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The Man Known as Enoch Esfia

Take heed, my progeny.

 

He was tracing letters carved on the inside of a door. Every letter was worn and difficult to read. He wondered how many kings before him had traced those same shapes. By the time Enoch first set foot through the door, the letters were already fading.

 

Take heed, my progeny.

 

He could barely make out the words. Whether his successor would be able to, he wasn’t so sure.

“My successor…”

Will this space be unnecessary by then?

“I certainly hope so.”

This room was known only to Esfia’s monarch; only they could enter. The room was meaningless. It wasn’t a place to seek refuge should there be an emergency.

However, if the room had to be assigned a purpose, it was a room of escape. A room for the defeated.

And a mighty king would never flee.

He would not fall into the same trap as the other kings in history.

Not like that man—his father in name only.

Or at least, that was what he hoped.

But what is the reality?

In his youth, Enoch had despised his father for many long years.

And even now, as he read the text King Eus had left behind, he staunchly convinced himself that he would be different.

He was so certain of it.

There is a woman I love dearly, and I will stay with her for life.

Enoch learned of their failures in the secret history of his kingdom. Because of this, he vowed not to let a single word of his heart’s true desires escape from his lips. Every time he met with her, he took meticulous precautions.

It was not a hardship.

To be king was to conceal one’s true feelings.

But to marry her, he needed his uncle’s help; as a commoner, she needed to rise in status first. Enoch was convinced that this would be the biggest obstacle. Duke Nightfellow had to adopt her as his daughter. That would be the most suitable procedure.

He wondered why he had never doubted it.

His former self had tunnel vision, focused only on success.

…I was such a fool…and I was arrogant as well.

For all his failures, big and small, Enoch had never tasted the bitterness of a definitive loss.

And thus, the first defeat he tasted—

“Irene…”

The room seemed to shake with the sound of his voice.

Enoch stood in the room he had scorned for so long. It was a place nobody would ever expect a king to use. On the wall hung a tiny portrait, a painting of a young woman with a reserved smile.

In the past, dried flowers—Lieche orchids—were set near it. They belonged to Enoch’s father, the former king.

The white blooms had withered and were discolored. Anyone who saw them would easily mistake them for dust. They were so fragile that they would crumble if touched.

The drastically altered Lieche orchids seemed an uncharacteristic decoration from a man who loved jewels and beauty in all forms.

Enoch did not know what those blooms had meant to his father.

Why did he leave flowers behind?

He wondered if his father had dreams once, like him, and whether he had suffered loss in his past.

What was on his mind? The day he left this world…the day he left the flowers…and surrendered this room to Enoch.

“This is my first and last gift to you, my son. Take it.”

Nothing.

It would have been better not to know. If he hadn’t, when Enoch was coronated and received this room, he would’ve been able to regard the Lieche orchids left there as a ball of dust and cast them aside to time. Even though that was not what his father had wished.

His father hadn’t been able to bring himself to throw out those flowers.

Enoch gazed at the portrait.

 

“Enoch…why are you scowling so?”

“…It’s my nature.”

“Your nature? What a waste of such a handsome face. You should smile more. It will attract the men, you know, just like my big brother. My big brother is very popular with men.”

“Men… Why would I want another man’s love?”

“……Well, because you’re a nobleman.”

“But I love women. I am not attracted to men. I know I should respect the sexual orientation of others, but I hope that same respect would be given to me.”

“…Oh, really? I’m sorry. I just assumed…”

 

So much time had passed, yet it felt like it had happened yesterday.

He didn’t know if that was fortunate…or unfortunate. Even now, Enoch still felt trapped.

Trapped in a past he would never be able to escape.

Trapped in the weakness he shouldered.

“……Irene.”

And his weakness had caused him to make a second mistake. A mistake he could never take back.

……I thought it was all a dream.

Irene in his bedchamber. He thought it was a mere self-indulgent fantasy.

He thought it was a dream born from his desire to see her again, a desire that scorched his heart.

……A dream.

A self-deprecating laugh escaped him. Had he ever truly believed it was a dream?

Had he not merely shut his eyes against the glimmer of dissonance he should have noticed when he indulged in his dream of Irene?

To the reality that she was someone who merely resembled Irene.

He had chosen to let himself drown in his blissful dream.

That is how it always went when it came to her. He committed sin after sin.

It was the height of foolishness.

He trusted in his uncle, forever and always.

____And scorned his own father.

A weak, foolish king.

His father had feverishly collected gemstones as a means of escape. He loved beautiful things. He loved being surrounded by beautiful men as well, and he would summon those he liked into his bedchamber, letting ecstasy fill him. From the bottom of his heart, Enoch despised his father.

Why? Why won’t you fight?!

When he had looked into those eyes, murky with resignation, he had been tempted to end his father’s life with his own hand then and there.

With a thin smile on his face, his father uttered words Enoch would never forget.

“Even if I neglect this kingdom, it will not fall. Do you know why that is, my clever and foolish son?”

Enoch hadn’t replied.

“It is because my actions do not defy God’s rules… Could you say the same of yourself, Enoch?”

He had not even imagined it.

Later, the same disdain he’d felt for his own father would be sown in Sirius before he had even become an adult.

If one is going to rebel, one’s true will must never be detected by anyone.

One can never be too careful.

____A knock sounded at the door. Enoch lifted his face and looked at it.

He knew the sound well, but most importantly, there was only one other person who could set foot in that room. Only one person other than Enoch knew the way in.

And every time he knocked, Enoch would ask himself:

Why ask for permission to enter when you don’t need it? You have the right to enter rudely, to enter arrogantly… I find it very true to form that you never do.

Not even when he was dealing with Enoch.

“Edgar…”

When he called his name, the door opened. As anticipated, Edgar, the king consort, was standing there with a cool smile.

This was the polite and friendly merchant everyone knew. He wore the same expression in the company of the royal family. At meals, he always initiated conversation. But when his pleasant smile disappeared, the impression he left was flipped on its head.

Edgar gave the room a once-over. When his eyes landed on the painting on the wall, a look of disgust filled his face as he turned away.

“…Irene deserves better than this. You are repeating the actions of the father you loathed. That’s what makes you more atrocious than His Majesty.”

It vexed Enoch to hear Edgar refer to his father, whom he had never loved, with such reverence. But as always, Enoch did not let that emotion show on his face.

“…I cannot refute that,” he replied.

Edgar was Irene’s brother. They looked similar in some ways, but because their personalities were complete opposites, Enoch had not seen a resemblance between the two. Enoch never saw glimpses of Irene in Edgar.

