victoire.


      As I ate delicious food, surrounded by my friends, I felt a warmth spread through my body and my soul. The day’s harvest meet—and the meal of the ingredients I had been sent—had come to a close.


      After giving everyone some food to take home with them and saying goodbye, I went back to my own room and began changing into my roomwear.


      “Phew,” I murmured, “today was a lot of fun. I hope we have another chance to eat and chat together like that.” Then I dove into my bed. After all that work in the field, I was tired.


      Anne would usually chide me for behaving like that, but although she looked at me as if to say Goodness me, she seemed to factor in how tired I was.


      “I am glad you enjoyed yourself. Your friends all seemed to have a nice time as well, so I hope you will be able to get together again,” she finally replied, without a word of complaint.


      “Yep. I’ll get to planning our next harvest.”


      I thought I might ask Cyrus, Sora, and Dewey to join us next time, but come to think of it, Cyrus was still hiding the fact that he knew how to farm. Then I realized that when I shared some of his vegetables with the children at the orphanage, I’d blabbed about it to them. Hmm, did I mention that to Cyrus? Well, I’ll have to check next time I see him.


      With those thoughts on my mind, I soon drifted off to sleep. I guess I really was tired.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: A Tale from Some Years Ago


      The day after I had so much fun with my friends, it was time to go to my job at the Magical Ministry, just like any other day.


      Yesterday, in my excitement, I’d had no trouble getting up all by myself, but today, it was only when Anne came and shook me that I finally awoke. I was still feeling sluggish as Anne briskly got me dressed and ready for the day.


      Still half asleep, I was dragged by Anne to my waiting carriage and pushed inside to be carried away to the Magical Ministry. As always, by the time the carriage actually set off I was already dozing off again.


      When we arrived at the Ministry, my driver woke me up—as always—and, still rubbing my eyes, I made my way to the offices of the Magical Tool Laboratory, the department where I worked. As I was making my way through the corridor, I was interrupted.


      “Good morning, Lady Katarina,” came a voice from behind me. I looked behind me to see Dewey, the boy genius who was the youngest person to ever pass the Ministry’s entrance exam.


      “Morning, Dewey. Fancy seeing you at this time of day.”


      Though we sometimes ran into each other during our lunch break, this may have been my first time seeing him in the morning, just after I’d commuted to work.


      “Indeed. I usually arrive a little earlier, but today I overslept a bit,” said Dewey, looking a little sheepish and scratching his head.


      This was such an adorable gesture that if any gals with a thing for pretty boys had been there, I’m sure they would have shrieked.


      I see, so he usually gets here a little earlier. That’s why we haven’t seen each other in the morning before. But how odd for Dewey to oversleep; he’s so diligent.


      “It’s not like you to oversleep. Did you work late last night?”


      “Um, actually, we had a family party yesterday to celebrate Ronny’s—I mean, my older brother’s—employment. After a trial period working at the business the Ministry found for him, they recently decided to officially employ him.”


      Ronny was the brother who had stopped at nothing to protect Dewey from their no-good parents, which was an incident I’d had some involvement with.


      It wasn’t just Dewey, though. Ronny had tried desperately to protect his other brothers and even put himself in harm’s way for me, despite only having just met me. He was such a kind person. If the Ministry had found a business for him to work at, it must be a reputable establishment.


      “It sounds like he’s settled into a decent job. I’m glad,” I said.


      I had heard that back when the brothers were still living in that other town, their parents had forced them to take on tough jobs with poor conditions.


      “Indeed. My brother was always a hard worker, and a good one at that, so he completed his trial and was given permanent employment much quicker than most people,” said Dewey, taking pride in this accomplishment almost as if it were his own.


      Come to think of it, his brother used to speak so proudly about Dewey that it was almost like he was talking about himself. What wonderful, loving brothers. I’m so glad they’ve managed to cut ties with those awful parents of theirs.


      “Oh, I’m so glad,” I said, meaning it from the bottom of my heart.


      Dewey squinted slightly, as if my enthusiasm had dazzled him.


      “I never would have dreamed that a day like this would come, where we could share a warm house together and have our own parties. My brothers and I are always smiling now and enjoying every day. We’re truly happy. And it is thanks to you that we get to live like this now, Lady Katarina. It’s only because you and your friends came to our parents’ home to help that day that we can be happy now. Let me say one more time: Really, thank you so much.” He even bowed his head to me.


      Startled, I shook my head vigorously.


      “No, no, no. Really, I didn’t do anything to help. Rather, I got you caught up in my own mess and even got your big brother injured.”


      When I was with Dewey’s big brother in a forest, Sarah of the Dark Magic Gang came and attacked me. Ronny threw himself in the way of that attack and was injured. So I couldn’t let Dewey thank me. Rather, in my position, I felt I should be apologizing.


      “No, what happened there was not your fault, Lady Katarina. My brother is well aware of that. And all of us are deeply thankful for your help,” he declared with a resolute look on his face.


      Since that look would clearly brook no further discussion, I decided to gratefully accept his thanks.


      “Ahhh, you honor me,” I said, though since I didn’t feel I had done anything of note, it still didn’t sit right.


      “Ah! Have you told Maria the news about your brother’s employment?” I asked to change the subject.


      “Ummm, I did just mention it to Maria, but I haven’t told her all about it yet. I’m thinking of telling her the rest and thanking her the next time I see her, when we’ll be having a meal together,” replied Dewey with a sheepish look.


      It took a moment for me to register this news.


      “You mean to tell me that you and Maria are going out to eat together, just the two of you?” I asked, which gave Dewey a start.


      “Ah! Well, since she’s always been so helpful to me at work, I invited her to have a meal with me, as my way of thanking her, and I got an enthusiastic response, so... Yes, it’ll just be the two of us,” replied Dewey, his cheeks totally red at this point.


      Dewey wasn’t quite the late bloomer that Cyrus was. On Sora’s advice, he had tried once before to ask Maria out on a date and failed, but it sounded like this time he was successful.


      Although, if he’s blushing this much so early on, just at the thought of going out with her, is he going to be all right?


      Just as I was thinking this might be a good time to get advice from Sora, an expert on romance...


      “Wow, you finally managed to ask her out. You messed up so many times I was starting to worry, but that’s good to hear,” butted in another voice. The next thing I knew, Sora was standing right behind me.


      “Sora, how long have you been standing there?!” I cried in shock.


      “Since a moment ago,” Sora answered nonchalantly, “when you asked, ‘You and Maria are going out to eat together, just the two of you?’”


      “That really was a moment ago. I had no idea.”


      “That’s because you were so engrossed in your conversation with Dewey. Though even without that, you tend to be oblivious to your surroundings.”


      It was true; whenever I got engrossed in a conversation or some other activity, I could become oblivious to my surroundings. I was aware of this shortcoming and couldn’t deny it. So I decided to cut that discussion short.


      “Dewey was late today, but so are you, aren’t you, Sora? Did you also oversleep after a late night?”


      Usually Sora arrived at the office a little earlier than me and set about cleaning and getting his work ready.


      “I finished my work pretty late yesterday. Since I also went to bed late, I did oversleep a little. But I’m surprised to hear that you were up late last night,” said Sora, directing his excuse to me and his question to Dewey. Then Dewey told Sora what he had just told me, about the party his family had held to celebrate his brother’s employment.


      “Really, so he got the job in the end? That’s great,” said Sora, reacting much the same way I had.


      “Yes, I truly am glad,” said Dewey happily, with a blissful smile.


      Though I actually would have liked to hear more of what Dewey had to say, we did need to prepare some things before the work day started, so Sora and I parted ways with him and we all headed to our respective offices.


      Since Sora, who was usually the first to arrive at work, was right beside me, I expected to walk into an empty office. But when I stepped inside I found Raphael, the deputy head of the department, already sitting at his desk and doing some paperwork.


      “Good morning, deputy chief, sir,” Sora and I both said.


      “Ah, Katarina, Sora. Good morning,” Raphael replied with a rather weary expression.


      On closer inspection, some bags were beginning to show underneath his eyes.


      “Deputy chief, don’t tell me you pulled an all-nighter?” inquired Sora, sounding concerned.


      “You’re right. The paperwork piled up for the first time in ages, so I ended up working through the night,” replied Raphael.


      So the work kept him up all night. I suppose that would leave you looking weary.


      “Are you all right, sir? Please let me know if there’s anything I can help with,” I said.


      Raphael seemed touched.


      “Thank you very much. But you needn’t worry about me, I’m nearly done. I’ve been told I can take a break once I’ve submitted these, so I’ll borrow a spare room and take a nap afterward.”


      I felt sorry for him when I considered that he wouldn’t be able to go home even after getting his work done, but when I pressed him on this he just repeated that I needn’t worry about him. There was nothing more I could say.


      “Ah, though this means we’ll have to cancel today’s training, Katarina. Sorry about that.”


      “No, don’t worry, that’s absolutely fine. Please get as much rest as you need, deputy chief. I’ll help one of my other senior colleagues.”


      Larna, the true head of the department, could be something of a free spirit sometimes, which, as deputy head, left a lot on Raphael’s plate.


      It was for this reason that upper management sometimes instructed Raphael to suspend my Dark Magic lessons with him.


      Whenever that happened, I was accustomed to helping other senior colleagues with their work instead, usually physical labor like carrying packages. I thought I might do the same thing today, but...


      “No, Katarina, there is another job I’d like to entrust you with,” said Raphael, handing me an envelope. “I’d like you to run another errand to the palace.”


      With these words, together with the envelope he handed me, everything clicked into place.


      “Is it an errand for Miss Larna?”


      “Yes. Can I ask you to do the same thing as last time?”


      “Yes, sir, no need to worry,” I replied firmly.


      “I’m glad to hear that,” said Raphael, his relief showing in his eyes.


      It was at that point that Sora chimed in with an inquiry.


      “Is Miss Larna not coming into the office today?”


      “Indeed, she says she has some work at the palace that’s keeping her from coming today,” replied Raphael.


      “Oh, I see. Is that why I haven’t seen much of her lately?”


      “That’s right. It looks like they’re keeping her pretty busy over there.”


      If Larna’s working at the palace, that probably means she’s there under her true identity.


      “Is that why you’ve got so much paperwork piled up there?” said Sora, his eyes resting on the sheafs of paper piled up like a mountain on Raphael’s desk.


      This was a sight we had seen many times just after coming to work at the Ministry, but we hadn’t seen it so often recently.


      Apparently this was because Larna had applied herself to her role as head of the department with surprising diligence for the past while.


      Larna may seem like a free spirit, but she can really work when she wants to.


      “Yeah, Miss Larna’s absence is part of it, but it’s been Nathan’s absence due to illness these past few days that has had the biggest impact. Nathan tops the whole department when it comes to his aptitude for handling paperwork, so not having him here for a few days is enough for us to build up a backlog,” Raphael explained earnestly.


      Mr. Nathan Hart had a supremely ordinary appearance, unusual for this department, but this meant he also really tended to blend into the background; moreover, he had a regrettable tendency to get lost if he took so much as one step outside the office.


      It was because of this regrettable tendency that he was seldom given work that took him outside the office and was instead usually tasked with sitting behind a desk, where he dealt with any paperwork that came his way with astonishing velocity. Indeed, this speed outstripped Larna and even Raphael, making him the fastest in the department. Not only that, but whatever he wrote in these documents was both accurate and easy to understand, and his wondrous output earned him praise wherever he submitted it.


      If a paperwork specialist of that caliber has been absent the last few days, I can see how the pile of documents got that big.


      “You said Mr. Hart is ill. Is he all right? He lives alone, does he not?” I asked. I was worried what might happen if he fell or something.


      “Yeah,” Raphael told me, “but Guy has been checking on him, so he should be fine. He just has a bit of a cold, so while his throat is swollen and his voice sounds ghastly, we’ve received word that he should be able to come back to work any day now.”


      “Oh, I see. I’m glad to hear it,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief, but, next to me, Sora had a sort of vacant look in his eyes.


      “So we’re going to have to do without Miss Larna, Deputy Chief Raphael, and Mr. Hart for the rest of the day. Who are we supposed to ask for guidance if something goes wrong?” he wondered.


      Good point. With neither the department chief nor her deputy around, nor even Mr. Hart, who is one of the better workers in the department, I can see why he might get that look in his eyes.


      “I’ve asked Guy to be acting chief for today, so please seek any guidance you need from him.”


      So Guy, aka Miss Laura, the macho cross-dresser, is our acting chief for the day? She is very dependable when it comes to physical labor, but...


      “What are we supposed to do if we have to process paperwork?” Sora pressed.


      Raphael hesitated.


      True, though Miss Laura was capable when it came to physical labor, she was absolutely hopeless when it came to dealing with paperwork. To be fair, with regard to the senior staff in our department, that described a lot of them.


      Mr. Tanktop—who wore a tanktop the whole year through—and Mr. Cornish—a narcissist obsessed with himself—both leaned in that direction. They were the type of workers who always had a pile of papers on their desks.


      “You can ask Lisa about any paperwork you receive... But if it still doesn’t look like something you can handle, bring it to me,” said Raphael with a far-off look in his eyes.


      I started to worry about whether Raphael would actually have the time to nap, but as another member of Miss Laura’s crew of workers who were hopeless with paperwork, there wasn’t anything I could do. I just prayed from the bottom of my heart that we wouldn’t have to do any difficult paperwork today.


      A little later, once my senior colleagues had assembled, I said goodbye to them and left the office in order to deliver Larna’s documents to her. Raphael came part of the way with me on his way to find a room in which to nap.


      “Sorry to send you off to the palace again. Miss Larna said you just had to be the one to bring those documents, no matter what,” said Raphael with a glance in my direction. As he said it, it looked to me like the bags under his eyes were darker than they had been only minutes earlier. Since it was just the two of us, he dispensed with his usual formal tone.


      “No, no, not at all, please don’t worry about it. It’s just a small errand, and it’s not really that far.”


      There was a reason Larna named me specifically to carry out errands like this one.


      Larna was bound to be using her true identity at the palace.


      The true identity of Larna Smith—the department chief at the Magical Ministry’s Magical Tool Laboratory, known for her youth, incredible talent, and whose words carried some weight around the Ministry—was in fact Susanna Randall, the daughter of a marquess and the fiancée of Jeffrey Stuart, the firstborn prince of the kingdom.


      Only a small number of people within the top echelon of the Ministry knew this. In order to not give herself away, she behaved differently at the Ministry and used magical tools to conceal her true appearance. She said that no one had seen through her disguise before.


      But I had an odd, not particularly useful ability to recognize anyone I knew well. Thanks to that, I had managed to discern Larna’s true identity. And when I’d found myself having to seek her cooperation in order to save one of my underclassmen from the academy, I had admitted this to Larna.


      Ever since then, I was recognized to be one of the few people who knew that Larna was really Susanna, which was probably why I kept getting asked to run these errands.


      “Thanks,” said Raphael, smiling through his weariness.


      “Please get some rest,” I said back. Raphael nodded slightly before stepping into an empty room to nap. After watching that weary figure disappear inside, I prayed once more from the bottom of my heart that there wouldn’t be any difficult paperwork that day, in order that Raphael could get some proper rest. I then walked straight out through the Ministry’s gates and headed to the palace.


      At the palace, the moment I gave Larna Smith’s—I mean, Susanna Randall’s—name, explaining that I was there to see her, I was immediately let in and shown to the room we used for our meetings.


      Looks like I was right, this is more of the same.


      After knocking and waiting for Susanna’s reply, I went inside to find her behind a desk piled high with paperwork, silently sorting through them with a pen in her hand. There was no sign of her fiancé Jeffrey this time.


      “Ah, Miss Katarina, so you’ve brought me some paperwork? They’re important documents, so I didn’t want them coming via other people unnecessarily. Thanks,” said Susanna as soon as she spotted me. I could immediately see that she was tired.


      Her normally shiny black hair was dry and tangled, her complexion was also darkened, and she had bags under her sharp eyes that were rather like Raphael’s.


      After removing a sheaf of papers from the envelope I’d handed her, she looked them over with a serious expression, massaging her temples with her free hand and blinking frequently. She must have been quite tired.


      “Excuse me, Lady Susanna, but you seem rather tired. Are you all right?” I inquired in view of her obvious exhaustion.


      “Yeah, I’ve just been a little swamped. It’s been a bit rough, but I’ve pretty much got it squared away, no problem,” said Susanna, placing the stack of documents on the desk, stretching out her arms and groaning. Seeing her relax, I thought I’d satisfy my curiosity.


      “You said you’ve been swamped, Lady Susanna?”


      Susanna quickly grasped the point of my question—that she seemed to have been swamped with work for Susanna Randall, not Larna Smith—and nodded.


      “Yeah, as Susanna Randall, I’ve been helping my fiancé, Jeffrey, with his work.”


      “Excuse me, but is that something princes’ fiancées usually help with?”


      I was engaged to Jeord, but not only had I never helped him with his work, he’d never even asked me to.


      Could it be that all fiancées are expected to help the princes with work at the palace, but Jeord knew I’d be useless and hasn’t asked me just to be nice?


      “Let me see. Some time last year, Serena did ask of her own accord if she could start helping out around here, but it’s not as if she had to, really. I do help Jeffrey out now and then, but I am compensated fairly for that help. If you think about it, it’s more like I’ve been given a job of my own, rather than just helping him out. Yep, I’m not just helping out,” said Susanna, convincing herself of something as she spoke.


      Conversely, I was suddenly suspicious.


      “You are compensated for your work here? Don’t they pay you enough at the Magical Ministry?”


      Since the Magical Ministry was the top institution within the kingdom, even a rookie like me was still paid a pretty substantial salary. A department chief like Larna had to be getting paid more than that, so how could it be that she still needed more money?


      “Ah, it’s not money I receive in compensation here. I get given information, certain privileges I require, all sorts of things. I then get to use all that in my work at the Ministry. More or less.”


      “Huh...”


      So in return for doing part of Jeffrey’s job, she benefits by receiving certain favors that are useful in her work at the Ministry?


      “If that was all, wouldn’t it make more sense to prioritize your work at the Ministry and attend to your work here later? But Lady Susanna, right now you seem desperate to get this work done. Why is that?” I asked, just spouting whatever popped into my mind.


      Susanna blinked in surprise, then froze for a moment.


      Huh? Did I just ask an odd question?


      After remaining frozen for a little while, Susanna started to chuckle. I felt even more nonplussed, but Susanna’s laughter didn’t show any signs of abating.


      “Excuse me, Lady Susanna...” I called out to her.


      “Sorry, that just tickled me for some reason, but I agree, you’re absolutely right. You’re shockingly sharp at times, Miss Katarina,” she answered once she had somehow managed to stifle her laughter. Then after a cough she continued, “The compensation I receive is part of why I help Jeffrey with his work, but there’s a goal Jeffrey has that I, too, would like to see fulfilled, y’see?”


      “A goal of Jeffrey’s?”


      “Jeffrey would like to make this kingdom a place without conflict, a kingdom of peace. A kingdom where the people he cares about can live out their lives with smiles on their faces.”


      I was surprised to hear that Jeffrey, who could be a bit flippant, had thoughts like that. But more than that...


      “Excuse me, but isn’t Sorcié already without conflict?”


      In the countries that bordered ours, there were many with opposing factions who still engaged in conflict, ravaging their lands, but all of Sorcié’s neighbours considered our kingdom to be a peaceful one without any conflict. That was how I’d spent my life thinking of it.


      “At present, yes. But we don’t know if the peace we enjoy now will carry on forever.”


      Something in Susanna’s words and her gaze, which seemed to be directed somewhere far away, gave me a feeling that made me shiver. At times, the peace that one takes for granted can come crashing down all at once.


      I’d had a taste of this myself when my past life suddenly ended, as well as during the incident that had occurred during my time at the academy in this life. So when I thought about having to face another moment like that, I was very frightened.


      “You were probably too young at the time to be aware of it, Miss Katarina, but a terrible conflict took place in this kingdom a little over ten years ago.”


      “Do you mean the power struggle over who was to succeed the previous king?”


      According to the current king, whom I had heard the story from, this was the event that had caused Dark Magic, whose existence had long been concealed by the royal family, to be revealed to the world at large.


      “So you’ve heard about that? Very little has been made publicly known, but I guess it hasn’t been kept entirely under wraps, so you might hear of it now and then,” said Susanna, nodding as if her own explanation had satisfied her before continuing. “Even though I was small at the time myself, I remember it clearly. This palace was at the center of the chaos, but when the conflict spread beyond its walls many were injured or killed. The conflict even took someone very precious away from me.”


      When Susanna said this, she had a very sad look in her eyes. At first I thought maybe this person precious to Susanna was her mother, but when I remembered hearing that she had passed away soon after Susanna was born I realized that couldn’t be right. She’d also said that all of her siblings were born to other mothers and that she’d had no contact with them.


      So who could she mean? I was curious, but when I saw how sad Susanna looked I couldn’t just ask her.


      Then Susanna herself spoke up.


      “I said I’d tell you about him a while ago, didn’t I? The person who gave me books about magic and spells when I was small, I mean.”


      When Susanna gave me this reminder, I remembered. She had told me a little about this person, just when I was about to set out on a recent mission. He was someone who had given Susanna books on magic and spells and told her how much fun these subjects could be. He was someone very special to her, but not someone she found it easy to talk about. She had, however, told me that she would make the time to tell me about him some time in the future.


      “Seeing as we’re in this room, which happens to be soundproof, why not? And I’ve just freed up some time. Unless you have to be back at the Ministry right away, won’t you stay a little while and listen to my story?”


      My only task scheduled for that morning was this errand.


      I had thought of doing some manual labor—helping Mr. Tanktop carry some boxes or doing some cleaning—if I got back to the office soon enough, but that was all. I had time to spare.


      I looked Susanna straight in the eyes and nodded firmly.


      “Thanks. Then I’ll tell you. It’s a bit of a long story, so please sit down there,” said Susanna. I took her up on that offer, sitting on a sofa that had been placed in her office for visitors. Susanna smoothly made some tea then sat down on a sofa opposite mine.


      “Now then, where to begin? I mentioned this before, but I was an indifferent child who took no interest in anything,” said Susanna as she launched into a tale from some years ago...




      Since my mother passed away soon after giving birth to me, and my father, Marquess Randall, had no interest at all in children, I was raised by my wet nurse and other servants. However, even with them, I only had the most minimal of relationships—just what was required for their work.


      I nonetheless managed to learn to speak all on my own and my wet nurse soon left my side. I immediately excelled in my studies and etiquette lessons as soon as I undertook them, but I spent my days in utter boredom, without anything I could take interest in.


      Then, one day, he came into my life. Introducing himself as one of my relatives, although I had never met this man before, for some reason he spoke to me on a great many topics.


      I gave noncommittal answers to each of his questions, but after he asked me what I liked, he somehow realized I couldn’t think of anything and had given a perfunctory answer. He became quite persistent.


      “What do you really like? What are your hobbies?”


      He was so persistent that I got fed up and blurted out the truth.


      “There isn’t really anything that I like.”


      He was startled when he heard this.


      “At your age, it simply won’t do for you to have nothing that you like.”


      After that, he brought me various things day by day.


      Toys, storybooks, encyclopedias of animals and plants, even equipment like fishing gear and tea sets—the items were really varied.


      Every single time, he would hand me these things, have me read or use them, then ask what I thought.


      “How about it? Do you think you could take an interest in this? Is this fun?”


      I could get the hang of most things with only a little tutelage, but unsurprisingly, I was unable to take an actual interest in anything he brought me.


      This went on for some time until one day...


      “How about this? It’s a little difficult for someone your age, so I don’t think you’ll find it so easy to understand,” he said triumphantly as he handed me an utterly impenetrable book on magic and spells.


      I had gotten the hang of everything easily up until then, so I think he did this partly just to be mean. Looking back on it now, that book really was too difficult for a child of my age.


      But since I had always been able to do anything, the idea of something being too tricky or too difficult for me to understand just rubbed me the wrong way, so I pored over that impenetrable tome in desperation.


      His plan worked brilliantly. Thanks to that book, I ended up becoming obsessed with magic and spells. The man realized this right away when he saw me next.


      “Next time,” he said with a delighted smile, “I’ll bring you some other books on the same subject.” And the very next day, he really did bring me some more books.


      And it wasn’t just one! It was more than ten volumes, all at once. He told me this and that about his favorite volumes on the most fascinating ancient spells.


      Looking back on it now, I think he must have liked magic and spells himself. When he saw that I had become obsessed with the same subject, he got very lively and taught me all sorts of things. As a result, my obsession with magic and spells grew steadily deeper.


      It wasn’t long after that that he began to take me to visit the home of someone he said was his friend, where I rummaged through the shelves to find new books on magic and spells to read. You met this friend of his once, Miss Katarina—a Professor Morris Hyde. The professor and he had been friends for some time.


      Our days together really were fun. They were such wondrous, fun-filled days that I wondered what my life had been up till then and whether I had really lived at all. However, that marvelous time came to a halt the moment I first performed my own magic.


      Marquess Randall was elated to find he had the magical child he had always hoped for. He contradicted those long years of neglect by hiring me teachers in magic and spells, beginning a regimen of lessons and training. My daily schedule was filled from the moment I woke up till the moment I went to bed, so that I no longer had any time to myself.


      Moreover, my father began to keep a more watchful eye on me, so I could no longer see my friends as casually as I had before. Thanks to the influence of those two men, I already loved magic and spells, so the lessons and training were no hardship in and of themselves. But I found myself no longer able to find the sense of fun and fulfillment I had experienced when I was able to discuss magic and spells with my friends.




      At this point Susanna paused in her account and looked wistfully out the window. I watched her without saying a word. Ever since the moment I had first met her, Susanna had seemed like someone who had always enjoyed life. But after the incident involving Fray, her half-sister, I had learned that she had by no means grown up in a happy household.


      Even so, she was still always able to speak of her circumstances dispassionately. This was the first time I had ever seen her with such a wistful look in her eyes.


      I understood now just how important this relative of hers had been to her.


      After letting out a long, slow breath, Susanna opened her mouth again.


      “It wasn’t as if I got to spend that much time with him. But I still considered him a friend, something like an older brother, and even something like a father. He was so very special to me.”


      Then she resumed her story.




      After I first performed magic, I was no longer able to meet with him as casually as I had before, but he still found time in between my lessons to come and see me. When he did so he would lend me more books and spend what little time we had talking with me. Those moments were so precious to me.


      However, after a while his visits gradually became less frequent. Eventually, he hardly came to see me at all any longer. Since I still knew nothing of the outside world at the time, at first I was worried that I had done something wrong, and asked if this was so.


      “Work’s been hectic lately,” was all he said.


      The next time I saw him was after a very long absence.


      “I’m going somewhere far away for work, so I can’t come to see you anymore.” He patted my head and added, “I wish you every happiness,” before leaving.


      I was so sad, so distraught, that I wept aloud for the first time ever since I was old enough to speak. I cried until I could no longer open my eyes again, then buried myself in my bedclothes.


      But the days still went by and I gradually returned to my daily routine. To make up for the anguish I felt at the loss of my friend, I lost myself even more deeply in the study of magic and spells.


      Some time later, I learned that my friend was charged with crimes during the conflict over the succession to the throne of our kingdom and had been exiled without any possessions.




      “Exiled without any possessions?!” That was a fate I had feared ever since I regained my memories from my past life, so I couldn’t help but raise my voice when I heard the words spoken.


      This seemed to startle Susanna, who could only blink in surprise.


      “Ah, excuse me. You see, I was shocked to hear that such a thing could even happen...”


      The truth was, I knew it could. Since it was one of the sentences given to Katarina, the game’s villainess, I knew it all too well and had spent seven years thinking about how best to deal with such a situation. But now I pretended not to have known.


      “I see... Well, no one has been given that sentence since. It’s understandable that you didn’t know,” said Susanna finally.


      I murmured internally, No, in fact I was on the verge of receiving that same sentence myself two years ago.


      “In this kingdom, when a noble of particularly high ranking commits a crime, one possible sentence is exile without any possessions. Those nobles with strong magic will first have their magical abilities sealed away.”


      “I didn’t know about that,” I said, thinking of the second part of what she’d just said.


      “For a high-ranking noble, it is a sentence far harsher than imprisonment among other nobles. If it were only imprisonment, they might still have some chance of a pardon, followed by release, but it is far harder to return to the kingdom following exile. It is said that you will be dumped in a far-off land without any money or belongings, literally with nothing more than the clothes on your back, making it very hard to make your own way back.”


      Yikes! I knew about the sentence of exile without any possessions, but now that I’m hearing the details it’s even scarier than I thought.


      No possessions, huh? So they really won’t let you take anything. Not only that, but they dump you so far away that you can’t make your way back. They might as well just tell you to go and die.


      I’m so glad I wasn’t given that sentence. If I was thrown out into some unfamiliar place without any belongings, I don’t think I’d last very long.


      But with that in mind, it’s pretty amazing that the Katarina of the games, the villainess, managed to return from those circumstances to make trouble in Sorcié again. Could it be that she’s just that much cleverer—that much better—than me?


      No, if she were that kind of person then she wouldn’t have bullied the protagonist, leading to her own doom. The Dark Magic Gang must have simply rescued her by coincidence.


      “Did I scare you? Sorry,” said Susanna, taking my mute consideration for terror.


      “No, no,” I replied, mentally adding I was just thinking about what happened after Katarina was exiled in the games.


      Susanna, however, heard this denial and thought I was just putting on a brave face.


      “It is pretty terrifying to imagine such a sentence exists, isn’t it? I didn’t know it existed either till I was told about it.”


      No, I’ve known about it since I was eight years old. I’ve been thinking about how to deal with that situation ever since.


      “But my friend was given that sentence,” Susanna murmured sadly, reminding me that someone precious to her had really been exiled.


      “Um, about your friend, do you know if...?”


      In the game, Katarina Claes had found her way back in one piece. So I thought maybe Susanna’s friend had managed the same, but when I saw how grief-stricken Susanna’s expression was I couldn’t finish my sentence.


      “I heard a rumor that, a few years after his exile, he lost his life in some foreign land. That’s all I know,” said Susanna, looking as if she might cry at any moment. I’d never seen that look on her face before.


      I couldn’t think of anything to say to her. A tragic, despondent silence ruled over that room. After the silence persisted for some time, Susanna finally let out a little sigh. In the end, she didn’t shed a single tear.


      “Before I knew it, his name was held up as that of a terrible criminal, who could not be freely discussed. I was still very young and knew nothing—neither what crime he supposedly committed, nor whether that kind man had really done such a thing.” Susanna gazed off into the distance, as if recalling the past, with a sorrowful look in her eyes. Then she continued, “A little while after he went away, the present king assumed the throne, and due to the strong influence of Marquess Randall, I was engaged to Jeffrey, the new king’s eldest son. At first I found it a chore to be involved in anything besides magic and spells, so I hated this arrangement, but then Jeffrey and I hit it off. I no longer hated spending my days with him.”


      After Susanna said this, I saw a light in her eyes that hadn’t been there moments earlier. It had always seemed to me like Jeffrey and Susanna’s relationship was strictly business, but looking at her now, I thought that there might be something deeper between them.


      “After that, Jeffrey and I both went to study at the Academy of Magic and I gained a good deal more freedom. After graduating, I asked Jeffrey to put in a word for me at the Ministry, and I was able to find employment there under the name Larna Smith.”


      “But why didn’t you use your own name, Lady Susanna?” I asked, the question suddenly occurring to me.


      Susanna smiled wryly.


      “There was no way Marquess Randall would allow his daughter to go and work at the Ministry, after he went to all of the trouble of marrying me off to a prince. He’s never missed an opportunity to pester me about finally tying the knot. Jeffrey intervened to buy us some time and made it so that I could go to work under another name.”


      “Ah, so that’s why.”


      The mystery of why she chose to work in disguise had finally been solved. There was just one more thing I wanted to ask...


      “Excuse me, Lady Susanna, but was it your love of magic and spells that made you want to join the Ministry so much that you were willing to pretend to be someone else to do it?” Having seen how she acted on a regular basis, I thought that was probably it, but I decided to ask just to be sure.


      “Yeah, of course that’s why... At least, that’s what I would like to say, but my initial motivation was to obtain my own position in society.”


      “Your own status?”


      “I was the daughter of a marquess and a prince’s fiancée. Neither of these were positions I had earned myself. I wanted to obtain something through my own efforts, instead of just being granted status by other people. I always thought that, if I could do that, I might be able to investigate what happened to my friend more thoroughly. I wanted to find out why he was treated as a criminal and exiled from the kingdom, as well as how he died,” said Susanna, with the look of powerful resolve in her eyes attesting to how serious she was.


      I had always thought that Susanna only went to work at the Magical Ministry because she liked magic, but apparently not. She wanted to obtain her own position in society so she could find out what really happened to the person she cared about.


      “After working hard and obtaining my own position, I immediately used my newfound status to the fullest to investigate what happened back then. What happened during the conflict over royal succession was seen as a shameful episode for our kingdom, so it was concealed, but after achieving a certain level of status it became possible to seek out information about it. After my investigation, I finally learned what his crimes were: ‘Facilitating bribery to support challengers to the present ruler in his succession to the throne, as well as leading a group of other nobles to commit the crimes of extortion and assault against other candidates.’ I simply couldn’t imagine such a kind man committing such acts.”


      “Does that mean...” That you think he was framed? I thought, but didn’t say the words. I felt that it was surely a bad idea to contradict one of our current king’s rulings.


      But Susanna must have read my mind, because she nodded before continuing.


      “That is one possibility. But he never denied his crimes. The record stated that he acknowledged them and faced his sentence along with the other nobles. These were the official records of the trial carried out by the present king. If that’s all true, then perhaps my friend had some reason for doing that.”


      “Excuse me, but does that mean the rumor about him passing away might be wrong? Could he still be living happily abroad?”


      I thought that might be possible if, rather than resisting, he left the kingdom of his own accord. But Susanna shook her head.


      “I looked into that as well, but that rumor seems to have been accurate. It is understood that the royal family confirmed his death.”


      “The royal family...do you mean His Majesty the king?”


      “No, it was Estella, the former queen, together with Prince Noel, the king’s young brother who lives in an isolated corner of the palace grounds now.”


      Prince Noel, the king’s younger brother who lives in an isolated corner of the palace grounds... Could that be the man Pochi always goes to when he runs off?! That super handsome guy with blond hair and black eyes?


      So he’s called Noel, is he? First I’ve heard of it. But...


      “Excuse me, but how did those royals confirm his death?”


      “That wasn’t recorded in much detail, but it looks like Prince Noel used to spend a lot of time with him. Perhaps Prince Noel missed him as much as I did. So after my friend’s exile, he must have carried out his own investigation into his whereabouts and actually tracked him down. Though he was still young at the time, given that he was a royal and had the dowager queen’s backing, that should have been possible for him. And once he found where my friend ended up, he and Estella, his guardian, might have been able to obtain proof of his death. However, all I know for certain is that two members of the royal family claim to have confirmed his death.”


      So Prince Noel missed that man just as much as Susanna did. Although, could someone so beloved by children commit crimes like extortion and assault? I couldn’t help but think that he must have been framed.


      “In the end, after investigating like my life depended on it, that was all I could find out. That was how deeply shrouded in darkness the incident was, so that even after gaining this position in society I couldn’t find out any details,” Susanna said with a far-off look in her eyes. “But the fact remains that he’s gone and that even now he is still spoken of as a criminal. So I certainly can’t tell anyone how much I miss him.”


      She sounded forlorn as she said this. I thought of how happy she had looked when she first started talking about him. This man was clearly still important to Susanna; she must have adored him. It must have made her so sad to be unable to talk about him to anyone.


      Susanna finally took a sip of her tea, which she had left on the table for the entire discussion.


      I thought I would do likewise and lifted up my own cup. The tea had gone entirely cold, but it still did its job of quenching my thirst.


      After drinking her tea Susanna let out a long sigh.


      “When I accepted that there was nothing more I could find out about him, I started to feel powerless, but then Jeffrey said to me, ‘I want to make this a peaceful kingdom without conflict. Help me do that.’ I lost someone very important to me because of that conflict over the succession. I didn’t want any more conflicts like that to happen either. That gave me back my motivation. I also remembered how much I loved magic and spells, which I’d been on the verge of forgetting,” said Susanna with a sunny look on her face. “Miss Katarina, now you know the reason it wasn’t easy for me to talk about the person who taught me how much fun magic and spells could be. I know I ended up talking a bit about Jeffrey as well, but you can forget that stuff; it’s not important. Sorry I went on for so long.”


      So none of that stuff about Jeffrey was important? Though I guess that was probably a joke.


      “Not at all, thank you very much for sharing your precious memories with me,” I replied.


      “Sure,” Susanna said. “I enjoyed talking about those times anyway; it’s been a while since I had a chance to do so. Up till now, I haven’t had anyone else to share this with besides Jeffrey.”


      So she shares everything with Jeffrey? That makes sense. I’m sure she was just joking when she said to forget about him. Although...


      “If this story is so secret that you’ve hardly shared it with anyone else, are you sure you don’t mind me knowing it?” I asked.


      I knew it was a bit late to ask after she’d already told me so much, but I felt a bit funny after hearing that Jeffrey was the only other person with whom she had shared the story of her past.


      I had just so happened to realize that Susanna and Larna were the same person. Because of that, I’d been tasked with the errand of delivering Susanna the paperwork she would have done under the guise of Larna. But, although very few people knew her true identity, there were others. It wasn’t just me.


      But now I learned that, besides Jeffrey, she had never shared her memories of that important person in her life with anyone. I wondered why she would tell the likes of me something she had kept so secret.


      Susanna took a long, hard look at me.


      “You remind me of him, Miss Katarina.”


      “Eh?”


      “I mentioned this once before, but you really remind me of him—the man I was just telling you about.”


      Ah! Now that she mentions it, I do remember her saying something like that once.


      “I think you said that we think alike. Did he like farming too?” I asked, thinking that he must have liked farming if he was anything like me.


      But then Susanna burst out laughing.


      Huh? Was that not it?


      After shrieking with laughter, apparently enjoying herself, Susanna finally grew calm enough to speak again.


      “No, he didn’t seem to be interested in farming. He loved magic and spells like me.”


      “Is that right?”


      So, how else could he be like me?


      “Did he like romance novels, then?” I inquired, but Susanna burst out laughing again.


      “No, I don’t think he liked romance novels” she squeezed out between bouts of laughter. “But that way you sometimes come up with the funniest responses, things no one would expect—that is just like him.”


      I didn’t quite know what she meant about saying the funniest things that no one would expect, but in any case, it sounded like her friend didn’t like farming or romance novels. Perhaps our hobbies weren’t that similar.


      As I was pondering this, Susanna finally seemed to get the better of her laughter.


      “But it’s not only that. It’s also that you’re very perceptive when it comes to other people’s feelings, and very easygoing yourself. Your face isn’t anything like his, but your attitude is incredibly similar.”


      Hmm, am I really that perceptive when it comes to people’s feelings? Am I easygoing? I feel like I can be quite narrow-minded at times, like when it comes to food and sweets. Being compared to someone Susanna and the king’s brother had so loved made me feel apologetic.


      “Really... I’m not as respectable at that,” I said, beginning to feel uncomfortable.


      Susanna chuckled yet again.


      “Don’t worry, he wasn’t at all respectable either. Even though he was a grown-up, he loved to play pranks on people, just like a kid. Professor Morris used to get angry with him all the time.”


      Ah, so that’s the kind of person he was. That relieved my feelings of discomfort slightly. Though hearing that he liked to play childish pranks even as an adult made me curious.


      “Excuse me, but what sort of pranks did he play?”


      “Let me think. He used to put toy versions of the bugs the professor hated most in his bag.”


      “Toy bugs! Can you buy those?” Even in this world?!


      “No, he made them himself.”


      “Are you kidding me?!”


      This man’s passion for pranks was more than I could handle.


      Upon seeing my expression of disbelief, Susanna chuckled once more.


      “As for some other examples...”


      She went on to rattle off a number of episodes from her past, all of them including the sort of pranks I’d seen elementary school boys play in my past life. My image of Susanna’s dear friend was instantly revised to that of a schoolboy who only looked like a grown man.
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      However, I was shocked to learn that there were men besides my older brothers in my past life who still played pranks like that after growing up. Even after they went to university, my brothers, particularly the brother whose age was the closest to mine, still used to put whoopie cushions under my seat cushion, then roar with laughter when I sat down and made a noise. On the inside, they were still just elementary school boys.


      In this life, my adopted brother and my friends had always been well-behaved ever since we were small. Not one of them had ever played such childish pranks, so I had thought that everyone was just like that in this world, but I guess there were exceptions.


      “This revelation has completely changed my view of him. I’m not so happy about being told that I remind you of him now,” I grumbled after hearing Susanna’s tales of the schoolboy pranks her friend used to play.


      She cackled with delight again.


      “I guess you wouldn’t be. Telling you about the pranks he used to play brought back those memories even more clearly. They still make me laugh. I guess it wouldn’t be so nice to hear that you remind me of that,” said Susanna, with a mischievous smile. “But those pranks I just told you about were the tip of the iceberg. He told me once that he used to startle the princes by throwing toy versions of the creatures they hated the most at them. When he admitted to doing that to members of the royal family, I remember wondering just who I was dealing with.”


      “Wha—he must have been brave to play pranks on the royal family! Were those toys also handmade?”


      “He said they were. He told me it took him a lot of attempts to make them look like the real thing. I remember wondering why he was so passionate about his craft and laughing about it.”


      “I can imagine. How odd, devoting himself like that,” I said...before recalling just how many years of trial and error I had devoted to making toy snakes. I had also practiced throwing my toy snakes at Jeord—he hated snakes—to frighten him off should I ever need to do that if I encountered a doom flag.


      “And I mean, to think he even practised throwing them, just the thought of that is hilarious,” said Susanna with another raucous laugh.


      So he threw toys of the princes’ most hated creatures at them, the toys were his own creations perfected through trial and error, and he even spent time practicing his throwing. Oddly enough, he had behaved almost exactly as I had done.


      Wait, but I did all that to evade doom flags. They weren’t just pranks in my case, so it’s totally not the same thing. I’m pretty sure of that. Probably.


      After a while, Susanna had laughed so hard that tears had appeared in the corners of her eyes. Still, she continued telling her story.


      “He was the one who taught me how to disguise myself. Putting on a disguise and walking around as a different person was one of his hobbies, so he knew a lot about it. He said that, when acting incognito, the best thing to do is to erase any distinguishing features from your face, so no one will remember you even if they see you. He taught me a lot of tricks. There were even times when he disguised himself as a woman of unmatched beauty. That gave me a shock.”


      Susanna’s dear friend sounded like a real individual. I was surprised when I heard that last story. Apparently he had enjoyed being a beautiful woman so much that he’d used that disguise again and again, and even once played a prank on one of his friends by seeing if he could seduce him while in disguise. Yep, sounds like he never missed a chance to pull a prank.


      I listened to Susanna’s stories about her dear friend for some time in that manner. The next thing I knew, quite a lot of time had passed.


      “He he he, it’s really been a long time since I’ve talked about him so much. Just after he went away, I felt too miserable, too heartbroken to talk about him. But now that so much time has passed, I find it really fun and nostalgic to talk about him. Thank you for listening to what I had to say, Miss Katarina.”


      “No, no, I enjoyed hearing about all his pranks.”


      “Really? In that case, maybe you’d like to hear more of my stories about him some day. Just talking about him now made me feel like sharing all kinds of stories.”


      “Yes, of course I will,” I said with a nod.


      Susanna smiled with delight.


      “I guess I got a little carried away. I shouldn’t have kept you here for so long. I’ll write my responses on the paperwork you handed me earlier. Hand that to whoever’s in charge in the office today.”


      Her face showed that she’d switched to work mode. After returning to the desk she’d been sitting at earlier, she took up a pen and smoothly wrote something on the documents before putting them back in their envelope, which she handed back to me.


      “There you are; take this back for me.”


      “Yes, miss, you can leave it with me.” I put the envelope in the bag I carried with me and clutched it tightly. I was about to say goodbye and leave the room when I realized I’d forgotten to ask her something important.


      “Excuse me, Lady Susanna, but what was this dear friend’s name?” I inquired.


      “Oh, yeah. To think I left out a detail as crucial as his name,” she laughed before telling me. “His name was—” Susanna said his name with the gentlest look in her eyes.


      With my bag containing the paperwork Susanna had entrusted to me in one hand, I headed to the palace’s exit, intent on returning to work. But then I saw a familiar face walking toward me.


      “Cezar,” I called out, my eyes meeting another pair with a wild look in them.


      “Oh, Katarina,” Cezar replied, giving me a grin that showed off his snaggletooth and casually raising his hand.


      His attire was formal, as we were within the grounds of the palace, but his expression appeared just as carefree as it had when we first met and he was in servant mode.


      In return, I raised my own hand in the same fashion.


      Cezar, Prince of Ethenell, a kingdom across the sea from Sorcié, had traveled here to study our ways a little while ago. The two of us had become acquainted by some fluke of fate, both of us caught up in the same series of little mishaps, and nowadays I felt it was fair to consider each other friends.


      “We haven’t seen each other since the celebration of Sorcié’s founding. Have you been doing well?”


      “I have, as luck would have it. You have great food here in Sorcié, and my bed is comfortable, so if anything, I’ve been feeling better here than I did in Ethenell.”


      “I am glad to hear it. Just please take care not to overdo it with work and worry Janne again.”


      When I used the name of Janne, Cezar’s childhood friend and manservant, Cezar began to pout.


      “Janne complains too much,” he replied cynically. “If I were to listen to everything he said, it would never end.”


      I knew, however, that the two of them got along really well.


      They’re kinda like brothers, I thought to myself and giggled briefly.


      “And how’ve you been? Well?” asked Cezar. He looked cheerful as he asked, so I answered cheerfully.


      “Yes, very well. I had the day off from work yesterday, so I spent the day harvesting vegetables in the field at Claes Manor. I got a much bigger yield than I do most years.”


      “Harvesting vegetables? Oh, right, you’ve mentioned that you tend your own field. The daughter of a duke working in a field on her off days is pretty quirky,” said Cezar with a chuckle. Then he asked, “So, how much did you manage to harvest?”


      After I gave him a rough count of the vegetables we harvested, he looked shocked.


      “Y’know, that’s well beyond the bounds of a mere hobby. When you said you had a field, I thought you meant a little home garden, but if you’re picking that many vegetables then it’s gotta be pretty big, right?”


      “I suppose so. The length of the field is roughly the same as the distance between here and that building,” I said, estimating the size based on our surroundings.


      Cezar widened his eyes in surprise.


      “That’s bigger than I imagined. In that case, you can’t have maintained it all by yourself, right?”


      “Indeed. It didn’t use to be quite so big, but I found myself wanting to plant more and more of all kinds of vegetables. Nowadays a number of the servants help me look after it.”


      After all, the garden at Claes Manor is spacious, so I can pretty much enlarge the field as much as I see fit. Thus it keeps expanding. Of course, since mother always lectures me when I make it a lot bigger all at once, I’ve resorted to making it only a little bigger each year so she won’t notice.


      “Huh, I see. But still, what are you doing growing vegetables at a commercial scale? Not even everyone in a duke’s household could eat through all that,” said Cezar.


      The man is sharp; that’s a very astute question.


      “You’re exactly right. At first the yield was small enough that all I had to do was share the vegetables with the staff at Claes Manor and my friends, but, in recent years, it’s increased so much that I’ve started wondering what to do with it all. We harvested a lot this year in particular and I’m not sure what to do.”


      At this point I paused and took a long look at Cezar.


      “What?” responded Cezar, looking a little perplexed.


      “Um, Prince Cezar, I don’t suppose you might want any of the vegetables from my field? I was very selective with the fertilizer I used, and they are quite impressive specimens, if I do say so myself, so I would really like you to try some,” I said, leaning forward suddenly.


      Cezar took a couple of steps back.


      “Sure. Seeing as you were kind enough to offer, I’ll have some. I really would like to taste some of your homegrown vegetables, since you’re so proud of them.”


      “Wonderful,” I said as soon as I’d gotten Cezar’s approval, “ I’ll have some sent here from my house.”


      Cezar pondered this for a moment.


      “That alone would make me happy enough, but if you wouldn’t mind, Katarina, I’d like to ask you how you went about tending those vegetables, and then I’d like to accept them directly from you. Would that be all right?”


      Oh, isn’t Cezar passionate about his studies? So he wants to ask me exactly how I went about tending my crops?


      “Of course you may. I’ll bring you some vegetables myself when I next have a day off. Ah! But I know you’re busy too, Cezar. Will you have time in your schedule?”


      “Yeah, I don’t have as many appointments scheduled as I did a little while ago, so no problem there. Can you tell me when your next day off will be?”


      “Yes. My next day off will be—”


      And so it was that I promised Cezar that I would bring some vegetables to him on my next day off. We then parted ways.


      Heh heh heh. I never thought the day would come when my own homegrown vegetables would be savored by a royal from another country. So happy. I’ll handpick the nicest specimens as soon as I get home.




      Between my errand delivering paperwork to Larna (Susanna), my conversation with her, and my chat with Cezar, by the time I returned to the Magical Ministry it was late enough that I thought I might as well take my lunch break.


      When I stepped inside the office, I found Raphael reading some documents with a weary look on his face. Regrettably, it looked like my prayers had not been answered and some paperwork had come in that not even Miss Norman could do anything about.


      Actually, Miss Norman was buried under a mound of paperwork and looked weary herself (and, though my eyes may have been playing tricks on me, even the raccoon plushie sitting beside her looked tired). Since Miss Norman usually took everything in stride, it was uncommon to see her like this.


      It looked like today’s paperwork was particularly vexing.


      “Excuse me, I’ve just come back from the palace. Miss Larna gave me these to carry back.”


      Larna had specified “whoever’s in charge of the office today,” so I initially looked for Miss Laura, who had been made acting chief for the day, but I couldn’t find her anywhere. Since Raphael was sitting behind the supervisor’s desk, like he was most days, I handed them to him, even though I felt bad about doing so while he was still tired.


      “Thank you very much,” Raphael said with a weary expression. “Please take your afternoon break now, Katarina.”


      “Yes, sir,” I said with a nod. Though I could often be of use when there was physical labor to be done, there wasn’t much I could do about these documents.


      Instead, I decided to go to the office kiosk and buy something Raphael and Miss Norman could nibble on while they worked.


      But on my way to the kiosk, I saw what looked like a macho cross-dresser in gothic lolita garb and a man in a garish outfit decked out with a frilly collar coming the other way. Even at a distance, I recognized them. It was Miss Laura and Mr. Cornish. They were both carrying sandwiches and other light refreshments.


      My two senior colleagues spotted me and engaged me in conversation.


      “My, Miss Katarina, so you’ve returned from your errands. Welcome back,” said Miss Laura.


      “Yeah, well done,” said Mr. Cornish.


      “Yes, I have just arrived. Um, might those refreshments you’re carrying be intended for the deputy chief and Miss Norman?” I asked.


      “That’s right. They were both so overwhelmed with their paperwork that they couldn’t make it to lunch, so we bought them some instead. If only I were a little better at doing paperwork, I might have helped them. But we have some particularly tricky paperwork today. I made so many mistakes I was more of a hindrance than a help. I just feel awful about only being able to process the easier documents, which were few and far between today; I really left too much of the burden on those two,” said Miss Laura with a crestfallen look.


      Mr. Cornish patted her heavily on the back.


      “Yeah, well, we’ve all got our own strong points and weak points; there’s no helping that. We’ve got a seasoned expert, a master of paperwork, coming back tomorrow, so I’m sure it’ll all work out.”


      By seasoned expert at paperwork, I suppose he means Mr. Hart. So he’ll be back at work tomorrow? Thank goodness.


      “Just one moment, Nix. Before you say such things, try doing at least a little work yourself. You didn’t even sort through a single one of the easier files,” said Miss Laura to Mr. Cornish, her previously crestfallen eyebrows suddenly raised imperiously.


      “Ha ha ha, not a chance. You see, because my appearance is so spectacularly wonderful, what’s inside my head isn’t so impressive. God must have thought that it would be unfair to everyone else to give me too many good qualities. I was always near the bottom of my class back at the academy, so just reading those arcane texts is enough to make me drowsy,” declared Mr. Cornish proudly, his head held high. His frills fluttered as he brushed his long bangs aside and struck a pose. It was hardly the attitude of someone who had just said something so pathetic.


      I noticed my attention beginning to drift. When I glanced next to him, at Miss Laura, I saw she had a glazed look in her eyes too. The words Arguing with him is worse than useless were written on her face.


      “So, as I was just saying, the paperwork we received today is particularly challenging. In the end, we couldn’t make head or tail of it all, and had to call the deputy chief back from his break. Unluckily enough, everyone in the department besides Lisa who even had a chance of helping with the paperwork is out of the office today. All that’s left are us dummies who are only good for physical labor,” said Miss Laura, completely ignoring Mr. Cornish (who was nonetheless included in her statement).


      “Excuse me, but was there anything I might be able to help with?”


      “Weeell, I don’t think it’s quite the sort of job you newbies could handle, Miss Katarina. Once you’ve eaten lunch, run along and do your daily deciphering work with Miss Maria.”


      True, I’ve still barely learned how to do any of the paperwork yet, so I wouldn’t be much help.


      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, feeling crestfallen myself, when Miss Laura took one of her large hands and patted my head.


      “I appreciate the thought. Thank you.”


      Miss Laura is always so kind. Truly a model mentor.


      Then that model mentor turned to Mr. Cornish (one of the aforementioned dummies).


      “Come along then. The least you can do is help sort the documents into piles,” Miss Laura said before dragging him along behind her down the corridor.


      Since Miss Laura and Mr. Cornish had already bought lunch for Raphael and Miss Norman, I didn’t bother going to the kiosk. Instead, I went straight to the cafeteria and had one of their set meals.


      Maybe I just picked the wrong time, but as I didn’t see Sora or Maria there I ate lunch alone. The normally delicious food didn’t quite seem to satisfy me.


      Once I finished my lunch, I followed Miss Laura’s orders to the letter, heading to the usual room set aside for Maria and me to decipher our covenants.


      Maria wasn’t there yet. I took my usual seat and propped my chin up with my elbows on the desk. As I slumped over the desk, I dimly recalled what had transpired in my conversation with Larna—I mean, Susanna.


      In the last recurrence of the dream I had been having in which I watched Acchan—my friend in my past life—playing the game whose world I was in, I saw that, in the game, Larna wasn’t working at the Magical Ministry. This made me curious and was the reason I wanted to know how Susanna first became interested in magic and spells and what motivated her to join the Ministry. Both her interest in magic and her motive for joining the Ministry were inspired by the same man.


      Susanna had said that both she and Noel—Noel being the name of the man who lived on the outskirts of the royal palace—looked up to this man. She said that he liked magic and spells, as well as pranks, to the point where despite being an adult he acted more like an elementary school boy.


      Since this man and I both had a history of making our own toy versions of things the royals hated and throwing said toys at them (or at least trying to), I couldn’t help feeling something of an affinity for him.


      It was because of him that Susanna became Larna and joined the Magical Ministry.


      Does that mean he wasn’t in the game? Or perhaps he acted differently there? If only he were still alive, I might have been able to go and speak with him to ascertain these things, but as he had already passed away, that was impossible. Argh, just when I thought I’d got a hold of some new information about the games. At the end of the day, I’m not sure what it all means.


      “—rina, Lady Katarina?”


      “Wha?!”


      Hearing a voice, I turned in that direction to see Maria’s face extraordinarily close to my own. That was why I yelped in surprise.


      “Um, I am sorry for startling you. I did call out to you, but you made no response whatsoever. Then I worried you might be feeling under the weather, so I brought my face closer to yours to get a better look,” said Maria, stepping back a bit and bowing her head.


      “No, no, I should apologize for causing you concern. Don’t worry about me; I just spaced out a little and nearly fell asleep.”


      The truth was that I’d been so lost in thought that I wasn’t aware of my surroundings, but if I admitted I’d been thinking then Maria might wonder why, so I decided to pretend I’d been sleeping.


      As a matter of fact, when I was in this place, with nothing but books, I often dozed off, and Maria would wake me up again.


      As Maria was well aware of that history, she believed me without a second thought.


      “I see. I am just relieved to hear that you are not feeling under the weather.”


      “Are you going to be working on deciphering your covenant this afternoon too, Maria?”


      Though the higher-ups had told us to focus on deciphering our covenants for the time being, Maria was a talented employee of the Magic and Magical Powers Research Department, the jewel of all Ministry departments. So there were times that work came in for her that she absolutely had to attend to, meaning she wouldn’t be able to give up her entire afternoon to the covenant alone.


      “Yes, I am scheduled to work on deciphering it for the whole of this afternoon. I am pleased to be able to spend this time with you, Lady Katarina,” said Maria with a smile.


      Even if she was just saying it to be nice, I thought I might blush at having such a cute girl say that to me. If I were one of the romanceable characters, I’d definitely fall for Maria.


      I was reminded of just how incredible it was that none of my fellow students at the academy had fallen for the lovely Maria (I guess Jeord and Keith were so popular with the ladies that their taste in women ended up being distorted).


      In stark contrast to my classmates back at the academy, Dewey and Cyrus, two of my colleagues at the Ministry, were head over heels for her (I wasn’t too sure what Sora and Cezar thought of her).


      If things carry on like this, will Maria end up marrying someone at the Ministry? Is it finally her time to shine? In the first place, it’s odd that I haven’t heard a single word about romance from her yet, considering she’s so cute, has such a nice personality, is great at cooking, and can bake sweets. She’s really the ultimate otome game protagonist. Ah! Come to think of it, didn’t Dewey say that he and Maria had arranged to go out for dinner tonight, just the two of them? I wonder how Maria feels about that.


      “Excuse me, Maria, but this morning I saw Dewey and he told me that you’re going to dinner together. Is that right?” I asked, prying a bit to satisfy my curiosity.


      “Yes, it is. Dewey said he wanted to thank me for everything I have done for him at work. I did not feel as though I had done anything worthy of thanks, but I thought that, since he was kind enough to invite me, I would go with him,” she revealed calmly. There was not a hint of bashfulness on her face, nor did she fidget whatsoever.


      Maria seems to think she’s just getting a meal with a childhood friend and coworker. Oh, Dewey, looks like you have a ways to go.


      “Have you decided what restaurant you’re going to yet?”


      Putting Maria’s feelings to one side, if Dewey had chosen a splendid restaurant then the meal might end up being a little romantic. The manga I used to read in my past life, as well as the romance novels I read in this one, had a lot of scenes like that.


      “The restaurant we will go to is a new one, having only opened recently. It is not too far from the Ministry and is supposed to have a varied selection of delicious desserts. Perhaps you have heard of it?” replied Maria.


      This immediately sparked my interest.


      “I sure have. I’ve been thinking of going there ever since I heard how varied and delicious the desserts were, and I even checked out the location!”


      “I thought you might have. It was because it seemed the sort of restaurant you might like, Lady Katarina, that I was curious about it myself. So when Dewey invited me I felt it was the perfect chance to try it. Oh, I know! Lady Katarina, if you would like, why not come with us? We were planning to go after work tomorrow. Unless you already have plans?”


      I’ll finally get to go to that restaurant with the varied, tasty desserts!


      “Nope, no plans here. Are you sure?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      “Hooray! I’ll come along, then. How nice of you.”


      “Well, it will be nice for me as well, getting to spend time with you, Lady Katarina.”


      Tee hee hee, a variety of desserts, they say? I wonder what they have. Cakes and the like, perhaps? Or maybe some dishes with fruit? I guess they could even have chocolate desserts. I can’t wait, I thought, when something suddenly occurred to me.


      I just cheerfully gave her my reply as if I were simply making plans to go with Maria to a restaurant I’d been wanting to visit, but...wasn’t that meal a date between Maria and Dewey, after he finally plucked up the courage to ask her out? Huh?! What the heck am I doing? I only meant to find out more about their date, but I was so tempted by the thought of dessert that I plumb forgot the most important thing about their arrangement. What have I done?


      Having realized too late that it was really a terrible thing to do, I thought I would try and lie about already having plans that evening. I was about to open my mouth to do so, when...


      “I am so pleased to be able to go with you to a restaurant you have been wanting to visit, Lady Katarina. Getting dinner with Lady Katarina after work—oh, it’s like a dream.”


      For some reason or another, Maria’s eyes were sparkling with absolute delight.


      “N-Now that you mention it, we never have gotten dinner together after work, have we?”


      “No, but let us go together straight from the Ministry, shall we? Then we can chat together in the carriage. Tee hee hee, this is going to be such a novel experience, I am truly already feeling excited.”


      She’s so pleased about this. Can I really turn my friend down now? No, it’s beyond me to do so. I apologized to Dewey internally. I’m so sorry. I promise I’ll help you have your date with Maria, just the two of you, next time, so please forgive me. While I was apologizing profusely in my head I suddenly noticed it was time for us to get back to work, so Maria and I busied ourselves deciphering our respective covenants.


      The silver lining was that the guilt I felt toward Dewey kept me from getting too drowsy. In the end, though, I was so busy thinking about how to make it up to Dewey and help him get another date with Maria that I didn’t make any progress deciphering the text.


      And so the workday came to an end without me having made any significant progress.


      “I cannot wait for tomorrow,” said Maria as we parted ways and returned to our own departments.


      Things remained unchanged back at the department. Raphael, Miss Norman, and Miss Laura were all frantically filling out paperwork.


      I did ask one last time whether there was anything I could help with.


      “No, that’s all right,” Miss Laura said. Then she added, “Actually, there is one thing. Perhaps you could take these two pesky fellas with you,” looking at Mr. Cornish and Mr. Tanktop, who were standing next to the three who were doing their best to get through the paperwork.


      “Keep goin’, I know you can do it,” cried Mr. Cornish.


      “Use your muscles. You can get through anything with enough brawn,” cried Mr. Tanktop.


      When I glanced at Miss Norman, I could see her giving Mr. Cornish a glare that could have struck him dead. Looks like I really had better hurry and take them home.


      As luck would have it, Sora had just come back to the office as well, so we each took one of our senior colleagues and dragged them with us as we left.


      “But we were only encouraging them to do their best,” they protested.


      “You were being a total nuisance,” Sora countered firmly. Even though he was speaking to his seniors, he showed them no mercy.


      We were dealing with a couple of odd colleagues, and they chose some mystifying words to express their understanding.


      “Ah, we get it now. Those three are the kinda workers who don’t need encouragement.”


      Then they individually said the following before heading off in two different directions.


      “I guess I’ll go file my nails.”


      “I guess I’ll go lift some weights.”


      What on earth? Why do I feel a little worn out?


      “Maybe it’s a little late for me to point this out, but our senior colleagues really are odd, aren’t they?” I said to Sora as we found ourselves alone again.


      Sora chuckled.


      “It really is too late, but I agree.” Then he said, “Okay, now let me walk you to the gates, like always.”


      “Yep, thank you.”


      And so, like always, Sora and I walked together to the gates.


      “Oh, yeah. Sora, I did something terrible earlier.”


      “Something terrible?” echoed Sora with a suspicious look on his face.


      I announced that, tempted by thoughts of dessert, I had accepted Maria’s invitation to join her and Dewey on their date.


      “I remembered a moment later and thought I should excuse myself, pretend I had other plans, but... Maria was so pleased and was so looking forward to it, that I couldn’t say no...”


      “C’mon, you should have realized right away, before you agreed. Why’d you just say yes?” said Sora, a look of astonishment on his face.


      “The dessert was just so tempting. I was curious about that restaurant before she even asked, so I couldn’t help but... I really do feel terrible about what I’ve done to Dewey. I’ll apologize profusely to Dewey when I see him. I’d also like to help him set up another date, but I haven’t been able to think of a way to do that. I’m at my wit’s end. Sora, can you think of anything?”


      “I’ll have to get Dewey to pull some strings again. I’ll give him some advice, but perhaps it would be better if you didn’t have anything to do with it this time. In fact, stay out of it. I just can’t help feeling like, if you do anything to ‘help,’ you’ll only ruin everything again.”


      How rude, I thought to myself, but since I had just committed the blunder of horning in on Dewey’s date, I didn’t say anything in response. I simply nodded.


      “And do whatever you can to make sure they have a good time together tomorrow... Ah, but can you? I don’t see how,” said Sora. He took a long look at my face, then shrugged his shoulders.


      Oof. True, I’ve never managed to help two people get closer in that way before. If only I had Sora’s high level of romantic technique. Oh, I know what to do.


      “I know what we can do! Sora, you should come along tomorrow too. Then you can help make sure their date goes well. Please?” I suggested.


      “Huh? Why should I come?” said Sora, lowering his eyebrows.


      “I bet you could help those two have a nice date. Please, there’s no way I can manage on my own. Do you have any plans for after work tomorrow?”


      “I don’t, but shouldn’t you ask the other two before you make any decisions for them?”


      “Well, seeing as I’m already in the mix, adding you will make four of us. I think that’ll be all right. Try asking them when you get back to the dorms.”


      Sora was silent.


      “Please? Besides, I’d like to have dinner with you after work for once. We’ve never been before, have we? Please?”


      “All right,” Sora said after letting out a long sigh. “I’ll try asking them, anyway.”


      No matter what Sora said, he was kind and thoughtful.


      It was at that moment that we arrived at the gates. Sora waited to see me off, and just as I was climbing into my carriage...


      “Lady Katarina!” came a lively voice and Sophia appeared with an ear-to-ear grin.


      “Huh?! Sophia, what are you doing here?”


      “Today is one of the days when I come to help out at the Magical Ministry. I was hoping I would get to see you, Lady Katarina, but in the end we did not meet once. I was starting to feel lonely and just had to see you, even if it was only a glimpse, so I kept watch near the gates,” Sophia explained. She didn’t have a tail, of course, but if she’d had one, I fancied she’d be wagging it.


      “You were waiting by the gates just to see me... Sophia, as long as you’re here, how about you share my carriage? We can head home together.”


      “Would that be all right?”


      “Of course.”


      “Thank you very much,” said Sophia, a smile spreading across her face again.


      I beckoned her aboard my carriage, and we finally set off. Sora waited to see us off patiently, albeit with a slightly strained expression.


      The moment the doors to the carriage shut, Sophia leaped onto the seat next to mine and leaned against my shoulder. She started to tell me that she had come to the Ministry that day to help collate their documents, then went on to recommend some books she had read recently. As I watched Sophia talking excitedly, her eyes shining, I started to get a warm feeling inside. Then I suddenly felt sleepy.


      The sunlight streaming in through the carriage window was warm too. That along with the sound of my friend’s excited voice next to me gave me a somehow nostalgic feeling as I slipped away into a dream.




      I saw a room with pale pink walls and a black table at its center, along with a bed with a metal frame and an azure cover on top. This room belongs to Acchan, my best friend in my past life. I’m having that dream again.


      Since Fortune Lover II had only been released following my demise, I never got to play it and had no idea what happened in it. Consequently, these dreams where I got to obtain some information about the game were extremely valuable to me.


      I steeled my nerves and fixed my gaze on the screen displaying the game in front of me. The game had just been launched and was still showing the opening credits. Acchan wasn’t skipping them, maybe because of the snacks she had placed by her feet to accompany her gaming experience. First of all, the romanceable characters from the first game appeared on-screen.


      First came Jeord, then Keith, Alan, and Nicol. Watching their faces go by on the screen, though they certainly looked familiar, something about them just seemed different. What could I call it besides their vibe? Jeord never smiled so ambivalently at me, nor did Keith ever flaunt his sex appeal intentionally like that; Alan was more childish and straightforward, whereas Nicol’s eyes always shone with more curiosity than that.


      I guess reality really has diverged from the game. Just as I was thinking that, the romanceable characters from the sequel started to appear one by one.


      First of all was Cyrus Lanchester in the capable boss category. He was a handsome young man with light brown hair and green eyes behind rimless spectacles (personally, I thought he was there to appeal to girls who like men in glasses). The game depicted him as a smooth operator who achieved whatever he wanted in both his work and personal lives, but in reality he had a hidden hobby of gardening, and thanks to his upbringing in the country without many young women around, he was no good with girls. He couldn’t even talk to them properly unless his work demanded it, making his romantic prowess inferior to that of most elementary school boys.


      When I saw his smarmy expression on the game screen, I couldn’t help but feel like laughing.


      Next to appear was Dewey, included to appeal to those who liked shota characters. He was a boy genius who was the youngest person to ever pass the test for employment at the Magical Ministry. He had a boyish, adorable appearance that provoked the player’s maternal instincts. A beautiful boy with bright orange hair and blue eyes. Having just spoken to Dewey that same morning, I felt like he was pretty close to his depiction in the game. However, as this also reminded me of my blunder from earlier, I felt bad again. Mm-hmm, I’d better do everything I can to stay out of his way tomorrow. Sorry, Dewey.


      Next was Sora, the sexy character, who was hired at the Magical Ministry at the same time as me. He was a striking young man with light blue hair and eyes along with copious sex appeal. Though he was usually more of a thoughtful older brother figure to me, I was pretty sure he had looked this sexy to me when we first met. If my Sora put his mind to it, perhaps he really could exude this much sex appeal.


      However, though his sex appeal was beyond any doubt, when I looked at this Sora more closely I felt something was a bit off. His eyes, and indeed the whole expression on his face, were somehow murkier, somehow darker than the real thing.


      Hmm, I guess this is just one more place where the game and reality have diverged.


      Once the game’s lineup of characters had appeared, what looked like a still image appeared on-screen. This showed two silhouettes, which I assumed belonged to the game’s hidden characters.


      I had made the acquaintance of one of these men at the International Assembly. Then, after he came to Sorcié to study our ways, we became close friends. This was Cezar Dahl, Prince of Ethenell. He was a handsome, alluring young man with brown skin, black hair, and golden eyes. He had an unusual past; before becoming a prince, he had worked as a mercenary. Though he was sure to conduct himself in a princely fashion in public, when he was away from his duties he turned into an amiable guy who could easily blend in downtown.


      As for the other hidden romanceable character, his identity was still unknown. I’d racked my brain about that a number of times, but I still had no idea. I hoped that, this time, some image would go by in the game giving me a clue as to his identity.


      Acchan had picked up the controller. Come on, hidden character! Show yourself! I transmitted my intent like I had when buying blind box products in my past life.


      The game must have heard me, because as the game started the following scene played out.


      “Maria, are you okay?” asked Cezar, looking toward the viewer with concern.


      I-I suppose he is a hidden character, but...I already know this one! I wanted the other hidden character, not him... Honestly, I already saw the scene where Cezar and Maria join forces to defeat Katarina and end up together, so there isn’t really any information left that I’d like to glean. Darn, I wanted to see hidden character number two, the one I haven’t seen yet.


      I reflected that I should have specified the as yet unrevealed hidden character when transmitting my intent. I slumped into a depression, but the scene with Cezar proceeded without paying my disappointment any heed.


      Maria was silent.


      “Hey, Maria, are you okay? Should we find you a room where you can lie down?”


      Something seemed to be the matter with Maria. Cezar sounded really concerned as he spoke to her. I started to worry too.


      Eventually Maria replied.


      “I am fine. I just felt a little dizzy, is all. I think I shall go home for today.”


      “But you nearly fainted. Shouldn’t you rest a little before you go?”


      Eh? Maria nearly fainted?! Then she really should rest first, I agreed with Cezar.


      But Maria was firm.


      “No, I am fine. Nothing is wrong with me.”


      Then she walked off, almost as if she were running away.


      “What’s with her?” Cezar muttered after watching her depart. “I can’t help thinking something’s off.”


      I was thinking the same thing. After all, it’s just so unlike Maria to so harshly reject someone who was worrying about her and just leave like that. After I stared mystified at the screen, the perspective returned to Maria.


      “Tee hee hee, the wind feels nice on my skin. It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed these bodily sensations. This is the best!” Some words appeared tagged with Maria’s name...but were they really her words? Something really did feel off.


      “Right then, what to do next?” came another line.


      “Wh-What’s going on? Why is my body moving on its own?!” came another line, also tagged with Maria’s name.


      What the—what does this mean?


      “My, looks like the owner has finally woken up.”


      “Wh-What’s happening to me?! Who are you?”


      “I’m Lucie, a familiar. I’m just borrowing your body for a little while.”


      “Borrowing my body... Don’t tell me you’re the reason my body isn’t doing what I want it to and instead seems to be moving on its own?”


      “That’s exactly right. You certainly are sharp. So anyway, I’ll just be borrowing your body for a little bit longer.”


      “Huh? I haven’t given you permission!”


      “Right, let’s get going.”


      “Wait! Give me back my body!”


      Wha— Maria’s been possessed by some weirdo! Oh no, I’ve got to save her!




      When my eyes snapped open, I was in my carriage again and Sophia was still next to me geeking out about some romance novel, without paying any attention to her surroundings. She didn’t even seem to have realized that I had dozed off.


      I think I must have only dozed off for a split second. This seemed to be the case, judging by the scenery outside the window. But what an intense dream for only a split second of sleep. I mean, I learned some new information. There was the shocking fact that Maria’s body gets possessed by some weirdo. If that happens in real life, it will be a big deal.


      I have to do something to stop that happening, though I guess I don’t know when it’ll happen, or if it’ll actually happen at all. For the time being, all I can do is keep a close eye on Maria.


      But, wow, familiars taking over people’s bodies. To think such a thing could really happen. I guess this is the magic-filled world of an otome game. I thought all this with Sophia’s monologue serving as background music.


      Finally I dropped Sophia off, though she seemed as if she still had a lot she wanted to say. I promised we’d see each other again soon before making my own way home.


      In the morning, Susanna (Larna) had opened up to me about a tragic episode from her past. In the afternoon, I’d horned in on Maria and Dewey’s plans for their date. Then, on my way home, I’d dreamed about Maria having her body taken over by a familiar. Now that I looked back on it, it had really been an eventful day.


      Only, perhaps because it was freshest in my memory, it was the final event, the one from my dream, that bothered me the most. As Maria had only recently been terrorized in an attack by the Dark Magic Gang, I didn’t want her to experience any more trauma.


      If there’s a wicked familiar looking to possess Maria’s body, I’ve just got to take it out! But how does one go about taking out wicked familiars? Maybe I can suck it up with my skull staff, like those dragons?


      Perhaps because I went to sleep with these thoughts on my mind, I ended up dreaming about sucking up Cerberus, Katarina’s familiar in the game, with my skull staff.




      The next day, like every morning, Anne came to wake me up by tearing my covers away from me. I dozed off in the carriage on my way to the Magical Ministry. After my driver woke me up at the Ministry’s gates, I staggered bleary-eyed into the office to find Sora already getting ready for the day, as normal.


      “Looks like I can come along to dinner tonight,” he told me. “I checked with Dewey and Maria.”


      Ah, that’s right. That dinner date I horned in on is happening today. Due to the impact of the dream I’d had on the drive home yesterday, I’d almost forgotten.


      “Thanks, Sora. I’m so pleased to be able to have dinner with you,” I said.


      If it had just been Dewey, Maria, and me, I would have felt like a complete third wheel. Having Sora along was reassuring.


      “That’s great... Maria said the same thing, but Dewey took it hard. Though when I told him I’d help him ask her out again, he perked up a bit.”


      “Oof. Dewey, I’m so sorry. I promise I won’t mess things up again.”


      “You’d better not.”


      As we were talking, the door swung upon with a bang and Miss Laura entered the office. I could hardly believe it, but she had brought Mr. Hart with her in a bridal carry.


      “Whoa! Good morning, Miss Laura, Mr. Hart.”


      “Morning Miss Katarina, Sora,” replied Miss Laura, giving us a quick wave before depositing her cargo, Mr. Hart, in his chair. She then piled some paperwork up on the desk in front of him.


      “There you go. Please take care of these,” said Miss Laura, snapping to attention.


      Mr. Hart rolled up his sleeves.


      “Very well.”


      He then proceeded to check through the paperworks with such incredible vigor that I could hardly believe he had just been carried in by a macho cross-dresser, then started processing the documents. He was so quick that it reminded me of watching videos on fast-forward in my past life.


      “W-Wow,” I murmured absentmindedly.


      “We really were at our wit’s end, so I went to Nathan’s place first thing this morning, explained our situation, and brought him straight here. I think this should solve our paperwork problem,” said Miss Laura with a look of relief.


      By the way, the reason she had brought him in a bridal carry was apparently to make absolutely sure that he didn’t get lost. Mr. Hart carried on processing the paperwork at an astonishing pace and soon the crisis that had threatened the Magical Tool Laboratory had passed.


      For my part, I spent the morning helping out with odd jobs like carrying boxes (as Raphael was still busy with his own paperwork, our Dark Magic training was once again postponed), then spent the afternoon doing my usual work on deciphering my covenant. I finished my workday on time and without incident.


      After I was done with work for the day, I went to meet Maria and Dewey at the gates. Sora and I arrived there first, followed by Maria and Dewey who ran to meet us.


      “My apologies. Did we keep you waiting long?”


      “No, no, we only just got here.”


      After this exchange between Maria and me, as if we were the couple meeting for a date, we set off for our destination in my gently swaying carriage.


      Conversation turned to the subject of the restaurant where we’d be dining. It turned out that Dewey had a sweet tooth too, and had been checking out dessert and sweets shops for a while. We got really excited talking about that.


      Incidentally, having learned that Dewey liked sweets, I secretly thought that this was entirely a choice by the game’s writers to appeal to players who liked shota characters.


      The restaurant was pretty packed, but it turned out Dewey had made a reservation, so we were immediately shown to our table.


      “That’s our Dewey, always planning ahead,” I said, praising him.


      “No, not at all,” said Dewey with a slightly awkward expression.


      Huh? I wondered what that was about.


      In a whisper only I could hear, Sora scolded me.


      “He thought he’d be having dinner with the girl he likes, so of course he made a reservation.”


      Oh, yeah. This was actually supposed to be a date for Maria and Dewey. I’m so sorry for getting in your way, Dewey. This left me feeling guilty for a bit, but when I turned my attention to the menu and saw just how wide a variety of desserts they had, I got excited again.


      “There are so many kinds of cake. I wonder what to have. And there are loads of other desserts too!”


      “Katarina, calm down. The main course comes first.”


      My mom at the Ministry (Sora) saw me getting overexcited and scolded me.


      I obeyed Sora by looking at the main courses first and ordering the most popular meal on the menu.


      What I received was some bread, soup, and a portion of meat. It was a simple set meal, but it was tasty. The pieces of potato in the soup were soft and fluffy with a hint of sweetness, and the stewed onions almost melted in my mouth.


      If the main course is this good, I’m really looking forward to dessert.


      “’Kay, let’s order dessert next,” I said, perusing the menu intently. Once again, my mom at the Ministry (Sora) offered a warning.


      “Make sure not to overeat. Keep it to where you won’t make yourself ill.”


      My moms, including my second mom at home (Keith), were always saying the same thing to me, but I’d been a fully-fledged adult in this world for a while now. After already horning in on a colleague’s date night, I’d hardly go and overeat to the point where I made myself ill. Probably.


      “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Ah! What kind of cake is that? I’d like to try the one those people are having.”


      “Are you sure you understand...?” asked Sora.


      “Lady Katarina, I shall share whatever you cannot finish alone,” said Maria.


      “I’ll help too,” said Dewey.


      “Thanks, Maria, Dewey.”


      With those two willing to share my dessert, I ordered several that took my fancy. But because they were so tasty, I ended up eating just a little too much.


      “Burp.”


      I covered my mouth.


      “See, what did I tell you?” said Sora with a look of exasperation.


      “Um,” was all I could manage in response.


      He was silent.


      Caught up in my folly, Maria and Dewey had also ended up eating too much.


      Since all three of us had eaten way too much and were feeling ill, we chose to call it a night.


      As we headed home, Sora reproved me in a low voice.


      “I knew it. With you around, it’s impossible to create the date atmosphere that Dewey was hoping for. Next time, don’t do a thing. Just watch from a distance.”


      I had nothing to say for myself.




      Though small incidents of this sort continued to occur, I passed several days of regular employment at the Magical Ministry without anything noteworthy happening. I observed no change in Maria’s condition, so the event I’d feared—Maria getting possessed by the familiar—must not have taken place. However, since I didn’t actually know when it was meant to happen, I couldn’t let my guard down yet.