And that was, perhaps, the one saving grace for both of them.

Edgar’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the painting. For a moment, his expression softened, deep filial love filling his eyes.

He looks just as he did on that day.

 

“I can imagine you’re quite high-ranking among the nobility. Don’t get the wrong idea. I won’t try to find out your official title. You’ve told Irene, though, I assume?”

“……Yes.”

“That’s fine… Just promise me you’ll protect her. She’s my baby sister. That is the one thing I’ll never yield.”

“You have my oath. I will protect her.”

“I take your oath to heart. All right. I’ll let you have my sister.”

“Um…but I haven’t technically asked for her hand yet.”

“What? Well, get a move on, you slowpoke! Irene’s a popular girl, you know? Are you getting cold feet? Or are you missing something? A line to win her over? The perfect place to propose? Wait a minute, I’ve got it. Don’t worry. Yours truly will take care of everything.”

“What are you boys whispering about? Hmm…something’s fishy. Enoch, don’t tell me you were secretly after my brother all along…? Or, Brother, were you carrying a torch for—”

“…! Irene… My sweet sister, what a terrible thing to say.”

“Ohhh? Well, I’m sorry, Brother. We’ve had so many aristocratic customers around lately that I let it slip.”

“You shouldn’t just let language like that slip! You gave me goose bumps! Enoch, help me out here! You don’t want your beloved entangled in some strange rumor!”

“Irene was just teasing you. Don’t lose your temper. If you do, she wins.”

“Yeah, I know that, but still!”

“Ha-ha-ha! Sorry, Brother! You too, Enoch!”

 

Irene had flown into his arms, and they had held each other and laughed. Everything had changed since then, yet his memories of the past were still so bafflingly beautiful.

Everyone is still here, except her.

“So. What brings you here?”

“They’re looking for you…because you aren’t in your study. They came to ask me if I knew His Majesty’s whereabouts. I told them you’re resting in my room.”

Ordinarily, there wouldn’t be any problem with that. At this time of day, Enoch was free to do as he pleased. Perhaps there was some urgent matter that required the king’s attention. And because of that, Edgar’s hand was forced, and he had come to get him.

“……Sorry,” Enoch said.

“You should be,” Edgar snapped back, his face twisted with undying disgust. “Especially after what you did in the study. Was it really necessary to do that in front of Octavia?”

Enoch immediately knew what Edgar was referencing. It happened just before Octavia revealed her lover publicly. Enoch had kissed Edgar’s forehead and said, “Just like me and Edgar…”

“We had to convince her we were in love, didn’t we?”

“No…” Edgar turned around. “It’s pointless. She already knows.”

For some reason, Enoch felt laughter threaten to tumble out of his mouth.

“Well, if she found out, then wouldn’t it have been you that facilitated that, Edgar?”

“……Could be.”

He neither confirmed nor denied it.

“Then what about Octavia’s relationship with Alderton? You’re giving them a little push, aren’t you?” Enoch accused him.

The lover Octavia presented to the public was a man Enoch had not imagined. He would never have dreamed her lover was the Emissary of Ongarne.

That man was not among the “exceptions” he had laid out for Octavia. However—

“A princess and her bodyguard—a lovely match, wouldn’t you say?”

Edgar could only say that because he did not know Klifford’s real identity.

“Edgar, I don’t think you know Alderton—”

Edgar opened his mouth before Enoch could finish.

“Oh, I know. I know he isn’t an ordinary knight, at least. I don’t particularly want the details, but I made a judgment call when I saw them together. I like to think I am a much better judge of people than you are.”

Edgar’s cynical tone cut Enoch like a knife, slicing into the ego of the man who had misjudged someone he ought to have trusted when he absolutely could not afford to make a mistake.

“It’s unfair for me to be answering all the questions,” said Edgar, “so I’ll ask some of my own. Why did you hand over the emblem?”

His stare was as piercing as God’s judgment.

When one takes on a task from the king, they are handed a platinum emblem. And Enoch had only just given the emblem to a certain someone.

In the past, Enoch’s emotions would have smothered all reason, and he never would have gone through with it, even if he knew it was necessary.

It was because of a lingering feeling of rejection.

“When a person lacks status and trust, what they need most of all is power. The emblem fills that role.”

“…Are you sure you’re all right with this?”

The hurled question sowed a seed of doubt, and it immediately slipped out of his mouth.

“Are you worried about me?” Enoch asked.

Edgar frowned, silently turned his back on Enoch, then began to walk away.

As feelings welled up inside his chest, Enoch thought to himself, I thought so. He always acts like this. And as he stared at Edgar’s retreating back, the urge to stop him pounded in his chest.

I’ve never carried out the impulse, but what in the world am I thinking? If I stopped him…then what?

“……”

He turned to look at the painting.

Perhaps he wanted to reminisce about Irene with him. That’s right… He wanted to share his feelings. Share his feelings with Edgar, the one person who would understand. At least, the one person in Enoch’s life who would.

But Edgar did not feel the same, and Enoch knew he did not even have the right to wish it of him.

“…I don’t suppose I can go where you and Edgar will be.”

The afterlife. Even if such a place did exist, as king, he had caused many deaths with just one command. The Saza Church was no different. They started a war without dirtying their own hands by forcing the other side to strike first… It was a test, to see what would happen in Esfia. To see how much would be permitted. To see how far—

And for that purpose alone, so much blood was needlessly spilled.

“……But judgment will not fall.”

He clenched his fist. Then Enoch pulled a small bottle from his pocket. He stared silently at it.

The little bottle contained a special liquid. Only the royalty of Valjean knew how it was made. It was a transparent liquid drug, odorless and tasteless. Enoch had used it on himself once in the past. Ever since, he had taken thorough efforts to prevent himself from doing so again. He also had an antidote on hand.

But this time—

“I realize it’s strange for me to ask this after giving it to you, but…are you going to use this, Your Majesty?”

“…I’m not sure.”

“…I suppose Esfia has her own fair share of problems.”

Enoch recalled the moment he received it. He had not actively wanted it, but the other party had remembered him mentioning it. To Enoch, it was an acquisition he had not predicted at all.

It was not poison. It posed no threat to the one who drank it. It could be used for good.

…And it could also be used for evil. It could destroy a life.

Looking back on the path he had walked thus far, using the drug would be tame in comparison to everything else he had done.

But at the very least, he could cause a ripple on the clear water’s surface.