      Today was a day off from work. To fulfil my promise to Cezar of bringing him vegetables, I loaded some into my carriage then departed for the palace.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: An Encounter


      When I saw the world aboveground for the first time after slumbering for so long, it was very different from the world in which I had gone to sleep.


      A lot of big buildings that hadn’t existed in the past lined the streets. The number of people among those buildings was also greater than I could believe, as was the amount of greenery around them. I wished I could have shown this scenery to that person who had wept at the thought that our land would never return to normal.


      Well-nourished, healthy people wore fine clothing, smiling as they bustled through the streets. This was the very vision of the happy world that person used to dream of. Though I did not know how much time had passed since I fell into my slumber, in the passage of time this kingdom had become the utopia we had envisioned back in our day.


      Has the name of our kingdom changed? And what about its rulers? There was no end to the questions that plagued my mind.


      Though I would have liked to stay looking upon this utopia forever, there was something I had to make sure of. And a promise I had to fulfill.


      I began to move again, riding on the wind that gently blew.


      ★★★★★★


      After swaying about in my carriage for a while, I arrived at the palace.


      With some servants from Claes Manor carrying baskets of vegetables, and clutching one more basket in my arms, we headed to the wing of the palace reserved for guests, where Cezar was staying. After arriving at the entrance and announcing myself to the palace servants there, I was immediately led inside.


      They must have heard about my appointment with Cezar, I figured. I was shown to a room I had visited once before, where I placed my basket of vegetables on a cloth that was spread out for that purpose, then waited for Cezar to arrive.


      While I was waiting, the servants brought me tea and some sweets from Cezar’s home country of Ethenell, so I helped myself. Mm-hmm. I’ve had these before, and though they’re different from what we have in Sorcié, they’re still delicious.


      As I was munching happily on these sweets, Cezar came into the room, accompanied by Janne. He was not attired in the resplendent manner of a royal today, but in rough clothes.


      “Katarina, thanks for coming. Are these the vegetables you told me about?” said Cezar, looking at the contents of the baskets set down on the cloth with great interest.


      “Yes, I chose the tastiest-looking ones to bring to you,” I replied.


      “Really? Thanks, that was very considerate of you,” said Cezar, smiling so happily that I could see his snaggletooth. “Which vegetable do you recommend in particular?”


      “The potatoes turned out particularly well this year.”


      “Potatoes, huh? Very nice. It’s been a while, but I feel like roasting them myself and biting right into them.”


      “Eh? Cezar, you’ve roasted potatoes yourself before?!”


      “Yeah, I usually did those things myself back in my mercenary days. Though all I ever did was roast or stew ingredients. Janne used to make stuff that was fancier,” said Cezar.


      “Since I spent my childhood days in the rear palace, I got used to some pretty decent cooking. Then, living as a mercenary, I found the meals so flavorless that one day I couldn’t stand it any longer. So I started researching this and that to learn to cook better, in my own way,” said Janne, acknowledging Cezar’s comment with a shrug.


      I know what he means. Once you get used to delicious food, plain fare can start to seem flavorless.


      Then I wondered how Cezar felt about all that and turned to look at him.


      Cezar took my meaning before I said anything.


      “Well, before my big brother took me in, there was a period when I survived by eating the fruit off of trees and weeds from the ground. So I’m not too picky when it comes to food. Just in terms of his upbringing, Janne was more spoiled than I was.” He followed this with a boisterous laugh.


      Oh, yeah. Cezar has a pretty tough past. After being abandoned in the rear palace of Ethenell, he nearly starved to death before the current king, his big brother, found him and took him in. The man himself is so cheerful that sometimes I forget, but even after coming of age he lived as a mercenary for a time. His career was pretty tough too.


      “Prince Cezar, please don’t tell any more jokes like that. An outsider like Lady Katarina won’t know what to say in response. You will put her on the spot,” said Janne without missing a beat.


      Cezar laughed heartily.


      “Sorry, sorry. I’ve already spoken of so many things to Katarina, it just slipped out. Anyhow, though I might not be as picky with my food as Janne, I like simple, tasty fare. Katarina, that place you took me to once was good. I ended up going again.”


      “Oh, you went again yourself? I am glad to hear that you liked it. Have you been to any other restaurants?”


      “No, not yet.”


      “Is that so...? I recently went to a restaurant whose desserts have been the subject of a great deal of conversation, but the main courses there were also delicious. Please go and try it for yourself.”


      “I see, well if you recommend it it’s a safe bet. Could you tell me the exact location? I’ll try it out soon,” said Cezar, sounding pleased, so I told him exactly where to find the restaurant I had gone to with Maria and the others.


      I’m glad he went back to the place I showed him, but I can’t believe he hasn’t gone out to any other restaurants. It’s been a while now since Cezar came to Sorcié.


      “Excuse me, Cezar, but are you sure you’ve been getting enough rest?” I asked.


      Last time we’d met he’d told me he’d been working with hardly any breaks at all. Having just heard that he hadn’t been going out much, I was worried.


      “Yeah, ever since you told me not to overdo it, I’ve been careful. I’ve been getting a moderate amount of rest,” said Cezar, but I wondered if that was really the case and turned to look at Janne.


      “It’s true,” said Janne with a nod. “He really has been taking breaks.”


      Thank goodness.


      When Cezar observed this exchange, he pouted.


      “What are you checking with Janne for?”


      “It just goes to show how much more trustworthy I am,” said Janne smoothly.


      Cezar pouted even more, and as I watched them, I couldn’t help but giggle.


      Then Janne turned to look at me.


      “Thanks to your comments, Lady Katarina, Prince Cezar has finally realized how important it is to moderate his work with times of rest. You have my gratitude,” he said with a grin.


      “No, no, no, I really didn’t say anything worth mentioning. But I’m glad to hear he’s realized how important rest is.”


      Taking appropriate breaks is crucial, after all. It turned out that, while taking proper breaks, Cezar was still observing various workplaces to see how things were done in Sorcié.


      “I’ve been allowed to look around various workplaces, and lately the workers have come to trust me a bit more; they’ve even started to let me help out. I’ve checked out some machine parts in factories and helped harvest vegetables on farms.”


      “Harvesting vegetables?! So you’ve been to see some farmers, then?”


      “Yeah, I got to see all kinds of crops. There were a lot of kinds you don’t see in Ethenell, so I really learned a lot.”


      “Between machine parts and vegetables, you really must have seen a lot. If I recall correctly, you’ve even come to see the Magical Ministry.”


      “Yeah, but there’s a limit to what they’ll show people from other countries at the Ministry. Still, just hearing how the organization is structured was plenty informative. There’s a lot you do there that I’d like us to adopt back in my country.”


      Hearing him speak like this, I was struck by just how hard Cezar was working to make his country better. It impressed me. When I thought about how I’d gone to work at the Ministry merely to put off my marriage to a member of the royal family, I just felt ashamed of myself.


      “Cezar, I think it’s wonderful that you’re putting in so much effort to help your country,” I said.


      Cezar frowned slightly.


      “It’s more to help my brother than the country. Our country is important to my brother, and he wishes to keep improving it, so that’s what I’ll do too. That’s all it is. I’m not particularly patriotic myself. So there’s nothing wonderful about what I’m doing.”


      “I think that’s wonderful too. It’s a lovely thing to be able to work so hard for someone other than yourself,” I declared. I really thought that people who could work hard for someone else were wonderful.


      Cezar goggled at me at first when he heard that, but then he snorted with laughter.


      “You are incredible, Katarina. I can’t explain it, but when I talk to you I feel like I can have more confidence in myself.”


      “You ought to have a lot of confidence, Cezar. You’re kind, strong, clever, and a hard worker. You could even get away with being a little cocky,” I said.


      Cezar laughed delightedly, his teeth showing as he opened his mouth wide. Next to him, Janne was also smiling. After waiting for Cezar’s laughter to die down, I inquired about something that had been bothering me.


      “Excuse me, Cezar, but from what you’ve told me it really sounds like you’ve been acting only for the benefit of your country. Is there nothing you want to do in Sorcié for yourself? Like maybe there’s a popular spot somewhere you’d like to hang out, or maybe you’d like to try walking around while eating, or maybe there’s a trendy book you’d like to read?”


      Cezar pondered the question I had posed for a moment.


      “The thing is, before coming to Sorcié I’d never really thought about what I’d like to do before.”


      There’s nothing he wants to do?! This revelation hit me hard. So people like that exist, do they? Wait, I guess Jeord in the game was kind of like that. In reality he’s turned into a guy with a bunch of hobbies: he enjoys working in the field with me, and he always gets tickets for us to go and see plays and other works in the theater with our friends.


      And as for me, I have nothing but things I’d like to do, whether it be gardening, reading romance novels, or walking around town while munching on food from one of the eateries there.


      “Excuse me, but do you have any hobbies at all?”


      “Nope,” said Cezar breezily.


      “Then is there anything that you like? Eating, for instance, or reading books—anything, however small.”


      After considering this question for a while, Cezar frowned slightly.


      “Nope.”


      No way—he really doesn’t have any hobbies or things he enjoys?! Hold on, Cezar just said he’s started taking breaks, but what does he do on his days off?


      “Huh? Then what do you do on your days off?” I asked.


      “I rest my body,” replied Cezar, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


      “You don’t read, or hang out in town?”


      “I don’t. Well, sometimes I read work materials.”


      “Work materials? But that’s the same thing as working, surely?”


      “Nah, I don’t actually sign any of the documents. All I really do is check what’s in them; that’s not work.”


      Eh? Reading through work materials and checking them isn’t work?! I always thought it was. Actually, it’s always during work hours that my senior colleagues tell me to read through documents and check their contents. Huh, so that wasn’t work, but rather a break? So I wasn’t really working?


      Janne must have noted my confusion, as he adopted a sorrowful expression.


      “Lady Katarina, I would agree with you that checking work materials counts as work. Prince Cezar is such a workaholic that he’s developed slightly different sensibilities than the rest of us.”


      “I-I think you’re right. Checking work materials has got to count as work. Thank goodness. It turns out I really have been working all this time,” I said, feeling relieved for a moment. Then I thought, Doesn’t this mean that Cezar hasn’t really been taking breaks after all?


      “Cezar, breaks are a time to rest, so try and do something unrelated to work instead. Is there really nothing you’d like to do, or at least something that interests you?” I asked, figuring that, even if he didn’t quite like anything, there must at least be something that interested him.


      Yet again, Cezar had to ponder this. I kind of get the feeling that he doesn’t even have any interests? My heart pounded as I awaited his response.


      “I guess there is a subject that interests me, at least...” he finally murmured, almost as if talking to himself.


      Thank goodness!


      “Oh, really? So there is something that interests you. I am glad to hear it. Then, for the time being, you should really explore that in more depth! The more you find out about it, you may come to like it more and more. You may even start to enjoy it.”


      That’s just what happened to Larna when she grew to be obsessed with magic and spells! Hold on, if he ends up as obsessed as Larna is, it may cause him problems in his daily life. My obsession with gardening, which is something I can enjoy on my days off—that’s about the right level of obsession.


      “So, what kind of thing is it? A book, a dish, a form of exercise? Or could it be that you’ve taken an interest in gardening?”


      “No... It isn’t anything like that,” said Cezar before clamming up and looking at me steadily.


      Could it be that his interest is something that he can’t talk about directly? In other words, is this thing that’s taken his interest one of those adult things, perhaps even something abnormal? He did use to work as a mercenary. I bet he knows way more about adult stuff than I can even imagine.


      “Excuse me, Cezar, but if it’s something you can’t really talk about, don’t worry about it.”


      I imbued my words with the message, I’ve got it all figured out. It’s one of those adult things, one of those abnormal things, isn’t it?


      Cezar looked uncharacteristically flustered at this.


      “W-Wait a minute, what is it you’re imagining? Whatever it is, you’re definitely wrong. I don’t have any funny interests like that!” he cried, waving his hands furiously in protest.


      I guess it isn’t anything abnormal, then, I accepted.


      Next to Cezar, Janne was doubled over with raucous laughter.


      What was so funny about any of that? I mean, I only lived to be a high schooler in my past life, and I never went into the part of shops reserved for adults, so I don’t really know what they sold there. And in this world they don’t even have those things in shops, so I still really don’t know about any of that. But if it isn’t one of those things, what is this interest he finds so difficult to talk about?


      Suddenly, the face of my friend Sophia flashed across my mind. Though she wasn’t outspoken about it, in recent years I had known her to be obsessed with the subject of forbidden love between men. Not long ago she had even used her elder brother Nicol in one of her shipping fantasies, so hers was a fairly severe case. Moreover, according to Sophia, there were a surprising number of books on that topic in circulation within Sorcié. If it turned out Cezar had seen such books in Sorcié and developed an interest in them, there was a chance whatever I said next could tempt the prince of a neighboring country into the world of shipping. That would be bad. Terrible. Really bad.


      I swallowed, then asked Cezar one more question.


      “Excuse me, Prince Cezar, but the thing you’ve taken an interest in...it wouldn’t happen to be books about forbidden love, would it? Between men...?”


      I had intended to muddy the waters skillfully when broaching this, but since I couldn’t think of any other words, I ended up asking him point-blank.


      Cezar stiffened visibly.


      I’ve hit the mark. Wait, have I? I thought, bewildered.


      Cezar wore a look of bewilderment to match my own.
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      “Do such books exist in this country?” he asked.


      Phew. So that’s not what we were talking about. Thank goodness, the shippers of Sorcié haven’t turned the prince of Ethenell into a shipper yet. Right, now that I’ve made sure of that, let’s do everything we can to sweep the matter under the rug!


      “Um, I am told there are places where you can find such things, but they are supposed to be very stimulating. So please, Prince Cezar, even if you find some, don’t look at them. Promise me,” I said firmly with a serious look on my face.


      “Sure, I promise,” Cezar said with a serious look of his own, then nodded.


      That’s a relief.


      “Excuse me, but just what is your new interest, then?”


      “Let me see. It’s nothing weird, but I think I’d like to keep it a secret for the time being. When the time comes to tell you, I will. But as you said, now that I’ve finally found something that interests me, I will work hard to find out more about it,” was his reply.


      “Oh, I see. Well, please try and do that,” I said.


      Cezar grinned.


      “In order to do that, I’ll need Sorcié to be more greatly indebted to me, so I still have many things to investigate and much to do,” he said cryptically.


      What does he mean?


      “Is the thing you’d like to learn more about related to our country in some way?”


      “It sure is. But the object of my interest is under strict security, so it’s not easy to delve any deeper.”


      “And just when you’d finally taken an interest in something. What a pity. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.”


      “Sure, when the time comes, I’ll be counting on ya.”


      “Of course.”


      Though I wasn’t able to get anything concrete out of him, I was still glad that Cezar had found an interest and was working hard for its sake. Now that he had a hobby, however small, he ought to be able to rest properly on his days off.


      After that, while enjoying some tea with sweets from Ethenell, Cezar and I talked about recent events, up to and including my field and the vegetables thereof. I had a lot of fun chatting with Cezar, but as he was generally a busy person, I knew I should avoid taking up too much of his time just because it was my day off. After a sensible interval, I decided to go home.


      He gave me some sweets to take with me, which I clutched to my chest, then Cezar said he would escort me as far as the palace gates. How very princely of him. Oh, no doubt about it, he’s a prince after all.


      With Cezar escorting me, I walked elegantly toward the gates, but then I was suddenly concerned about Pochi. He’s taken to running off pretty regularly around the palace lately. Should I be worried? When I glanced at my shadow, I felt as though it wobbled slightly.


      Wha— That means Pochi is about to come out and run away again, right?! I thought and started to panic. When I turned to face my own shadow, I lost my balance. Normally, I would have been able to right myself after only slightly losing my footing but, coupled with my attempt to protect the sweets I was carrying, I started to tumble.


      “Aaah!”


      Oh no, I’m about to hit the ground! I thought, and braced myself. But the anticipated impact never arrived. Instead, I found myself encircled by a strong pair of arms. Cezar had caught me to prevent me from falling.


      “Th-Thanks,” I said from within his arms.


      “This is the second time,” Cezar said with a smile. It reminded me that Cezar had caught me like this once before. That had happened during the International Assembly. We’d each thought that the other was a servant when we’d first met. Then, when we had been walking in the gardens at night, I had tripped and nearly fallen. He’d caught me back then, just like he had now.


      And, if I remember right, the last time...


      “Ah! Cezar, what about the discs of glass in your eyes?”


      The true color of Cezar’s eyes was golden. But since not too many people in the region had golden eyes, the sight of them frightened other people. So he had taken to covering them with discs of black glass.


      The last time he’d saved me like this, they’d slipped out, so I was worried about a repeat of that.


      “Ah, they’re fine... No, they’re not. One’s slipped out again. And to top it off, it’s fallen out completely,” I heard Cezar say regretfully. He then released me from his embrace. One of his eyes had been revealed to be a lovely gold color.


      “Sorry.”


      “No, it’s not your fault,” said Cezar, but however I looked at it, it was my fault.


      “Um, I’ll look for it.”


      I surveyed the ground at my feet. The disc of glass was small so I had a lot of trouble finding it. But when I squinted, I could see something glint near Cezar’s feet.


      “Ah! Look, Cezar, down near your feet. I think that’s it.”


      That’s when it happened. I sensed something warm near my right hip.


      This was exactly where my pocket was. When I felt the heat, for a moment, I wondered if I had put something flammable in there and thrust my hand inside. But all I found was that mirrorlike thing.


      This item, which Jeord had bought for me during our travels that time Keith had been kidnapped, had to my surprise turned out to be an ancient tool of Dark Magic.


      After learning that, I had given it to Susanna to look after, but a little while ago she had returned it to me, saying that she had finished testing it. She had been pretty sure there was nothing wicked about it, so I held on to it as a good-luck charm.


      But right now, it was emanating heat. This hadn’t happened since Pochi had emerged, back when I’d rescued Keith.


      No, wait, there was one more time. The same thing had happened when Pochi turned gigantic for the first time. But that time the heat had come from a different Dark Magic tool Larna had made, a magnifying glass. They’re both similar, so it’s pretty confusing.


      Anyway, in both cases the heat had something to do with Pochi. I gasped and looked at my shadow again. I did this because I thought Pochi might come out of it. And in keeping with my expectations, my shadow started to stretch and warp.


      Then something black emerged from my shadow. Pochi, you can’t just come out whenever you feel like it. I was about to say that out loud when I saw that it wasn’t Pochi who had just appeared in front of me, but a pretty little girl about ten years of age, with black hair and eyes.


      “Huh...?”


      Who are you? I was about to say out loud.


      “You can see me, can’t you?” the girl asked.


      What do you mean? I was about to say, but once again the girl in front of me spoke.


      “I’m so glad. I bet this means you’re compatible. Yep, this should work. Now, won’t you lend me your body, just for a moment?”


      Immediately after she said that, I felt the sensation of a strong headwind blowing against my body and sending me sailing off. I strained to resist the wind and shut my eyes tightly, but for some reason, my head just went fuzzy. My consciousness was sent flying far away.


      “Katarina!” I heard Cezar’s voice cry, coming from somewhere in the distance.


      ★★★★★★


      “Katarina, are you okay?”


      When I, Cezar Dahl, saw Katarina suddenly slump down toward the ground before my eyes, I rushed over to her.


      Although earlier there had been a moment where it looked like she might trip and fall, I had caught her, so she should have been fine. We’d spoken after that as though everything was normal. But then, after saying something I didn’t quite understand and looking shocked, she immediately stumbled then slumped into a sitting position on the ground.


      What on earth’s wrong with her? Could she be feeling unwell? If I made her come out here while she was ill and she wore herself out, then I’ve really done something unforgivable. It’s just that, as long as I’m staying nearby, I want to be able to see her, so I invited her without thinking first.


      Some time had passed since I had come to the kingdom of Sorcié to study their ways, visiting in my role as prince of Ethenell. When my brother told me I was to study here, at first I had been somewhat reluctant. But peace had lasted a long time in Sorcié and they were more developed. I found the example they presented through their culture and industry extremely educational and was now glad I had come. I was also glad of the chance to have contact with her—Katarina—once more, and to speak with her. When we’d first met at the International Assembly, mistaking each other for servants, I’d very much enjoyed the time we shared. But when I’d learned the woman I’d been speaking to was actually engaged to a member of Sorcié’s royal family, I’d figured I’d never see her again. Even then, fate ordained that we would meet again. I was glad that, having come here to study, I was able to interact with her again. She was fun to talk to, and I found myself more and more intrigued by her.


      But she was a prince’s fiancée and he was smitten with her. I kept telling myself that in an effort to maybe forget about her, and to remind myself not to get too deeply involved. But...


      “Oh, really? So there is something that interests you. I am glad to hear it. Then, for the time being, you should really explore that in more depth! The more you find out about it, you may come to like it more and more. You may even start to enjoy it.”


      To think the lady herself would tell me to explore my interest in her in more depth. When she’d said that, I couldn’t help but freeze up.


      If I ever wanted to get closer to her, to know her more deeply, there was no way I could do so in this lowly position, presenting myself for tutelage in Sorcié. It would be necessary for me to do work that would force Sorcié to recognize my usefulness. To that end, I had resolved to investigate the thorny issues that lurked in the kingdom until I found their root causes. With all that still on my mind, I instantly extended my hand toward Katarina, who was still sitting on the ground.


      “Are you okay, Katarina?” I asked, but there was no reply. I tried calling out to her one more time. “Hey, Katarina, are you okay? How about finding a room somewhere you can lie down?”


      Then Katarina raised her head.


      “I am fine,” she answered firmly. “I just felt a little dizzy, is all. Time for me to head home for today.”


      “But you nearly fell just now. Wouldn’t you rather rest for a minute first?” I said.


      “No, I am fine. Nothing’s the matter with me.” Then, almost as if fleeing from me, she headed for the exit and departed.


      Though I felt like something was off about Katarina then, our acquaintance was still not especially intimate. My position was such that I hesitated to make any further effort to detain her. All I could do was watch her walk away.


      ★★★★★★


      “Tee hee hee, the wind feels nice on my skin.”


      Someone just said something, I thought with my mind still hazy.


      “It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed these bodily sensations. This is the best!”


      Hmm? That voice sounds familiar, doesn’t it? It’s my voice! What’s going on, what’s happening, why can I hear my own voice when I’m not even speaking? Huh? Ah, my body’s moving all on its own! I realized.


      Then I heard a voice that seemed to echo inside my head.


      “My, looks like the owner has finally woken up.”


      “What? What is this? What’s going on?! And who are you?” I cried.


      “I’m Lucie, a familiar. I’m just borrowing your body for a little while,” the voice responded.


      “Borrowing my body? What on earth...?” I blurted out. Then I had an intense feeling of recognition. Goodness, it was only the other day I experienced or, rather, saw something like this... Aha! It was that otome game event I saw in my dream, the one with Acchan, my friend from my past life. It was a scene where Maria’s body is taken over by a familiar. This is just like that. Which means... “My body’s been taken over!”


      “I haven’t taken it over. I just need you to lend it to me for a little while.”


      “That’s the same thing, isn’t it?! More to the point, why me? Aren’t you supposed to possess Maria?!”


      “Maria? Who’s that?” replied a perplexed voice.


      “Huh? You don’t know Maria?”


      “I don’t.”


      Her tone of voice was firm, so it didn’t seem like she was lying.


      If she doesn’t know about Maria, then I guess she didn’t mistake me for Maria when she possessed me.


      “Then why have you taken over my body?!”


      “Not taken over, but borrowed, and I did it because the two of us are compatible.”


      “Compatible? What do you mean?”


      “I can’t go into it right now, but I can’t take a physical form yet. I’ve been reduced to something like a spirit. So all I could do on my own was look at my surroundings, and nobody knew I was there. But you could see me.”


      So I was able to see this familiar, Lucie or whatever her name is? I quickly traced my memories back to the moment before I lost consciousness and remembered seeing a little girl appear in front of me.


      “Ah! Might you be the girl I saw right before I lost consciousness?”


      “Correct. What you saw then was me in my spirit form. You noticed me when no one else had up to that point. That means you and I must be compatible,” she said, sounding kind of happy.


      “Huh...” was the only response I could muster. What am I supposed to say when a familiar I’m meeting for the first time says we’re compatible?


      “Kind of a half-hearted reply. Well, not to worry. The fact of the matter is that we are compatible, which is why I’m able to use magic to make you lend me your body. Quite compatible in fact—it’s amazing how smoothly I’m able to move your body around. Isn’t it amazing?” said Lucie proudly, before raising my arm and waving it energetically. She seemed to be having a great time.


      “All right, I think I understand how we got here... But, as I never agreed to lend you my body, would you hurry up and give it back?”


      It didn’t feel great to only be able to converse with her in my head, while being unable to move my own body at all.


      That said, it was kind of like the feeling I had in my dreams about Acchan in the world of my past life. The fact that it wasn’t an entirely strange sensation was my one consolation.


      “Awww, but I haven’t even done anything yet! I’ve only had the chance to feel the wind on my skin for a minute. There’s so much more I want to do, like eat food, and eat food,” she replied, sounding utterly dissatisfied.


      “Eat food, you say? You mean you’re hungry?” I asked.


      Pochi, my familiar, never needed to eat or drink, so I just figured that Lucie would be the same. But she sounded so unsatisfied.


      “I’m a familiar, so I don’t get hungry, but... Long ago, I used to eat and drink with all my friends. I’ve gone so long without eating anything and, in the meantime, I’ve watched so many other people enjoying food that I really want to eat something now,” said Lucie, sounding very sad.


      All she can do is watch other people eating tasty-looking food, without being able to try any herself. What a tragic fate.


      “I’ve got it! Lucie, I’ll get you something to eat, so just give me my body back for the moment, pretty please?” I said.


      Lucie was silent for a while, then in a doubtful tone of voice, she said something truly frightful.


      “Really...? If I give you your body back, you won’t just annihilate me?”


      “Why would you say something so terrifying all of a sudden? Of course I won’t do such a thing.”


      “Ooo...” moaned Lucie in a worried sort of voice.


      “I could never just abandon a hungry child, so let’s go back to my family’s manor and I’ll treat you to some food. But since I need to get back to my own room and arrange for some food to be brought there, I want you to give me my body back for now, Lucie. I’ll lend it back to you when it’s time to eat,” I announced in a firm voice to show I wasn’t trying to trick her.


      “All right, then,” Lucie said, “I’ll give it back for now.”


      I had obtained her agreement to give me back my body.


      Then I felt a strong tailwind—blowing in the opposite direction to last time—and felt as though I was being propelled forward.


      After having the sensation of my body floating in space...


      “Whoa... Wait, I can speak again!”


      Unlike my words only moments before, which I could only hear inside my head, these distinctly came from my own mouth.


      When I tried moving my body, my arms and legs did what I told them to do.


      Thank goodness. I’ve got my body back, I thought as I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I looked up to see a pretty little girl of about ten years of age, with black hair and black eyes, swoop into view in front of me. She had a sort of awkward look on her face.


      “Lucie?” I queried, and the pretty girl promptly nodded.


      “Shall we head back to my home together, then?” I said, extending my hand to her.


      Lucie’s eyes shone as she made a lively reply, a look of delight on her face.


      “Sure.”


      And so, with Lucie floating beside me, I led her back to my carriage, which was still waiting to take me home.


      At first I was anxious at the thought of someone saying something about the girl floating in space beside me, but no one I saw on the way said anything. Not even the driver of my carriage noticed Lucie at all.


      “What a fine carriage,” Lucie said as we entered, among other remarks. Given that my driver still didn’t notice her, he must not have been able to hear her voice either. What Lucie had said about no one noticing her besides me turned out to be true.


      Upon boarding the carriage Lucie looked around at its interior, then through the window at the world outside. She started to get excited, like a kid on a field trip, and kept asking me “What’s that? What about this?”


      Each time I told her the answer, her eyes shone.


      “Oh, I see,” she’d say each time.


      When I saw Lucie possess Maria in the game I saw in my dream, and when she initially took over my body in real life, I wondered just what kind of wicked girl I was dealing with. But now that I had come to interact with her, she looked no different from any other kid.


      Still, I got the feeling that everything she saw around us was new to her.


      “Lucie, is this your first time in the area around the palace?” I inquired, since she didn’t seem to know about any of what she could see through the window.


      Lucie shook her head.


      “No, I have been here before, but it was a really long time ago. So much of the scenery has changed that hardly anything seems familiar.”


      Can scenery really change that much in only a few years? Lucie certainly looked around ten years old to me, but since she was a familiar, perhaps she had been alive longer than her appearance would suggest.


      “When you say a really long time ago, how long ago was it?”


      I bet she says something like a little over ten years.


      “Let me see. I’ve had a bit of a look around since I woke up. Am I right in thinking that, in the current year, it’s been five hundred years since the founding of the kingdom of Sorcié?”


      “Eh? Yeah, certainly, you’re about right, but what of it?”


      “Then the last time I came here was nearly five hundred years ago.”


      “Ah, right, five hundred years, huh? Wait...five hundred years ago?!”


      Lucie had said this so nonchalantly that the revelation nearly passed me by. Then I thought, Hold on a minute, she’s just said something unbelievable!


      I froze in shock, but Lucie went on without paying me any mind.


      “It was a little over ten years after the founding of this kingdom, y’see. There were still hardly any buildings at all back then, and of course the roads weren’t this well maintained either,” she said with an air of nostalgia.


      “Huh? Hold on, Lucie. Do you mean to say you’ve been alive for five hundred years?”


      “Yeah, looks that way,” replied Lucie, nodding as if this were trivial.


      “So you’ve been drifting around in that spirit form for the whole of the last five hundred years?! Looking longingly at food?”


      What a horrible predicament! If it had been me, I would have gone nuts.


      “No, if I had to spend five hundred long years with food in front of me, I don’t think I could bear it. I’d go quite mad. I’ve only been wandering as a spirit since a little while ago. Until then, I spent the entire time asleep.”


      Of course, after five hundred years of only being able to look at food, Lucie would go mad too. We’re the same in that respect. But...


      “What do you mean, you were asleep?”


      “Weeell, I spent close to five hundred years in the space inside shadows, like yours, and I was asleep the whole time. It was only recently that I finally awoke and began wandering in spirit form.”


      “Huh? You mean you went on sleeping for five hundred years?!”


      “Indeed. I cast a spell to put myself into a deep, deep sleep, one that I wouldn’t wake up from until something happened.”


      “Th-There are spells that can do that...? Hmm? You said you made it so you wouldn’t wake up until something happened. Just what exactly...?”


      Happened? I was about to finish asking when my carriage arrived at my home. Lucie still looked out the window with her eyes shining. Since my driver had just knocked on the door, I decided to pause my conversation with Lucie. We exited the carriage together, then walked to the manor.


      “Wow! What a huge manor. This is your home, Katarina?” said Lucie once we’d put some distance between ourselves and the carriage.


      “Yeah, it— Wait a minute. Lucie, when did I tell you my name?”


      She’d suddenly started calling me Katarina.


      “That fellow with golden eyes who was nearby when we met called you that, right?”


      “Fellow with golden eyes? You mean Cezar? Hmm, I suppose he did.”


      Come to think of it, Cezar was around for the event in the game where Maria’s body is taken over. Could there be some kind of connection between Lucie and Cezar?


      “Was that the first time you ever saw that fellow with golden eyes, Lucie?”


      “It was. And?”


      So they hadn’t met before. In that case...


      “That fellow—Cezar, I mean—was he compatible, Lucie? Could he see you at all?”


      “I don’t think he was able to see me at all. Who is he, anyway? Is he your boyfriend or something?”


      The answer to my question was followed by a question in reverse.


      “No, no, far from it. It’s just, I wondered why you chose that moment to appear, and I thought maybe Cezar had something to do with it.”


      According to the game, Lucie was supposed to appear at a moment when Maria and Cezar were together. That’s why I thought Cezar might be related to her appearance.


      “Ah. Well, you see...” Lucie started to explain. At that moment, a group of our family’s servants appeared at the entrance to Claes Manor.


      “Welcome home, Lady Katarina,” they greeted me in unison.


      “I’m home,” I replied by way of greeting them before walking briskly to my own room. From the moment we entered the manor, Lucie went on looking around with her eyes sparkling, but since there were people watching, she didn’t attempt to talk to me.


      Once in my room, I asked the servants to prepare some tea and sweets. Then, once I was left alone, I thought I’d get Lucie to resume her story. But, as she was too excited about the size of the manor and its furnishings, she kept talking to me about that, and I wasn’t able to get her to resume the story of how she got here before the tea and sweets were brought to my room.


      Since Lucie looked so enamored with the tea and sweets my servants had brought, like she might start drooling any second, I had Anne and the other servants leave the room so she could savor the refreshments to her heart’s content.


      “It’s all right now, Lucie. Dig in,” I called out to her.


      “Really? Can I?” asked Lucie, though I thought it was a bit late for her to act so nervous now.


      “Eh? You didn’t ask permission when you took over my body. Why are you acting so timid now?”


      “A-At first I so desperately wanted to eat something—it had been so long—that I lost sight of myself... But having talked to you, Katarina, I can see what a nice person you are, so now I feel like I did something outrageous. I’m sorry for how I behaved at first,” said Lucie, lowering her eyes slightly in embarrassment. I was forced to recognize just how out-there this familiar was. Her initial possession of my body had been the result of a momentary bout of desperation after wandering for some time, during which time no one was aware of her, and seeing so much tasty-looking food she couldn’t eat. Lucie was actually a levelheaded, good little girl.


      “I see, well, good on you for knowing what you did wrong. I admit I was a little troubled at first when you used my body without asking, but now that you have my permission, it’s okay. Now, hop inside me and help yourself to the food you’ve been dreaming of for so long,” I said with a smile at Lucie.


      She smiled with delight.


      “Thanks, Katarina. Excuse me.”


      At that moment, I felt a strong headwind again. Unsurprisingly, I closed my eyes this time too.


      The next thing I knew, I felt like I was having one of my dreams about Acchan again.


      “Time to dig in,” said Lucie in my body, before reaching out for a sweet and popping it in her mouth.


      “Y-Yuuum!” she cried so happily that even I felt like I was tasting something delicious. As I had lent my body to Lucie, though, I couldn’t tell what the flavor actually was.


      Perhaps because Lucie came from five hundred years in the past, there were many things she was seeing for the first time, including these sweets. Still inside my body, she asked me what each one was called and I answered her. She said “Yummy” over and over as she conveyed each newly discovered sweet to her mouth. In the blink of an eye, she had wolfed the tea and sweets all down.


      “Thanks for the tea,” said Lucie with an air of satisfaction. Then she said, “Thank you, Katarina. I’ll give you your body back, now.”


      No sooner had she said this than she gave my body back. After feeling another strong wind, which I was starting to get used to, the next thing I saw was Lucie, who had just left my body.


      “Nothing beats the first food you eat after five hundred years. Katarina, thank you so, so much.”


      When I heard these heartfelt words of thanks and saw her exceedingly happy face, I started feeling happy myself.


      “I’m so glad you feel satisfied,” I said.


      “Mm-hmm. You know, while I was wandering around, I started thinking that the food you have today is really luxurious compared to what we ate when I used to live around here. We only got to eat meat very rarely in the olden days, but now you can buy it in any old shop. When I saw that everyone buys and eats it regularly, I was shocked. And the meat looked tasty.”


      Even though Lucie had just eaten some sweets, now she was thinking of meat and looking like she was about to start drooling. I couldn’t help but giggle when I saw her like that.


      “Next time, I’ll have the servants cook you some meat and you can try some.”


      “Really?!” cried Lucie, her eyes sparkling as she looked expectantly at me.


      “Yes, I promise,” I declared.


      “Hooray,” cried Lucie, then she leaped in the air with joy.


      As Lucie had the appearance of a small child (even if her real age was close to five hundred) she looked adorable and I couldn’t help but smile.


      We talked about food for a while and I came to understand that Lucie didn’t need to eat, though she liked to. After promising I would give her all kinds of different stuff to eat in the future, we reached a lull in that topic of conversation. So I decided to ask Lucie to tell me more about herself.


      “Say, Lucie. About that conversation we were having before coming here. Do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions?”


      “Of course not. After all you’ve done for me, Katarina, I’m willing to tell you anything,” said Lucie, giving her consent without a second thought.


      “Thanks. Then here’s my first question. If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear the rest of what you were telling me in the carriage. Could you tell me what the event was that woke you from your sleep?”


      The thought of an event so incredible that it could wake up a familiar who had slept for five hundred years had piqued my interest. There was no way it could be unrelated to the game’s plotline.


      “Ahhh, the thing that woke me up. Got it. Well, it was only recently that I woke up, after sleeping the whole of the last five hundred years.”


      “Eh? You slept the entire time, for five hundred years?! You never woke up, not even once?”


      “Nope. From time to time I thought I could hear noise coming from outside, but it didn’t seem worthy of my attention. So I just kept sleeping for the entire time.”


      So this is one of the cases where the slumberer never wakes up once, not for five hundred years. I’m actually kind of impressed she managed to sleep for so long.


      “But a little while ago, I heard all of these screams and finally woke up.”


      “Screams?”


      “Yes, screams. I think it was a whole lot of animals that were screaming. They sounded like they were in so much pain... I could hardly just ignore them, so, for the first time in ages, I opened my eyes and went outside. I wandered around to see if I could find where the screams had come from. But, though I found the place in the end, there was nothing left by the time I got there. After all that, I still have no idea what happened.”


      “The screams of a lot of animals...”


      Something about those words rang a bell.


      “When you found where they were coming from, what kind of place did it turn out to be?”


      “It was deep inside a forest. The air was heavy over part of it.”


      Inside a forest, the air hanging heavily over part of it, the screams of a whole lot of animals... With my latent detective abilities, I took these key words and reached a conclusion.


      “Was this forest in a land called Victoire?”


      “Victoire? I didn’t find out the name of the place. All I know is that it was pretty far from here, and that there weren’t that many buildings or people,” replied Lucie as she cocked her head in contemplation.


      Right. If she couldn’t talk to anyone, I guess she couldn’t find out the name of the place. So I started explaining what sort of place Victoire was while drawing pictures of the fields, buildings, and all sorts of other features of the place that I considered distinctive.


      Lucie listened to all this intently and compared what I drew her to what she could remember. As I expected, it turned out that the screams she had heard were those the animals in Victoire had made when they lost their lives during that incident. Since Lucie had been unable to find out the cause of those screams at the time, she asked me what ended up happening, looking worried.


      I knew the animals in question had all been sacrificed to create a Dark Familiar, which ended up being a horrendous incident, but this was information strictly classified by the Magical Ministry. I could hardly talk about it with Lucie, who I’d only just met that day.


      “Don’t worry, we took care of that incident,” I simply told her.


      Lucie looked like she wanted to talk about it some more, but when she saw my apologetic expression, she seemed to read between the lines and didn’t ask any more questions about it.


      Still, I can’t believe it was that incident that caused Lucie to wake up. I did figure that was an event from the game, so maybe Lucie was supposed to be part of the next event. But, originally, Lucie was meant to possess Maria’s body, not mine... Oh, yeah. If I just ask my other question, maybe it’ll all make sense.


      “Lucie, thank you for telling me the reason you woke up. Now I’d like to continue our other conversation.”


      “Ah, you wanted to know why I came to you, right?”


      “Right.”


      “I sensed a familiar presence and went to find where it was. When I saw that fellow’s golden eyes, there was something familiar about them too. When I got closer to him, that’s when you found me.”


      “A familiar presence?”


      “Right. I still feel it now and then. Wait a minute, let me sharpen my senses,” said Lucie before closing her eyes.


      About thirty or forty seconds passed, then Lucie’s eyes snapped open again.


      “Right here,” said Lucie, pointing at my right hip pocket.


      Ahhh. Come to think of it, this thing did get hot just moments before Lucie appeared, I thought to myself as I took the item out of my pocket.


      It was the very ancient Dark Magic tool that was shaped like a mirror. I held out this item, which I had obtained by coincidence, for Lucie to see. When she saw it, she opened her eyes wide.


      “Why, my mistress made that magic tool. So it’s still around today,” said Lucie, gazing lovingly at the magic tool as she reached out for it. Since she was still something like a spirit, she couldn’t actually touch it, but just wrapping her hands around it left her with a nostalgic smile on her face. It appeared that the ancient magical tool that had, coincidentally, ended up in my possession, was created by Lucie’s mistress, of all people. But what I really want to know is...


      “So you do have a mistress of your own, Lucie. How is she doing now?”


      I had thought that, as Lucie was a familiar, she must have a master or mistress, but she hadn’t mentioned her once up until now. But she had told me her “mistress made that magic tool.” Lucie, who had been so delighted to answer my questions up until a moment ago, suddenly changed her attitude, her face turning cloudy.


      “Um, if you’d rather not answer,” I said, flustered by her reaction, “don’t feel like you have to.”


      But Lucie, after looking a little startled, shook her head.


      “No, it’s all right... My mistress passed away five hundred years ago. So when I’m reminded of her, I feel a little sad.”


      When I saw Lucie look away so mournfully, I didn’t know what to say next.


      “It couldn’t be helped... My mistress was a human, so there was a limit to her lifespan.”


      “Right...”


      I didn’t know how things worked for familiars, but I knew humans couldn’t live for hundreds of years.


      When Lucie looked up again, she gazed at the magic tool in my hand.


      “Um, I guess that makes this a sort of keepsake from your mistress, Lucie. In that case, I’ll give it back to you,” I said.


      Lucie blinked in surprise.


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yeah. I’m sure your mistress, the one who made it, would be happier for you to have it than me.”


      “Thanks, Katarina.”


      Lucie smiled with delight, then gently wrapped her hands around the magic tool again.


      “In that case, Katarina, can you just hold on to it until I can touch it again?”


      “Why, yes, I’ll be sure to look after it. Leave it to me,” I said with my head held high, prompting a giggle from Lucie.


      Lucie then asked me a lot of questions. It seemed that, since so much had changed in the world she had woken up in, there was a lot she wanted to know. I answered all the questions to which I knew the answers. The next thing I knew, it was time for dinner.


      “My family always eats dinner together in the dining room, but what about you, Lucie? Will you wait here in my room?” I suggested.


      I could hardly lend her my body again, but I thought it might be hard for her to just watch people eating again.


      “Weeell, if I do stay here, it’s not like I’ll be able to touch anything. I know, would you let me rest inside your shadow, Katarina?”


      “Inside my shadow?”


      “Yup, I promise I’ll be good. I won’t do much of anything. Do you mind?”


      “Hmmm, I don’t mind, but there’s already a familiar, a doggy named Pochi, inside my shadow.”


      “Ah, that cute black puppy?”


      “Huh? You know Pochi?”


      “Yup. I said hello to him the first time I popped inside your shadow. We’re acquainted now.”


      “R-Really? Well, as long as you two get along, I don’t mind.”


      “Hooray! Okay then, Katarina. Just let me know once dinner is over,” said Lucie, before vanishing into my shadow as if it were sucking her in. That was just how Pochi always vanished.


      She could enter people’s shadows. She could control their bodies. And her mistress had created Dark Magic tools. With all that in mind, I figured that Lucie was probably a Dark Familiar herself.


      Except for Pochi, the only other Dark Familiars I’d encountered were dragons, who had attacked me. So I had a negative impression of them. I couldn’t imagine Lucie doing something like that though.


      Though we’d only spent about half a day together, I found Lucie to be an honest, good little girl. I also got the feeling that her mistress, the one who had created Lucie, wasn’t a bad person either.


      I put my hand on my right hip pocket. I mean, I don’t get any nasty feelings about her magical tool.


      There was also the story in the text Raphael had researched. That account claimed Dark Magic had been created in order to soothe people’s hearts. I got the feeling that Lucie was another creation like that.


      Though I thought Lucie would probably tell me more about her mistress if I asked, when I remembered how pained her expression had been when we discussed that subject I hesitated to do so. I was worried I might hurt Lucie’s feelings.


      What course of action is best? Should I talk to my friends about it first? But I feel like it’d be wrong to talk to other people about Lucie without checking with her first. Without having gotten much closer to reaching a conclusion, I arrived at the dining room.


      As always, my family welcomed me, and delicious food, which the chef of Claes Manor had put his heart and soul into, was brought to the table. Well, guess I’ll quell my hunger first. I’ll clutter my mind with thoughts after I’ve filled my stomach, I resolved as I took my first bite of a delectable repast...


      “Whew!” I exhaled, sitting down on the sofa in my room after eating until I was satisfied.


      With my stomach full, now I was starting to feel sleepy. I know there was something I had to think about, but what was it... Ah, come to think of it, I told Lucie I’d call her once dinner was over.


      “Lucie. I’ve finished dinner and come back to my room,” I called out to my own shadow.


      “Okay,” replied another voice. After I watched my shadow stretch and warp, Lucie emerged from it. She seemed to have a brighter look on her face.


      “Lucie, is it just me or have you cheered up a bit?” I inquired.


      “I was playing with Pochi inside your shadow. It was fun; we ran around a lot,” answered Lucie with a wonderful smile.


      “You can play inside my shadow?”


      “Yup, it’s pretty roomy in there.”


      So my shadow is roomy on the inside.


      “Pochi and I also talked a lot about you, Katarina.”


      “Lucie, you can talk to Pochi?!”


      “Well, we’re both familiars. Pochi says he loves you, Katarina.”


      “R-Really? I’m so happy.”


      After spending my whole past life being hated by dogs, Pochi was the only one who ever showed me any affection. I had figured that he didn’t hate me, but hearing that he loved me made me so happy.


      Then Lucie told me everything she’d heard from Pochi, such as what kind of play he found the most fun, and the fact that he really liked being with me. Each successive anecdote made me tremble with joy.


      “If you weren’t around then I never would have known what Pochi was thinking. Thanks, Lucie.”


      When I thanked Lucie she chuckled sheepishly. Then I realized that, while we’d been chatting so intently, night had well and truly fallen. As I had work the next day, I really had to get to sleep.


      “Lucie, it’s about time for me to go to sleep. Would you like to sleep together?”


      “Hmmm, well, today was so exciting that I really don’t feel sleepy at all,” said Lucie, as she turned her gaze to a corner of my room.


      “Say, Katarina, you have a lot of books in your room, don’t you? Would you mind if I borrowed your body and read some?” said Lucie, indicating my bookshelf. It was crammed with both books on etiquette mother had forced on me and the romance novels I actually preferred.


      “I don’t mind, but will I be able to sleep if I lend you my body?”


      “Yup, you slept the first time I did it, didn’t you? No problem there.”


      Now that she mentions it, I did lose consciousness when Lucie first entered my body.


      “That’s fine, then. Only, you mustn’t leave this room without asking me first.”


      “Of course I won’t. I’ll be good and stay right here,” promised Lucie.


      “Right then, I’m going to bed. Good night,” I said, climbing into bed for the time being. I must have been tired, since I soon drifted away into a dream.


      “’Night,” I heard Lucie’s voice say from a distance.


      “Katarina, wake up, it’s already morning. Hey, wake up.”


      “Nnnngh, I’m still sleepy.”


      “Katarina, don’t you have work today? The sun’s already up.”


      “No, if the sun’s only just risen then I can sleep a little longer. You’re early, Anne.”


      “Katarina, are you still half asleep? I’m not Anne. I’m Lucie.”


      “Nnh? So you’re not Anne, you’re Lucie... Lucie?!”


      That’s right. Yesterday, I got to know a five-hundred-year-old familiar named Lucie, and now she’s in my house.


      I opened my eyes in a panic and got up.


      “Morning, Katarina,” said Lucie, floating right before my eyes with a smile on her face.


      “Morning...”


      Having slept overnight I wondered if it might all turn out to have been a dream, but this was undoubtedly reality. I sat up on the bed and rubbed my bleary eyes.


      “Your books were so interesting,” declared Lucie with her eyes sparkling.


      Now that she mentions it, she did say something about reading books instead of sleeping last night.


      “This one was great, and so was this one,” said Lucie, pointing at a table upon which a number of books had been placed.


      “Huh? I know this one! Lucie, did you read this?”


      To my amazement, the books were romance novels.


      On the bookshelf in my room were many books that mother had given me, or rather, forced on me—mostly books on etiquette and history, as well as various other books meant for serious study.


      I hadn’t expected Lucie to pick out and read my romance novels which, though they weren’t very different from the other books just to look at their covers, had titles like The Love Between the Star-Maiden and the Holy Prince or The Princess and the Knight’s Tale of Love and therefore would obviously be of no help to someone interested in studying.


      I was more expecting this familiar to read books that might help her learn more about the world today, like history books.


      Lucie, who had no way of knowing what I was thinking, just gave me a big smile.


      “Yup, at first I couldn’t understand the writing in most of them, but since you had a dictionary, I just used that to learn the script as I read the books.”


      Oh, yeah. Lucie’s a girl from five hundred years ago, so she’d only know the ancient script. But she was able to use a dictionary to read the modern script in no time. Maybe Lucie is actually pretty amazing? Looking at the books she found interesting, we might actually have fairly similar tastes.


      “Lucie, if you found that book interesting...” I said before bringing her another romance novel from my shelf. “I bet you’ll find this one interesting as well. Oh, and I recommend this one, and this one too.”


      Lucie’s eyes shone.


      “Can I take a look?”


      “Go ahead. Ah, but without a body, I guess you can’t open them. You can use my body again. We still have plenty of time to spare.”


      When I said this, Lucie immediately entered my body again, so I decided to go ahead and get some more sleep.


      “Katarina, this book really was interesting! We didn’t have books like this in the olden days, but this was such a lovely story. How can I put it? It was just so romantic,” an extremely excited voice called out to me, snapping me out of my slumber. It appeared that Lucie had finished another book. At some point she’d left my body and reappeared in front of me again, with sparkling eyes and tightly clenched fists.


      Looks like Lucie’s totally obsessed with the books I chose for her. I’m glad.


      “Wasn’t it?! By the way, in this story...”


      Having found someone like-minded for the first time in a while, my geeky passion flared up inside me. Having encountered this geek culture for the very first time, igniting her interest, Lucie’s passion was also burning.


      We spoke intensely until Anne came to wake me up.




      At the time she usually woke me up, Anne came and helped me get ready for my day. I was about to head to the Magical Ministry when I realized something.


      “What will you do, Lucie? Will you wait here in the house? Or will you come with me to the Ministry?” I inquired of Lucie, who had been floating in the air watching me get ready, once we were alone in my room again.


      “Hmmm, well. I’d feel lonely waiting here all by myself, so I’ll come with you,” she said.


      “I won’t be able to talk to you while I’m working, though. Will that be all right?”


      “Sure. I can just go inside your shadow and play with Pochi to pass the time, or float around the place looking at things.”


      “That’s fine, but the Ministry is big, so be careful not to get lost.”


      “Don’t worry, Katarina. I know your presence really well now, so I’ll definitely be able to find you again.”


      “Understood.”


      And so it was that I boarded my carriage bound for the Magical Ministry with Lucie floating along beside me.


      Just like the previous day, Lucie looked outside the window with excitement. While I was watching her enjoy herself, I finally recalled what I had been thinking about before dinner last night.


      I had thought that Lucie was probably a Dark Familiar. I had been hoping that Lucie and I could carry on forever having fun together, but things probably weren’t so simple.


      If I considered Lucie’s awakening from her long slumber to be a game event, there was no way that our time together would continue to be uneventful.


      Though I was sure I ought to talk about this with my friends and colleagues, I wanted to obtain Lucie’s permission first.


      Such a thing wouldn’t have been on my mind directly after she possessed my body, but after spending less than half a day interacting with her, I’d completely started to think of Lucie like an adorable little sister.


      And so I hesitated to talk to anyone about her without any regard for her feelings.


      For starters, I’ll have a proper talk with Lucie again after work today, I decided as I watched Lucie gazing excitedly at the scenery outside the window.
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      Now, once I had arrived at the Magical Ministry, I left Lucie to her own devices, just as we’d discussed, with Lucie spending the time floating around the premises or watching me do my work while nodding intently.


      At first I was anxious about giving her so much freedom and asked her about it the next time we were alone together.


      “Shouldn’t you be a little more careful?”


      But Lucie wouldn’t hear of it.


      “No one can see me besides you, Katarina, so it’s fine.”


      Just like she said, no one seemed to notice her floating around the building. It was peculiar, as I could see her so clearly.


      While I was helping deliver some parcels, I watched Lucie float off somewhere far away. As a consequence of being lost in thought about her, I bumped into someone approaching from the side.


      “Oops! Excuse me.” I apologized, immediately bowing my head.


      “Nah, that’s all right,” replied a breezy voice.


      Feeling reassured, I raised my head to see a familiar face there.


      As soon as I saw that face, I couldn’t help screaming internally.


      Perhaps because my department was staffed with so many oddballs, the other departments sneeringly called us the odd-jobs department. But as someone who had already put up with more than a decade of bad-mouthing by people who said I wasn’t good enough to be Jeord’s fiancée, to me this was no big deal. I would almost go so far as to say that there was no one at the Magical Ministry who got on my nerves, but here was the one person I really couldn’t stand.


      “Department Chief Delius...”


      “Oh, if it isn’t young Katarina Claes?” said Department Chief Delius, his eyes flashing behind his glasses.


      Hector Delius, head of the Biomagic Research Department, was famous within the Ministry for being a weirdo. At any rate, he loved his creatures and experiments, and frequently caused chaos in his department by bringing strange things into the office. As a result, the Biomagic Research Department was the number two department that new recruits didn’t want to join at the Ministry (of course my department, the Magical Tool Laboratory, was number one).


      “How would you like to stop by my laboratory? Just for a little while. Only a very little while,” said Department Chief Delius, repeating the same line he threw at me every time we met. As part of the Ministry’s upper management, Mr. Delius was one of the few people who knew about me and my Dark Familiar Pochi. He was so intent on researching us that he invited me to come with him to his laboratory each time we met.


      In that sense he had something in common with Larna, with her love of magic and spells, but I just couldn’t stand the look Mr. Delius got in his eyes when he saw me.


      There were times that Larna invited me to be her research subject too, but she never had that look in her eye. Though overflowing with curiosity, her eyes always wondered whether I would come of my own volition. Mr. Delius’s eyes, however, somehow sent a shiver up my spine. When I saw the look in his eyes, I was overcome with terror, thinking I might be chopped up in the name of so-called research.


      So I usually had as little to do with Mr. Delius as possible, and would try to slip past him if I ran into him in the corridor. But today a question occurred to me that I wanted to ask him.


      “Excuse me, Mr. Delius. Is it possible for a familiar to go on living for hundreds of years, even after their master has passed away?”


      Mr. Delius was a creature geek who had shown an abnormal amount of interest in Pochi. So I got the feeling that he must know a lot about the beings known as familiars.


      Though I didn’t think that Lucie had lied to me when she said that, after her mistress passed away, she slept for five hundred years and kept on living, the truth was that I didn’t know much about familiars, so I felt like asking something well-versed on the subject one or two questions.


      “Oh, so you’ve taken an interest in familiars, have you, Miss Katarina? How marvelous,” said Mr. Delius, his eyes flashing again as he rested a finger on the frame of his spectacles and pushed them up. “The beings we know as familiars existed in great numbers in the distant past, created by their masters’ magic. We think they were kept alive by receiving additional magic energy from their masters. Therefore, if a familiar’s master were to pass away, their supply of magic would be cut off and they would eventually vanish. In other words, their fates were entwined. Truly fascinating. In summary, Miss Katarina, as far as we know from the facts we have determined, the case you have hypothesized of a familiar living for centuries after losing its master would be impossible,” opined Mr. Delius in an impassioned voice without pausing for breath.


      “A familiar whose master passes away will also vanish...” I murmured, repeating what I had just heard without thinking.


      Mr. Delius suddenly drew his face closer to mine.


      “Absolutely right. However, what I’ve just told you is only attested in written records now. I haven’t experimented on the real thing, so I don’t know the truth for sure. Therefore, Miss Katarina, I would like you to let me investigate you and your familiar!” His eyes were ablaze.


      I recoiled.


      “Thank you so much for telling me that. I am busy with work right now, so you will have to excuse me.”


      Then I rushed to get away from him. The look in Mr. Delius’s eyes told me that he really was about to take me to his laboratory. And I got the feeling that, once I was taken there, I wouldn’t be going home in one piece.


      “Miss Katarina!” I heard Mr. Delius call out from behind in an attempt to stop me, but it sounded like someone from his department soon came to collect him.


      “Department Chief Delius, what are you doing slacking off here?” said the employee angrily before dragging him off, letting me breathe a sigh of relief.


      But I was still concerned about what Mr. Delius had just told me about familiars vanishing when their masters passed away. Mr. Delius was pretty out-there, but he wasn’t the kind of person who would tell lies about this topic. That would mean... I started to think, then turned a corner in the corridor to find my work buddy, Sora, who was carrying packages, waiting there for me.


      “You all right? I heard Mr. Delius’s voice. Did he nearly catch you again?” inquired Sora, who knew all about Mr. Delius, with a note of concern.


      I shook my head.


      “Don’t worry. Someone came to collect him, so he didn’t get that far.”


      “I see. I’d put Mr. Delius in the same category as Miss Larna, but something about that guy makes him seem even more dangerous. Be careful around him.”


      “Dangerous?”


      “How do I put it? There are times when he looks at people like they aren’t even human,” said Sora, describing precisely what I had felt. The spine-tingling feeling I got around Mr. Delius certainly could be explained that way.


      “There’s something about his eyes I just can’t stand, so I will be careful.”


      “Yeah, be plenty careful around him,” said Sora. Then, after I picked up a small package and he picked up a larger one, he said to me, “Right, let’s go and make this delivery to the next department.”


      I thought it was so like Sora to express his concern so nonchalantly. I gave him an enthusiastic reply and followed him. I decided to think about what Mr. Delius had told me later.




      After finishing my physical labor tasks in the morning and eating lunch, next it was time for my daily work deciphering my covenant. Since Maria had apparently taken the day off from work (I heard someone from her department say so) I worked alone. I battled with my own drowsiness as I faced the text written in the covenant.


      Aaah! I raised my head with a start just as I was drifting halfway to dreamland, and chided myself.


      “Ah! Katarina, there you are!” said Lucie as she floated into the room.


      By the way, Lucie could pass through walls in her spirit form. It was unnerving the first time I saw her do it, but I was more or less used to it now.


      “Lucie, welcome back. Had enough of exploring the Ministry?” I said in reply to her greeting, since we were alone now.


      Lucie pouted a little.


      “This place is big, but there were a lot of areas I found hard to get into. I think I’ve just about seen everything I can.”


      “Hard to get into? But Lucie, you can pass through walls, can’t you?”


      “Well, how can I put it? There were a lot of places I just didn’t feel like entering. I think there was a spell on them to make me feel that way.”


      Goodness. I guess I should have expected something like that from the top institution in the kingdom, but I didn’t know there were spells like that in place.


      “Anyway, given that, I thought I’d give up on exploring this place and come back to your shadow to rest. It’s comfortable inside your shadow, Katarina.”


      “Oh, is that so?”


      So it’s comfortable inside my shadow. I don’t really understand, but I’m sort of pleased to hear that.


      Lucie stopped floating and plopped down on the chair next to me, then she looked around the room and asked, “You spent most of the morning working with someone else. Do you always work alone this time of day?”


      “No, I usually work with one of my friends in another department, but apparently she took the day off today.”


      “Your friend in another department?”


      “Yep, her name is Maria. We’ve been friends since our time at the academy. She’s cute, she got great grades, and she’s kind. And she has strong Light Magic. My friend Maria is my pride and joy,” I said, boasting about my friend the same way I always did.


      “Strong Light Magic...” murmured Lucie. I was shocked to notice her grimace slightly.


      Lucie was most likely a Dark Familiar, and Light Magic was the archenemy of Dark Magic. Lucie might have some complicated feelings about people who possessed Light Magic powers. I’m sure Maria wouldn’t worry about such things. She’d always doted on Pochi, who was a Dark Familiar.


      If she could see Lucie, I’m sure Maria would... Hold on. In the game, Maria was possessed by Lucie, just like me. So maybe Maria would be able to see her too. If Maria had been at work today, maybe she would have noticed Lucie. She still might in the future.


      “Say, Lucie. About my friend Maria. There’s a chance she might be able to see you, like I can. If so, what would you like to do? If you’d like to try talking to someone else, I could introduce you to her. Shall I try?” I suggested.


      Since Lucie had been left feeling lonely when no one else noticed her before me, I thought she might like to talk to someone else. But, after thinking for a moment, she shook her head.


      “No... I’m still not used to this era. For the time being, I’m happy just talking to you, Katarina,” said Lucie, before clutching at the hem of my dress. This gesture reminded me of a lost child expressing their nervousness. I couldn’t press her any more after that.


      Perhaps it was the mention of Light Magic that made her nervous.


      “Very well, Lucie. Until you say it’s all right, I won’t tell anyone else about you. I promise,” I announced.


      Lucie raised her head.


      “Okay,” she said, nodding. Then she started telling me excitedly about what she’d seen during her exploration of the Magical Ministry.


      I listened so intently to Lucie that, the next thing I knew, the work day was over.


      When I announced this to Lucie she said, “Then I’ll rest until we get home,” before slipping inside my shadow.


      I wonder when my shadow became Lucie’s nap spot. But, well, she had such a cute look on her face that I guess I don’t mind. Looks like I really have started thinking of her like an adorable little sister. Since I was the youngest child in my past life and only have an adopted brother who is more dependable than me in this life, I’ve often thought it would be nice to have a little sister to depend on me like this, I mused. Then I got ready to leave the office and headed home.


      Lucie must have stayed true to her word and stuck to resting inside my shadow, as she didn’t come out when I boarded the carriage or even when we arrived at my home. The next thing I knew, dinner was over and there was nothing for me to do except go to bed.


      At this point, I started to worry if Lucie was all right.


      “Lucie,” I called to my shadow, “are you all right? Is anything the matter?”


      After a moment, my shadow stretched and Lucie shot out of it.


      “Nothing’s the matter. It’s just so comfortable in there that I fell asleep,” said Lucie, grinning and showing off her teeth.


      “Oh, I see. You were just unresponsive for so long that I was starting to worry,” I said.


      Lucie chuckled sheepishly.


      “I slept so soundly that now that I’m awake, I just want to borrow your body and read some books. Can I, Katarina?”


      “Yes, you can. But before that, there’s just one thing I’d like to ask you.”


      “Sure, what?” responded Lucie with a grin.


      I hesitated. If I asked her about this, her expression may turn cloudy again. But if I didn’t ask her now, it would affect my ability to deal with problems when they came up. There was no getting around it, I had to ask her. I steeled myself.


      “Say, Lucie... Am I right in thinking that you’re a Dark Familiar?”


      Despite my resolve, my voice was so small and timid that I shocked even myself.


      And, just as I feared, Lucie’s expression turned cloudy the moment she heard my question. Lucie did not reply immediately. Silence filled the room for a while. Eventually, I heard her let out a little sigh.


      “You knew, didn’t you...?”


      As these words escaped her lips, I could hear her voice tremble slightly.


      “I see... So I was right,” I murmured.


      Lucie nodded slightly. Then she drew her mouth into a thin line, raised her head and cried out desperately.


      “I know everyone calls me dark and evil! But I promise neither my mistress nor I were bad people! You’ve got to believe me!”


      Lucie looked so desperate that I was shocked and froze up. When she saw this, she scrunched her face up.


      “But why would you believe a word I say?” she murmured in a trembling voice, sounding like she was about to cry.


      Looks like I gave Lucie the wrong idea. I gasped, then looked Lucie straight in the eye.


      “I believe you.”


      “Huh?!” Now it was Lucie’s turn to be surprised, and she opened her eyes wide.


      Seeing this, I smiled a little.


      “I believe you when you say that neither you nor your mistress were bad people,” I reiterated.


      “We only just met yesterday...and when we met, I took over your body without even asking. Are you really prepared to believe someone like me?” asked Lucie nervously.


      “It’s true, I was shocked at first, and wondered what kind of person would do such a thing. But that’s not how I feel anymore. Sure, we only met yesterday, but now that I see how honest and adorable you are, I think of you like a little sister. I can’t imagine that my little sister could be a bad person. The same goes for your mistress, who was like your mother.”


      Though this little sister is a handful, I added internally, but I chose to keep those words to myself.


      “You really are a big softie, Katarina,” Lucie said, scrunching up her face even as she smiled, like she was about to start crying.


      “Hmmm, I don’t really think so. I might not look it, but I’m actually a pretty good judge of character,” I replied with my head held high.


      Lucie giggled softly.


      “Once people started calling me a Dark Familiar,” she murmured when her soft laughter had died down, “no matter how many times I told them I hadn’t done anything bad, they wouldn’t believe me. No matter what I said, they always looked at me coldly.”


      It sounded like Lucie had really suffered five hundred years ago. Though I wasn’t quite sure what she meant by, “Once people started calling me a Dark Familiar.”


      “So I figured that, even in this era, once people found out I was a Dark Familiar, the same thing would happen.”


      So that’s why she looked so desperate and lost her composure. Well, I’d thought Dark Magic was wicked too until very recently. Then thanks to Mr. Hart, one of my mentors in the department, I realized that there can be more to the truth than meets the eye. After talking to Raphael about what he read in some old records, I realized that Dark Magic didn’t have to be evil. That was why I had been able to believe Lucie so easily. If I hadn’t gone through that process of discovery, I might not have known what to think.


      While I was wrestling with some complicated feelings, Lucie smiled happily at me.


      “Thanks for believing me, Katarina.”


      I put my hand where Lucie’s head was and mimed patting it (since I couldn’t touch her while she was in spirit form). I could only gesture at patting her head, but Lucie ducked her head down as if I really were patting it. I looked down at her with my eyes half closed, smiling.


      But despite having smiled so broadly, Lucie’s expression tightened now.


      “Um, Katarina, the thing is, I... Well...” She started to say something then clammed up and grimaced.


      Seeing Lucie grimace and try to carry on speaking despite some internal struggle, I spoke firmly.


      “Just tell me when you feel ready to talk about it, Lucie.”


      I figured that she was probably trying to tell me about some event that took place in her past. But since she hadn’t fully processed it herself, it still pained her and she couldn’t talk about it readily. That’s how it seemed to me.


      I’d learned that Lucie was a Dark Familiar, but not a bad Dark Familiar. For the time being, I was happy just to have confirmed that. So I was happy to wait to hear the rest until Lucie was ready.


      My feelings must have been communicated to Lucie, for she replied with an expression halfway between crying and laughing.


      “I’ll do that.”


      “Good. Now then, the books I recommend you read tonight are...” I began to cheerfully clear the air as I stacked some books up on the table. Lucie looked at them with excitement. Then, once I’d gone to sleep, she entered my body and pored through all the books. The next morning, we talked about books again.


      From that morning onward, we shifted our routine so that Lucie spent each day in my shadow the whole time I was at work, then emerged again during the carriage ride home to chat with me. That allowed me to focus on my work better while I was at the office.


      When we chatted during my carriage rides, I was pleased to see that Lucie’s eyes were wide and bright again. We still got to geek out over books at night and early in the morning, which was fun. After a few days passed in this fashion, I was completely used to having Lucie around, and Lucie was adapting quite well to this new era.


      Then following a day when, after I struggled to get out of bed, Lucie took charge of my body, got me ready, and boarded my carriage for me, I started to get Lucie to pretend to be me sometimes. Lucie was so good at playing me that no one had blown her cover yet.


      As for what I did during such stretches of time, of course I spent them asleep. There were times I slept soundly and others where I drifted in and out of sleep. I was drowsy most days due to lack of sleep, resulting from my geeky chats with Lucie each night and early each morning, but this was resolved by our strategy of having Lucie act like she was me.


      Today was finally my first day off since the day I’d met Lucie. Not wanting to waste the opportunity, I thought I’d take Lucie somewhere fun and asked if there was anywhere she’d like to go.


      “I’d like to have a picnic in a meadow,” was her reply, so I decided we would go to a meadow a little way out of town for a picnic.


      Once the chef at Claes Manor had prepared a packed lunch for me, we made our way to the meadow, my carriage swaying throughout the journey.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: A Tale from Long, Long Ago


      Once we arrived at our destination, the meadow, I had my servants help me lay down a blanket and unpack the food for our picnic. My plan was to split the packed lunch, which was a bit too much for one person, with Lucie, who would share my body and eat half of it.


      As the weather was fine, a few groups of people besides ours had come for a picnic, their children running around the meadow and looking like they were having fun.


      After telling my servants I wanted to relax on my own and waiting for them to move a little further away, I finally spoke to Lucie, who had been watching the children playing in the meadow closely.


      “Do you want to go and play too, Lucie?” I asked.


      “I’m not a little kid anymore; I’m not interested in running around and playing like that,” said Lucie. As she puffed out her cheeks while saying this, she certainly looked like she was of the right age to run around and play—somewhere around ten years old.


      “I see, then let’s waste no more time and eat our packed lunch,” I said, before taking a bite of one of Claes Manor’s chef’s signature sandwiches. The combination of juicy, thick-cut ham, crunchy lettuce, and fluffy bread was absolutely delicious.


      “Come on, Lucie, you’ve got to try this,” I said, beckoning her over.


      “All right then,” she said, then entered my body to taste a sandwich herself. “Yum.” She was delighted.


      From that point on we took turns eating our packed lunch (though in bodily terms, it all ended up in my stomach) and soon I was feeling full.


      “Ah, that was delicious,” I said.


      “Yeah, it sure was. And it brought back memories too.”


      “Did you have picnics like this in the past, Lucie?”


      “Yup, my mistress and our other friends all used to bring their own packed lunches and we’d eat them together, just like this. We had so much fun,” said Lucie as she looked out at the meadow that stretched out before her eyes.


      When I followed her gaze, I saw a pair of little girls in matching clothes—probably sisters—running together. The older sister looked to be around Lucie’s apparent age, while the little sister didn’t yet look old enough to go to school. They seemed to be chasing each other and kept giving shrieks of delight.


      How cute, I was just thinking to myself when the younger girl had a nasty fall and started crying. Her older sister hurried over and picked her up and was saying something to her in a panic.


      Though the little sister had started bawling when she fell, her older sister’s voice must have soothed her, as she soon stopped crying and the two of them returned to their family holding hands.


      While this touching scene was making me feel all warm and fuzzy, Lucie, who was standing next to me, spoke up.


      “Katarina, would you listen to a story about me and my mistress?”


      I turned to look at Lucie in surprise and saw her eyes were still following the two sisters, not looking at me. But when I looked at her face in profile, she looked really sorrowful.


      “Sure, if you’re willing to tell me,” I said.


      Now Lucie turned to me with an expression halfway between smiling and crying, then began to tell me a tale from long, long ago.




      I was born into this world on a sunny day with deep blue skies. In my first moment of consciousness, I opened my eyes and saw a dazzling light. Then I saw a lady standing there.


      “Hello, nice to meet you,” the lady said as her eyes met mine. “My name’s Jean Le Blanc. Thank you for coming into this world, my darling child.” She smiled.


      This lady, Jean, was the very mistress who brought me to life with a spell. She was pretty, with her golden hair and eyes. Her magical potential was high and she had a pleasant personality. She was such a wonderful person.


      In particular, it was the amount of magic she possessed and her talent with spells that set her apart from the rest. She had mastered all kinds of spells when she was still small and had even begun to create new spells of her own. Everyone around her praised her, saying she was truly a genius. But as for Jean herself, she never let this praise go to her head, always keeping her simple and modest character.


      Jean told me that, some time before bringing me into this world, she had created a whole new kind of magic. She then spoke to me about the events that had led up to my creation.


      “Several years ago, foreign kingdoms formed a cabal to wrest away people of wealth and power from our kingdom, and invaded our land. There was a great battle then. As a Light Magic user, I went to the battlefield as a rescuer to heal the wounded. I saw many horrible things there. Many were so horrible that I wanted to cover my eyes. Before my mission was over I had more or less closed off my heart, and simply committed myself to healing each person I came across without emotion. Eventually, when the foreign invaders had lost most of their forces, their ruined armies went home to their own kingdoms. But by that time our kingdom also lay in ruin. Both the people and the land were sorely scarred. But even then, one by one, people got back on their feet and, little by little, worked toward a better tomorrow. Following their example, I got back on my feet and used my Light Magic to heal the land and the people. Making full use of my repertoire of spells, I traveled the kingdom healing the damage. Once several years passed, the wounds people suffered to their bodies had healed, and greenery had returned to the earth. And so things went back to the way they were.”


      “You’re amazing, Jean,” I cried out with joy.


      But Jean looked at me sadly and shook her head before continuing.


      “However, although their bodily wounds healed, the wounds in their hearts would not. All the people who had been sent to the battlefield were plagued by nightmares and couldn’t sleep, while those who had lost their homes or families never regained the will to live. It was in this state that some people chose to throw away the lives that had been saved. So in desperation I started to research a new form of magic, in the hope of healing the wounds in people’s hearts. And one day, I finally succeeded in creating that new magic.”


      “That’s amazing, Jean,” were the next words out of my mouth, which made Jean laugh just a little bashfully. I then asked, “How did you create it?”


      “I got all the living things in the land to share a tiny bit of their power with me and used that to create it. With my new form of magic, I could cast a spell that soothed people’s hearts.”


      “That’s amazing, Jean,” I said, repeating the same words over and over.


      Jean’s smile reached her eyes, which gazed down kindly at me.


      “My dream is to use this new spell to soothe the hearts of everyone in this kingdom—no, everyone in the world—and make them happy,” said Jean, looking very proud as she did so. After a moment passed, Jean knelt down to my eye level. “And I’d like to ask you to help me with that quest,” she said, patting my head and giving me the name Lucie. From that day on, I worked to heal the wounds in many people’s hearts, in order to help Jean realize her dream.


      Many people were sympathetic to Jean’s quest, and many other wizards flocked to the tower she had built to carry out her research. Jean and the others all doted on me, and I learned all sorts of spells, as well as other knowledge.


      Jean and the other wizards working with her in her tower all wore smiles then, as did the people whose hearts were soothed by the new spell, and we passed those days in wonderful bliss. We all believed that one day we would see the world Jean spoke of, that the day would come when the whole world was healed by this magic. But then, suddenly, an abrupt end came to those days filled with happiness and hope.


      The day it ended was almost like the day I was born—a sunny day with deep blue skies.


      It happened when I had gone to a place quite far from the tower with several wizards. We set out for that place after receiving a request for help.


      The request came from someone there whose family had lost their lives right in front of him in the middle of a battle. His heart had ached ever since then and he hoped we could soothe him. He found himself hardly able to eat, nor could he sleep.


      So we cast the soothing spell on him and, after monitoring him for a while, it looked like he was going to be fine. Then, while we were preparing to head home to the tower, we saw the sky in the direction of the tower suddenly stained pitch black, and we sensed a strong, terrifying presence.


      When we saw this, we hurried back to the tower. But despite hurrying like our lives depended on it, we found our home utterly changed. The trees that had bloomed so beautifully there were all dead, a parched land stretched out as far as the eye could see, and many people had also lost their lives. We had no idea what could have happened.


      While we were still reeling from the shock and confusion, some of the ruler’s officials came to us.


      “Jean Le Blanc has caused a terrible incident with some new spell of hers. She is guilty of a grave crime, and has been arrested by the palace to answer for it,” they told us.


      Jean was kinder than anyone and would never do such a thing, we thought, and we appealed on her behalf, but the king’s officials said that there was no doubt as to her guilt. In the end, while still having no idea what had even happened, I was also arrested for being a familiar created with dangerous magic.


      When I was jailed following my arrest, I was reunited with Jean, but I found her with hollow eyes, looking like a shell of her former self. She was in no condition to explain what had happened. It was then that Jean and I said our final farewells.


      A while later, one of my contacts told me that Jean had been imprisoned in the tower after that and forced to carry out whatever magical research was ordered by the kingdom until she died.


      As for me, since I was considered a dangerous being, it was ordered that I be separated from one dangerous person (Jean) and imprisoned elsewhere, with my magic powers bound, and that I be fitted with a device that would keep me tethered to that place.


      My life of imprisonment was very hard. Because the officials were curious about just what kind of being a familiar created by this new type of magic was, I was experimented on, and forced to help them with their own magical research. When they learned that I could survive without sleeping or eating, this led to me being subjected to horrible treatment by cold-eyed people at all times of the day and night.


      Eventually, the new magic Jean had created came to be called “that Dark Magic created by a demon” and I was called “that Dark Familiar.” Ever since then, just my presence was enough to make people scowl at me.


      While I was alone, I passed my time remembering the fun days I’d spent with Jean and the others.


      I was extremely worried about what had become of Jean, but time went by without me being able to do anything about it. Finally, there came a day when one of the people who looked at me with scornful eyes and subjected me to horrible treatment spoke to me, laughing.


      “That great sinner, your mistress and the creator of Dark Magic, is dead.”


      I didn’t want to believe it. In desperation, I resisted the magic tool placed on me and searched for some sign of my mistress’s presence, but I couldn’t find her. All I did was lose a lot of my strength.


      My strength was now greatly depleted, and I was no longer able to endure everything I was subjected to, but I wasn’t able to disappear either—so, with the very last of my power, I cast the spell my mistress used to cast on me when I couldn’t sleep, making sure it worked its magic very, very deeply. And so I fell into an extremely deep sleep, and went on sleeping for five hundred years.




      “So, that’s my story, and the story of my mistress, Jean Le Blanc,” said Lucie, announcing the end of her long tale. Her face was so tense, I thought she might break down then and there.


      Her tale had featured the invasion of this land by foreign kingdoms and the ensuing battles, people whose bodies and hearts had been wounded in those battles, and Lucie’s mistress, Jean, who had created a new form of magic to try and alleviate the pain those people had suffered. And yet this had all led to a tragic conclusion.


      It was such a terrible tale. Yet I felt I’d heard it before. The tale in the texts Raphael had researched was very like it. I knew I had just learned something tremendous, and I was going to have to do a lot of thinking. But I also knew that right now, there was something else I ought to do.


      “Lucie, well done for never giving up. That all must have been really, really hard on you, but even after all that, even now, you never gave up. Honestly, well done,” I said, gently wrapping my arms around Lucie’s body. I would have liked to hug her tightly, if I had been able to touch her, but since I couldn’t I did this instead.


      Wrapped in my arms, Lucie’s face, which she had kept so tense, crumpled, then big teardrops started falling from her eyes. Then she began to cry, sobbing loudly.


      I don’t know how much time passed then. But finally, Lucie’s crying stopped. Though she must have still had more tears stored up behind her eyes, no more came. Rather, as the torrent of tears must have worn out her eyelids, those looked as though they were about to fall down.


      I wanted to pick her up and deposit her in my shadow to rest, but, once again, I was frustrated by the fact that I couldn’t touch her.


      “Lucie,” I inquired, “would you like to rest inside my shadow?”


      Lucie nodded before slowly disappearing into my shadow.


      “Have a nice, long rest,” I said to my shadow.


      As Lucie had gone to sleep and we had finished eating our packed lunch, I decided that we would return to the manor for the day.


      “I feel a little sleepy having eaten lunch,” I said to one of my servants, who smiled.


      “Feel free to sleep during the carriage ride.”


      On any other day, I would have slept like a log on the ride home, but of course I couldn’t rest so soundly today. I decided to think about what Lucie had told me instead.




      Meeting chairwoman: Katarina Claes.


      Meeting representative: Katarina Claes.


      Meeting secretary: Katarina Claes.




      “Well then, everyone, I would like to begin the meeting if I may.”


      “After hearing Lucie’s story, I think we now know that the creator of Dark Magic who Raphael investigated was actually Lucie’s mistress, Jean.”


      “I never would have imagined that we’d be able to identify the person mentioned in those texts.”


      “Nor would I. And now we can be certain that the story in those texts was true, right?”


      “Quite, we know for sure that Dark Magic was originally created to soothe people’s hearts, as well as the fact...”


      “As well as the fact that Jean lost control of her magic. Which resulted in tragedy.”


      “It was written in those texts that the creator of Dark Magic lost control of their magic when someone precious was taken from them, but who could it have been? Maybe a family member?”


      “No one fitting that description was mentioned in Lucie’s telling of things.”