Enoch wondered whether the Sky God’s wrath would fall upon him.

In that moment, he understood his father’s despair.

Put in extremes, even without a king, Esfia would function just fine. It was not permitted to fall into ruin, nor was the Esfian royal bloodline permitted to end.

I had wished so dearly to have a link with Irene, and I entangled Edgar in my mess to do so. It was a purely selfish act.

As a crown prince, he had cast everything aside for this one selfish wish.

Without it, he would not have been able to endure that trying time.

A self-deprecating smile crept onto his face.

He was beyond salvation—because he did not regret what he had done.


79


Wow. Been a while since I’ve been in this room… The last time I was here was, like, two months ago—so this is the second time I’ve been here since Klifford became my bodyguard? Back then, he was like an NPC. I didn’t even know his name…

When I thought about it that way, it was quite profound.

The room contained all the furnishings to ensure a person could live there comfortably. I had added my own personal touch to the décor, and the bookcase and bed I had brought in were just as I had left them.

The bookcase was filled with BL-esque fantasy-fuel books from the royal library, and some of the books my friend Cissy had hooked me up with. The bed was there to roll around on while I read, of course!

It was like my honorary clubhouse!

However, its official title is the Prayer Chamber.

Throughout history, the castle’s residents have known it as the princess’s exclusive room. It was the one place where a princess was allowed to be alone to relax. It really was what the name implied.

Knights and handmaids were prohibited!

Put in extreme terms, if I holed myself up in this room, even if my father the king wished to enter, I could give a perfectly legal “Hells no!” in reply.

For a princess it was…a sanctuary? A princess extraterritoriality?

It didn’t feel that way when I was there, and I had yet to use the place, but the room was equipped with all sorts of measures to prevent intruders, so my safety was guaranteed.

But I forgot to mention the most important thing, and the very reason why I went there after such a long absence!

Nobody else’s eyes ever reached this place. That’s the key takeaway.

I had never used this Prayer Chamber for its intended purpose, and I hadn’t invited anyone else in, either. I shooed away the guards stationed outside. When I was feeling a bit hungry, I would request something to eat and then crack the door open to take food and drink from them, but I would not permit them entry.

……How to put it? I came here because I wanted to be alone as Maki. I don’t want anyone else in the room. I couldn’t even imagine anyone else in here with me anyway.

But no matter how you slice it, this room was perfect for secret meetings! In here, I could speak boldly—at full volume, too. No need to whisper. In the Prayer Chamber, my Princess Privilege reigned supreme.

____I turned around to look at Klifford.

I had ordered him into the Prayer Chamber with me.

It was just me and Klifford, alone.

“I’ll ask just to be certain—do you sense anybody else nearby?”

Klifford shook his head. “Nobody, Princess.”

Phew. Well that’s a load off my mind. If he had been like, “Yes, Princess, I sense an intruder…,” I would’ve flipped.

I mean, that sort of thing had been happening a lot lately!

And my father was the cause.

For example, right after I publicly introduced Klifford as my boyfriend, my father told my chief lady-in-waiting, Matilda, “Officially, she is a princess, and he is her bodyguard. Even if they are lovers—especially since they are lovers—it is not advisable for them to be alone in a room together. Do you understand?”

So now it’s kinda hard to drag Klifford into my room to have a little confidential convo.

In the past, all I had to do was say, “Excuse us for a moment,” and I’d get an okay, but that doesn’t work anymore!

Well, Sasha might let me have my way, but if my father found out about it later, Sasha would be punished. The same goes for any other maid, even Matilda.

Oh, how flimsy Princess Privilege is in the face of King Privilege…!

Fine then. We’ll go outside my room!

One time, I took Klifford to a quiet corner of the castle, thinking, Nobody’s here! Let’s talk in private!

Yet when I asked Klifford, “Do you sense anybody else nearby?”—just to be safe, of course—he said, “Yes.”

And as the cherry on top, there were sheer numbers and positions to consider! Within the castle, someone was always nearby, even if we couldn’t see them…

Nevertheless, I persevered. I tried a hallway and some random rooms, but according to Klifford, there was always somebody nearby.

And the last room I entered, thinking, This one for sure! was unfortunately located about two rooms away from a lovers’ falling-out… Oops?

It happened sometimes. Either three guys or two guys and a girl are in a love triangle. That’s how most of them go down, but in this case, it was the former. It appeared to be a poor, lonely nobleman in love with another guy’s boyfriend, so I had to use my Princess Privilege to settle the matter…

Anyway, I had to give up on the idea of wandering around the castle trying to find someplace private.

Even so, the only place where we absolutely could talk in private would be an extreme spot like the dungeon, and going there together was sure to turn some heads…

Thus, inspiration struck me! And I thought of the Prayer Chamber.

Oh, my sweet sanctuary!

Thanks to Klifford’s reassurance, I knew he and I were all alone!

There was no worry of anyone overhearing us.

Only Klifford and I knew that our romance was fake, and it was essential that it stayed that way.

But now. At long last…

Finally, we can do it…!

We can have a brainstorming sesh to figure out how to act like lovers!

 

After I formally presented Klifford as my lover, the castle was plunged into a frenzy of preparations for an upcoming major event—the Council of Feudal Lords.

And my sights were set on a new batch of problems.

The first was Derek’s odd behavior on the day I was to present my boyfriend to the family.

I wouldn’t get anywhere in my investigation until I met and spoke with him, so I sent him an invitation. But he sent me the epitome of a polite and calculated nobleman’s rejection—a reply not even a princess could take offense with! Grrrr.

Ordinarily, I would have taken the L and left him alone…but I couldn’t do that this time.

If normal tactics wouldn’t work on the guy, then I had to use the direct approach!

I was torn at first about whether to include Uncle Dearest…but decided to reach out to Lucinda instead because it was easier to make up an excuse to see her. So I sent her a letter, implying casually that I also wished to speak with Derek, and I received an okay!

Yes. When it comes to Derek, simply creating an opportunity to see him was a big step forward.

But just when I had that little victory, I received a letter from my father.

I think it was because I reminded him. I mean, days had passed since the Great Boyfriend Reveal, and he was showing no sign of fulfilling his end of the deal.

You promised, remember?! If I introduce my lover, you’ll tell me where Hugh is being held!

So I supposed it was to be expected that he would summon me… In a way, it was a relief to finally hear from him…

But I was not expecting him to ask to see Klifford as well.

He had instructed that Klifford and I, both, come see him together.

Why would Father want to see us…?