      “But it seemed like Lucie had no idea what happened, since she wasn’t there at the time. Before she could find out, she and Jean were separated. Then Lucie was imprisoned, treated harshly, experimented on, forced to help with research... Poor Lucie.”


      “C’mon! Of course you’re right, but how are we to make any progress if we just sit around feeling sorry for her? Let’s think about what we can do to help Lucie!”


      “Y-You’re right, we’re doing this for Lucie... But what can we do, I wonder?”


      “Um, I know this is changing the subject slightly, but I’m really quite worried about what Mr. Delius said at the Ministry the other day, about familiars vanishing once their masters have passed away. Is Lucie going to be all right?”


      “Five hundred years have passed since Jean passed away, and she’s still alive, so she should be fine, surely?”


      “But she didn’t spend that time in her physical form, like Pochi. She’s been in spirit form the whole time. So she might still vanish someday.”


      “I suppose you’re right. We really don’t know. Let’s make sure to ask Lucie if she’s all right.”


      “Aha! That’s it!”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “What you said about asking Lucie. We can just ask Lucie what it is she wants to do next time we see her. That sounds much better than thinking about it between us and getting our heads in a muddle.”


      “Why, aren’t you clever, Katarina? You’re absolutely right. Then, let’s ask Lucie as soon as she’s calmed down.”


      “Well then, I think we’ve decided to ask Lucie if she’s feeling all right and if she’s really sure she won’t vanish, as well as what she wants to do. Are we in agreement?”


      “Yes, ma’am!”




      Mm-hmm. That certainly was clever, if I do say so myself. That meeting wrapped up splendidly. Having said that, I’d like to sleep a bit before I get home. I was so relieved that everyone in my mental meeting had ended up agreeing that, in the end, I slept like a log the rest of the way home.


      Indeed, when the carriage arrived at the manor, I wouldn’t stir even after my driver called me; it was only after he shook me awake that I stumbled bleary-eyed back to my room.


      I thought about going back to sleep again, and maybe again after that, but I had slept so soundly in the carriage that I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep that night. Oh no, I thought, but then I decided I would read one of the romance novels I had recommended to Lucie. Sophia’s sources told her that the next volume in this series would be out soon, so I wanted to reread the books before then.


      “Katarina, Katarina,” I heard a voice call. I raised my head to see Lucie standing there; judging by the look on her face, she was feeling somewhat refreshed.


      “Lucie, are you all right now?”


      “Yup. I’m sorry for talking for so long, then starting to cry, then going straight to sleep.”


      “No, you mustn’t apologize. Having a good cry when times are tough is best; it takes a load off your mind. And it’s also important to rest.”


      “Thanks, Katarina,” said Lucie with a calm smile. “I went on and on last time we spoke, so is there anything you’d like to ask me?”


      When Lucie said this, I decided to ask her the questions that came up at the recent Katarina Meeting.


      “Um, the other day someone at the Magical Ministry told me that a familiar is created from their master’s magic, and when the master passes away the familiar will vanish. So, Lucie, I want to know, are you feeling all right, even though five hundred years have passed since your mistress passed away?” I asked.


      Lucie looked startled.


      “So, Katarina, that’s what you wanted to ask. Not about the Dark Magic.” She giggled.


      “Huh? Well, I was worried about you, Lucie.”


      “Ooo.”


      “What’s wrong, Lucie? Why the funny face?”


      “I-It’s nothing. But if you keep talking like that I think I’ll cry, so don’t. I can see you’re a people pleaser, I mean, a familiar pleaser.”


      “Familiar pleaser?” What the heck’s that?


      “D-Don’t worry about that right now. We were talking about whether I’m going to vanish, right? There’s no danger of that at the moment. Like I told you back in the meadow, the new magic my mistress created was made using a tiny share of the life force held by all the living things in the land. And the same goes for me. I live by receiving a little share of all their life force. So just as long as that power isn’t all lost, I won’t vanish.”


      “Oh, right,” I said, thinking that I did remember her saying something about that. It was such a grand tale that I hadn’t committed all the little details to memory.


      “Actually, the same is true of Pochi. Still, you didn’t know, did you, Katarina?” Lucie said casually.


      But this statement made me open my eyes wide with surprise.


      “Huh? Pochi’s like that too?!”


      “He sure is. I mean, you’ve never had to share your own magic or life force with him, have you? How did you think he got his power?” said Lucie, her expression ever so slightly exasperated.


      Well, I mean, I knew Pochi didn’t need to eat food, but I just assumed that’s how familiars were. I figured they were kept alive by their own mysterious power. But now that she mentions it, that makes sense. If everything were as Mr. Delius described, then Pochi would need to use my magic to power himself, but the magic I have is Earth Magic, and only a tiny amount at that. And it’s not the case that Pochi was created by my magic. I don’t have my own stores of Dark Magic.


      After thinking about it, what it boiled down to was that Lucie was quite right. But to be honest about all that...


      “I never actually thought about it. I just kind of figured that a Dark Familiar was a mysterious super being that didn’t need to eat.”


      When I said this, Lucie burst out laughing, her mouth wide open.


      “That’s so like you, Katarina. You never really thought about what Pochi is, you just doted on him. Tee hee hee hee.”


      After laughing for a while, Lucie calmed down, so I decided to ask her the other question that had come up at my meeting.


      “The other thing I’d like to know, Lucie, is what comes next. Is there anything you’d like me to do for you? I’d like to help you out, as far as I’m able to.”


      When she heard these words, Lucie opened her eyes wide, a look of astonishment on her face.


      “R-Really? Thanks. In that case...” she started to say, but clamped her mouth in the middle of her sentence and looked thoughtful.


      “Lucie?” I called out as she seemed lost in thought.


      She gasped and looked up at me.


      “On second thought, there’s nothing I want right now. If I had to ask for something, it would be for you to show me a bunch of new places,” she said.


      “Is that all? Couldn’t be easier,” I said with my head held high. That night, we chatted excitedly about the places Lucie wanted to visit until I fell asleep.




      Even after Lucie told me that earth-shattering tale, our life together didn’t change that much.


      Though I harbored thoughts of telling my friends and superiors at work about what Lucie had told me, as well as about Lucie herself, because Lucie had told me she was happy just talking to me for now—and because of what I’d heard about her being experimented on for being a Dark Familiar, and suffering—I couldn’t make up my mind what to do.


      While thinking to myself that things couldn’t go on like this forever, I was unable to make a decision that might bring an end to these fun times I was having with Lucie, who’d become like a little sister to me.


      One day in the midst of this dilemma, I was asked to run an errand to the palace for Larna again. My orders were to stop by the palace before coming to work and pick up some documents from Larna first. It would be my first time seeing Larna since hearing her talk about her past. And Lucie had displayed some interest in visiting the palace.


      Though the palace was the place Lucie and I first met, she apparently hadn’t realized it was the palace at the time and said she’d been hoping for a chance to see it properly.


      “Well then, how about we have you pretend to be me again, like we do at work, until we get to Miss Larna’s room? That way you’ll really feel like you’ve been to the palace. Just wake me up when we get to the door to Miss Larna’s room and I’ll take it from there.”


      Day after day, Lucie and I had spoken incessantly about our impressions of different romance novels and I was getting sleep-deprived, which was why I made this suggestion to her. Lucie has gotten pretty good at pretending to be me, so I bet this’ll work.


      “If we set off early, then you can explore the palace until it’s time for me to meet Miss Larna,” I said, thinking that if I left the work of being awake and moving around to Lucie, I could sleep right up until my appointment with Larna.


      “Can I? Hooray!” said Lucie, promptly accepting my suggestion with delight.


      When I saw the look of delight on her face, I felt a pang of guilt about making that suggestion with the ulterior motive of getting plenty of shut-eye. I’m sorry. I’m a terrible excuse for a grown-up.


      And so, the very next day we went to the palace.


      “Lemme sleep until we get to Larna’s room. Oh, but if anything happens, wake me up...” I said before sinking into a deep slumber.


      ★★★★★★


      Today I, Lucie, pretended to be Katarina starting first thing in the morning, as she got dressed, had her breakfast, and got in her carriage to come here, to the palace.


      This was the same place where Katarina and I had first met a few weeks ago, but at the time I didn’t think anything of it, except that it was a big building with really strict security. So this was my first time really seeing it as a palace, which was really exciting. I never imagined I’d get to have fun like this again.


      The day that black cloud covered the sky, I was torn away from my mistress, Jean, and taken to a dark room with a chilling atmosphere. They said they were going to do some experiments, then did some things that hurt and were hard to bear, and when they weren’t doing that they made me do all sorts of other things, saying I had to help with their research.


      No one would call me by my name. I was always “You there” or “That thing” and, once they started calling the magic Jean had created “Dark Magic,” they started to call me “Dark Familiar,” almost spitting as they said it.


      The thought that I might get to see Jean again one day was enough to keep me going. Although I loved humans when I still lived with Jean, now they were scary, and I hated them.


      When they announced that Jean had passed away, and I fell into my deep slumber, I thought that maybe there was no point in ever waking up again.


      Still, when I heard those screams, I woke up. Those screams, that felt like they tore through the darkness around me, almost sounded like one of the screams I had let loose long ago. They bothered me, so I couldn’t sleep any longer.


      When I went outside for the first time in so very long, wandering without a physical form, the people I saw had smiles on their faces. Upon encountering this happy scene, and realizing that the future Jean had hoped for had come about, I nearly cried. I wanted so much to show it to Jean.


      Soon I felt like trying all the tasty looking food people were eating. Ever since I was first imprisoned, I hadn’t been given even a morsel of food, so when I saw everyone enjoying such delicious looking food, I envied them so much.


      “Just share a little bit with me,” I wanted to try saying to them, but no one even noticed I was there.


      It was at one of those moments that I suddenly sensed a familiar presence and followed its trail, soon finding myself at the palace. Seeing someone with the same golden eyes as Jean, I was overcome by nostalgia and tried to get closer to him, when I saw a pair of light-blue eyes nearby looking right at me. Maybe I’ll finally get to eat something! I thought.


      I’m not proud of the actions I took following that thought. If Jean knew, I’m sure she’d be mad at me. My only explanation is that, after going for so long without eating anything, my desire for food sent me on a rampage. I did something unforgivable to Katarina then.


      But even then, Katarina was kind to me. She was unbelievably gentle, a real softie. Even though I must have seemed like nothing but trouble to her, she kept me by her side, showed me all sorts of things, and gave me things to eat.


      Though no one had called me by my name ever since the day of that incident, she called me Lucie, saying it with the kindest look in her eyes.


      Katarina told me a lot about herself. She told me that she was the daughter of a noble household, but that she worked at the Magical Ministry; that her hobbies were gardening, eating while walking around town, and romance novels. I had particularly taken a liking to her novels, and I had read a lot of them while borrowing her body.


      This was my first taste of true happiness and good fortune in an incredibly long time. These were fun days. Since Katarina had told me so much about herself, I felt I should tell her about myself too. Still, when she asked me if I was a Dark Familiar, I was really shaken.


      Pochi, a being much like myself, seemed to live happily enough inside Katarina’s shadow, so I started to hope that things had gone back to the way they were before, and no one called Jean’s magic dark or wicked anymore. But actually, it turned out that I was still considered a Dark Familiar.


      “Dark Familiar.”


      “Demon’s Messenger.”


      “Enemy of humanity.”


      People had used many different words to insult me. No one would believe what a “Dark Familiar” had to say. Up until I sank into my slumber, I had spent many a day being insulted like that. But Katarina did believe me—me, who was shut up in that room for so long with no one willing to listen to me. Katarina listened and said, “I believe you.” I was so happy.


      And so I decided to tell Katarina everything about myself and my mistress. I decided that, if things between us changed after that, it couldn’t be helped. I still wanted to tell her. I thought I couldn’t go on keeping my past from her. And after I finished telling her my story, Katarina’s attitude didn’t change. In fact, she said, “Well done,” and patted my head. Even though she couldn’t touch me, her hand still felt really warm to me.


      I realized I was happy now. I was soaked in happiness.


      The truth was that I knew things couldn’t go on this way. It was like my other self was standing off to one side asking me why I didn’t just follow my mistress and disappear, why I had slumbered just to survive. But I carried on pretending not to notice her. Just a little longer. I wanted these happy days to last just a little longer.


      “Lady Katarina, is something the matter?” someone asked me and I snapped back to reality. Oh, right. I’m supposed to be Katarina right now. This is no time to be daydreaming.


      “No, nothing’s the matter,” I answered with a smile.


      “Very good, my lady,” said the servant from Claes Manor, before going back to his place behind me.


      The servant Katarina had picked to come with me today was one who didn’t usually spend much time with her. She had arranged for things to turn out this way last night.


      Since becoming close friends with Katarina, I had gotten pretty good at pretending to be her, but when it came to her family (her adopted brother in particular) and her personal maid, Anne, they would start to act suspicious of me if I spent even a little too long talking to them, so we had to be cautious.


      It was for that reason that Katarina selected anyone who would have to spend a lot of time with me, like today.


      I’ll just spend a little longer checking out the palace. Then, once we’re outside the room of this person Katarina calls Larna, we’ll switch places. But I can’t help wondering...


      “Say, everyone around here sure does act formal when they greet me,” I said to the servant from Claes Manor. Someone I figured to be a servant in the palace had greeted me very formally a moment ago, and it was bothering me a little. At first I just figured it was because I was supposed to be a noblewoman, but when some other fairly important-looking people gave me the same formal greeting, I started to think this was a little strange.


      When my servant heard me say this, he widened his eyes in surprise and said, “Why, Lady Katarina, you are not only a duke’s daughter, but you are engaged to one of the princes of this kingdom, so I think that is only to be expected.”


      Excuse me?! You’re telling me Katarina is a duke’s daughter?! And she’s engaged to a prince?! I didn’t know that! She never told me! Why, instead of telling me something as important as that, did she carry on talking about growing crops in her field and reading romance novels?


      I mean, I could see her manor was big, so I thought she was from a pretty high-ranking family, but... Katarina acts so common that I simply had no idea. You should have told me something as important as this right away, Katarina.


      But then I realized how bad it would be if I ran into that prince she was engaged to, whoever he was. Okay, let’s head straight to this Lady Larna’s room. Just as I was thinking this...


      “Ah, look,” the servant said, “it’s Prince Alan.”


      When I looked where the servant was pointing, my eyes met those of a gorgeous young man with silver hair and blue eyes. This guy has got to be Katarina’s fiancé.


      Since our eyes had fully met, there was no chance of escape. I tried desperately to remember how I’d seen engaged couples interact in my distant past.


      “Prince Alan,” I cried before running over to him.


      “Katarina,” said the prince, raising his hand slightly in response. So I immediately gripped him in a soft embrace. Then I planted a kiss on his cheek.


      All right, I’m pretty sure that was a perfect greeting for an engaged couple, I thought as I looked at Prince Alan, but I saw he was frozen, unable to speak, and had turned bright red.


      Could it be...?


      “Huh? Did I get something wrong?” I blurted out without thinking.


      I mean, I definitely reenacted what I used to see perfectly. Despite this, there was something odd about the prince’s reaction that really struck me. I had the feeling all was not well with the servant behind me either.


      Nervously, I turned around to look at the servant, whose face was pale.


      “Excuse me, Lady Katarina...but why did you kiss Prince Alan?” he asked.


      “Huh? I was just greeting my fiancé...”


      “Um, Lady Katarina, I believe it is Prince Jeord to whom you are engaged.”


      Excuse me?! I’ve got the wrong prince! The servant was looking at me with an incredibly doubtful look on his face.


      This is bad. I need to smooth things over...but how can I? For now, I should retreat and get Katarina to do something about this.


      “J-Just popping over to the toilet,” I said before dashing down the corridor to make my escape. As I was running, I called out to Katarina, who was sleeping peacefully inside her own body.


      “Wake up, Katarina. We’re in trouble; I messed up.”


      “Nnngh, mumble mumble, what’s wrong, Lucie? Messed up?” I heard Katarina reply. She was still totally drowsy.


      “Right, the thing is...”


      Just as I was about to explain things to Katarina, I heard someone else.


      “Katarina.”


      When Katarina’s name was called, I looked to see where the voice had come from. This time, I saw a gorgeous young man with blond hair and blue eyes looking back at me.


      Huh? Who is it this time? I thought, feeling flustered.


      “Ohhh, it’s Prince Jeord...” Katarina murmured. “Mumble mumble.”


      “Huh? Then this is your fiancé, Katarina?”


      “Uhhh, that’s right... Mumble mumble.”


      Good, so this time I’ve got the right guy. This time, I thought. I faced Prince Jeord the same way I’d faced Prince Alan only moments ago, then gripped him in a soft embrace and planted a kiss on his cheek.


      “K-Katarina. This is so sudden. Is something the matter?”


      “Mumbl— Whaaaa?! H-Hold on, Lucie, what do you think you’re doing?!”


      Jeord sounded confused, and, deep inside, Katarina shrieked in horror.


      “Um, I was only greeting my fiancé...”


      Aah! I meant to speak to Katarina inside my head, but I was so flustered I said this out loud.


      “Did you perhaps pick something strange up off the floor and eat it?” asked Jeord, looking at me with eyes filled with suspicion.


      What do you mean, was I eating stuff off the floor? Katarina, don’t tell me you normally do that sort of thing! At any rate, going by Katarina’s and Jeord’s reactions, it looked like I’d made another mistake.


      Perhaps in the five hundred years I was asleep, the greetings exchanged by engaged couples have changed. What should I do? I need to smooth things over somehow, I thought, starting by forcing a smile and racking my brain. Jeord looked at me steadily. This made me extremely uncomfortable.


      “Katarina, what should I do?” I said in my head.


      “Don’t look at me...”


      “Ah! Maybe it’s time for us to swap places?”


      “Huh? You wouldn’t swap places with me in the middle of this chaotic situation, would you? I can’t deal with this.”


      While we were bickering in our head, Prince Jeord furrowed his brow deeply, then muttered something in a low voice.


      “It’s not her...”


      “Huh?!”


      “Huh?!”


      Katarina and I cried out in unison.


      “You are not Katarina, are you? Just who are you?” asked Prince Jeord, sounding completely certain.


      Up until this point, some members of Katarina’s family had been suspicious of me, but since my appearance was entirely that of Katarina, none of them had been able to say with certainty that I was someone else.


      “Um, I’m...”


      I was unsure whether I should be fully honest about my true identity. I was speaking to a member of the royal family. If he knew I was one of the beings known as a Dark Familiar, he might not let me leave in one piece.


      “You have Katarina’s outward appearance, but your facial expressions are entirely different. Your smile in particular marks you as a different person. I shall ask you one more time. Just who are you?” asked the prince, the forcefulness of his query seeming to imply that this was my last chance.


      I had no choice but to steel myself.


      “You’re right,” I admitted. “I’m not Katarina. I’m someone who is borrowing her body.”


      “Borrowing her body? Do you mean you are using her body without her permission? Or has she agreed to let you use it?” said the prince, fixing me with a deadly keen gaze that made me shudder.


      “Yes, of course she agreed! I’ll just switch places with her now,” I said, hurriedly dragging Katarina back out and retreating from her body.


      ★★★★★★


      “L-Lucie, how could you just tag me back in all of a sudden?!” I cried out, said cry not just resounding in my head, but coming out of my mouth. When I came to I’d found that control of my body had returned to me, and Jeord was right in front of me, a sharp look in his eyes.


      Getting tagged back in during such a trying situation is the worst.


      “Ummm, good morning, Prince Jeord,” I said, deciding to start by greeting him nonchalantly.


      Jeord relaxed the sharp look in his eye.


      “Katarina?” he inquired. “That is you, is it not?”


      “Yes, I am Katarina Claes,” I replied.


      Jeord calmed down before my very eyes. It appeared that I had worried him quite a bit.


      Well, that figures. Looking at this objectively, my body was pretty much taken over, so he would worry. In actual fact, though, I was just getting her to act in my place so I could keep on sleeping.


      “Um, I am sorry for making you worry,” I apologized.


      Jeord pressed his right hand to his forehead and let out a heavy sigh.


      “You certainly did. I wondered what on earth was happening.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “So, may I ask you to explain just what is going on?” asked Jeord, stepping closer to me and lowering his eyebrows.


      “Umm, well, you see...”


      I glanced sideways at Lucie, who had left my body and was floating beside me.


      Lucie said she’d prefer not to interact with anyone else yet. Would it be all right for me to tell Jeord about her?


      “Katarina, what is the matter? Is there something there?” asked Jeord, who was quite perceptive, following my gaze to where Lucie was.


      “Ummm, well...” I started, at a loss as to how to continue.


      “Is there something—or someone—there?” Jeord muttered, staring steadily in Lucie’s direction.


      “Wha— Prince Jeord, what can you see?!”


      “If I expect to see someone there and squint, I can just barely make out an indistinct sort of black fog,” said Jeord, still staring steadily in Lucie’s direction.


      No way. I never thought there would be people who could see her if only they squinted. What should I do? I wondered as I glanced at Lucie again to see her frozen with her mouth hanging open. Guess she doesn’t have any bright ideas about how to smooth this over either.


      “So, just who or what is there? I am sure you are not going to say it has nothing to do with your bizarre behavior earlier, are you, Katarina?” said Jeord, grilling me again with a dark smile.


      When Jeord got like this, I never felt like I could defy him.


      “Ummm, well, how should I put it? It’s a bit...”


      “Katarina.”


      “Ooo.” As Jeord continued to press for an answer, I felt my face tense up.


      Then Lucie, with a worried look on her face, spoke up.


      “Katarina, it’s okay, you can tell him.”


      Lucie, you’re so sweet.


      “Well, the truth is that there’s a girl there who’s a familiar, in the form of a spirit, and I was lending this girl my body up until a minute ago,” I said, thinking that it might put Jeord on his guard if I were to mention that she was a Dark Familiar and leaving that out for the time being.


      “What do you mean, you lent her your body?” asked Jeord, that sharp look in his eyes again.


      Feeling like I was being interrogated, I snapped to attention and stood up very straight before answering.


      “I let her go inside my body and gave up control of it to her, so she could act on my behalf. That way she can have a taste of things that she can’t as a spirit...”


      “You gave up control of your body?! To some familiar you hardly know, so she can do whatever she likes with it?! Are you quite sure control was not taken from you against your will?!”


      Jeord’s demeanor was so menacing I was spooked.


      “No,” I blurted out without thinking, “I mean, at first she certainly did take over my body against my will, but after that...”


      I’d said something that would have been better kept to myself, and Jeord’s expression turned even more severe.


      “So it was taken against your will! Such a dangerous familiar will have to be disposed of at once,” Jeord declared, glaring in Lucie’s direction.


      “Eek!” shrieked Lucie, evidently frightened by this threat. She drew back a bit.


      I hurriedly stepped in between Lucie and Jeord.


      “Prince Jeord, it isn’t like that! Well, it was like that the first time, but then we had a proper talk about it and she gave me my body back right away. Every time after that I’ve lent my body to her of my own free will, she has never forced it from me again!”


      With Lucie at my back, I said all this to defend her.


      After widening his eyes slightly in surprise, Jeord got that dark smile on his face again.


      “So she has not been taking your body against your will. I understand now. And I am sure you must have reported the existence of this familiar you like to lend your body to to the Magical Ministry? Strangely, this is the first I have heard about it.”


      “Oof,” I groaned reflexively. Right, I did think this was something I would have to report. I really did think about it, but when Jeord saw my reaction—no, he must have realized already that I had made no such report—he drew even closer to me.


      “Concealing the appearance of a hitherto unknown familiar from the Magical Ministry—while working there—is absolutely unacceptable.”


      “I know. I’m sorry.”


      His criticism was so fair that I couldn’t respond in any other way.


      “One more thing. Though you seem to trust this familiar without reservation, the thought of you surrendering your body so blithely to a familiar capable of possessing it against your will is deeply concerning to me. And I am sure I am not the only one who would feel this way,” said Jeord. As he faced me, the expression on his face did indeed seem to be one of concern.


      Oh, I see. Jeord is angry with me, but mostly because he’s worried about me. I finally realized just how concerning this whole matter must seem from another person’s perspective.


      “Um, Prince Jeord, I am sorry for making you worry,” I said with a bow.


      Jeord looked a little conflicted, then he shrugged.


      “You really did. Please make sure this sort of thing does not happen again.”


      “Yes, Prince Jeord,” I said with a nod.


      Jeord then patted me on the head as if to say, Well done.


      “Now then, be sure to make that report to the Magical Ministry. Unfortunately, I have an appointment, so you will have to excuse—”


      Before Jeord could finish his sentence, a voice called out to me.


      “Lady Katarina!”


      Then two people appeared, walking in my direction.


      “Lady Susanna, and Prince Jeffrey.”


      It was Larna—in her true guise as Susanna Randall—and Jeffrey Stuart, her fiancé and Jeord’s older brother. I hadn’t seen them together like this since the recent party to celebrate the founding of the kingdom. But considering the last conversation I had with Susanna, they were probably working together today.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked, which I felt was an understandable question given how suddenly they had appeared.


      “What’s the matter? I should be asking you ‘What’s the matter?’ Since Raphael told me you were coming first thing in the morning, when you didn’t show up I got worried. Since I was working with Jeffrey today, I asked him to come with me to look for you,” was Susanna’s reply.


      Now that she had mentioned the time, I checked what time it was and discovered it was well past the time of our appointment.


      “I’m sorry. A lot has happened today,” I said, glancing at Jeord, then at Lucie, who was floating behind him with a troubled expression on her face.


      “Huh? Is there something there?” asked Jeffrey, immediately following my gaze to see what I was looking at. I guess that’s to be expected of Jeord’s big brother.


      “Yes,” Jeord interjected without missing a beat. “I am told there is a familiar there who can enter people’s bodies and control them.”


      Jeffrey and Susanna both looked shocked.


      “Oh, but while she can control people’s bodies, she really isn’t dangerous,” I said, worrying about Lucie and trying to stand up for her.


      “But she took over your body without permission the first time, right?” Jeord pointed out coolly.


      “Oof,” I grunted, finding myself at a loss for what to say next.


      “Such a being is right there?” said Jeffrey, squinting in Lucie’s direction. Then he said the same as Jeord: “Ah, I can just barely make out a sort of black fog.”


      I figured he’d probably be able to see something if he squinted.


      “Hmmm, no matter how much I try, I can’t see a thing. I’d like to see this familiar too.” Unfortunately, it seemed like Susanna couldn’t see her.


      With everyone staring steadily in her direction, Lucie was starting to look extremely uncomfortable.


      “But you know, I haven’t received any reports about such a being yet,” murmured Susanna.


      This gave me a start, which Jeord noticed.


      “Katarina was apparently having so much fun letting this familiar enter her body that she simply ‘forgot’ to turn in a report. Therefore, would you be able to accept her report now?” he said, explaining things smoothly.


      This was a little at odds with the truth, but I decided to piggyback on his explanation and nodded enthusiastically.


      Jeffrey and Susanna seemed to accept Jeord’s explanation without question.


      “Got it. In that case, come to our room and we’ll hear what you have to say,” said Jeffrey. So it was decided that we would move to their room to continue our conversation.


      “You have some official business outside the palace today, don’t you, Jeord? We’ll make sure Miss Katarina’s report makes it to your desk, so feel free to head to your appointment,” said Jeffrey.


      Jeord gave me a glance.


      “Yes, of course. Please take care of Katarina for me,” he said to Jeffrey and Susanna. Then he said to me, “Tell them everything. And if you find yourself in any trouble, please discuss it with me.”


      After patting my head lightly once more, he departed.


      “Well then, shall we get going as well?” said Jeffrey, before showing us to his room.


      I found that I recognized the room he showed me to.


      “Ah! This is that room from the other day,” I exclaimed.


      Susanna lifted one corner of her mouth in a smile.


      “Oh yeah. This is my personal workroom at the palace, where I had you come and meet me the other day.”


      Right, I came here just the other day to visit Susanna and hand her some paperwork. It’s also where she told me about that special person.


      “Prince Jeffrey seemed so used to showing people to this room, I was sure he was taking us to his personal office,” I blurted out without thinking.


      Jeffrey laughed.


      “It’s sort of become my room too.”


      “He certainly hangs around here often,” said Susanna with a wry chuckle.


      At any rate, I can tell these two get along well.


      Once inside, the two of them offered me the same sofa I’d sat on last time. And after I was seated, they both set about preparing some tea in perfect harmony. They sure do get along well—though it doesn’t usually look that way.


      Since running into Jeord, who had said she would have to be “disposed of,” Lucie had been clinging to my back with a rigid expression on her face.


      It was because I didn’t want Lucie to be frightened in this way that I had felt unable to talk about her with my friends and colleagues, but if I had known if her presence was going to be exposed so suddenly—and that I would land myself in trouble—I would have had a proper discussion about her sooner. Though it was a little late, I regretted my actions.


      When I sat down on the sofa, I beckoned to Lucie, who was still frozen behind me. Lucie took my meaning and plopped down on the empty seat next to me. Her face was still tense.


      “All right, Miss Katarina, perhaps you’d like to tell us what happened?” said Jeffrey with an affable smile. Before I knew it, he and Susanna had both sat down on the opposite sofa.


      “Yes, Prince Jeffrey,” I replied promptly, but then I wondered, Just how do I go about reporting this? Since I already told Jeord that Lucie is a familiar and she’s been inside my body, I guess the next thing I should tell them is how we met.


      With that in mind I decided I would first tell them how we met at the palace a few weeks prior, with Lucie entering my body, and that after we talked she saw my point of view and left it again. Keeping my explanation simple, I said that she was hungry, so I took her home with me.


      “From what you’ve just told us, you’ve been running around together somewhat longer than I expected,” said Jeffrey with a slightly troubled look on his face.


      I think that’s a polite way of saying that my report has come way too late.


      “I’m sorry,” I apologized immediately.


      Next Susanna spoke.


      “That you just apologized means you were aware it was wrong to not report this until now. Am I right, Miss Katarina?”


      “Yes, you are absolutely right.”


      “I see. Then can you tell us why you didn’t report this sooner?”


      “W-Well, you see... Lucie said—ah, Lucie is the familiar’s name—well, Lucie said that she wasn’t used to people yet, and she didn’t feel like talking to anyone besides me. And then all this time passed while I was waiting for the right moment.”


      To show I wasn’t lying, I raised my head and looked Susanna squarely in her black eyes.


      “Could a familiar ever not be used to humans? Familiars are considered to be something made by humans to live alongside them.” It was Jeffrey, sitting next to Susanna, who asked this question.


      That’s Jeffrey for you. He’s even done his homework on familiars.


      “Well, Lucie was asleep for a long time, so now she seems to be a little shy.”


      “What do you mean, she was asleep for a long time?” inquired Jeffrey with a perplexed look on his face.


      “Lucie was apparently asleep for five hundred years,” I answered.


      Jeffrey and Susanna both looked at me with wide eyes and let out a startled cry.


      “Five hundred years?!”


      Yeah, I know how you feel. I had the same reaction when she told me. Who wouldn’t be shocked to hear she slept for five hundred years?


      “Is it even possible to go on sleeping for five hundred years...? In the first place, a familiar will surely vanish if its master passes away. You’re not about to tell me the master of this familiar you call Lucie is still alive?” said Jeffrey.


      So he even knew about that? That’s our Jeffrey.


      “No, she told me her mistress has already passed away. But as Lucie is a special familiar who gets her power to live from the earth, a little bit from each creature, she’s apparently fine.”


      When I reported what Lucie had told me, I saw Susanna’s eyes sparkle.


      “I can’t believe it. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Please, tell me more.”


      Uh-oh, that’s not good. It looks like I’ve accidentally activated her magic and spells geek mode.


      “So when you say she gets her power from the earth... Mmf, mmf!”


      Susanna was indeed prepared to subject me to some rapid-fire questioning when Jeffrey, sitting beside her, put a hand over her mouth.


      “Susanna. For now, get a hold of yourself. There’s still one very important question we haven’t asked,” said Jeffrey with a grin on his face that closely resembled Jeord’s dark smile. He then faced Lucie and me. The fact that he still had his hand over Susanna’s mouth bothered me a little. “In summary, so far you’ve told us that Lucie the familiar is a being that can enter people’s bodies and take control of them, that she slept for five hundred years before recently waking up, and as she is a special kind of familiar, she draws power from the earth, rather than her mistress, to sustain her and keep her alive. Do I have all that right?”


      In response to Jeffrey’s question, I nodded.


      “Yes, you have.”


      “I see. Well then, one thought did occur to me when I heard what you had to say. Might this familiar called Lucie be a Dark Familiar?” asked Jeffrey smoothly.


      When I heard this, I couldn’t help but turn as stiff as a post. I never would have expected someone to point out that possibility so quickly. But when I really thought about it, I had started to develop the same suspicion myself after hearing the information I’d just told them. In which case there was no way Jeffrey, who was quite a bit cleverer than I, wouldn’t realize. I can’t believe how thoughtless I was.


      I looked over at Lucie, who was still perched on the seat next to me.


      She was obviously shaken by Jeffrey’s supposition that she might be a Dark Familiar. Knowing about her past, during which she was abused verbally for being a Dark Familiar and experimented on, I didn’t want her to suffer any more.


      “Ummm, whatever do you mean?” I said, thinking on the spot, averting my eyes and hoping I could talk my way out of this.


      But then Jeffrey fixed me with a sharp look.


      “Katarina Claes. Don’t you dare think of talking your way out of this. A case involving a Dark Familiar will be of great interest to our kingdom. If you deliberately try to conceal such a matter from us, you will have to be charged with a crime.”


      Not only was the look he gave me sharp, but so were his words—so much so that I couldn’t help but gulp and draw away from him.


      Things look bad. If I don’t turn this around, I might be doomed before I even encounter another doom flag from the game. When this thought crossed my mind, I could feel the blood drain from my face. But I can’t stand the thought of Lucie suffering again.


      While my head was spinning and I was agonizing over what to do next, Lucie spoke to me.


      “Katarina, it’s okay; you can tell them.”


      “Lucie...”


      “You can tell them all about me. I can’t bear to see you charged with a crime after you’ve been so good to me, Katarina,” said Lucie firmly, looking me in the eye.


      “But Lucie...”


      “Katarina, because you were kind enough to believe in me and my mistress, I’m no longer afraid. Since I know I can trust you, I want them to hear the truth from your mouth. Better that than to be experimented on by other people again,” said Lucie with a smile that was just a little awkward. Her hands trembled slightly.


      Oh, Lucie. She’s not fine at all right now, but she’s still doing what she can to protect me.


      “Thanks, Lucie,” I said, bowing my head to her. Then I said, “Now that I have Lucie’s permission, I’m going to tell you all about her. But first, please promise you won’t do anything horrible to her. Unless you promise that, I won’t talk.”


      “Katarina...” whispered Lucie.


      I want to protect Lucie too. She’s already become a dear friend of mine.


      I looked Jeffrey straight in the eye with some force behind my stare. This was to express my resolve and show that I was not about to back down.


      When Jeffrey saw me take this attitude, his eyes widened slightly, but then his usual expression returned.


      “Understood. As the firstborn prince of this kingdom, I swear that I shall do nothing horrible to the familiar known as Lucie.”


      When I heard these words, I breathed a sigh of relief.


      “Katarina, you dummy. You’re such a softie,” said Lucie next to me. But, though her words were a bit disparaging, her expression had calmed considerably.


      “Very well, then I shall tell you,” I said, before explaining to the pair in front of me everything that had transpired between Lucie and me, from the moment of her awakening up until now, as well as the tale of long, long ago that Lucie had told me.


      Even after I finished telling them everything, neither Susanna nor Jeffrey made a sound. They both looked so stunned that they had lost their ability to speak.


      Perhaps I had been the same way when I first heard the story of Jean, Lucie’s mistress.


      After a prolonged silence, Jeffrey was the first one to open his mouth.


      “Having just heard such an incredible story, I haven’t yet had time to fully organize my thoughts, but...the texts that Raphael Wolt investigated previously told the same story, didn’t they?”


      It appeared that Jeffrey also knew about Raphael’s research.


      “I believe so. I thought the same thing when I heard her story,” I agreed.


      “What texts?” inquired Lucie, still sitting beside me and listening to our conversation.


      “A story much like the one you told me appeared in some old texts one of my senior colleagues at work was looking into a little while ago,” I answered.


      Then Lucie’s eyes widened and she leaned forward.


      “So what happened back then survives in written form! What did it say?” Lucie looked so desperate to know more that I felt bewildered.


      “Um, it was a simplified version of the story you told me, Lucie.”


      “Was there anything in there about a cloud of darkness?”


      “Cloud of darkness?”


      “I want to know what happened after that cloud of darkness appeared in the sky that day.”


      “There was nothing written about that.”


      “I see,” said Lucie, visibly dejected.


      I wonder what’s wrong.


      “Katarina, what is Lucie saying?” asked Jeffrey, who couldn’t hear Lucie’s voice.


      “Um, it seems like she wants to know more about the old texts,” I answered.


      “Didn’t you talk to her about them?”


      “Well, yes...except for the final passage of the second text...” I mumbled with a sideways glance at Lucie.


      Jeffrey seemed to understand the reason for my hesitation.


      “I see, so Lucie doesn’t know about that last part?”


      “No, she doesn’t.”


      Lucie had a perplexed look on her face during my exchange with Jeffrey.


      Raphael had discovered two versions of the story.


      In the first text, a wizard who was once the pride of the kingdom created a form of magic that never should have been created, which stole many lives and parched the land. The wizard was then imprisoned until death.


      In the second text, a wizard created a new form of magic for people who carried wounds in their hearts and used that magic to soothe them. But when some power hungry people who wanted to possess the wizard took away someone precious to them, that wizard was filled with grief and the soothing magic was tainted by evil.


      These two texts that Raphael had discovered were both from around the same period, but he told me the second one was written like a storybook, as if to conceal the truth behind it. With that in mind, Raphael had said, it was reasonable to consider that the second text was penned by someone native to that period of history, who wrote the truth in such a way as to covertly defend the wizard’s honor.


      He’d gone on to hypothesize that the wizard had lost control of that new Dark Magic. When a Dark Magic User lost control, it came with the strange feeling of losing your sense of self. Since this had happened to me once, I knew that feeling well. It felt like being dragged along by a will that wasn’t my own. That was the condition I had once found myself in.


      So, in short, Jean, Lucie’s mistress, had apparently lost control of her Dark Magic after losing someone precious to her, and as a result, she had caused a terrible incident to occur.


      I hadn’t been able to tell this to Lucie, who refused to believe that Jean could have been responsible for such a terrible incident.


      “Hey, Katarina, what was in the last part of the text? There was something written in there I don’t know about, wasn’t there? Tell me what it was,” said Lucie.


      “Lucie... It’ll be painful for you to hear this, and you may wish you hadn’t heard it,” I answered.


      Lucie frowned.


      “Katarina, I can’t stand not knowing anything about this. Even if it is something painful to hear, even if it’s something I’ll regret hearing, I still want to know.” She had a look of resolve in her eyes.


      It would be unfair to Lucie to try and sweep this under the rug. Summoning my own resolve, I told Lucie about the second text.


      After hearing my account of its contents, Lucie looked at me with wide eyes, frozen where she sat, before averting her gaze and falling silent. For Lucie, who had refused to believe that her mistress had caused the incident, it must have been difficult to face the fact that it occurred because Jean lost control of her magic.


      I worried that tears were about to start flowing from her eyes, which I couldn’t see as she had turned away. I wondered just how much time went by. Lucie finally looked up, slowly. Her eyes were moist, but the tears weren’t flowing.


      “Lucie,” I called out.


      Lucie’s head whipped around to face me.


      “Thanks for telling me, Katarina. I’m so glad I finally know the truth about what happened that day. I feel like a haze that’s hung over me for all these years has finally been lifted,” she said with an awkward smile. I was sure she was only putting on a brave face.


      But rather than point this out, I decided to respect her feelings.


      “Really? I’m glad to hear it,” I simply said, nodding.


      After silently watching this exchange (though since he couldn’t hear Lucie’s voice, I might as well have been talking to myself) Jeffrey opened his mouth again.


      “Is Lucie all right?” he asked.


      “Yes, she says she’s fine.”