It totally had nothing to do with me declaring “Klifford is my lover!” loud and proud at the ceremony, right?

If he found out that Klifford was just pretending to be my lover, everything would be for naught.

In all honesty…

The sweet relief of finally securing my fake boyfriend was the prevailing emotion in my heart, even though I was unable to speak in private with Klifford for a while because of my father’s decree.

Besides, I also had Alec on my mind, and my thoughts would focus on him from time to time. I hadn’t been able to do what I really should have been prioritizing, which was to have a proper production meeting with Klifford about how to be my fake boyfriend moving forward…!

Our princess/bodyguard relationship remained, so around Klifford I behaved the same way I had before. There was no need for me to act all infatuated. Plus, nobody seemed to doubt us, so I had let my guard down…

However!

If we just casually sauntered over to see my father, we were in danger of slipping up!

We had to be extra careful to give my father a convincing show…! Luckily, we managed to survive the trial by fire that was the Great Boyfriend Reveal by a freakish feat of epic ad-libbing—

Ad…lib…

His lips touching mine—the kiss to prove our love marched into my brain, and I whisked Blackfeather open and flapped it in front of my face.

Come on, Octavia, you were on a roll, not thinking about that…!

That was just a command! I know Klifford only did that to carry out his task as a fake boyfriend, and he really saved my butt. But now that we had done that, I had no idea how to act around him! My mind kept going to awkward places!

And for all my posturing to Klifford afterward that it was “just a kiss,” there was totally nothing “just” about it!

…I have to come to terms with it. And it would be wrong of me to say I had more important things to worry about. As much as I’m feeling sweet relief about finally finding my fake boyfriend, I have to acknowledge that I’ve been running from the fact that we kissed!

But…that wasn’t going to fly anymore.

Before he and I faced my father together, we needed to have a rehearsal, to practice being good fake lovers…! Winging it may have worked thus far, but we required a plan for whenever we needed to play it up…! There was no time to run!

We must act like a couple…!

Several seconds passed after I embraced the thought in earnest.

Then I had an epiphany.

Though the ceremony had resulted in Klifford being my fake boyfriend happily ever after…

How exactly does one do the romance?

In my past life, my experience with the opposite sex was… nonexistent!

The more seriously I thought about it, the more walls I hit.

Curses! I should have farmed EXP in my past life…! Behold, the harmful effects of pouring my heart and soul into the two-dimensional world of The Noble King when I was at the peak of my youth…! And in this life, I’ve been a princess. My life’s been a bunch of, “Dating? Romance? What is that, good sir?” and nothing more!

But the frustrations boiled up inside my heart for only a fleeting moment. My spirit quickly deflated.

I had a first love…but that was a total disaster.

My first crush in this world had gone and gotten himself a boyfriend…

I’m bringing nothing to the table here…!

And since our relationship was phony, we would need to establish boundaries, wouldn’t we?

We would have to straddle that line between a convincing performance and method acting…

“………” I closed my eyes and thought even harder.

I’m. Drawing. A. Blank. I give up.

I opened my eyes, lowered Blackfeather, and lifted my face.

…………I’ll make up my mind while I talk it over with Klifford.

“Klifford. I brought you here to the Prayer Chamber so you and I could have a private conversation before seeing my father together. You are now my fake lover…and as such, I’m sure we will be called upon to act like sweethearts more and more in the coming weeks.”

“Do you mean, like how we kissed at His Majesty’s request during the ceremony?”

Yes, exactly like that…!

Though Klifford acted the same as before, it appeared he had not forgotten it. Of course he hadn’t. And even though it was understandable, my fight-or-flight response was kicking in! Your girl took a critical hit!

“………Yes, I do.” I somehow managed to ward off the bad feelings. “Except we are not genuine lovers. So let us clarify in advance which acts are acceptable, and which aren’t.”

It was time to tend to the pot we put on the back burner. I had commanded Klifford to pretend to be my boyfriend, but that didn’t mean anything was fair game.

I was in a position of power over him. If he was going to be my fake lover, we both needed to lay out our lists of dos and don’ts.

Ah, but wait a minute…

A sudden worry crossed my mind.

This is Klifford we’re dealing with here… Does he even understand the concept of dos and don’ts when it comes to commands?

The answer immediately came to me.

No, he doesn’t…! Because in Klifford’s case, we’re more than just a princess and her bodyguard…we’re a Sovereign and her Adjutant.

“No—let me amend that. Klifford, when you are playing the part of my lover, if I ever give a command you don’t like, I order you to disobey.”

Good. That ought to cover it, right? I think it’s a good plan if I do say so myself.

Klifford opened his mouth. From his expression, it looked like he was having trouble answering.

“What sort of command might you give that I would dislike, Your Highness?”

……Ummm, huh?

“Could you give me a command as a test?”

Aha. He wants the hands-on approach. Okay, what’s a command that Klifford wouldn’t like, even as a fake lover… It would be something he would have an aversion to…? And it would also have to be something totally reasonable to ask of a lover…

“Kiss me, just like you did at the formal presentation.”

A kiss seemed to foot the bill, so that’s what I went with. The only caveat was, when he kissed me before, it was my father’s command, and he had to do it so as not to arouse suspicion. His hand had been forced, and that was the first kiss for both of us, so it’s not like he would just kiss me for nothing when there were no stakes—

Klifford leaned close, hunching down to my height.

Our faces…are almost touching!

“…!”

I used Blackfeather to cover Klifford’s mouth. Understanding that action as a revocation of the command, Klifford pulled back.

“…Did you not command me?”

He looked confused.

Wait, from Klifford’s POV, I’m the crazy Sovereign who rejected her devoted servant just for carrying out a command!

“I told you…reject my command if you didn’t like it.”

“Yes, but that command did not apply to the rule.”

So he didn’t dislike the command? Maybe it was just a kiss to him…and that kinda pisses me off… Why is that?

Klifford continued, a solemn look on his face. “If you give a command, I obey it. I will do anything you wish, Your Highness. So there is nothing I cannot do.”

 

“…Anything?”

I doubted my ears. Was there really no exception?

“Yes.” Klifford nodded.

The bombshell-dropper himself stood calmly as if nothing were amiss.

Well, I’m the one freaking out here! I’ve got nothing but bad feelings about this.

“Do you mean…” As a precaution, I butt in with another question. “…that all physical interactions are all right with you?”

“Yes.”

This time, Klifford assented without any hesitation.

Um, Klifford, you’ve been saying “Yes” an awful lot lately. Are you okay, good sir? Oh dear…

I snapped Blackfeather shut.

“Klifford…listen to me.”

I have to make sure he knows this!

“Cherish yourself more. No command is worth martyring yourself over.”

Though saying that as the very person who gave the commands made me feel like a hypocrite.

Klifford’s brow furrowed ever so slightly.

“…I have never martyred myself.”

He was refuting me. I could tell by the look on his face that he was surprised by what I had said, but I did not let him convince me.

“No, Klifford. You shouldn’t just do anything I wish…”

With a frown, I thrust Blackfeather in his face.

“What if I expressed a desire on par with Elleovira under the pretense of it being a command?”

Elleovira was a former princess of Esfia. Her name did not make it into the history books…though if one were a niche historian or dug deeper into the texts, they would find her.

Meanwhile, her name was known far and wide in other nations. She was infamous.

As a villainess.

“I wish to select my own studs.”

“I’ve chosen you—you should be honored.”

This princess was notorious for forcing men to entertain her at night, even if they were already in relationships. An outrageous abuse of power! Nobody had the right to refuse!

She was so reviled that the name Elleovira had been an insult in Esfia.

I, however, had first become acquainted with Elleovira not due to her reputation, but by reading her diary…or as I like to call it, The Brutal Confessions of My Esteemed Ancestor!

She chose her bedmates not because she liked them or thought they were handsome—it was much more savage than that. There were some intense scenes so entangled with political intrigue that her diary put romance novels to shame.

Afterward, I would read the diaries of Elleovira’s victims. Had I read them first, I probably would have hated Elleovira when I read her diary. But since I hadn’t, the ethics of Elleovira’s actions aside, I personally couldn’t hate her. I’m a simple girl. I always favor the first version of a story.

While we’re on the subject, while not every princess in history kept a diary, I wound up a huge fan of every ancestor whose diary I read.

Elleovira’s general reputation in Esfia would be synonymous with NSFW content in my past life on planet Earth.

And the sort of command Elleovira might give Klifford? Only one comes to mind.

Does Klifford mean to suggest he would be fine with that?

Klifford’s answer was prompt.

“If you commanded it, Your Highness, I would obey.”

No! Bad Klifford!

But before I could say so, Klifford continued, “However…would you ever wish for such a thing, Your Highness?”

What a question.

I heaved a sigh and lowered Blackfeather.

“Of course I wouldn’t. That was just a hypothetical.”

I had assumed Klifford would resist a command to kiss me. Wishing for anything beyond a kiss was too grown-up for this girl!

I could never be like Elleovira, not even as an act. Not in a million years! I mean, not like I’d have to pretend to be like her anyway!

“Yes. I thought you would say that.”

A gentle light filled Klifford’s indigo eyes as he nodded at me.

…Right…I forgot.

Suddenly, everything made sense.

Klifford was not lying when he said he would do anything I commanded.

But that’s only because he trusts me. He knew that I would never give him an unreasonable command, even within the confines of pretending to be my lover.

I was both flattered and embarrassed by this discovery.

Look at me, letting my mind wander to NSFW territory…! I guess I jumped the gun…? No way did Klifford mean for me to get the wrong idea…! O-okay, let’s have a do-over.

“However, there’s no guarantee that I won’t come up with some strange ideas. Even though I have commanded you to act like my lover, you needn’t obey every single command I give you. For example, if I were to make a demand like Elleovira would, swear to me you won’t comply.”

I pressed harder. After all, I had started this, and I know everything’s riding on me. But there’s no guarantee the devil won’t tempt me to do naughty things…! I might even deviate to the dark side…! And if that happened, I would absolutely need Klifford to yank me back onto the straight and narrow!

“If you dislike a command, resist it. Understood?”

Klifford bowed. “I get to decide whether I dislike it?” he asked for confirmation.

I nodded. “Of course.”

“As you wish.” It was the exact same thing he said when he agreed to be my fake boyfriend. “As before, I will obey any command you give, so long as I don’t find it objectionable.”

The way he refused to bend was very on-brand for him. I couldn’t help but chuckle a little.

Anyway, I guess everything’s good to go for now?

____Then Klifford looked up, his indigo eyes meeting mine. That alone was enough to clue me in.

He has something to say?

“Is there something you wish to say?”

It appeared I was right.

When prompted, Klifford parted his lips and said, “It’s likely that our definitions of objectionable differ. If anything, wouldn’t you object to more things than I?”

Who? Me?

“In regard to acting like lovers, are there not any acts you would deem inappropriate?”

Acts I deem inappropriate…? Is he suggesting there’s something Klifford and I might do that would be completely off the table for me…?

I searched my imagination.

Does he mean—

…What does he mean? I mean, here I am, thinking, What even are lovers anyway?

I doubt he would ever cross the line… And Elleovira-tier acts aside, I don’t even know my own limits!

I guess we need to clarify physical boundaries?

I got the feeling that was the issue.

So in terms of physicality, how far would I be willing to go to keep up the fake lover act with Klifford? Well, I was just gonna go with the flow… Okay, Octavia… You should probably establish those boundaries with him first.

Thankfully, here in the Prayer Chamber, everything was easy to verify. You could say that was my intention in coming here all along.

“Fair point; let us find out where my boundaries are.”

When exploring the boundaries of physical intimacy…I guess we had to start at Step One.

How do I feel about holding hands? Like, the way I hold his hand when he escorts me around? Or the way we held hands whenever we danced? We’ve technically done that before.

“Might I borrow your hand for a moment?” I asked, taking a step closer to Klifford.

He extended his hand, and I took it. Then…I gripped it tighter.

Even through his glove, I could feel the size and musculature of his hand.

A friendly grip… A romantic grip…

Taking advantage of his compliance, I got a bit carried away and started swinging our joined hands! Klifford gave me a questioning look, but it was kinda fun.

Okay. Hand-holding is totally cool. I mean, of course it is. Lover relationship aside, there are plenty of situations in which we hold hands anyway!

“Were you all right with that?” I asked, releasing his hand.

If we tested everything like this, we could find out if Klifford had some personal boundaries that he wasn’t aware of—two birds with one stone!

“……Yes.” Klifford nodded, staring at my hand.

We have consent from both parties! Score! Okay, next…

“Let’s try linking arms now.”

A hand in the crook of a man’s elbow was a common sight in Esfia between engaged and married couples. There was a very big possibility that this would be relevant to us in the future.

I bent my elbow and slipped my arm around Klifford’s.