      “I see. In that case, though I’m sorry to do this after having just brought up some painful memories, would it be all right if we spoke to her about the matter of the texts that we just raised?” asked Jeffrey.


      “Yes, of course,” answered Lucie.


      “She says yes,” I said, passing on her message without missing a beat.


      “Really? Thanks,” replied Jeffrey.


      At this point, Susanna spoke up for the first time since Jeffrey had put his hand over her mouth, having stayed perfectly quiet in the interim.


      “Miss Katarina, this system of passing everything Lucie says through you is quite cumbersome. You said it’s been several weeks since she woke up. Is she still not able to take a physical form, like you mentioned she might?”


      Indeed, I had been thinking the same thing—Lucie certainly was taking a long time to regain her physical form. But I’d just thought to myself that she had been dealing with a lot of painful feelings, so maybe that had something to do with her power not coming back.


      However, when Lucie heard these words from Susanna she seemed startled. Then she looked at me.


      “She’s right. And it must have been tough for you to have to say everything for me, Katarina.”


      “No, it really wasn’t that bad. But Lucie, are you saying...”


      “Yup. A fair bit of time has passed since I woke up, and I’ve stored up some power. The truth is, I think I’m ready to take on a physical form now.”


      “Really?! Why didn’t you tell me straightaway?”


      “I’m really sorry, Katarina. It’s just that I was having so much fun chatting with you. And I thought that once I was able to take on a physical form and could manage on my own again, I’d have to say goodbye to you. So I couldn’t bring myself to say it.”


      “Lucie... That simply isn’t true. We can stay together anyway. Once you have a physical form, we can pick out romance novels and read them together.”


      “Thanks, Katarina,” said Lucie with a smile.


      Her body started to glow. So pretty, I thought, transfixed by the light. But then the light died away, and Lucie went back to normal.


      Huh? Has something changed? I thought. But then I saw Jeffrey and Susanna sitting across from me, both with their eyes wide open. It seemed like they could both see Lucie, meaning she had successfully managed to take on physical form.


      “You’re Lucie then, are you?” inquired Jeffrey, fixing his gaze steadily on her.


      “Yes, I am Lucie the familiar. Nice to meet you.” She bowed.


      “Hey. Let me introduce myself. I’m Jeffrey Stuart, the firstborn prince of this kingdom. Nice to meet you too.”


      “And I’m Prince Jeffrey’s fiancée, Susanna Randall. Nice to meet you.”


      Now Jeffrey and Susanna had both introduced themselves.


      Since Lucie was still perched on the sofa beside me, I thought I’d see if I could touch her hand. Though it didn’t have any warmth, I was able to touch it, which made me so happy. I immediately gave her hand a little squeeze.


      “And let me reintroduce myself. It’s nice to meet you, Lucie,” I said while continuing to squeeze her hand.


      Lucie smiled shyly, apparently feeling a bit bashful.


      “Now then, Lucie, though I apologize for rushing you, I have two things I’d like to ask,” said Jeffrey.


      With a serious look on her face, Lucie nodded.


      “I’ll answer if I’m able to.”


      “Thanks. Now, my first question is, do you have some idea who the person who left us those texts was?”


      Lucie paused to think.


      “There were a lot of people who were in favor of my mistress’s efforts to heal people, and all of those people really admired her. Perhaps one of those people happened to know the truth about that incident, and they wrote about it.”


      “I see. So a lot of people admired her. However, that makes it difficult to determine just who the author was.”


      “I guess so. I don’t know who exactly it was,” said Lucie, looking slightly downcast.


      “Then let me ask my second question. You may prefer not to think about this, but this is something we need to know to understand our situation. I’m sorry, but I’d like you to answer,” said Jeffrey.


      Lucie nodded meekly.


      “Do you have some idea of the identity of the individual who was important to Jean, the one who was taken from her?”


      “Somebody dear to my mistress...” murmured Lucie, once again pondering the question for a moment before answering, “Her younger sister.”


      “Jean had a younger sister?”


      “Yes, my mistress had a younger sister named Anne, who was a fair bit younger than her. Since Anne was the only family my mistress had, she really doted on her.”


      “The only family she had?” I asked, finding this odd.


      “My mistress’s parents were among the rescuers who went to the battlefield during the conflict with the foreign kingdoms. She told me that, while they were away at war, they were caught in a battle and lost their lives. Afterward, my mistress’s sister Anne was the only member of her family who remained.”


      Jean’s family history was even heavier than I’d thought, and I found myself unable to respond immediately. But then Jeffrey spoke up in my place.


      “I see. Your mistress really suffered during the war, didn’t she? Would you mind telling me about her in just a bit more detail? If you know anything about how she was brought up, I’d like you to tell me.”


      Lucie nodded firmly and began to speak again.


      “I was told that my mistress was the daughter of quite a wealthy household. When she was still little, she had lived with her parents and her younger sister Anne, who was seven years her junior, and they wanted for nothing. But when the war began she lost it all. She said that she had to live on the land that was left without any possessions, and had to look after little Anne all by herself.”


      “She certainly had her share of hardship.”


      “She told me it was really difficult. But even after experiencing all that trouble, my mistress got back on her feet and went about healing the people who were hurt in the war,” said Lucie with a look of pride on her face. “And just like Katarina told you for me a minute ago, she started to research a way to create a new kind of magic that could heal the wounds in people’s hearts. And then one day she created me.”


      “She really was an incredible, admirable person,” I intoned without thinking.


      Lucie grinned from ear to ear.


      “She was, wasn’t she?”


      “You’re right. She was an admirable individual. Now, if I may just return to the subject at hand for a moment, from what I’ve heard so far, it sounds like we’ve identified her younger sister as the person who was so important to her, but are you sure there wasn’t anyone else she was close to? I’m thinking of a lover, in particular,” asked Jeffrey.


      Lucie shook her head.


      “My mistress had no lovers. Though there were a lot of men who flirted with her.”


      “Then I suppose it must have been her sister.”


      “Ah! Wait, there was one more person she was very close to, and who lived with her. Her best friend,” said Lucie as if she had only just remembered this.


      “Her best friend? What sort of individual was this friend?”


      “She was a Light Magic user, just like my mistress, and she was also one of the healers who took part in the war. My mistress told me that was when they met and became friends. When she heard about the work my mistress was doing to soothe people’s hearts, she immediately approved of it and began working with her. Her name was Natalie. She was about the same age as my mistress and they got along well. The three of them—Natalie, my mistress, and Anne—all spent most of their days living in the same tower.”


      “I see, so she had a friend like that. Then perhaps it was one of those two whom she lost. But Lucie, didn’t you see either of them at the tower when you returned there after the out-of-control Dark Magic incident?”


      “No, I didn’t see them... Also, I can usually sense the presence of people I’m close to, but...when I arrived there, there was no trace of those two.”


      In other words, both of them must have been deceased at that time.


      “When I returned to the tower, I saw the bodies of many people who had had their life force drained and consequently perished. I’ve always thought that those two must have both perished in the same way. But now...” Lucie didn’t elaborate, but I could imagine what was on her mind.


      The thought of some shadowy figure who wanted to get their hands on Jean having “taken care” of those dearest to her was so horrible, so sad, that Lucie couldn’t bear to contemplate it.


      Since Lucie was next to me, I took her little hand and squeezed it tightly. Lucie seemed startled as she turned to face me, but then I saw the corners of her mouth turn up slightly.


      When I happened to glance out of the window, I noticed that the sun had climbed fairly high in the sky. Then I remembered something.


      “Aaah! What about my job at the Ministry?!”


      Part of my job for the day was to take some paperwork from Larna and deliver it to the Ministry, but before I knew it, it was already approaching midday.


      “What should I do?” I said in a panic.


      “If it’s the paperwork you’re worried about, when you didn’t turn up earlier I got someone else to deliver it. No problem there. I also sent the Ministry a message that you would be helping me with my work here for a while,” Susanna told me.


      “Wha— Excuse me. They also said I was supposed to talk to you about something, Lady Susanna.”


      “Ah. That’s already been resolved.”


      “Huh?! What do you mean, resolved already?” I asked, confused.


      Susanna chuckled.


      “The truth is, we received a report that the suspects you caught during your time in Victoire, who were thought to be the masters of those familiars, have breathed their last, just like last time. After a more thorough investigation, we learned that their Dark Familiars first draw on their masters’ magical energy, before next draining their life force. So, Miss Katarina, since you seem to be as fit as a fiddle even with Pochi residing in your shadow, I thought I would call you here so I could thoroughly inspect the two of you. But what I’ve just heard has resolved my doubts.”


      “Ah, you mean what Lucie said about getting her energy from the earth?”


      “That’s right. Your familiar is the same, isn’t he?”


      “Yes, that’s what Lucie said,” I replied with a sideways glance. Lucie nodded firmly.


      “I thought so. Miss Katarina, as far as we can tell, Pochi is a different kind of being than the dragons who did those people’s bidding as their familiars. He is likely still the same kind of being he was when he was first created. However, it’s still not clear why you and Pochi alone have that kind of relationship,” said Susanna, beginning to mutter to herself as if she had gone back into geek mode.


      She can be difficult when she gets like this, I thought to myself, but then the last words she had uttered—wondering why Pochi and I alone had that kind of relationship—caused an answer to suddenly surface from the deepest recesses of my brain.


      I reached into my pocket and took out the item inside.


      “Excuse me, Lady Susanna, but this might have something to do with it. With Pochi being different from other familiars, I mean.”


      “Is that the magic tool that was created some time in the distant past?”


      Indeed, this was that mirror-thingy—the magic tool—that Larna had recently returned to me.


      “According to Lucie, her mistress, Jean, created this,” I explained.


      Susanna goggled at me before turning to face Lucie.


      “Is this true, Lucie?!”


      Spurred on by Susanna’s forcefulness, Lucie replied.


      “I-It’s true. My mistress created this magic tool.”


      “I’m pretty sure that, whenever Pochi is about to come out of my shadow, this reacts by giving off heat. So maybe Pochi received some of Jean’s magic, just like Lucie, which is why he’s a similar kind of being?” I explained my thinking.


      Susanna’s eyes shone even more brightly.


      “My goodness! I’m amazed to learn there was such a reason behind this. Show me that magic tool one more time, will you?”


      “Ummm, Lucie, is it all right if I let Lady Susanna have this for a moment?” I asked Lucie.


      I had already promised Lucie that I would only hold on to the mirror-thingy for her until she had regained her physical form. Now that she had achieved that, the tool was rightfully hers.


      “I don’t mind, as long as she promises to give it back,” answered Lucie.


      “Of course, I’ll give it back as soon as I’ve had a quick look at it,” said Susanna, accepting the mirror-thingy from me.


      While she was looking intently at it, Jeffrey chimed in, having watched this exchange.


      “Am I right in thinking that you were planning on handing that magic tool over to Lucie?” asked Jeffrey.


      “Yes. For Lucie, it’s like her only keepsake from Jean, so I agreed to give it back.”


      “I see. Well, if that’s your decision, Katarina, I’m fine with it.”


      After observing the mirror-thingy for a while, Susanna returned it to me. Once I had accepted it, I handed it straight to Lucie.


      “This belongs to you, Lucie.”


      “Thanks.” After accepting the mirror-thingy from me, Lucie clasped it lovingly to her chest. This magic tool, which was all that she had left of Jean, whom she had loved and respected so much, had to be really precious to Lucie.


      When I saw how happy Lucie looked, I started to feel happy myself. But at that moment, my tummy, which was always so honest and punctual, made a loud rumbling sound and ruined the moment.


      Lucie and Susanna both blinked in surprise. Oh, this is so embarrassing.


      Jeffrey studiously maintained a neutral expression that seemed to say he hadn’t heard any tummies rumbling.


      “Come to think of it,” he remarked, “it’s nearly midday. I’ll have the servants prepare a meal for us in another room. Once it’s ready, you can have a break and eat lunch.”


      I’d expect no less from a prince. How thoughtful, how gentlemanly he is. Lunch at the palace! That’ll be tasty for sure.


      “Yes, Prince Jeffrey, I am so grateful for your hospitality,” I replied loudly.


      Then, as promised, Jeffrey arranged for lunch to be prepared for us in another room, which is where we headed next.




      “Wow, this looks delicious.”


      The first to raise her voice in excitement upon seeing the meal that was prepared for us was Lucie.


      “Is it really all right for me to eat this?” said Lucie, her eyes sparkling as she looked at the repast.


      “Yeah, have as much as you like. You can even have seconds,” answered Susanna. Before I knew what was happening, Susanna had joined us for the meal.


      Jeffrey had said that, since he still had a lot of work left to do, he would have a light lunch in his workroom.


      Considering this, I had thought the same might be true for Susanna, but when she heard that Lucie would be partaking of our meal she’d seemed keenly interested.


      “A familiar eating food?!” she’d screamed. “I’ll join you, then!”


      And so she had come along.


      Jeffrey had given Susanna a look of disbelief when he’d seen her reaction, but in the end he’d simply given the following warning before sending us away: “Just try not to get too carried away and bother them.”


      And so we came to a table set for three people and we each took our own seats.


      Since Lucie, whose existence was top secret, was with us, there were no servants in the room. They would be waiting for us outside, so it was really just the three of us. I fired myself up, realizing there was no need for formalities and I could eat to my heart’s content.


      “Thank you for this meal,” said Lucie politely, taking her fork in her hand. I had already thought this while lending Lucie my body, but she had very good manners. Apparently Jean, her mistress, had taught her all about that sort of thing.


      “Mmm, delicious. Of course, Katarina, the food I ate when you lent me your body was tasty as well, but now that I can eat using my own body it’s a whole other level of deliciousness,” said Lucie, placing her free hand on her cheek in an expression of pleasure.


      “Hmmm, so, Lucie, you can even tell when something is delicious. This is just splendid,” said Susanna, seeming genuinely impressed.


      “Seeing Lucie now, moving around in her physical form, she honestly isn’t any different from regular people,” I murmured with feeling.


      When she was still in spirit form it was hard to escape the impression that I was dealing with a familiar, but now that she was in physical form, it was difficult to see her as anything but a normal girl of about ten years of age.


      If I found someone now who was unaware of her circumstances and told them, “The truth is, this girl is a familiar,” I don’t think they would believe me.


      “I remember you mentioning that you can eat in your physical form, but Lucie, what happens to the food after you eat it? You don’t have to go to the bathroom, do you?” I asked.


      As her mouth was still stuffed with food, Lucie swallowed before answering.


      “Hmmm, I think my mistress said something about the food leaving my body and returning to the earth as energy. So I don’t get any energy from it myself.”


      “I see. So the food you eat doesn’t end up as energy. You’re different from humans in that way.”


      “But the experience of eating tasty food makes me feel good. So although it doesn’t nourish my body, it does nourish my soul,” said Lucie with a big smile before going back to conveying the food in front of her into her mouth.


      True, tasty food doesn’t nourish just the body, but the soul as well. Lucie, that’s very well put, I was thinking to myself, impressed, when I saw that Susanna, sitting next to me, was almost moved by what Lucie had said.


      “Incredible, just incredible,” she gasped each time Lucie spoke, as she hurriedly jotted down some notes.


      Susanna (Larna) had also taken a keen interest in Pochi when he’d first come along, her eyes sparkling in the same way. But the fact that Lucie could talk meant Susanna could learn all sorts of other things, which made her even more delighted—more than she could handle. She was in full geek mode over magic and spells now, but Lucie didn’t seem to mind, so I chose not to worry about it either. I just kept putting food in my mouth.


      Yup, the food they serve in the palace sure is tasty.


      When I saw Lucie was also eating the food with gusto, this spurred me to take even more food for myself.


      “Lucie, did you start out being able to eat food? My Pochi has never shown any interest in it,” I inquired as this thought suddenly occurred to me.


      “No,” Lucie answered, “I didn’t really understand what food was either at first, but my mistress said it was yummy. It was only after she suggested I try it a number of times that I finally started eating.”


      “Oh, I see. Then maybe Pochi would eat food if I actively suggested it to him.”


      Pochi had never even looked at the food I ate so far, and since he didn’t seem to need it, I figured that was just how familiars were. So I hadn’t tried particularly hard to get him to eat.


      “Yeah, I’m sure he would. Pochi loves you, Katarina, so if you told him how tasty food is, and actually offered some to him to try, I’m sure he’d eat it,” said Lucie.


      So, after asking Lucie and Susanna for their permission, I called for Pochi to come out of my shadow.


      “Pochi.”


      “Woof.”


      A tiny black puppy emerged from my shadow while wagging his tail furiously. His face seemed to ask me, Wanna play? as he stared back at me. I picked up a little food and brought it to his snout.


      Pochi looked back at me with a perplexed expression. What are you doing? it seemed to say.


      “Pochi, this is something called food, and it’s really yummy. If you eat it, you’ll feel happy. Won’t you try a little?” I said, before tearing off a small piece of the food and popping it in my own mouth.


      “Mmm, yum,” I said, lifting my own hand to my cheek. This seemed to be enough for Pochi to understand, since he proceeded to wolf down the food in my hand. Pochi is finally eating food! After watching Pochi chew with bated breath, he finally gulped it down and his face lit up. Then he immediately lifted his paw and tapped my hand as if to say More, more!


      “He says it was really yummy and he’d like some more,” declared Lucie, who had claimed to be able to understand Pochi and kindly interpreted for him here.


      “Really? So Pochi knows what ‘yummy’ means too, does he? I’m so happy. There’s still plenty here, so I’ll give you some.”


      And so I spent the rest of my meal sharing with Pochi.


      At first I was worried that some of the food might not be fit for dogs, but according to Lucie, there really wasn’t anything that familiars were unable to eat. So I gave him all kinds of food.


      According to Lucie, our interpreter, Pochi particularly liked sweet foods, just like me. Seeing how happy Pochi looked, I ordered an extra helping of dessert just for him.


      My first meal with Lucie and Pochi was a lot of fun. Susanna was deeply moved by a number of revelations during lunch, including the fact that Lucie could understand Pochi and that familiars had their own preferences when it came to food. She really seemed to have enjoyed herself too.


      Finally, after lunch, we had some tea, then we all went to meet up with Jeffrey.


      Jeffrey was still dealing with some paperwork, but when he saw us approach he prepared us some tea and snacks to have at his table. He really is a model prince.


      “How was your meal?” he asked.


      “It was absolutely delicious. Even Pochi enjoyed his share,” I answered.


      Jeffrey blinked.


      “By Pochi, Katarina, you mean your familiar, right? You’re telling me your familiar ate some food too?”


      “Yes, Lucie told me that Pochi would probably be able to eat as well, and when I tried feeding him some he seemed to find it tasty. He seemed so pleased that I think I’ll feed him at home from now on,” I reported with a big smile.


      “I see, so not only is Lucie now able to eat food, but so is your familiar. Perhaps all familiars used to be that way,” said Jeffrey.


      Susanna consulted her notes.


      “According to Lucie, back when she lived with her mistress there were no other familiars who ate food. I asked her about that subject in some detail, so let me share my notes with you later.”


      Oh, yeah, Susanna did ask Lucie a lot of questions, in accordance with her own whims. But since she knew how painful Lucie’s past was, she didn’t inquire too deeply into the incident, or the experiments that were carried out on Lucie.


      That was one of Susanna’s good points. Although she was a geek when it came to magic and spells and could get a bit carried away when talking about these topics, she still took care not to upset people. If we were dealing with Mr. Delius from the Biomagic Research Department, he would have focused exclusively on his own research without any such consideration for people’s feelings. That’s why I don’t like him very much.


      “Now then, Lucie, now that we’ve had a break, perhaps you can tell us a little more about yourself? Because of my position, I may inquire about some experiences that will be painful for you to recollect. But if there are any questions you just can’t bring yourself to answer, it’s fine for you to just say that you don’t feel up to talking about it. I won’t force you to answer. I promised Katarina I wouldn’t,” said Jeffrey, addressing Lucie directly.


      Lucie looked straight back at Jeffrey and replied firmly.


      “Yes, I shall. Thank you. I’ll answer any questions I can, for the good of the kingdom.”


      “Indeed? Thank you,” said Jeffrey, before beginning his questioning of Lucie.


      After starting by asking what sort of efforts and research Jean had conducted, he asked Lucie what kind of experiments and research she had been subjected to during her imprisonment. Just as he had stated at the beginning, there were questions that were painful for Lucie to answer, but even as her expression turned gloomy, Lucie held firm and answered them.


      When I saw Lucie’s face turn gloomy, I squeezed her little hand, and she squeezed back.


      Though she was mostly just asked questions about magic and spells, there were an awful lot of them, so a fair bit of time passed. By the time we were done, the sun was close to setting.


      “Thank you for answering my questions, Lucie, even though many of them must have been painful for you to answer. I just have one more question for you today,” said Jeffrey.


      That means she’ll be questioned again another day, I thought. But Jeffrey was still considerate enough to make sure he wasn’t pushing her too hard. If Lucie says it’s all right, I’ll just sit here and watch.


      “Fine by me,” responded Lucie.


      Jeffrey’s expression softened a little.


      “Lucie the familiar, you told us that you sank into that deep slumber because you were overcome by sadness and grief at your mistress’s passing, right?”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      “Why did you choose to sleep?” asked Jeffrey.


      This question left Lucie visibly shaken.


      Huh? Why does she seem so rattled by such a trivial question?


      “Because I didn’t want to go on living apart from my mistress...” answered Lucie, her tone of voice showing that she was indeed feeling shaken.


      “If it was so painful for you to go on living apart from your mistress, then why not disappear? From what you’ve told us so far... Am I wrong in thinking that you would be able to disappear completely if you wished it?”


      “I don’t...”


      “Perhaps I phrased that in too roundabout a fashion? Then let me ask you bluntly. Why did you choose to remain in this world? Wasn’t it because you had something left that you had to do?”


      When Jeffrey asked Lucie this question, I saw her whole body shudder.


      Why did she choose to remain here? Is there something she still has to do?


      “Hey, Lucie, what is he talking about? Is what Prince Jeffrey just said true?” I inquired of Lucie, having no idea what was going on.


      Lucie gritted her teeth and frowned.


      When I saw her react that way, I immediately panicked and said, “U-Um, if you’d really rather not say, you don’t have to.”


      After I said this, a complicated expression came over Lucie’s face. Though she sort of looked like she was about to cry, she also looked happy.


      “Katarina...you are so kind. That’s why I didn’t want you to get caught up in this situation of mine.”


      “Situation, Lucie?”


      “It’s just like Prince Jeffrey said. I could have disappeared if I’d wanted to. But I didn’t. Because there’s still something I have to do.”


      “Something you have to do?”


      “Right. I have to fulfill a promise I made to my mistress. Until I do that, I won’t be able to disappear and leave this world,” said Lucie, looking down sorrowfully.


      “Would you mind telling us about this promise you made to your mistress?” said Jeffrey.


      Lucie promptly nodded and started to tell us.




      I’ve already told you that, a while after I returned to the land we lived on and was seized for being a dangerous creature created using dangerous magic, I was reunited with my mistress.


      The truth is that my mistress, who looked like a shell of her former self, did look straight at me once and said, “Rid this world of the black mist that floated away into the sky.”


      Not understanding her, I asked what she meant, but she simply murmured, “Please, get rid of it,” as tears poured down her cheeks. That was the first time I ever saw my mistress cry. Crying like a child, my mistress said over and over, “Please, get rid of the black mist.”


      I felt so sorry for her that, even though I still didn’t know what she meant, I said, “Don’t worry, I promise to get rid of it.”


      When my mistress heard that, she looked relieved and said, “Thank you.” Then she went back to looking like a shell of a person, whose eyes couldn’t focus on anything. That was my final conversation with my mistress.


      So, to keep that final promise, I’ve been investigating the black mist ever since I was imprisoned. What I discovered was that, on the day that darkness covered the sky, there were a few people among those nearby who witnessed it happen and stated, “After the darkness covered the sky, something that looked like a black mist rose into the sky and disappeared.”


      I was certain that this was what my mistress had been talking about. And I went on investigating what had happened in between the experiments and the research work I was forced into. But in the end, I wasn’t able to gain any information beyond the first thing I learned.


      Time continued to pass without me understanding anything. Then one day, my mistress passed away. I was so sad, so filled with grief that I wanted to disappear. But whenever I thought about disappearing, my final promise to my mistress crossed my mind.


      Even though I had promised I would get rid of the black mist, I couldn’t do anything. I didn’t even have any way of knowing for sure if it had really disappeared into the sky. I couldn’t afford to disappear myself under those circumstances.


      But my heart had reached its limit. So, rather than disappear, I chose to sleep.




      “And then you went on sleeping for five hundred years?” I asked.


      Lucie nodded.


      “I never would have imagined that so much time had passed. At first I thought only a few decades had passed, but it looks like my spell put me into a deeper sleep than I’d expected.”


      “In other words, you really overslept?”


      “Yes. You certainly could put it that way,” said Lucie with a little giggle.


      “However, now that five hundred years have passed, perhaps that black mist has already vanished completely?” said Jeffrey.


      “When I realized I’d slept for five hundred years, I considered the same possibility at first. So I went around in my spirit form to check whether it really had. Then, for a single instant, I sensed its presence. It was the same nasty feeling I’d had when I’d first come back to my mistress’s land on the day of the incident.”


      The other three people present in this meeting, which included me, were all astonished by this news. Actually, this is the first time I’ve heard her mention that she got a nasty feeling when she came home after the incident.


      “Um, Lucie, why didn’t you tell us about this sooner?” I asked.


      “I didn’t want you to get caught up in my situation, Katarina... Especially knowing that it will be dangerous,” answered Lucie.


      “Lucie...” Knowing now just how many struggles Lucie had had to deal with, I started to have some complicated feelings of my own.


      “Wasn’t the land covered in Dark Magic because Jean lost control of her powers? And what do you mean when you say it left a presence behind?” muttered Jeffrey, covering his face with one hand and sounding confused.


      He’s absolutely right. I thought that the land was parched and all those people lost their lives to Dark Magic because Jean had a loved one taken from her and lost control of her powers. But that presence still remains now, even with Jean having passed away. Just what does this all mean?


      “I don’t know either. Until you told me earlier that my mistress lost control of her magic, I’d always thought it was that nasty presence, whatever it was, that caused the incident,” said Lucie, sounding confused herself.


      “After comparing your account with the texts, I thought it must have been caused by out-of-control magic, but now that we’ve heard the rest of your story, it sounds like that isn’t the whole truth. There must be something else we still don’t know,” said Jeffrey with a look of consternation.


      “Maybe you’re right. And though we may not know what it is, it sounds like we can be sure of the fact that something dangerous is still somewhere in this kingdom,” said Susanna, also frowning in consternation.


      “Lucie, where did you sense that presence?” asked Jeffrey.


      Lucie answered, “I sensed it when I first made my way to this palace, just for a moment. It was near what Katarina later told me is the royal capital.”


      “Near the royal capital, you say?” said Jeffrey, frowning so hard the furrows in his brow became deeper. It sounded like peril was fairly close at hand.


      “Lucie, have you investigated the presence any further since then?”


      This time, it was Susanna who questioned Lucie.


      “I’ve been staying alert to see if I could sense it again, but so far that was the only time I’ve felt it. And I haven’t done anything about it since... I mean, Katarina and I were having so much fun together these past few weeks, I kept thinking I’d get around to it later,” Lucie confessed a little awkwardly.


      Lucie was having so much fun with me that she decided to get around to it later. That’s just like something I would have done.


      “I see. Now that we’ve heard about it, we’ll have to begin our own investigation into this dangerous presence. And I’d like you to help us, Lucie,” said Jeffrey.


      Lucie nodded firmly.


      “Yes, of course I’ll help. After all, that presence has to be related to the black mist my mistress was talking about. Until I fulfill my promise to her, I’ll do whatever I can to help.”


      “I’ll help too. If there’s something dangerous near the royal capital, I can hardly act like it doesn’t affect me. And I want to help Lucie too,” I said.


      Lucie screwed up her face.


      “I thought you might say that, Katarina. That’s just the sort of person you are. But don’t do anything too dangerous. I don’t want to lose anyone else dear to me.”


      Lucie just said I’m someone dear to her.


      “Lucie, I feel the same way about you, so don’t you do anything dangerous either,” I said.


      Lucie nodded, a little bashfully.


      “There are a lot of other questions I’d like to ask you right now, but the sun is about to set. Given our understanding that you haven’t felt its presence since you first noticed it, and the fact that several weeks have passed since then, there should be no problem if we decide not to take any urgent action. Let’s stop for today, shall we?” said Jeffrey, as he turned to see orange light coming from the evening sky outside.


      With that, it was decided that we would adjourn for the day.


      “Now, Lucie, would you like to remain here at the castle for...”


      Before Jeffrey could finish speaking, Lucie clung tightly to me, as if to say she didn’t want to be separated from me.


      Jeffrey saw this and furrowed his brow.


      “So you don’t want to be apart from Katarina? I did promise I wouldn’t force you to do anything. Very well, Lucie, go home with Katarina now, but come back to the palace tomorrow. Although I really don’t feel comfortable just sending Katarina home with the most ancient Dark Familiar known to exist... Let me send a covert bodyguard along with you,” said Jeffrey.


      Lucie looked happy to hear this and nodded vigorously.


      And so I ended up going home the way I came, Lucie riding with me.


      Since Lucie’s existence was still not publicly known, I had her go inside my shadow before heading home.


      A lot had happened today, with the princes finding out about Lucie, which led to us hearing a lot more from her and learning some shocking things. I was kind of tired, so when Lucie and I got home, I immediately fell into a deep sleep, without even taking a moment to discuss romance novels.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: Everyone Assembled


      The next day I was originally supposed to go to my job at the Magical Ministry, but as I had been told to come to the palace with Lucie, that was where I would head once I got ready. Susanna had told me that she and Jeffrey would contact the Ministry for me.


      Lucie seemed to have been sleeping ever since entering my shadow at the palace yesterday. When I’d tried talking to my shadow, the only response I got was, “Just a little longer.” Since Lucie had also just learned some painful facts that were new to her, she must have been feeling emotionally exhausted.


      As I set off to board my carriage for the palace, accompanied by Lucie in my shadow, Keith said he was coming with me.


      “What about your job, Keith?”


      “I said something urgent came up and took the day off. No problem there.”


      “Huh? Can you really get time off on such short notice?”


      “Big sis, father agreed wholeheartedly when I said I should accompany you and gave me permission. No problem there.”


      “Father said that? But I’m only going to the palace,” I said.


      Keith sighed.


      “I guess so. But you were only visiting the palace yesterday too, and then you caused enough trouble that the royal family saw fit to send a covert bodyguard back with you,” he said with a weary look on his face.


      Yes, all that had been communicated to my family was that the palace sent me back with a covert bodyguard. So if they wanted to think I’d caused trouble, there wasn’t much I could do about it. But...


      “This time, I didn’t actually do anything wrong myself,” I said, thinking I should at least try and make some kind of defense.


      But Keith paid this no mind.


      “That may have been true this time, by some stroke of luck, but big sis, you basically always get caught up in some kind of trouble when left to your own devices. You went in by yourself during that last incident with Maria, so there’s a chance you’ll get involved in some even worse trouble this time, and put yourself in danger. So I’m going to be keeping a really close eye on you,” he said, a dark smile that never reached his eyes playing on his lips.


      Uh-oh, he’s really mad at me this time. But, well, I guess I’ve just given him that much reason to worry. And he’s right; it wasn’t that long ago that I went to try and save Maria alone. I really made him worry then. And he was also worried about me when I went on that mission to Cyrus’s hometown.


      “You’re right, I’ve done nothing but make you worry lately. I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be really careful this time (probably),” I said.


      That final “probably” I kept to myself, buried in my heart. The meaning of that “probably” was that, if anyone dear to me ended up in danger, I knew I would stop at nothing to rescue them. I knew myself too well. But the next time that happens, I promise I’ll talk to my friends about it. I won’t just go off on my own.


      Keith must have read my mind, because he sighed again.


      “If anything happens, discuss it with me right away,” he said, before returning to his usual expression.


      And so Keith and I boarded my carriage and headed to the palace. After arriving and telling the guards the reason for my visit, I was shown to a room, a different one from yesterday. I knocked on the door and announced myself.


      “Come in,” a voice called.


      Having obtained permission, I entered the room, finding a large table with a number of chairs arranged around it. If I had to compare it to anything, it would be a meeting room. There were some people sitting around the table I hadn’t expected to see.


      “Maria? And Raphael too? What are you doing here?” I exclaimed in surprise, seeing two people who I thought would have been working at the Ministry at this time of day.


      Raphael smiled.


      “Yesterday, Miss Larna told me that she had something important to tell me about Dark Magic, and to come to the palace with Maria today.”


      Maria promptly nodded after Raphael had given his explanation.


      Since Raphael had once been a Dark Magic user, he was very knowledgeable about the subject. Not only that, but he was the very person who had found the texts we had discussed yesterday. Meanwhile, Maria was the person best versed in Light Magic in present day Sorcié, Light Magic being in opposition to Dark Magic. Therefore Larna must have decided that she ought to hear about the Dark Familiar Lucie as well.


      “Um, have you heard anything at all about what we’re going to discuss?” I inquired of Raphael.


      “No, not a single word. But that’s just business as usual,” Raphael answered. But behind his eyes there was an air of gloom. Just for a moment, I glimpsed how hard our boss’s freewheeling approach to work made things for Raphael on a regular basis.


      For the time being, Keith and I decided to follow Raphael and Maria’s example and take our own seats at the table.


      Though Raphael and Maria both knew a lot about Dark Magic, since I didn’t yet know how much Susanna (Larna) planned on telling them about Lucie, I didn’t mention her. Instead I asked harmless questions, like how their work at the Ministry was going, and waited for Susanna (Larna) to show up.


      After a while, Susanna, the one we had been waiting for, arrived, but she came in the guise of Larna. It looked like, since she had asked Raphael and Maria to join us, she would be sticking with Larna for today.


      But for some reason, Larna had brought the princes with her. I had expected Jeffrey to come with her, based on what she had said yesterday, but I was surprised when Jeord and even Alan showed up as well.


      On top of that, when I greeted Alan he looked away from me sulkily. He really just turned away in a huff. Why’d he do that?!


      Back when I was eight, we’d had a fight over a total misunderstanding, but we had resolved this with a tree climbing contest and forged an enduring friendship. About ten years had passed since then, and this may have been the first time he had acted so distant toward me. What could I have done to upset him?! No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn’t figure it out. Then I decided asking the man himself would be the quickest way to find out.


      “Excuse me, Prince Alan, but have I done something wrong?” I asked.


      “No. I mean, ‘you’ did, but I was told it wasn’t you on the inside when ‘you’ did. I know that, but...” Alan trailed off, seeming tongue-tied as he said something I didn’t really understand.


      What does that mean? I wondered, no doubt with a question mark floating over my head, when Larna offered an explanation.


      “Miss Katarina, when Lucie was inside your body yesterday she apparently mistook Alan for your fiancé and committed a faux pas. This confused Alan, so Jeffrey explained a little about the situation to him. I thought I might as well introduce Lucie to Alan as well, so I brought him along,” Larna said coolly.


      Lucie committed a faux pas... Huh?! Lucie, what did you do?! This is the first I’ve heard about it, I thought to myself, while also thinking that if Lucie had done something really bad, then I was going to have to make amends.


      “Sorry, Prince Alan. But, you know, I have no idea what happened. I’m terribly sorry if I did anything rude,” I apologized, bowing my head.


      “Nah, I was pretty flustered myself at the time, but when I thought it over I realized it was odd for you to have done something like that out of the blue. So I should have tried a little harder to make sure it was actually you. Don’t worry about it,” replied Alan.


      What does he mean, “something like that”? I thought. But since it sounded like I’d only be digging my own grave if I asked, I deliberately let my opportunity to ask slip by.


      “I’m very grateful, Prince Alan,” I said, thanking him for his open-mindedness.


      “I had heard that, since you already told Alan of Lucie’s existence, he would be joining us today. But when you refer to a faux pas Lucie committed after entering Katarina’s body and mistaking Alan for her fiancé, whatever do you mean? This is the first I have heard of such a thing taking place,” asked Jeord with a grin.


      That’s the grin he plasters on his face when he’s cranky. Something must be bugging him. That grin means I’d better be careful what I say. But how could he bring that back up when I so sweetly avoided the subject?! Is there any way we could drop it? I wondered.


      Larna didn’t even try to read the room before opening her mouth and rattling off something shocking.


      “Ah, I know what you mean. While Lucie was in Katarina’s body, she embraced Alan and even kissed him, right?”


      “Huh?!” I shrieked in unison with both Keith, sitting next to me, and Jeord, sitting opposite me.


      As my own face went hot with shame, I saw the faces of the two men turn stern.


      “No, that’s not true!” Alan cried in a panicked voice. “We didn’t kiss!” He waved his hands frantically to emphasize his denial.


      “Hmm, didn’t you? I was pretty sure I heard that you kissed,” responded Larna in a carefree tone of voice.


      “No, we didn’t kiss! I mean, all that happened was that Katarina’s lips brushed against my cheek,” insisted Alan desperately, though almost mumbling the second sentence in a quieter voice.


      When Jeord heard this, he promptly grinned.


      “Ooohhh? So all she did was embrace you and kiss you on the cheek? Alan, please come to my room after this meeting.”


      That smile means he’s in the worst possible mood.


      Alan’s face turned deathly pale.


      “Big sis, no one told me that such a thing happened between you and Prince Alan!” said Keith next to me in a low voice, lowering his eyebrows.


      “Well, I really didn’t know either,” I answered.


      After he let out a heavy sigh, a weary expression fell over Keith’s face.


      I kept watching as the ashen-faced Alan and Jeord, with his peeved smile, were having some kind of exchange in the seats across the table from mine.


      “Prince Alan, aren’t you lucky Mary wasn’t at this meeting?” Keith whispered.


      “Huh? Mary?”


      “Yes, She might have felt jealous, and then you would have been in even bigger trouble than you already are.”


      Though Mary does treat Alan kind of like her lackey, they are still engaged. If Mary learned that another woman embraced her man and kissed him on the cheek, she might be jealous.


      “Maybe I should tell her what happened and apologize for you?” I said, thinking that since this was all a result of Lucie’s misunderstanding, an accident, really, explaining everything to Mary would be the most honest course of action.


      “No, you’d better not. I don’t want you to cause any more trouble...for Alan,” said Keith, whispering that last part while rejecting my suggestion immediately.


      Hmm, I think it’d be wise to listen to my adopted brother here instead of coming up with my own half-baked ideas, seeing how little romantic experience I have. Okay, let’s not tell Mary, then.


      “Everyone, I’m sorry to interrupt while you’re having so much fun, but can we turn to our main topic for this meeting?” said Larna.


      I couldn’t help but think to myself, Who was it who let the cat out of the bag and caused all this chaos? But then I realized that we weren’t getting anywhere as things stood, and I should actually be grateful that she was moving to change the subject.


      “Very well. I shall continue my discussion with Alan later, so please, go right ahead,” said Jeord, encouraging Larna to speak.


      Next to Jeord, Alan sat with a look of despair on his face as if to say, There’s more...? but no one chose to call attention to this.


      “All right then. Now, I know there are people here who already know the situation, but since there are also those who don’t, I’ll start at the beginning. The reason I have called you all here today is to tell you about a five-hundred-year-old familiar whose existence was reported to me yesterday.”


      While this of course provoked expressions of shock from Raphael, Maria, and Keith, who knew nothing at all about the familiar, Jeord and Alan looked surprised as well.


      I get it. Just hearing the words “five-hundred-year-old familiar” is enough to shock anyone. “What the heck is that?” they must be thinking.


      “Miss Larna, can familiars really live for that long?” asked Raphael, who had deciphered some fairly old texts partly to investigate the topic of Dark Magic.


      “Well, normally, no. Since a familiar fundamentally draws upon its master’s magic for energy to live off of, it is said that they will vanish if the master perishes. But this familiar that recently emerged says that, since she was created using a special kind of magic, she isn’t bound by that rule and has been able to go on living,” said Larna, sharing what Lucie had told us yesterday.


      “Um, by ‘a special kind of magic,’ do you mean Dark Magic?” inquired Raphael a little hesitantly. Since Raphael had done a whole lot of research into Dark Magic, Larna’s explanation must have rung a bell.