So I just sorta lean close to Klifford? Okay…this is also totally fine.

With our elbows still linked, I looked up at Klifford to see how he was taking it. His eyes were closer than I expected, and I quickly looked away.

“Your Highness?”

Urrrgh. Does he think I’m weird? I mean, I’m cool with linking elbows, but the closer proximity has made Klifford’s face exponentially more swoon-inducing!

“It seems neither of us has a problem with this, either,” I said.

It probably sounded a bit forced, but I stuck the landing.

Next, I turned to face Klifford. If we were lovers, what else would we do…? Hold hands, link elbows…the next step would be—

……An embrace?

Though hugs were not restricted to lovers, they were a show of affection that would come naturally to people in a romantic relationship.

“Klifford. Could you spread your arms wide and stand still?”

Thinking about it is one thing, actually following through makes me nervous.

When Klifford struck the designated pose, I flung myself against his chest… If I didn’t dive into it like that, it would have been difficult. But Klifford did not even flinch.

I wrapped my arms around his back…

“………”

Then I closed my eyes.

……I think I’m cool with this, too.

In fact—

I think I spent a good several seconds like that.

Eventually, my eyes shot open. I might have been cool with it, but that was no excuse to just hug him forever!

But hey, in my defense, I just realized that aside from elbow-linking, we had done everything on the list before!

Though we had a good reason every time, we had already hugged each other plenty. And that wasn’t all—his embrace had soothed me from bad flashbacks, helped give me courage and strength, and made me feel safe and cared for…!

Because of those memories, I couldn’t help but feel cozy in Klifford’s arms.

I knew I had to stop hugging him, but that would require facing the embarrassment of looking up at him!

I can’t bring myself to see his reaction…!

“……Were you all right with all of that?” With great strain, my vocal cords managed to produce the sounds for the same question I’d posed after we held hands.

“Princess Octavia.”

I got the sense Klifford’s arms were still out at his sides when he spoke. His voice seemed to resonate.

“…What is it?”

“May I move?”

“Yes. I don’t mind.”

Of course. Klifford doesn’t want to stay with his arms out like that forever. Okay! I think we clarified plenty of boundaries. So I’ll just step away, and—

“…!”

Then I felt Klifford’s arms wrap around my back.

……Er…is he…hugging me?

“……No problems here, Your Highness.”

The tsunami of panic attacking my heart was soothed instantly by Klifford’s calm words.

So he hugged me…because I asked if he was all right with that…right?

Klifford just wanted to test his side of things…

“Well, Klifford, it would seem everything we have done thus far falls within the permissible range for both of us.”

And if we had to masquerade as lovers, I doubted we would need to do anything more than that.

Though “anything more than that”…basically meant kissing.

And judging by the last time I commanded him to kiss me, Klifford was capable of it… If I hadn’t covered his lips, he would have totally gone through with the kiss.

The kiss…

That happened in part because of my father. Now that we had done the deed once, it was unlikely my father would ask us to do it again. More to the point, it was hard to believe we would again have to do something so reckless as kiss in front of people because somebody else asked us to, or the situation called for it.

One could not deny that it would behoove us (?), to test that out as well. If we had to kiss, it was best that it looked natural.

The only problem was…me.

Could I, as an actress playing the role of a lover, kiss Klifford?

As I stood there in his arms, I looked up. Then I faced the music.

Let’s do this.

“………?”

Klifford said nothing, just looked down at me, blinking dubiously.

Sorry, Klifford. If I try to explain myself in advance, I’ll just fumble, so I’ve gotta just go for it—

I stood on my toes and stretched my back.

And then—I kissed Klifford.

But on the cheek!

No way could I go for the lips…! So I thought the cheek would be safe—you know, since I’m used to the blessing kiss with Alec and all—but I did the wrong side. The blessing kiss was on the right cheek, but I had gone for the closer cheek and wound up with Klifford’s left.

“………”

Well, here I am, hyperventilating with a sense of accomplishment, while Klifford looks utterly “meh.” I object, good sir.

“Klifford…?”

When he heard my voice, he met my gaze, his deep indigo eyes taking me in.

Well, I did kiss his cheek without permission. Is—is this a judgmental stare?

“If you wish to return the favor, do as you please.”

“Very well.”

Before I could gasp in surprise, I felt Klifford’s lips press against my forehead. So for his turn, he went with a forehead kiss.

“However, you should not say things like that,” he said, gently resting his hand on top of my head. Even though I was fine with it, he quickly removed his hand with a start.

……Was he giving me a gentle admonishment?

I nodded.

It was definitely wrong of me to tell him to do as he pleased. Even though I only said it because I trusted Klifford not to take it to the extreme… Yeah, I shouldn’t say things like that to anyone else.

But I didn’t mind the forehead kiss. That meant it was in my permissible range.

So…if we’re okay with going that far…I guess you can say we’re good to go.

Testing complete!

But I decided to ask him, just to be extra certain.

“……Did you honestly not mind anything we did?”

“I did not mind it.”

And matching the tone of his voice, Klifford’s eyes narrowed playfully.

 

And thus, we’ve determined each other’s boundaries when it came to acting like lovers.

In other words, we were rehearsed and ready!

After we left the Prayer Chamber, our first destination was my father’s study.

Two guards were stationed on either side of the door. They opened the way for us, and Klifford and I entered the room, Operation Cringe Couple in full execution.

We entered the room triumphantly holding hands!

I grabbed Klifford’s hand in the hallway before we arrived, but silly me swung his hand again. When I saw the flash of discomfort on one of the guards’ faces when we approached the study door like that…I felt a little guilty…but what scared me even more was that I was starting to really like holding Klifford’s hand and swinging it.

Now I was eager to find out—when we entered my father’s study hand in hand (but not swinging) how would he react?!

……But the scene that greeted me made me doubt my eyes.

I had assumed my father would be in his study alone. But he wasn’t. An assortment of faces I wasn’t expecting to see together were in there.

My father sat at his desk with his hands atop it. There was no trace of emotion on his face. That was his default kingly demeanor, and exactly why I sensed something was amiss.

There were three others in the study besides my father.

First, there was Sirius—his presence wasn’t entirely out of order. Like my father, he was a perfect picture of dignity…and invulnerability.

Now for the other two. One was a man I did not know, probably some honored guest. He was clearly not Esfian. I could tell by the way he dressed and carried himself, of course, but I also recognized him. Not from meeting him in person, but from his portrait.

If my deductions were correct, he was royalty from another nation, and it made every bit of sense for him to be here.

He is the third prince of Valjean—Prince Yarsh.

He resembled the portrait and list of stats I had received along with the marriage proposal from Valjean. He had olive skin and blond hair. His eyes were dark with a reddish tint. His lips were curled into a smile. The most notable thing about him was that he looked a lot more mature in his portrait than in person.

……And if they were the only two guests in the room, everything would be fine.

My brother and the Prince of Valjean being in the room made sense, given their positions. It also made sense, given their connections with my father.

But the third guest.

This guy.

He met my gaze with a hungry smile, and his facial expression was unmistakable.

The third man’s face was bare, and he made no attempt to hide the scar on his forehead—Rust Byrne. He was holding a mask in his hand. Perhaps he had taken it off temporarily.

To me, he was the doppelganger of “that mysterious man” in my memories.

And to my father, he was the spitting image of a young Duke Rufus Kihlgren.

……Why would he be here?

But the oddest thing about him was how he was dressed. He was not wearing ordinary nobleman’s attire. He was dressed in the navy-blue uniform of the king’s royal guard.
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I had so many questions. I felt like hurling them all at my father then and there.

But I concealed my inner turmoil with a Princess Smile and a curtsey, and my father nodded regally back.

“Good to see you, Octavia, Alderton.”

Of course, he noticed we were holding hands.

“I suppose you have no need to hide your relationship now… And while I don’t mind that you are affectionate, I am not the only person in this room. Do show some restraint.”

Well, I thought it was going to be only you! But that excuse won’t fly. His argument was sound and beyond complaint. I guess Operation Cringe Couple backfired.

I let go of Klifford’s hand, but I was still feeling a little uneasy, so I held Blackfeather in both hands.

I was startled by Rust’s presence, but I’m okay now. Deep breaths, Octavia. His face is always going to be bad for your heart.

After regaining my composure, I turned toward my father and his visitors.

My father’s gaze was on one of the men in the room with him—the man on his left, Prince Yarsh.

I guess we’re going to introduce ourselves first? We got hit with a curveball, but that doesn’t change my original goal for coming here: to find out Hugh’s whereabouts. Actually, arriving at the study has brought a multitude of concerns to my mind, but it’s not like my dad’s gonna just let it all hang out without an explanation… I’ll only switch into Interrogation Mode should the need arise!

“This is Yarsh, third prince of Valjean. You read about him when his family inquired about a marriage the other day, so I suppose you know of him?”

Sirius’s face twitched with an expression that said, That’s news to me. Father glanced at him as if to say, I know I didn’t tell you. Well, now I am, then his eyes fell on Klifford.

“It is an honor to meet you, Princess Octavia. Do call me Yarsh, if you please.”

Prince Yarsh spoke fluent Esfian, down to proper Esfian elocution. He bowed.

Here I was going to nitpick him to death like a nosy mother-in-law…but he’s flawless. There is more to him than meets the eye!

“And I am honored to meet you, Your Highness.”

There was no way I could simply call him Yarsh like my father did when I had only just met him. I was unsure of whether to go with Lord Yarsh or Prince Yarsh, so after a moment’s musing, I settled on the safe choice of “Your Highness.” I had to respond to him in a way that would not disgrace myself as the first princess.

Prince Yarsh smiled angelically in reply. It was a friendly smile without a hint of passive aggression.

……But I still remember what Alec said to me in private after he returned from his secret mission. He described the Valjean prince as “difficult.”

For the time being, I had no evidence of Yarsh being difficult. While he did make a good first impression, there was one thing about him that struck me as odd.

“Yarsh is informally visiting Esfia. He will be staying at the royal castle while the Council of Feudal Lords is in session. You will likely see him around, so I hope that you two will become acquainted.”

“Is that why you’ve come here alone, Your Highness?”

That! That was what struck me as odd. It was very unusual for a young prince to travel to a foreign land without a single companion, and I hadn’t seen guards waiting for him outside the study. If this were a formal visit, coming alone would be completely out of the question.

But maybe because it’s an informal visit…? I dunno, I still think that’s really unusual. Maybe it’s customary in Valjean? I mean, “survival of the fittest” is the motto of their monarchy, so maybe they lack common sense… Ah! Unless!

My eyes shot to Rust.

……But I couldn’t look directly at him.

He was standing opposite Prince Yarsh with the desk between them. Though they were standing apart, Rust was dressed in the royal guard’s uniform, so maybe he was assigned as Prince Yarsh’s bodyguard for the duration of his informal visit. But I had no idea what circumstances would bring that about…and Rust’s rigid stance wasn’t giving me any answers.

“Yes. I like to travel alone,” Yarsh said with a nod. “It’s much freer, isn’t it? I used to run into problems, but my family has washed their hands of it, and they let me do as I please. To give a maverick like me permission to stay at the castle for a while, I am deeply grateful to King Enoch.”

“You sure have a way with words,” my father replied with a tired sigh.

Yarsh did not mean to offend. It was clear that he spoke so freely around the king because he was a very outgoing person at heart.

“I spoke in earnest,” Yarsh assured him. “Wherever I go, I always promise that no matter what happens to me, there won’t be a diplomatic crisis, but not many people accept that.”

“Of course they don’t,” my father retorted.

……So it turns out Alec’s descriptions of “inquisitive and enjoys traveling alone,” and “He and Father correspond, so I presume they are friendly” were spot-on.

That’s my Alec!

But my proud little victory lasted only a moment. The levity in my mind plummeted.

Alec… I haven’t seen him since the day he returned from his secret mission. I sometimes feel like he’s been avoiding me… Stop it! Focus on what’s in front of you right now!

“You heard the man. Yarsh has come to Esfia by himself. He visited Turchen on the way here.”

Ah! Turchen…?

Whenever that nation’s name escaped anyone’s lips, my skin prickled all over. I’ve probably been like this longer than I realized.

The BL series this world was based on—The Noble King—had a Turchen Arc, but I only read as far as the introduction to that arc.

Wouldn’t it be funny if Prince Yarsh was originally going to be a character in the Turchen Arc?

There was another thing… Prince Yarsh was one of the people Alec mentioned from his secret mission. So did that mean Alec’s secret mission…was in Turchen?

Am I, like, a genius?

Okay, and the person who sent him to Turchen was our father. Is reality intertwining with the source material…? I was going to have a serious conversation with my father to get some answers, but now I’ve found a better way!