      “Well, although similar, strictly speaking it’s not quite the same thing. This magic was apparently created by taking a minuscule share of the life force of all the creatures in the land. It’s not like our modern Dark Magic, which requires human sacrifice,” explained Larna.


      From the look on everyone’s faces, they were flabbergasted. I should think so. Who wouldn’t be surprised if they heard this story out of the blue?


      “Um, is it really all right for me to hear this? This discussion has the potential to change our whole history. The rest of you might belong here, but I don’t believe that I have the social standing or the magical abilities to be qualified to listen to this.”


      It was Raphael who uttered these words.


      Now that he mentions it, I suppose these facts really might overturn our history. But what does Raphael mean when he says he doesn’t have the standing or the abilities to be qualified for this? If the deputy chief of the Magical Tool Laboratory—the man who holds the department together, who can also decipher tricky ancient scripts and was able to discover new historical texts—isn’t qualified, then I must be far more unqualified.


      Larna was apparently thinking exactly the same thing.


      “I have already obtained permission from the higher-ups to share what I’m about to tell you with everyone here, so there’s no problem. And Raphael, a wonderful worker like you, who people say keeps the busiest department in the Ministry together, you’re telling me you aren’t qualified to hear this? What a funny thing to say. The higher-ups have said they would like me to ask for your opinion in particular and request that you maintain an active role in dealing with this case going forward. We’re counting on you,” she said.


      “Yes, ma’am, understood,” replied Raphael, a little sheepishly, but said nothing more.


      Looks like Larna has enough self-awareness to realize that she doesn’t keep her own department together.


      Incidentally, since Keith was a last minute addition to our crew, I was worried whether he was one of the people approved to participate in the meeting, but apparently the always conscientious Claes household had already made the necessary arrangements yesterday. That’s father and Keith for you.


      “Now, shall we continue? Although, I would like to get permission from the very person we’ll be discussing before saying anything more. Would that be all right, Katarina?” said Larna, looking at me.


      She must mean that she wants me to check with Lucie.


      “Just one moment, please. I’ll ask her now,” I said to Larna. I’d decided to try calling Lucie.


      Apart from Jeffrey, who had talked with Lucie and knew about the situation, everyone looked puzzled by my exchange with Larna.


      Not even Keith, who had become worried and decided to come with me after I’d explained a bit about what had happened, had a clue that there was a Dark Familiar besides Pochi in his sister’s shadow. I had deliberately avoided talking about that.


      I now faced my own shadow and called out to it.


      “Lucie, are you awake? Everybody’s saying that they’d like to hear what you have to say.”


      “Ugh, all right. I’ll get ready now and come out soon, so just give me a minute,” came the reply from my shadow, sounding very like a person who had just been woken up on a lazy day off.


      Everyone besides Larna widened their eyes in shock.


      “Get ready?” Larna wondered bemusedly. “What does she mean, get ready?”


      “I think maybe she means she needs to get in the right mood to talk? Something like that,” was my answer.


      “Oh, how fascinating,” said Larna, her eyes shining.


      Sounds like she’s going to have a bunch more questions for Lucie when she sees her.


      Less than thirty seconds after this exchange, my shadow swelled and a pretty little girl with black hair popped out of it. Everyone looked really shocked to see her emerge.


      “Well, Lucie, good to see you again. Is it all right if I tell everyone here about you, as well as the story you told us yesterday? I’m thinking of getting them to help us gather more information about the dark mist, which I understand is what you want,” said Larna.


      Lucie, who still looked a little bleary-eyed, stared at Larna before replying.


      “Ah! You’re the lady from yesterday. Sure. If they’ll help me look for the mist, the more the merrier.”


      It was Susanna who had met with Lucie yesterday, but today she had come as Larna. Apparently she used a magic tool to change her appearance, but perhaps that tool didn’t work on a familiar like Lucie. She seemed to have realized straightaway that Larna was the same person as Susanna from yesterday. Though whatever she might have thought about it, she didn’t feel the need to bring it up.


      “Thanks, Lucie. You have my gratitude. Now then, I’m going to tell you about Lucie here, the story she told us yesterday, and some old texts we recently discovered that seem to be deeply related to that story,” said Larna, before giving everyone her account of everything we had learned from Lucie yesterday and from the texts Raphael discovered—about Lucie herself, her mistress Jean, the incident that occurred involving them, as well as the black mist that had vanished into the sky and the dangerous presence Lucie had sensed. Lucie listened to all of this with a tranquil expression.


      When Larna was finally finished speaking, everyone in the room exhaled. There was this palpable feeling of tension in the air. No one opened their mouths again at first.


      After a while, Jeord was the first to speak up.


      “What can I say? This is such an incredible story that I still cannot accept it completely, but what I really want to know is what we should do about it.”


      “I want you all to help me investigate the dangerous presence Lucie sensed. If we leave things as they are, it’ll pose too great a threat,” answered Larna with an uncharacteristically hard expression.


      Jeord frowned and put a hand on his forehead.


      “Very well. As a member of the royal family, I can hardly ignore such a threat, and, more importantly, wherever Katarina is involved, failing to help out is simply not an option,” he said with a look at me, before turning his gaze to the others.


      “Everyone, what do you intend to do?” he asked.


      “After hearing such a wild story, I guess I can’t pretend not to know about it. I’ll help too,” said Alan.


      “The moment my big sis got involved, I was left with no option but to help,” said Keith.


      “Please let me take part, provided there’s anything I can do to help,” said Raphael.


      “My position is the same,” said Maria.


      My friends all agreed to help out.


      “I see. Thanks, everyone,” said Larna. Perhaps because her expression now softened, the tense atmosphere around us vanished.


      Thanks to that, Alan seemed to feel more relaxed as well.


      “But really, what an incredible story. Now that I know that Dark Magic was originally created to do good, it’s like everything I was told about it before has been turned upside down,” he said, holding his head in his hands and looking up at the ceiling.


      “It certainly has. Just seeing a five-hundred-year-old familiar with my own eyes was shocking enough, but after learning that the truth about Dark Magic is the exact opposite of what I thought I knew, I think it’ll be a while before I can sort things out in my head,” said Keith with a sigh.


      Then I realized that, for some reason, Lucie was staring right at Maria.


      Maria herself seemed to have been so caught up in the incredible story we were just told, and so stunned by it, that she hadn’t noticed Lucie’s gaze.


      “Lucie, what’s the matter? Does Maria have something stuck to her face?” I inquired.


      Lucie looked startled, then turned to face me.


      “Well,” she whispered in my ear, “when I looked closer at that girl, I realized she looks a lot like an old acquaintance. So I couldn’t help staring at her.”


      An old acquaintance? Who? I opened my mouth to ask, but before I could someone else spoke up.


      “By the way, Lucie, there is something I would like to ask you,” began Jeord with a bright yet intimidating smile on his face.


      Lucie nearly leaped out of her chair. Her face also looked tense. It seemed like the terror she had felt upon hearing that she was to be “disposed of” the previous day still hadn’t entirely left her.


      Well, I’m not surprised.


      “Wh-What is it?” asked Lucie nervously.


      “It is about your actions toward Alan while you were in Katarina’s body,” said Jeord.


      Whaaa?! You’re asking about that now?! Surely this isn’t the time to be talking about that kind of subject? Besides, I thought we’d already settled the matter! Look, now Alan’s face has gone pale again. This isn’t something we should be talking about now—definitely not, I thought.


      Ah! Could this simply be Jeord’s sense of humor? Perhaps he’s joking? Maybe he just wanted to ease the tension here even more, to make it easier for us all to talk? But then I looked at Jeord.


      “I am told that, while in Katarina’s body, you embraced Alan and...even went so far as to kiss him on the cheek, is that right? Why would you do such a thing? In order to decide my next course of action, I simply must ask,” he said with a truly serious look on his face.


      Oh, no. It doesn’t look like he’s joking, I’m sorry to say.


      No doubt feeling the pressure from Jeord’s serious face, Lucie still sounded a little nervous as she answered him.


      “Well, that’s because I’d just been told Katarina was engaged to a prince. It was at that very moment that a prince appeared and greeted me with the most delighted look on his face, so I just assumed that this person must be Katarina’s fiancé and behaved accordingly,” answered Lucie.


      When Jeord heard this, deep furrows appeared in his brow.


      “I would typically find it unforgivable for anyone to mistake Alan for Katarina’s fiancé, but as you did not know, it is hard to blame you for your misunderstanding. So I shall forgive you.”


      When Lucie heard the word “forgive” from Jeord she looked relieved.


      Wait, why should it even be Jeord’s place to forgive what Lucie mistakenly did to Alan while in my body? I couldn’t help thinking, but as Jeord seemed to be in a difficult mood right now, I chose to let this slide.


      “Although, I cannot help but wonder where this idea of yours that couples who are engaged should embrace and kiss each other came from? No matter how far we go back in Sorcié’s history, there is no record of such conduct taking place in public,” said Jeord passionately, leaning forward a little.


      Next to me, Keith spoke in a very quiet voice.


      “Huh? He’s been looking through records of how engaged couples used to behave? That’s kind of scary.”


      I chose to pretend I didn’t hear this.


      As for Lucie, she didn’t seem to be too perturbed by Jeord’s abnormal acts.


      “Oh, really? But that’s how the engaged couples I knew always used to behave,” she said, looking confused.


      “Just who were these engaged couples you knew? Your mistress was not engaged, was she?” inquired Jeord, intent on pursuing this line of questioning wherever it may lead.
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      “I don’t mean my mistress. I mean my mistress’s younger sister and her fiancé. There was a deep, mutual love between them and they got along really well,” answered Lucie.


      “Huh? So Jean’s younger sister had a fiancé?!” I exclaimed loudly, having heard nothing of this the previous day.


      “Huh? Ah, right, I didn’t mention that, did I?” said Lucie, just realizing this fact and looking bewildered herself.


      “From what you said about her younger sister yesterday, I assumed she was still a little girl, so I didn’t expect her to have a fiancé,” I said.


      Lucie blinked.


      “I said that Anne was a little girl when my mistress came home from the war. She was already a grown woman when I met her. Though she wasn’t as strong as Jean, Anne was a powerful Light Magic user herself, and she went on to help my mistress research new spells and to soothe people after that.”


      “Ah, so that’s how it was.”


      I was fully convinced that, at the time, Anne was still a small girl with Jean having to take care of her, but now I was amazed to learn that she was Jean’s full-fledged partner in her research. Now I feel bad for picturing her as a child. But what’s really surprising is that Lucie’s idea of how engaged couples greet each other came from Jean’s younger sister.


      “If her younger sister and the fiancé greeted each other with a hug and a kiss, then they must have been a pretty happy couple.”


      “Yes, they were always clinging to each other when they were together, so I just assumed that’s how all couples behaved.”


      Anne, and you, Anne’s fiancé, it’s your fault that Lucie committed that terrible faux pas. Aaah, if only she’d told me about this sooner, this mess between Alan and Jeord need not have happened.


      “Ah, I see. It must be wonderful for engaged couples to get along so well. Katarina, shall we learn from their example?” said Jeord.


      Now he wants us to act like them? Give me a break, Jeord.


      “Er, no, Prince Jeord, that would be...”


      Waaay too embarrassing.


      “Not to worry. If we greet each other that way regularly, you will soon get used to it. To start with, how about you move away from that clingy brother of yours and sit next to me?” said Jeord, extending his hand toward me.


      Uh-oh, I know that look, he’s serious. What should I do? I wondered in alarm.


      “Hmm. I hate to interrupt you while you’re having so much fun, but I’d like to return to the topic at hand now,” said Larna, dashing Jeord’s hopes.


      Thanks, Larna.


      Ignoring the defiant look on Jeord’s face, Larna continued.


      “Moving on, I would like us to begin our investigation into the threatening presence Lucie felt, but at present, we just don’t have enough information. Lucie, if you can remember anything else at all, I’d like you to tell us,” she said to Lucie.


      Lucie looked up and pondered this. “Hmm, hmm,” she intoned as if desperately searching her own memories. Then, after a while, she suddenly looked startled.


      “Lucie, did you remember something?” I asked.


      She nodded vigorously.


      “My memories of the incident were so overwhelming that I’d totally forgotten about this, but not long before the incident, I remember my mistress warning Anne and Natalie to watch their backs. She said there was a chance that her secret had gotten out.”


      “Her secret?”


      “My mistress told me that, when she’d gone to the battlefield as a rescuer, she had sustained a serious injury to her abdomen. Though it looked healed on the outside, it hadn’t totally healed inside, leaving her unable to bear children.”


      “What?!”


      “Back then, Light Magic users were precious, with many families wanting to bring them into their bloodlines. My mistress used to be targeted by those kinds of people all the time. Only, since she was able to use that very Light Magic to render them powerless, it wasn’t a problem. But Anne and Natalie weren’t so capable. So my mistress hid the truth about her body, so those people’s attention would remain fixed on her. But then, not long before the incident, she told us that the secret might have gotten out. And when she told me about it, she added that I should keep an eye on Anne and Natalie.”


      “Hold on...” I muttered.


      When someone precious was taken away from them, the wizard was filled with grief and the soothing magic was tainted by evil.


      The story in one of the texts Raphael found crossed my mind. So there had been those who wanted to claim Jean for their own to incorporate her strong magic into their family bloodlines, but when they had realized that was impossible they may have targeted her younger sister and friend, who were also Light Magic users, instead.


      And supposing that resulted in killing one of them, and Jean witnessed this...then she might have lost control of her Dark Magic. It wasn’t an implausible idea.


      Larna must have been thinking the same thing, given her next question for Lucie.


      “That may have something to do with the incident itself. Can you remember what happened then in any more detail?”


      Lucie thought hard once again, but this time she wasn’t able to recall anything else.


      After that, Larna and Jeffrey asked Lucie a number of other questions, but it didn’t sound like they managed to get any more useful information from her.


      During that questioning, I became concerned about Maria’s demeanor.


      At first I’d thought she was just stunned because of the shocking story she’d heard, but this condition had lasted for too long.


      Everyone else had returned to normal, but she was still in a daze.


      “Maria, are you okay? Are you not feeling well?” I asked.


      Maria started in her seat.


      “No, I mean, I am fine,” she responded. “But having heard so much today, I have not yet finished sorting things out in my head.”


      Well, fair enough. I couldn’t expect her to come to grips with all this information so quickly. Maria in particular is so kind, she might have been upset by Lucie’s stories of hardship.


      “I see. Well, there’s no rush. Take all the time you need to sort it out,” I said.


      “All right,” said Maria, with a little smile and a nod.


      Then Lucie started staring at Maria again.


      “Um, Lucie. A little while ago you said Maria reminded you of an old acquaintance. Who does she look like?” I inquired, asking the question I meant to ask earlier before Jeord referenced the incident from yesterday.


      “There’s an air about her that really reminds me of Natalie, my mistress’s best friend.”


      “Ah, the one who lived with her in the tower, you mean?”


      “Yes. Natalie was a very pretty girl, with blonde hair and blue eyes, just like Maria here.”


      “Really? Then perhaps Maria is Natalie’s...”


      Descendant, I nearly said, but then I remembered that there was a high chance that Natalie lost her life during the incident. I paused for a moment before continuing.


      “I suppose...maybe one of Natalie’s relatives was Maria’s ancestor.”


      Lucie must have realized why I paused, since she looked sad for a moment. But then she smiled.


      “You’re right. Natalie always said she had a lot of siblings, so maybe she’s one of their descendants.”


      Having heard that she closely resembled Jean’s closest friend from the tale she’d just been told, Maria looked surprised at first, but then she smiled.


      “Perhaps you are right,” she said.


      Lucie then told us some more about Jean, Anne, and Natalie’s life together. After finishing on that more peaceful note, our meeting was adjourned for the day.


      Larna and Jeffrey said that they hoped to be able to bring back Lucie for further questioning.


      “Huh? Wait, does this mean we’ll have to come to the palace every day from now on? What about my work?” I said, bewildered.


      “I can take on a physical form now, so I’m all right coming on my own,” said Lucie.


      “But what if you end up in danger somehow?” I asked, worried.


      “I’m the most powerful familiar created by the most powerful wizard. I’m really strong, so don’t worry,” said Lucie with her head held high.


      Since she spoke so firmly, I had to agree as well, and asked Jeffrey and Larna to look after Lucie.


      After agreeing on all the details of what was to follow, we made our own way home for the day.


      Lucie must have been pretty tired, since she had said, “Let me rest in your shadow, Katarina,” and immediately went inside my shadow. It looked like she had really made it her home.


      “Now, Katarina, I shall escort you to your homebound carriage,” said Jeord, offering me his hand.


      Without missing a beat, Keith butted in.


      “Big sis is going home with me in our carriage, so I’ll be the one to escort her. You are free to go directly to your own room, Prince Jeord.”


      This was pretty much how things always played out between them. Recently, I’d started to think that they actually liked each other but just couldn’t be honest about it, and so they used me as fodder for conversation. Just as expected, a friendly discussion began between them, but I chose not to get involved.


      Instead, I joined Maria at her side and we walked together before taking our carriages home.


      When we stepped outside, the sun was already fairly low on the horizon, with the sky having turned orange.


      Looks like we were in there a pretty long time. The meeting was so involved that I wasn’t really that aware of the passage of time. That figures; no wonder I ended up eating so many of the snacks they put out. I missed lunch. Though I did get to eat a lot of snacks instead, I won’t feel right until I eat a proper meal. I’ll make sure I have plenty to eat at dinnertime, I thought as I walked alongside Maria, but then I noticed she was still looking dazed, with her head in the clouds.


      “Um, Maria, are you really okay? Are you feeling tired?” I asked.


      Maria snapped out of her daze, looking like she hadn’t even noticed me walking beside her.


      “Oh, sorry. I was in a bit of a daze there. Well, perhaps you are right, I might be tired. I think I will head straight back to the dormitory and get some rest,” said Maria with a slight smile.


      “You will be sure to get some rest, won’t you, Maria?” I asked doubtfully. “You do tend to say you will and then overwork yourself anyway.”


      It was Raphael, walking behind us, not Maria, who responded.


      “I agree, so I’ll make sure she makes it home to her dormitory,” he said, shocking Maria.


      Maria isn’t even aware of how hard she pushes herself, is she? That reminds me...


      “Raphael, you need to take proper breaks too. You’d better not go straight back to the Ministry and work too hard again,” I declared, knowing Raphael and Maria to be birds of a feather, which left him looking stunned as well.


      He must not be aware either. These two are such a handful.


      I tried to think what I should say next to these two, with their lack of self-awareness.


      “I know: They can check up on each other to make sure they both make it home to the dormitories, and report back to you, Katarina,” said Alan, who had been walking alongside Raphael and behind me.


      I decided to go along with his idea.


      “That’s a good idea. Okay, you two, you’ll let me know, won’t you?” I said to the two of them. They both looked at me blankly.


      I think there’s a high chance that they were thinking of going back to work after this. Larna, even though Jeffrey told them to take the rest of the day off, these two just won’t listen. They work too hard.


      Then I realized that although Alan had come after us, there was still no sign of Jeord or Keith, so they must still be having their friendly chat. Nobody hesitated to leave those two behind, did they? Well, I guess I didn’t either.


      In the end, it was only once Raphael, Maria, and I had all boarded our respective carriages that Jeord and Keith came after us, both of them out of breath.


      “Katarina, why did you head off on your own? Thanks to you, I was left alone with your brother. Then Elder Brother Jeffrey said to me, ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you two, since you’re getting along so well, but can we shut the door to this room already?’ And he looked so cheerful as he said it!” cried Jeord.


      “That’s right. Then Prince Jeffrey said to me, ‘I hope you and my little brother will carry on being good friends,’ as he beamed at me and patted me on the shoulder! Not only was that a terrible misunderstanding, but I felt like I was under a lot of pressure!” cried Keith.


      “So your brother recognized what good friends you two are? Well, now you can be honest about it, and stop using me as conversation fodder,” I said encouragingly.


      The two of them froze. And they didn’t move again for a while. Don’t they know the evening is fast approaching? My tummy is crying out for dinner.


      I briefly stepped out of the carriage, dragged Keith inside, and sat him down. Then I called out to the driver that we were ready.


      He closed the door for us and we immediately departed.


      We were seen off by Jeord, whose expression was strained for some reason, and Alan, who kept glancing at him nervously out of the corner of his eye.


      Keith remained frozen for a while, but came to his senses by the time we were drawing close to Claes Manor.


      “You know, big sis, Prince Jeord and I really aren’t good friends!” he exclaimed.


      This was just one more example of him failing to be honest about his feelings.


      I always thought Keith was a sexy character, but I guess he’s got the tsundere attribute equipped as well.


      “Yeah, yeah,” I responded to my adopted brother, who still couldn’t admit his feelings.


      “It doesn’t sound like you believe me at all,” said my brother, still unable to admit his feelings. He kept muttering further complaints until we arrived at the house.


      Once we arrived, Keith and I reported to father that no new problems had arisen that day, and I finally received my long-awaited dinner. I really had my fill, which prompted an icy glare from mother.


      After I finished eating dinner, I got ready for bed and returned to my room. After two consecutive jam-packed days, I was feeling incredibly tired and dove into bed.


      I briefly tried to get Lucie’s attention, but as there was no response she may have been sleeping.


      Yesterday, when Lucie’s existence was exposed, I had panicked, but after sharing our situation with everyone today I felt kind of relieved.


      We still had a mountain of problems to deal with regarding the threatening presence Lucie had sensed, but with all of us working together I felt like it would all be all right.


      “Goodnight,” I said while facing my shadow, then fell asleep.


      Because I had gone to sleep early, for the first time in a while I was able to wake up the next morning without Anne shaking me.


      Drawn by the light streaming in through the window, I went to look outside and found it was a clear and sunny day. How lovely; the weather should be fine today. After two days off from work (though so much had happened that I didn’t really feel like I’d had a break) this would be my first day at work in three days.


      Come to think of it, I wonder if our department was okay yesterday with Larna and Raphael—the two heads of the Magic Tool Laboratory—at the palace.


      Miss Laura is dependable, but she’s no good at all with paperwork. Mr. Hart, conversely, is especially good at paperwork, but has such a dreadful sense of direction that he can hardly do any other kind of work. I really don’t have any senior colleagues with a balanced skill set who can handle absolutely anything. Now I’m worried that everyone might be tired.


      While I was gazing out the window with these thoughts on my mind, there was a knock at the door to my room and my personal maid, Anne, came in.


      “Lady Katarina, I see you managed to get up by yourself today. How splendid,” said Anne in genuine praise; she usually had to tear the covers off me to wake me up.


      I held my head high. I’m eighteen now, you know. I can do it if I put my mind to it.


      “Well then, let’s get you ready for the day, shall we?” said Anne, smiling.


      With Anne’s help, I prepared for the day ahead. I made sure to eat a proper breakfast as well, before heading off to the Magical Ministry for the first time in three days.


      Just before we set off, as usual, I spoke to Lucie.


      “Morning. What do you want to do today?”


      “I’ll just sleep here inside your shadow...” replied a slightly sleepy voice.


      Except for those times when she was extremely alert, like when her nose was buried in a romance novel, Lucie seemed to sleep a fair bit. Whatever she might say about it, I think she enjoys a good sleep, just like me. I would expect that much of someone who once slept in for five hundred years.


      And so, with Lucie stowed in my shadow, I boarded my carriage bound for the Ministry.


      Now, though I would usually greedily snatch whatever sleep I could once inside the carriage, usually sleeping like a log, today I just didn’t find that I was that sleepy. As I watched the scenery roll by outside the window, I thought about the events of yesterday and the day before that.


      I had worried that, once everyone else knew about Lucie, we would no longer be able to live the same life together that we had, and that they might even take her away from me. I was really glad that things hadn’t turned out that way. I was still pondering this when my carriage arrived at the Magical Ministry.


      When my driver, who always struggled to wake me up when he found me sleeping so soundly, opened the door to find me wide awake, he goggled at me.


      “How splendid,” he praised me.


      Anne praised me this morning too. This is shaping up to be a lovely day.


      But as I was walking cheerfully to the Magical Tool Laboratory, I suddenly realized something.


      Lucie said she’d go on sleeping in my shadow, so I left her to it, but, come to think of it, I’m pretty sure that yesterday she promised to go and meet Larna at the palace again today. Not good; this was one of those cases when I should have made sure to wake her up.


      Panicking, I moved somewhere where no one would see me and called out to my shadow.


      “Lucie, Lucie, wake up!”


      “Nnngh...” came a sleepy-sounding voice from inside my shadow.


      “Lucie, weren’t you supposed to go to the palace today? Should you really still be sleeping?” I said.


      My shadow then warped and Lucie appeared truly looking as if she’d just woken up. She then looked up at the sun rising in the sky.


      “Huuuh, is that the time already?!” she cried out like a child who still needed her mother to wake her up in the mornings. “Why didn’t you wake me up sooner? I’m going to be late!”


      She then flew straightaway into the air.


      Oh, so she’s in spirit form. That means no one else can see her, I thought, my heart pounding as I watched Lucie leave. Once I was sure she was gone, I headed to the Magic Tool Laboratory.


      After knocking on the door and entering the office, I found Sora and Raphael inside. Raphael was working at his desk. He had dark circles under his eyes. When I saw that, I couldn’t help but say something.


      “Raphael, don’t tell me you stayed here working last night instead of going home!” I drew closer to him expectantly. In the moment I forgot that I usually tried to be polite and address him as Deputy Chief in the workplace.


      Raphael blinked, then smiled.


      “No, I made sure to head back to the dormitories with Maria last night and get some proper rest. I’ve only been working since this morning; I just came in a little early.”


      “Deputy Chief, you must have come quite early in the morning—before the sun was up, in fact—judging by the size of that stack of paperwork you’ve dealt with. As far as I understand, our department chief won’t be able to join us here for some time yet, so it would be very trying for all of us if you were to burn yourself out. Please have a short rest,” said Sora from nearby.


      I knew it! Raphael has been overdoing things.


      Sora and I prepared some tea and some treats to go with it, handed these to Raphael, and pressured him to rest, if only for a minute or two. Raphael was a little hesitant at first, but he eventually gave in and rested while drinking his tea. Though we really would have liked him to get some proper rest, as long as Larna was out of the office, there were too many things for which we depended on Raphael. But I felt bad.


      After that, I found out that the office had indeed been in big trouble during Raphael’s absence yesterday, just as I had feared. Sora told me about it while we were both getting ready to do our morning work duties.


      Finally, our senior colleagues arrived as well, the clock reached the designated start time, and our workday began.


      At present Raphael was far too busy for there to be any chance of us resuming our one-on-one Dark Magic lessons. That left me with physical labor, which included such tasks as helping my colleague known as Mr. Tanktop carry boxes.


      Once my morning of physical labor had finished, and I’d had my lunch, it was time for me to spend the afternoon on my daily task of deciphering my covenant.


      When I came to the room allocated for this task—which always involved a battle between me and my own drowsiness—I found Maria already there, looking down at her Light Covenant with a serious gleam in her eye.


      Her gaze was so serious, in fact, that she didn’t even notice when I came into the room. Feeling slightly concerned, I decided to call out to her.


      “Um, Maria.”


      As far as I could tell, it was only when Maria heard my voice that she realized I was there. Her expression was one of shock.


      “Lady Katarina! You’re here.”


      “Yes, well, I only came in a moment ago, but it seems you were so engrossed with your covenant that you didn’t notice. Have you found something important written in there?” I asked.


      Maria looked puzzled by this question at first, but after thinking about it for a moment she explained.


      “It is not that I have already found something important written in here. Rather, I am looking through it to see whether something important is in here.”


      “Huh?”


      “The truth is that yesterday, I got the feeling that I had heard about—or seen—the story in the second text Raphael told us about somewhere else. I thought it might have been somewhere in this covenant, so I searched through it, but there was nothing like that in the portion I have deciphered so far.”


      “Really?! Is that why you were so spaced out yesterday? Because you had this on your mind?”


      “That is right. I am sorry to have made you worry. But even though I thought it might just be my imagination, or that I misremembered something, I could not be sure.”


      Maria went on to admit that she had checked other texts she had previously read at the Magical Ministry too.


      The faint dark circles under her eyes indicated that she had come to the Ministry early this morning, just like Raphael, in order to investigate those texts. These two were very alike, in any case. They never got any rest and kept pushing themselves too hard, yet they were unaware of this. I was worried about them.


      “So you got permission to look at old texts, like Raphael did?”


      Thanks in part to her relationship with the Light Covenant, Maria was in a position to obtain permission to look at old texts considered to be classified. Unlike me (who should have learned how at the Academy of Magic) Maria was able to read the ancient script of Sorcié fluently, so I thought she might have gone to look at those records on her own initiative.


      “No, I have never done that, so if I did see this story written somewhere it must have been at the academy or during work here at the Ministry. But since such a text really seems like it would have been classified, it would be strange for me to have seen it somewhere where anyone could access it. So I could be mistaken,” said Maria with a look that showed this didn’t sit right with her.


      “Hmmm, well, if it bothers you, then why not keep investigating until you figure it out? If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know,” I said.


      “Thank you so much, Lady Katarina. I will do that,” replied Maria, blushing a little. Perhaps because of her newfound determination, Maria now had a refreshed look on her face, like her head was clearer.


      Before long the clock reached the scheduled time for our afternoon of work, so I busied myself deciphering the Dark Covenant, battling drowsiness as usual. After finishing a typical day of work at the Ministry in this fashion, I returned to my home, kicked back in my room, and started reading a romance novel.


      “I’m back,” came a voice, and Lucie appeared before my eyes. I had no idea when she had come into the room, but it looked like she was back from the palace.


      “Welcome home,” I replied.


      “Hearing someone say ‘welcome home’ when I tell them I’m back makes me so happy,” said Lucie with a smile.


      Oh, right. Lucie had to spend all those centuries without anyone to say the words ‘welcome home’ to her, I realized.


      “From now on, I’ll say those words to you as often as you like,” I declared.


      Lucie smiled so happily that I somehow found myself becoming happier too.


      “Were you with Miss Larna this whole time?” I inquired.


      “That’s right. That lady was so excited to ask me about my mistress’s magic. She had so many questions that I had a hard time answering them all. People like that used to come to the tower now and then, but I guess every era has them,” said Lucie with a far-off look in her eyes.


      With the revelation that magic geeks existed in every era, I had once again gained some knowledge that didn’t seem particularly useful.


      “Sounds like you had a hard time. But I’m sure you’ll start to get the hang of dodging her question barrages soon enough,” I said encouragingly, as Lucie still had that far-off look in her eyes.


      “I guess so. I might be able to dodge some of them soon, but when it comes to people like that, the more they learn the more obsessed they become. Some of them can never get enough,” said Lucie with an even gloomier expression.


      It sounds like magic geeks have been quite the thorn in Lucie’s side since the olden days. Okay, time to change the subject.


      “Lucie, did you make sure to stay in spirit form when you flew to the palace this morning?” I asked, this question having bothered me all day.


      “Yup, I made sure no one besides you could see me on my way there. Really, I almost always keep to that form. It doesn’t require much energy,” was the reply I received.


      “Is that right?”


      So her spirit form is kind of like battery saver mode.


      “As long as I’m in that form I can fly through the air for as long as I like, and since I can also go through walls, it’s much easier for me to get around.”


      “Ah, I see. So when you’re in your physical form, you can’t fly or go through walls?”


      “That’s right.”


      You know, that spirit form sure sounds handy. She can go anywhere she wants. If only I could change my form like that, I bet I’d be okay even if, by some stroke of bad luck, I met my doom and ended up in prison, I thought, but then I realized there was something puzzling about this.


      “Um, Lucie, come to think of it, you’ve said that after the incident you were imprisoned and they used a magic tool on you that sealed your magic away and kept you bound to that place, so you couldn’t leave. Had that disappeared by the time you woke up?” I asked.


      “Heh heh heh, don’t you already know the answer to that question? You can see how freely I’m moving now, can’t you?” said Lucie with a chuckle. “I think that hateful magic tool must have broken when I summoned the last of my power. I mean, if it hadn’t, then I couldn’t have used that sleeping spell.”


      That makes a lot of sense, actually.


      “Besides, that was nothing more than a copy of one of my mistress’s magic tools. Even if it didn’t break then, there’s no way it would have lasted for five hundred years. It was nothing like the genuine article,” said Lucie, thrusting her chest forward slightly with a look of pride on her face.


      “For sure! After all, that magic tool Jean made is still working fine now, after five hundred years.”


      “That’s right; my mistress was amazing. They used to say she was the kind of genius who only comes along once every few millennia.”


      “Well, she invented the first magic tools and even a new form of magic. That is amazing. So, did she always come across as very noble?”


      When I asked Lucie this question, she looked as if she needed to ponder it for a moment.


      “No, I’m not sure that she did always come across that way,” she responded.


      I hadn’t expected that answer.


      “Huh? Really?!”


      “Yup. She wasn’t a morning person and often overslept. She lost things quite often too, and relied on Natalie to take care of her more than you’d think. When Anne was around, my mistress tried to act like a responsible big sister, but whenever Natalie—who was a bit of a busybody—was around, she would hardly ever lift a finger to clean her room. It would get messy and Natalie would get mad at her. Right, I remember now. Maybe my mistress never really had it together. Rather, she was always a bit of an airhead, almost detached from reality. That’s what Natalie used to say,” Lucie added with a giggle.


      Based on everything Lucie had told me about Jean up until this point, her mistress had been a genius at magic, kind, and all-around wonderful. I’d developed a strong picture of her as this perfect person, so hearing an anecdote where she was unexpectedly scatterbrained really surprised me.


      When I was still thinking of her as this genius at magic, she’d felt very distant, but now that I’d heard about this other side of her, she was starting to feel a bit more familiar.


      “I thought she was this perfect person, but hearing your story just now made me feel closer to her,” I declared to Lucie honestly.


      Lucie stared at me.


      “Oh, yeah. Maybe she did kind of have a similar vibe to you, Katarina. You remind me of my mistress when she was at home surrounded by people she trusted and felt comfortable spacing out.”


      Is that supposed to be a compliment? Well, maybe I’m supposed to feel good about having something in common with such an amazing magic user, even if it’s a part of herself she showed when she wasn’t at her best? That’s a tough one.


      I was still pondering this when Lucie spoke up again.


      “Ah, right. Can I read some of your books again tonight? I’ve been going straight to sleep every night recently, so I haven’t been able to read any.”


      Lucie then brought a few volumes back from my bookshelf.


      “Sure, go ahead. Read as many as you like, and then we’ll both say what we thought about them.”


      “Okay,” agreed Lucie, nodding delightedly.


      In the end, I was so spurred on by Lucie’s enthusiasm that I started reading a romance novel too, overslept the next morning, and Anne ended up tearing the covers off my bed.


      After that my day-to-day life went back to what it was before. The only difference was that instead of sleeping in my shadow during the day, Lucie went to the palace.


      Since Larna was still absent from the Ministry, I did physical labor in the morning, followed by the continuation of the covenant decipherment project in the afternoon. Maria revealed that she had continued the investigation she’d told me about but hadn’t learned any more.


      She had apparently decided to pursue this investigation patiently and thus showed no signs of panicking. She didn’t even have dark circles under her eyes, so I was relieved.


      As for Lucie, she spent each day in discussion with Larna (Susanna) and Jeffrey. She told me that, though they seemed to be doing everything they could to investigate the mysterious presence, they hadn’t made any major progress.


      Our daily lives continued to be fun-filled, as Lucie and I read romance books together, ate sweets, and chatted each evening after she came home from the palace. Even Pochi joined in when it was time to eat sweets, and he was becoming quite the gourmet hound.


      While I was enjoying these fun-filled days, I started to feel as if they would carry on forever, but one day we suddenly—no, inevitably—came to a turning point.


      Maria, who had so patiently waited to jog her memory about the story she had once read or heard, finally remembered where she had heard it—or rather, who had told it to her.


      “Just the other day, I visited the house where my mother and father are living now.”


      Ever since the incident when Maria’s parents got attacked by the Dark Magic Gang, they had been living in a house under the management of the Magical Ministry.


      Though Maria herself lived in the Ministry dormitory, she said that she went to see her parents in that house from time to time. Once, while talking to her mother about the dinner Dewey had invited her to, this had led to a discussion about Maria’s prospects of marriage.


      By the standards of this world, Maria had already reached the prime age for marriage (just like I had). For some reason, Maria had shown no interest in romance, and her mother must have been concerned about her.


      During this discussion her mother had said, “Once you’re engaged to be married, I’ll have to tell you the story passed down from our ancestors.” That was when Maria remembered.


      She had recalled that there was a story passed down to children who were about to be married on Maria’s mother’s side of the family, and she had heard a tiny bit of that story from her maternal grandmother when she was still small.


      As soon as this came back to her, Maria had apparently requested of her mother, “Since this may be vital to an important investigation I’m pursuing at present, I am really hoping you can tell me about it now.”


      And so her mother told her the whole story. It was indeed very similar to the story found in the two old texts, and Maria immediately reported this revelation to Larna.


      I received a letter detailing these events from Larna, and Lucie and I were summoned to meet her at the palace the next day.


      I had to change my original plan to go to work, and instead my carriage set off for the palace. I already had an uneasy feeling I couldn’t quite explain before I arrived at the palace. As soon as I got there, I was shown to Susanna’s workroom.


      After knocking on the door and entering the room, I found Larna (Susanna), Jeffrey, Maria, and Raphael were already there.


      Susanna and Jeffrey were sitting together on a sofa, and Maria and Raphael were side by side on another sofa facing them. I chose to sit down next to Maria.


      “Sorry to call you here so suddenly. The situation is more or less as I described it in my letter, but I felt like Lucie, the person in question, and you, Katarina, her guardian, ought to hear about it directly, which is why I called you,” Larna began, before turning her gaze upon Maria, who nodded firmly.


      In other words, Maria’s going to tell us about the facts in the letter in more detail. On a different note, I can’t help but wonder when exactly I became Lucie’s guardian, and how. But the feeling in the room was tense, too serious for me to take issue with a detail like that, so I decided to let it slide.


      “Lucie,” I called out to my shadow. Lucie immediately emerged from it and sat down beside me.


      After watching Lucie emerge from my shadow and sit down next to me, Maria opened her mouth to speak.


      “Well, Lady Katarina, though I believe Miss Larna already wrote about this in her letter, it turned out, to my disbelief, that the story of the two texts, which you have mentioned several times, is an old story from my family. I am still very much shaken by this, but I would still like to share with you what I heard,” said Maria. The story she started to tell was one that had been passed down to children on her mother’s side of the family who were about to be married, a tradition that had been carried on since time immemorial.




      The wizard with the power to heal went around the kingdom once the war was over, healing people who were wounded and the land that was scarred. But even once the wounds to their bodies were healed, people still wept for the sorrow and trauma they had experienced. So the wizard created a new kind of magic that could soothe people’s hearts.


      The wizard used this magic to heal many wounded hearts. Thanks to the kind wizard, they all found happiness again.


      But there were those filled with avarice, who wanted to claim the wizard’s power for themselves, and took someone precious from the wizard in order to get it.


      When the wizard cast her last spell to try and take back her loved one, her magic was stained black, and reaped all life in that place before vanishing into the sky.




      The story Maria had just told certainly was very close to the one found in the two texts. In fact, it sounded like the same story. Does this mean...?


      “Does this mean that the two texts were written by one of your ancestors, Maria?” I wondered, blurting out the words without thinking.


      Raphael reacted first.


      “You might be right. We don’t know how long this story has been passed down within Maria’s family, but considering just how close it is to the one found in the texts, there would seem to be a high chance that whichever of Maria’s ancestors began the tradition also wrote them. Alternatively, someone very close to Maria’s ancestor wrote the stories. But if we consider what Lucie has told us, it’s likely any texts on that subject would have been censored if they were discovered. So it is eminently plausible that Maria’s ancestors could have started this oral tradition to help preserve the story.”


      “In that case, it sounds like Maria’s ancestor really was one of Natalie’s relatives, and someone who admired Jean, just like we theorized before,” I said.


      “Indeed, the author was probably just such an individual. Can you think of anyone like that, Lucie?” said Raphael.


      Lucie had been silent up until that point, but now the ball was in her court.


      “Although I lived with Natalie, I never met any of her relatives. She did say she had a lot of siblings and that she sent money home to them, but she must not have seen them very often. It’s hard to imagine one of those relatives beginning the tradition of telling the story,” said Lucie, pausing for a moment before going on. “Besides, the account we just heard—‘When the wizard cast her last spell to try and take back her loved one, her magic was stained black, and reaped all life in that place before vanishing into the sky’—was very specific. It sounds like it came from someone who witnessed the incident firsthand.”


      “Um, but Lucie, didn’t everyone who was near the tower perish?” I asked.


      Lucie frowned.


      “That’s what I’d always thought...but then Larna told me that Light Magic has the power to oppose Dark Magic. Maybe someone with strong Light Magic would have been able to protect themselves from that darkness and survive.”


      “Does that mean...?”


      “If my mistress was the one who cast that runaway spell of darkness, then I think the only people with strong enough Light Magic to resist it were Natalie and Anne, if they used all their strength. And looking at Maria now, I’m sure the one who survived was...”


      “But didn’t you say that you couldn’t sense Natalie’s presence after the incident?”


      “Yes, when I looked at the pile of corpses, I couldn’t sense the presence or magic of Natalie or Anne, so I assumed they must have perished. But if, as I just suggested, they made full use of their Light Magic, then they would have been left with hardly any power temporarily. So maybe Natalie did survive and I just didn’t notice. She could have been the one who tried to leave us the truth about my mistress.”


      When Lucie said this, I thought I saw a glimmer of hope in her eyes that hadn’t been there up until then.


      After thinking that all of her loved ones had perished for all this time, it must be comforting to think that one of them survived. But what if this newfound hope ends up crumbling away? Lucie may be even more deeply wounded than before. I can’t say which outcome would have been better for her.


      “Um, the truth is that there is more to this story,” Maria said nervously. She hadn’t interrupted everyone as they’d carried on talking without her—almost as if what followed was going to be difficult for her to say.


      “What do you mean, more? This is the first I’ve heard of it,” said Larna doubtfully.


      “Yes, well, I only learned about the rest later. My mother sent me a letter last night, in fact, saying that she had just remembered this part.”


      Apparently, the tale had gotten fuzzy in a number of places over the many years it had been passed down, so even Maria’s mother had forgotten pieces of it.


      She only remembered the rest after saying goodbye to her daughter, and so she rushed to write it to her in a letter.


      “Well, tell us the rest,” Larna said encouragingly.


      “Well, at the very end of the story, it is said that, ‘Anyone who wishes to know the whole truth must seek the Sigil.’”


      “The whole truth? So there’s even more? And what is this ‘Sigil’?” I inquired, finding myself grabbing Maria by the shoulders without thinking about it.


      “Miss Katarina, calm down,” said Raphael.


      Whoops, I grabbed Maria’s shoulders a bit too hard.


      “Sorry, Maria. I was just so shocked that I got overexcited. I’m sorry for grabbing you like that. It doesn’t hurt, does it?”


      “I am fine. And I understand how you feel. When that letter arrived from my mother, I was shocked too, and excited, so much so that I nearly ended up running all the way to my mother’s place, even though it was getting quite late.”


      “Huh? At night, all by yourself?! But you didn’t actually run all that way, did you?”


      “Somehow I thought better of it.”


      “Thank goodness.”


      Though public order is quite good in our kingdom, it’s just too dangerous for a woman to go out at night by herself.


      “Well then, Miss Maria. Now that you seem to have calmed down, is there anything else you can tell us?” inquired Larna.


      After turning to face Larna, Maria replied firmly.


      “Yes, after sitting in my room and considering a number of leads, I realized that I have some idea of what this Sigil might be.”


      Everyone else in the room looked shocked, then expectant as they waited to hear the rest.


      “The truth is that there was a spell named ‘Attach Sign’ in a section of the Light Covenant I deciphered not too long ago. There it was written that, if the spell is properly cast, the sign can remain for quite a long period of time. Having heard that Lucie’s mistress was a Wielder of Light, as were several of the people around her, I figured that the Sigil in the story might be a sign placed by the use of Light Magic.”


      That’s our Maria. Thanks to my work on the Dark Covenant, I can change the shape of any darkness I create by magic. I can make it round, a triangle, or a square. But while it took everything I had to decipher that in my covenant, Maria was deciphering amazing spells like this.


      “I haven’t received any report of this finding yet. Can you tell us specifically what is involved in placing this sign?” asked Larna.


      “One moment, please,” said Maria, before taking a pure white handkerchief out of her pocket.


      When she held her hand over the handkerchief, a glimmering light began to flow out of it. Most Light Magic spells Maria used gave off this glimmering light, but it wasn’t enough for me to tell what she was doing.


      After I stared at the handkerchief for a while, the light finally faded and Maria pulled her hand away.


      Once she did that, I realized that there was a pattern on the once plain white handkerchief that wasn’t there before.


      “What on earth?!” cried Larna, leaning over the table to look at the handkerchief. Her eyes were shining.


      Looks like the blood of the geeks has been roused once again.


      But Maria didn’t let herself get drawn in by Larna’s enthusiasm, instead explaining the phenomenon dispassionately.


      “This is a sign placed by Light Magic. Once placed, it will remain indefinitely, even if you wash or polish the object, unless removed by the person who placed it.”


      “A sign that doesn’t go away unless the one who placed it removes the spell? Hey, that’s amazing,” said Jeffrey, sitting next to Larna and looking startled.


      I felt the same way. Raphael, seated next to Maria, also looked taken aback, but Lucie, sitting across from him, wore her usual expression.


      “Oh? Lucie, you don’t look at all surprised. Does this mean you already knew about this spell?” I asked.


      Lucie nodded promptly.


      “My mistress, Anne, and Natalie used that spell often. For example, when we all received the same candy as gifts, they used to mark their portions with their own Sigils to stop anyone eating more than their fair share.”


      “Huh? They used to put Sigils on candy?! Using Light Magic?!” I exclaimed upon hearing this shocking fact.


      “Yes,” Lucie replied. “In fact, I feel like it was probably because they fought over stuff like that so often that my mistress created that spell.”


      Incredible. So a Light Magic spell created to place signs on objects was born from a desire to stop people from eating other people’s candy. I can’t help but feel like magic has just lost a little of its dignity.


      As she was listening to Lucie and me having this exchange, Larna started to giggle.


      “Tee hee hee, to think that she created a spell for a reason like that. I should have expected as much from a genius magic user. How very amusing. But if everyone around this genius was using the spell she created, it sounds all the more likely that this Sigil is the Light Magic sign mentioned in the covenant. So, Lucie, is the person who places this Sigil the only one who can recognize it? Or can anyone recognize it?” asked Larna.


      “When it came to the Sigil, there was a spell to place it and another to search for it. Part of the spell’s purpose was to make it easy to find lost objects, so I think as long as you can use Light Magic and cast the right spell, you should be able to find it. But I’m still not sure if a Sigil could really last for this long, or if you’ll be able to find a specific one,” answered Lucie.


      “What do you mean, find a specific Sigil?” asked Maria in response to Lucie’s answer.


      “I think it’ll be hard to find a specific person’s Sigil if you’re not familiar with it. It’s like trying to find a person you don’t even know.”


      “But you must know what Natalie’s Sigil looks like, right? In that case, Lucie, if you tell us about Natalie’s Sigil, will that be enough for us to be able to search for it?” asked Maria.


      Lucie blinked in surprise.


      “That might work! I think it’s worth a try. Oh, I know. Why don’t I use my own magic to communicate to you what Natalie’s Sigil looked like?”


      “You can do that? I would be very grateful if you could. Well, shall we give it a try right away?”


      “All right,” said Lucie.


      She was about to cast her spell on Maria when Jeffrey raised his voice in a panic.


      “Wait just a minute! What you’re about to do isn’t dangerous, is it? Is it really something you should just try on a whim?!”


      Lucie and Maria turned to Jeffrey with a look of confusion, as if to ask, Did we do something wrong?


      But on this occasion I shared Jeffrey’s opinion.


      The two of them had decided to try this on the spur of the moment, but I had some strong concerns about whether this kind of magic was something that could be used so lightly.


      “There’s nothing dangerous about my magic. I’ve used it on more people than I can count before now, and nothing bad has ever happened,” Lucie declared, puffing out her chest.


      “For my part, I would like to try this spell as soon as possible and try to find this Sigil. Not only would I like to eliminate this threat for the sake of the kingdom as quickly as I can, but I would also like to confirm what it is that my ancestors meant to pass down to me,” said Maria firmly.


      After Jeffrey heard this, he glanced at Larna and saw her eyes were sparkling in anticipation of a chance to see a new spell in action. So he turned back immediately to look at Raphael, then me, and finally sighed.


      “If it looks like we’re in any danger, I’ll have you stop at once. Raphael, Miss Katarina, if anything seems off to you, I want you to say something immediately.”


      With that, Lucie and Maria had obtained the permission of the highest-ranking figure in the room. They wasted no time in acting.


      First, Lucie placed both her hands over one of Maria’s and shut her eyes. Maria followed Lucie’s example and closed her own eyes. A soft, faint light started to float up from Lucie and fly toward Maria.


      Ahhh. Even though Lucie is a Dark Familiar, this light the spell is giving off looks like one of those spells—a healing spell. At least, that was how it seemed to me.


      After some time had passed, Maria’s eyes snapped open.


      “I have it now. I will use the appropriate spell right away to search for Natalie’s Sigil,” said Maria, before closing her eyes once again. We could only hold our breath and watch Maria to see what would happen next.


      I couldn’t tell how much time passed before Maria slowly opened her eyes.


      “I have found something that resembles the Sigil, though it is somewhere a significant distance away from here.”


      After a brief silence fell over the room, it was Jeffrey who spoke next.


      “Do you know where it is specifically?”


      “I cannot tell in more specific terms, but I think if I follow the trail I detected I will be able to find it. May I go and pursue it now?” asked Maria. She seemed ready to stand up and go after it at a moment’s notice.


      Lucie, sitting next to her, likewise seemed to be champing at the bit. Her face told me that she was ready to go with Maria right away. After looking at them both, Jeffrey seemed to realize it was pointless trying to stop them. He sighed heavily.


      “All right. In that case, as long as you’re willing to have Larna, Raphael, and some knights from the palace accompany you, and you agree to take care to ensure your safety, I will permit it.”


      Lucie and Maria seemed pleased.


      However...


      “Excuse me, Prince Jeffrey, does this mean I’m not allowed to go with them?” I asked, since my name wasn’t included in the list of members for this mission.


      “I don’t think there’s any need to send you somewhere where you might encounter danger, Miss Katarina,” replied Jeffrey somewhat vaguely.


      “Apart from Lucie, I’m the only one here who can use Dark Magic. And Lucie has no experience using or defending against offensive Dark Magic spells. If we find something Dark Magic related at the scene and it attacks our group, I think it would be easier to deal with it if I’m there too,” I said firmly.


      If I were being honest, I would admit that I didn’t especially like the idea of being sent somewhere dangerous either, and I had promised my family and friends that I wouldn’t go running headlong into danger again. I really meant to keep that promise. But if the group ended up attacked by Dark Magic, or some other situation occurred that could only be resolved by Dark Magic, and harm were to come to Maria again, I would regret not going for the rest of my life.


      “Please let me go too. I have Pochi with me, and Lucie as well now, so I won’t take any stupid risks. Please,” I requested, bowing my head.


      Jeffrey took his deepest sigh yet.


      “There’s really no beating you, is there, Miss Katarina? It must be that part of your personality that all these youngsters are so drawn to. All right, I will permit it. However, you really mustn’t do anything dangerous. That goes for the rest of you as well.”


      And so he sent all of us on our way. We boarded carriages that he provided, then headed off in the direction indicated by Maria.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: A Tale of the Future


      “At the next road, please turn left.”


      This was one of many such directions Maria gave. After following these directions, I was surprised to see where our carriage ended up.


      “Isn’t this the town where you grew up, Maria?” I said.


      Maria blinked.


      “So it is. I never would have thought that the object affixed with the Sigil would be in my own hometown.”


      Yes, we had come to the town where Maria grew up. It was a town I had been to a number of times before.


      It wasn’t long ago that Maria’s parents were still living in their home in this town, up until they were attacked by the Dark Magic Gang.


      Larna noticed our surprise and spoke up.


      “The Sigil was left by one of Maria’s ancestors. If we assume that Maria’s family has lived in this town ever since then, it’s hardly surprising that the Sigil would be here too.”


      When you put it that way, it actually does make sense.


      “I suppose so. The house where my mother grew up is also in this town. Come to think of it, you are right,” said Maria, also convinced.


      We all then disembarked from the carriage.


      “Now we just need to find exactly where the crucial Sigil is. Maria, can you tell?” said Lucie, looking steadily at Maria.


      “I shall just have another look now.” Maria then closed her eyes. She opened them suddenly a little under a minute later. “This way,” she said before stepping forward.


      We all followed her in silence. The knights from the palace walked a short distance behind us. We’re in Maria’s hometown now, which isn’t a place with a lot of crime. This mission might not be as dangerous as the last few.


      These were the thoughts on my mind as we steadily advanced. Shortly, we reached a spot that was familiar to me. It was the very place where Ronnie, Dewey’s older brother, and I had once been attacked by Sarah. It was the entrance to a deserted forest that lay just outside the town.


      Maria came to a stop at the roots of a magnificent tree, tall enough that I had to look up to see the top of it. She stared at it for a while.


      “I feel like it must be here. Only, all I can tell is that it is here. I do not know what I should do next,” she said with a troubled look on her face.


      “Once you find the Sigil, you need to let your Light Magic flow in its direction. The Sigil will react to Light Magic by coming to the user all by itself,” said Lucie, giving her the method to secure it.


      “Understood,” replied Maria, before closing her eyes again.


      Next, a blinding light began to pour out of Maria’s body and made its way toward one of the roots of the tree. Once Maria’s light reached it, another blinding light burst from the treeroot.


      Unable to stand the light’s brightness, I shut my eyes. A little while later, upon nervously opening my eyes, I saw that the light was gone. There was now something like a book in Maria’s hands, which hadn’t been there before.


      “Maria, is that book...?” I began to ask.


      “Yes, this would appear to be the item affixed with Natalie’s Sigil,” answered Maria.


      Lucie ran to Maria’s side and peered at the book in her hands.


      “Herein is written the truth I saw with my own eyes. Natalie Aubert,” she said while running her fingers over the book’s cover. I gathered that she had read aloud what was written there. “The date written on this cover is from after the incident. So she really did survive. Natalie, I’m sorry I didn’t realize,” Lucie added as she lovingly stroked the book’s cover with a look of sorrow on her face.


      The rest of us said nothing, but simply watched over Lucie for a while.


      “If we read this book that Natalie left us,” Lucie said eventually, “I’m sure we’ll learn about that threatening presence, and the black mist too.” She followed these words by forcing an awkward smile.


      It was at that moment that a terrible chill suddenly ran down my spine. What? I have a really nasty feeling, all of a sudden.


      Kaboom!


      Then I heard something that sounded like a huge explosion. The next thing I knew, Maria, who had been standing just a short distance in front of me, had been sent flying several meters into the air, and the big tree had fallen.


      I hadn’t the slightest idea what was going on, though these events seemed to unfold before my eyes in slow motion.


      When she saw Maria propelled into the air, Lucie leaped skyward, grabbed Maria by her clothing and held her up, before executing another great leap toward me.


      Oh, looks like I’ve moved backward a fair bit as well. When I took a good look at my surroundings, I realized that Raphael must have used his Wind Magic to gently move me back. Larna had likewise used her own wind to move backward.


      Then I saw, in the spot where Maria had been standing mere moments before, a colossal black mass.


      What? Huh? Is that a pile of mud? These were the words that immediately emerged in the back of my mind, but when I realized it was moving—writhing—I had to stifle a shriek in the back of my throat.


      This thing, which looked like pitch-black mud, was about the same size as the dragons I had recently encountered in that cave. I figured it was also some kind of creature, though its appearance was such that I had some doubts as to whether “creature” was really the right term.


      It was almost as if some sludge had gained consciousness and was moving about. It was an ominous sight. It was also a bit like some four-legged animal covered in goop was crawling along the ground in desperation.


      Perhaps due to the thing’s fearsome appearance, my body hadn’t stopped trembling since I first sighted it. It was incredibly frightening.


      I felt scared. Even when faced with a literal dragon, I hadn’t felt this way, but my instincts seemed to tell me that the giant sludge creature that had appeared in front of me was something very dangerous and loathsome.


      “Katarina!” cried Lucie, as she reached my position, still holding Maria up by her clothing. She then handed Maria to me, and I hurriedly caught her in my own arms.


      “Maria, are you okay?” I called out to her, which snapped her out of her daze.


      “I am fine. However, that blast just now sent the book flying, and I do not know where. I am sorry,” she answered.


      “As long as you’re all right, that doesn’t matter. We can look for the book again later. It’s got that Sigil on it, so we’ll find it in no time,” I said.


      “Yes,” Maria responded with a nod, a little teary-eyed.


      “What is that? Is it like those dragons you reported?” murmured Larna.


      “No, the dragons weren’t as oozy and shapeless as this. In fact, I get the feeling this thing is nastier than the dragons,” Raphael replied.


      Nastier than even the dragons? Actually...I think I agree with him. That thing is scarier and more dangerous than the dragons we faced before.


      “The feeling I get from it is really similar to the presence I sensed just after the incident,” said Lucie, turning to look at the sludge with a fearful look on her face.


      “You mean that’s the same threatening presence you sensed before?” asked Larna.


      Lucie shook her head.


      “No, it’s similar, but not the same. What I can tell is that this thing is really dangerous, and really bad for us,” she replied with a grimace.


      Sounds like Lucie shares our opinion.


      “So, is there anything we can do to stop it?” I asked with a look in Lucie’s direction.


      “I don’t know. I’ve never dealt with anything like it... Besides, I haven’t yet regained my powers fully, so the magic I can use is limited,” answered Lucie as her eyebrows sank.


      Oh, right. Then what do we do? I looked back at the sludge and saw that it still hadn’t moved from the spot where it had first appeared.


      “Ah! But, look, this sludgey guy just keeps spinning around on that same spot. It doesn’t look like it’s about to attack us, so maybe it’ll go away soon,” I said hopefully.


      This might have jinxed us. The part of the sludge I assumed was its face spun in our direction and, without a moment’s delay, it started to ooze its way toward us.


      “Eeek!”


      Shoot, I couldn’t have said anything more likely to trigger a flag. Though, since the sludge isn’t all that fast, I can totally run away.


      “If it keeps heading in that direction, it’ll reach a populated area. We can’t let that happen,” said Larna.


      She’s absolutely right, so we need to do something about it while it’s still in this forest with no one else around.


      “I shall cast a light spell on it. If that thing was created using Dark Magic, then it may have some effect,” said Maria, the first to offer herself up for battle.


      In that case...


      “Then I’ll try using my staff to suck it up, like I did with the dragons,” I declared.


      When Lucie heard this, a puzzled look appeared on her face.


      “Suck it up?”


      “Ummm, I mean, I just do this and picture my staff sucking up the sludge. In the past I was able to defeat dragons created by an evil Dark Familiar that way, so I thought I’d try the same thing this time,” I explained.


      “So such a spell exists, does it?” muttered Lucie, looking thoughtful. It seemed like she’d never heard of a spell for sucking things up.


      As soon as this exchange between Lucie and me was over, Larna chimed in with a serious look on her face.


      “Miss Maria, Miss Katarina, I think I’ll take you up on your suggestions. Just make sure not to do anything reckless. If you think it seems hopeless, stop your attack at once and retreat, all right?”


      “Yes, ma’am,” we both said in unison, nodding.


      “’Kay, then Raphael and I will cover you with our own magic,” said Larna.


      Raphael nodded with a grave look on his own face. We had decided on our method of attack. All that remained was to try it.


      “Pochi,” I called to my shadow so that Pochi would come out and help me.


      “Woof,” said Pochi energetically as he emerged.


      He understood my intention and swiftly grew in size, before stepping in front of the sludge to protect us. Lucie, who was seeing the giant Pochi for the first time, looked shocked.


      While glancing at Lucie out of the corner of my eye, I envisioned my skull staff and manifested it in my hands.


      Then I pictured the staff sucking up the sludge. Maria, standing beside me, created light and propelled it toward the sludge.


      “Ah! It’s stopped moving,” exclaimed Larna. This is what alerted me to the fact that Maria’s attack had stopped the sludge.


      Now it’s my turn! I thought as I intensified my image of the sludge being sucked up. Once I did, I started to hear a slurping sound and I felt part of the sludge get sucked into my staff.


      It worked! So it doesn’t only work on dragons, but on sludge as well!


      “So this is the sucking up spell,” murmured Lucie next to me.


      Since the sludge we were facing in this battle had been immobilized by Maria’s light attack, I wouldn’t have to run after it like the dragon last time, making things a bit easier. It was all gloppy, which was gross, and its viscous nature also made it take longer to suck up—those were the downsides. Still, my staff continued to vacuum it up.


      Then, when I had sucked up about a third of it, there was a loud badump sound—a heartbeat. First the scenery in front of me started to waver, then I myself began to waver like the scenery. I was about to fall down.


      “Katarina,” said Raphael as he grabbed my shoulders to support me.


      “Lady Katarina.”


      “Miss Katarina.”


      “Katarina.”


      Everyone was worried about me. Though my vision continued to waver, I made an effort to regain my balance.


      “I’m fine. I just got a little dizzy all of a sudden.”


      At least, that’s what I said, but to my surprise I found that I couldn’t stand up right away.


      “Miss Katarina. The reason you’re feeling this way might be because you absorbed that creature. And it hasn’t only affected you, but your familiar as well. It doesn’t seem to be a problem with your condition alone,” said Larna.


      I turned to look at Pochi and saw that he had lost the vigor he had shown a moment ago and was sprawled, exhausted, on the ground. It was my first time seeing Pochi like that.


      “Unlike the creatures you all have fought before, this thing may be a threat to us just by existing. Stop absorbing it right now,” Larna ordered.


      “But there’s still some of the sludge’s body left,” I said.


      Now that Pochi’s out of steam, I have to do something about this myself, I resolved as I made another attempt to regain my balance.


      “You need not worry. I shall use my Light Magic to annihilate it.” Maria spoke forcefully, though her face was obviously pale. Just like during our last battle, she had used too much magic.


      “Maria, you’ve used too much magic already, so you’d better stop. Don’t worry, I’ll suck the rest up in one go.”


      “No, Lady Katarina, it is all right. Leave it to me.”


      During this exchange, a third, decisive voice jumped in.


      “Neither of you need to do anything else. Leave the rest to me.” It was Lucie who said this.


      “Huh? But Lucie, you said you’ve never dealt with something like this before.”
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      “That’s right, Katarina, but when I saw you use your magic, I thought of something. The long and short of it is that we need to erase that thing, right? I feel like the spell we used all those centuries ago to wipe away painful memories might just work. Leave this to me. I’m the strongest familiar ever, created by a genius wizard,” said Lucie with her head held high, even though she still had a frightened expression when she looked at the sludge.


      But she just said she hasn’t gotten all of her powers back. Will she really be all right?


      “Lucie.” I felt worried and called her name.


      Lucie just smiled.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of this thing in a flash,” she said, before holding out both hands toward the sludge.


      No sooner had she done so than a dim light started to pour out of her hands. This light soon formed a sort of thin film that wrapped around the sludge’s entire body.


      Looks like Lucie’s magic really is based on Light Magic. It was pretty and felt warm.


      The sludge, which had found itself enveloped in light in the blink of an eye, started to struggle to get out, but the film of light that trapped the sludge held firm and would not break. Quite the contrary, since it started to contract, shrinking like a deflated balloon. Inside the shrinking film of light, the struggling sludge grew steadily smaller.


      Once the sludge had reached the size of a small child, the film of light shrank rapidly one last time before both sludge and light disappeared together. It happened all at once, a swift and brilliant method of erasing the creature. Lucie had literally taken care of it in a flash.


      She really is an amazing familiar.


      “Lucie! You’re amazing,” I said, turning from the direction where the sludge had vanished to look at Lucie. “Wha— Lucie?!” I was startled to see her physical form now thin and hazy. “What’s wrong?!” I cried, running over to her in a panic and reaching out to touch her, only for my hand to pass through empty air.


      This must mean she’s back in spirit form. She can’t maintain her physical form. Still, up until now I had always been able to see her clearly, even when she was in spirit form. This change gave me a terrible feeling.


      “As my power was a long way from being fully charged...it looks like my attack just now used nearly all of it up. I can’t hold on any longer,” Lucie replied with a pained expression.


      “You’re kidding! Lucie, we’ve only just become friends...”


      This can’t be happening. All because she pushed herself too hard to defeat the sludge, now Lucie’s going to disappear.


      “What about your promise to Jean? Hey, can’t we do something? What can we do to stop you from disappearing?!” I blurted out, half-crying.


      Lucie just frowned.


      “Uh, no, I’m not disappearing.”


      “Huhwha?”


      “Like I just said, I’m not disappearing. Haven’t I told you that I won’t disappear unless I will it myself? Well, I don’t know what would happen if I received an attack meant to erase me, so I can’t say for certain that I wouldn’t disappear in that case, but I wouldn’t do anything so foolish as to use up all my power and vanish.”


      “Oh, I see... Thank goodness.”


      I instantly forced my tears back. I was so relieved. Because I hadn’t fully regained my own stamina yet, my knees gave way and I ended up crouched on the ground. When Lucie saw this, she giggled as she continued to explain.


      “I’m not able to replenish my magic all at once, and when it starts to run low I can’t maintain my physical form. Even in spirit form, it would be difficult for me to keep this level of activity up. And if I keep pushing myself, I really might run out of power and disappear.”


      “Really?! Then please don’t! Rest.”


      “Yes, I think I’ll do just that. So, is it all right if I sleep inside your shadow again for a while?”


      “Yup, of course you can. But how long will you need to sleep? Maybe a few weeks?”


      “Hmmm... No, I hardly think that’ll be enough for me to recover. I won’t be asleep for five hundred years, like last time, but unless I sleep for at least a dozen years or so, it might be hard for us to talk this way.”


      “Huh?!”


      After thinking that she would be fine if she slept for a few weeks, the words “at least a dozen years” shocked me so much that I froze.


      “Lucie...does this mean that, for at least a dozen years or so, I won’t be able to see you again?” The tears I thought had stopped were about to overflow again.


      Lucie smiled and shook her head.


      “No, even while I’m asleep inside your shadow, I’ll be watching over you. If I see that you’re in any real danger, I’ll come out and save you,” she said.


      “No... Don’t push yourself. You can come out again once your magic is replenished. In the meantime, I’ll keep investigating to see if there’s anything we can do to make it easier for you to become active again,” I said, worried about what might happen to Lucie if she came out again to rescue me.


      Lucie smiled happily.


      “Tee hee hee, thanks. I’d like you to keep investigating that threatening presence in the meantime too. It would be terrible if it turned out to be something that might harm you and your friends.”


      “You got it. To help fulfill the promise between you and Jean, I’ll make sure to investigate the black mist. So you don’t need to worry, Lucie. Have a good sleep, and get all your strength back.”


      “Katarina, you really are a softie. But it’s been so much fun spending time with you. It was almost like the old days, when I still lived with my mistress.”


      “It sure was.”


      “I’ll be back as soon as I’ve stored up enough power. Make sure you stay well until then.”


      “Sure,” I replied, half-crying.


      When she heard my reply, Lucie half-looked like she was about to start crying herself. But then, after forcing an awkward smile, she swiftly vanished. I could feel something plopping down inside my shadow.


      Ah, Lucie has settled down in my shadow for a long sleep, I realized.


      “Lady Katarina.”


      Maria, who was off to one side, approached me with a worried look on her face and rested her hands on my shoulders.


      The warmth in her hands made the tears I’d held back well up again. Burying my face in her chest, I allowed myself to weep just a little. Maria patted my head gently.


      When I had calmed down, I looked up to see Larna with an earnest expression on her face.


      “Miss Katarina, Miss Maria. I want you two to go straight back to the palace, and take some rest in the room I’ve reserved,” she said.


      “Um, but we still haven’t retrieved the book Maria found earlier.”


      “Quite so. I shall use the Sigil spell to search for it right now.”


      Those were my and Maria’s responses respectively, but Larna just frowned at us.


      “No, we can be sure it fell somewhere near here, so that’s not a problem. More importantly, the two of you look awfully pale. Get some rest right away.”


      Once she mentioned this, I took a good look at Maria’s face in front of me and saw that she really was as white as a sheet, and looked like she might collapse at any moment. She must have used too much magic.


      “Maria, you really are awfully pale, so you had better do as Miss Larna says and get some rest.”


      “The same goes for you, Lady Katarina.”


      We looked straight at each other’s faces as we said these words.


      “You both look terrible. Now, please, get in the carriage,” said Raphael, forcefully escorting us to our carriage.


      Though I had thought I was fine to carry on, as soon as I was seated in the rocking carriage, I blacked out.




      I saw a room with pale pink walls, a black table at its center, and a bed with a metal frame and an azure cover on top. This room belongs to Acchan, my best friend in my past life. Ah, I’m having that dream again.


      Since this recurring dream let me view scenes from Fortune Lover II, which I had never played, it was always a precious opportunity.


      I might learn some useful information from this dream again. So I’d better pay close attention, I thought to myself. But since I was already so tired today, I somehow couldn’t summon the motivation to pay attention, and just spaced out.


      Regardless of how I felt, the game was once again displayed on the screen in front of me. And just what appeared on that screen?


      “The sludge?!” I cried in astonishment, though of course, I didn’t actually make any sound within the dream.


      To my amazement, the sludge I had only just seen in reality was on the screen in front of me.


      “I shall use my Light Magic to defeat it,” said Maria, the protagonist.


      When she hit the sludge with her Light Magic, it stopped, but showed no signs of disappearing.


      “Oof,” groaned Maria, staggering in the middle of casting her spell.


      Yeah, looks like Maria used up all her magic in the game as well, just like in reality.


      “Leave the rest to me,” said another voice, which came from none other than Lucie, whom I had just said goodbye to before having this dream.


      “Lucie, are you all right?” asked Maria with a concerned look on her face.


      “Leave this to me. I’m the strongest familiar ever, created by a genius wizard,” said Lucie with a forced smile.


      This scene had just unfolded exactly the same way in reality. I found myself crying within my own dream.


      And the events that followed were exactly the same as well. Lucie ran out of magic and went to sleep inside Maria’s shadow for a long time. The events I had just experienced were right out of the game. Except...




      “Lady Katarina.”


      “Lady Katarina.”


      I heard two kind voices calling my name. I opened my eyes to see two of my friends standing over me with looks of concern on their faces.


      “Sophia, Mary, what’s wrong?” I asked.


      They both looked as though they were about to cry.


      “I am so glad you are awake,” said Sophia.


      “You were tossing and turning a lot,” said Mary.


      It was most likely because of the dream I’d just had that I was tossing and turning. Watching the same sad scene I’d only just experienced in reality left me with a painful feeling. Then I suddenly remembered something.


      “What about Maria? Is she all right?”


      Though I was totally worn out myself, Maria had been awfully pale when I last saw her. I was worried about what might have happened to her since.


      “Maria woke up a little while ago and started getting ready to leave. She was already looking a lot less pale,” Mary told me.


      I was relieved.


      “The first thing Maria said upon waking up was, ‘Is Lady Katarina all right?’ So let us communicate to her that you are awake,” said Sophia, calling over one of the servants standing ready behind her.


      Since Maria had looked so awfully pale, I’d worried about her, but now I heard that she had been worried about me too. I felt bad about making someone who already wasn’t feeling well worry over me.


      “Am I at the palace?” I asked as I sat up in my bed, seeming to recall that Larna had told me to go back to the palace and rest.


      “Yes, you are. This is one of the palace’s guest rooms,” answered Sophia.


      Come to think of it, what are Sophia and Mary doing here at the palace?


      “What are you two doing here at the palace?”


      “My sources told me that you and Maria became unwell during a mission and were brought to the palace,” Mary answered casually.


      “Uh, what do you mean by your sources?”


      “Ha ha ha, my source is someone close to the palace,” said Mary, trying to dodge my question with a vague answer and a refined laugh.


      Someone close to the palace? Perhaps she means Alan, her fiancé (henchman)? And does that mean my other friends already know about everything that happened? I was just wondering this when a knock came at the door, and all the other members of our gang came thundering into the room, as expected.


      “Katarina, are you all right?” asked Jeord.


      “Are you okay, big sis?” asked Keith.


      “You okay, Katarina?” asked Alan.


      “Are you okay?” asked Nicol.


      They all looked worried as they asked how I was. Just as I’d anticipated, everyone had heard about what happened from Mary’s contact.


      Since I had only promised a little while ago not to make my friends worry anymore, I felt terrible to have made them worry again.


      “I-I’m all right now. I’m terribly sorry to have made you worry,” I said, bowing my head.


      “You have nothing to apologize for, Katarina. If only Elder Brother Jeffrey had told me about this sooner, I would have gone with you,” said Jeord.


      “But Prince Jeord, you have your own work to do, don’t you? This was such a sudden decision, and we had no idea it would turn out this way,” I replied.


      No one could have predicted that, while searching for a Light Magic Sigil, we would end up having to slay a sludge creature. There was no helping that outcome.


      When he heard what I had to say, Jeord raised his index finger and spoke with a gentle smile.


      “I suppose not. What nobody could have foreseen cannot be helped. So please, Katarina, do not apologize.”


      “Okay... Thank you very much,” I said with a nod. For some reason, I felt my cheeks getting warm and was starting to feel embarrassed.


      Then there was another knock at the door and, without waiting for a reply, Maria came tumbling into the room, before running to the side of my bed.


      “Lady Katarina, thank goodness you are awake. When you collapsed so suddenly in the carriage, I was so, so worried,” she said.


      The tears she had been holding back started to pour down her cheeks. It appeared that I had lost consciousness in front of Maria and caused her a great deal of concern.


      Even though she hadn’t yet fully regained the color in her own cheeks, Maria continued to cry and clutch my hand. So I leaned closer and hugged her.


      “Lady Katarina!” exclaimed Maria in surprise.


      “I’m sorry for making you worry so much. And I want to thank you for fighting alongside me today,” I said.


      Although Lucie was the one who had ultimately defeated the sludge, I was sure that Maria’s Light Magic spell, which had consumed all of her magic and left her deathly pale, had also contributed greatly to its defeat.


      That was the outcome in the game. I was sure, though, that my own efforts hadn’t been in vain either.


      After all, while in reality Lucie had said she would sleep for about a dozen years, in the game she said it would be decades. In other words, the number of years she would have to sleep had been noticeably reduced compared to the game.


      The moment I realized that, I had a strong, indescribable feeling of happiness.


      “Lady Katarina, it is I who should be thanking you,” said Maria, hugging me back tightly. My chest was getting really warm.


      “She got here last and took the best spot. Maria really has not changed a bit. The fact that she is not even aware of what she is doing makes it even worse,” said Jeord.


      “I quite agree,” said Keith.


      “Oh, so we agree for once?”


      “My oh my. Well, I had heard that you two were the best of friends. I also heard that Prince Jeffrey approves of your relationship.”


      “Mary, where did you hear such nonsense? Alan, I will have to have a word with you later.”


      “Eek?!”


      “So Prince Jeffrey approves of their relationship? What a splendid phrase. I can feel a story coming on.”


      “Sophia, cut it out with those fantasies right now. Jeord and Keith both look like death warmed over.”


      Enveloped in Maria’s warmth, and listening to my other friends chattering excitedly in the background, the pain from the memory of the tragic goodbye Lucie and I had exchanged earlier was soothed little by little.


      At least I’ll get to see Lucie much sooner than I would have in the game. There’s a lot of things I need to do before then. The next time we meet, I look forward to talking about books and sweets she might like, and talking about the future, not just the past.


      To that end, first I need to recover my strength, then I’ll get Maria to show me that book she found. I probably won’t be able to read it, but I’m sure either Raphael or Maria will be able to. Once we understand its contents, I’m sure the promise between Lucie and Jean will be fulfilled.


      I was convinced that our future would unfold in such a fortunate way.


      But even after some time had passed, we never did find that book. Even when Maria, having recovered her magic, used her spell to search for the Sigil again, she couldn’t find it. The whereabouts of this book that we had located were now completely lost to us.


      ★★★★★★


      “Well then, I would like to entrust you with the work of deciphering this book.”


      When I received the book along with this request, a grin played on my lips.


      “Please leave it to me,” I replied.


      A scowl appeared on my interlocutor’s pretty face. Apparently something about my reply was irksome. But I did not concern myself with that and took the book anyway.


      It was a slightly grimy volume. Even if I were being kind, I couldn’t call it clean, but I guessed that, for a tome written several hundred years ago, it was probably on the clean side.


      In fact, it was something of a miracle that the book was still extant. It must have been left to us by quite a powerful wizard, who put some spell on it to make it last.


      The individual whose name is on the cover is probably that wizard, but, since I can’t even read that yet, there’s no way for me to look them up in the history books. But, luckily enough, I’ve always been good at deciphering the ancient script. It shouldn’t take too long for me to be able to read this.


      I must say, though, it was an extremely fortunate series of events that led to us acquiring this book. After discovering Maria Campell’s intentions and tailing her, by sheer coincidence, we managed to get our hands on what appeared to be the very book Maria and her companions sought in the location where that black, slimy thing disappeared. What can I say, except that it was a spot of luck?


      If I had to complain about something unlucky, it would be that, since the slimy thing stepped down hard on the book, it was pitch-black when we found it—genuinely disgusting. Well, by the time my associate came to hand it to me, it was already clean again, so no problem there.


      And anyway, I’m just glad that I got to see that girl again after going for so long without seeing her. She has finally come to look like her.


      Though I fundamentally had no interest in human beings, and the only woman who had intrigued me was no longer in this world, that child had always provoked a little interest in me too.


      It would appear that the girl is on the other side now, so I will probably get to see her again. I can’t wait.


      Now then, our opponents would seem to have teamwork on their side, whereas Sarah, that man’s right hand, has been faring terribly of late. After all her blunders, that research-obsessed fool has been in quite the foul mood. How awful. Every time he comes to visit me I get the creeps, but for the sake of what’s to come I must grin and bear it.


      Now then, I suppose I’ll get busy deciphering this book, just like he asked.


      I then took the book in one hand and left the room.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Hello, everyone. It’s been a while. My name is Satoru Yamaguchi.


      My Next Life as a Villainess: All Routes Lead to Doom! has reached its fifteenth volume. It is thanks to the support of all of you who supported this humble work of mine that I have been able to come so far. Really, thank you so much.


      Now, because I had so much I wanted to write, this volume ended up becoming pretty thick, just like the previous volume.


      I had so much I wanted to write about, in fact, that I still had to cut some scenes that just wouldn’t fit, even after I used up the maximum number of pages that Ichijinsha Bunko Iris would allow.


      It has already been ten years since this publisher approached me, while I was still writing the web version on Shosetsuka ni Naro.


      “Why not try writing a new installment for print publication?” an editor kindly suggested to me, and so I wrote the third and fourth volumes. But I found it very difficult to reach the established page count.


      Now that ten years have passed, I find myself saying, “Three hundred pages is too few! The scenes won’t all fit.” The passage of time really is an amazing thing.


      Well, in this installment, Katarina and her friends gather for an autumn harvest meet (in Katarina’s nomenclature) and a new character is introduced.


      In the first part the usual suspects all have fun together, with the new character appearing near the middle.


      This new character is set to appear in the front cover illustration. I look forward to seeing how cute Hidaka-san’s depiction of her turns out.




      This book is going to come out in July, so it will be the height of summer.


      Summer has been getting steadily hotter here year after year.


      Back in my day, a hot day was said to be around thirty degrees, but now we have days closer to forty, which is as hot as the water in my bath. You’d be bound to feel lightheaded when it gets that hot. Everyone, please take care in the heat.


      Finally, I would like to offer my most earnest thanks to Nami Hidaka-sama for always providing such wonderful illustrations, as well as to the head of the editing department and to everyone else who lent their efforts to the publication of this book.


      Everyone, honestly, thank you so much.




      -Satoru Yamaguchi
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