“Ooh, Turchen, you say?” I exclaimed. “Then I would love to hear your impressions, Your Highness. I seldom leave the royal capital, you see. I would love to hear what my home kingdom and Turchen are like from the perspective of someone outside Esfia.”

Unlike my past life, where I could just type questions into a search engine and get a bunch of information, Esfia was super analog. If one wanted the latest intel, it was always best to get it directly from a person.

“What’s Turchen like? Well, wouldn’t it be faster for you to ask that bodyguard of yours? What do you say, Alderton?”

Just when I thought my father was addressing me, he hurled the conversation at Klifford. Instead of answering promptly, my guard glanced at me. When I nodded back at him, he opened his mouth to speak.

“Though Turchen is my homeland, that’s all it is. I was not there for long, and I am unapprised of its current conditions. I’m sorry to let you down, Princess Octavia.”

Oh. So he wasn’t in Turchen for very long… Wait a minute, I don’t really know much about Klifford, do I? I know, it’s a bit after the fact to notice that, but still.

For a moment, the image of a little boy I saw in a dream one night flashed into my mind.

It’s not that I didn’t want to know what that dream meant—it still just, oddly enough, didn’t matter to me.

“Ohhh. Is that so, Octavia?” my father asked.

Oops. Now the gun’s pointing back at me.

“Klifford is right, Father. I wish to know what Turchen’s present conditions are like… What do you say, Your Highness?” I asked Prince Yarsh, with the most sanguine smile I could muster.

“Of course I’d be glad to chat about it. As I said, I’ll be staying in the royal castle for a while. Come speak with me anytime. I would love to tell you all about Turchen.”

Score! And that hadn’t even been on my list. But keeping the far future in mind, it wouldn’t hurt to score some fresh Turchen intel while I can.

Him being one of my suitors…well, that kinda bothers me, but I’ve formally introduced Klifford as my (fake) boyfriend, and my father seems to approve. If I can trust him, he oughtn’t try to marry me off to a prince from Khangena or Valjean.

“…Yarsh is also involved in Hugh Roberts’ treatment. I believe you’ll have plenty of things to discuss with him besides Turchen.”

And just like that, the real reason I arrived was dropped into my lap.

Whoa. Easy now, Father!

I suppressed the emotion that was dangerously close to showing on my face.

Though this was intel I wanted, Hugh’s crime was a scandal for Esfia, and regardless of the truth behind it, the events were strictly confidential.

…It’s fine that Sirius is here, of course. He’s one of the people in the know. And there’s no problem with Klifford being here, either. He works for me, so he’s sure to have grasped the gist of it. But Prince Yarsh… Maybe it’s because he’s “involved with Hugh’s treatment”? Perhaps that’s why he was summoned here. But what about Rust?

I had assumed Father would send him out before we got down to business…

“Octavia, didn’t you want to know where Roberts was being held?” my father asked.

“I did, but is it really acceptable to have such a conversation here and now?”

I glanced at Rust. My father also looked the man’s way, expressionlessly,

To put it bluntly, during an earlier conversation in my room, my father had looked distraught when I merely mentioned him—the man who so resembled the late Duke Rufus Kihlgren.

And when, in this very study, I asked Uncle Dearest about Duke Kihlgren, my father clearly flinched. He flinched, hiding the emotion threatening to come out.

But this time…there was no trace of emotion.

“I don’t mind. I’ve deemed it acceptable and given my permission.”

My father folded his hands on his desk and proceeded to inform me that Hugh was being held in Khangena. Not as a criminal or an Esfian, but under Valjean’s protection.

Hugh’s sudden transfer was not domestic. It was not to a prison or dungeon. And while he was being held in Khangena, strictly speaking, he was under Valjean’s jurisdiction.

When I asked my father about Hugh’s whereabouts before I presented my lover to the public, arrangements for Hugh’s transfer had not yet been finalized. But now everything was a done deal.

My father then explained that Hugh had a new post, and he was already working.

“This is something very much out of my hands…so I asked Yarsh for his cooperation,” he explained.

Yarsh’s voice was colored with a hint of protest. “I’m not sure you could exactly call that ‘asking for my cooperation’…”

“It needed to be done quickly. I could have sent a messenger bird, but I had no time to wait for the reply, so I was proactive.”

“We call that asking for ex post facto approval, Your Majesty.”

“And everything was settled without any problems, correct?”

“Well, uh…yes. Everything did work out somehow.”

I understood what they were saying, but I had questions, so I butted in.

“Um…why Khangena?”

My father had gone through Prince Yarsh because he could not send Hugh directly to Khangena. Esfia and Khangena were on decent diplomatic terms, on the surface. Then there was the raid at the junior ball… And while they still sent me a marriage request, relations between the nations were complex.

So why would my father send Hugh there?

“Octavia… Wasn’t the knowledge you desired Roberts’s whereabouts? I kept my promise.”

Translation: Anything beyond that is another matter entirely.

I doubled down.

“Then I must ask you, Brother, was this your intention as well?”

From the contents of the letter my brother (with memories) left for me, and the way my father had once mentioned “that Sirius,” the possibility that my brother (with memories) was involved with this was quite high.

The deceive-your-enemy-by-deceiving-your-friend strategy I tried to employ once before was carried out successfully by my brother (with memories). After all, the root cause of the scandal was an order that my brother (with memories) had given Hugh—so my brother (with memories) could never punish himself for it. If one explained the scandal as Hugh was obeying a strategy laid out by Sirius, the crown prince, the pieces fell into place.

But if all that were the case, Hugh could have simply been reinstated…

I looked at Sirius, who had not yet said a word.

Hmmm…that’s not my brother (with memories), is it?

If that were still my brother (with memories), he might have reinstated Hugh…so that meant he was back to normal now. If his default state was to not have his memories, I guess he couldn’t treat Hugh the way he would if he were my brother (with memories).

……Even if, deep down, my brother wanted to save Hugh.

But then why did my brother (with memories) send Hugh to Khangena? That question was where my suspicions led.

I doubted my brother (with memories) would send Hugh far away just because he didn’t trust himself. He trusted Hugh with every fiber of his being, which was why he had given that order in the first place…so why send such a trustworthy companion to Khangena? Okay, at least I know where he is and that he’s safe…

“You should ask him directly while you’re at it,” my father gestured at Rust with his chin. “Find out why he is here as well.”

……Uh. So. What he’s saying is that the reason Rust is here dressed in a royal guard’s uniform also has something to do with my brother (with memories)? As in, my father granted permission, but not the order?

Sirius walked over to the left-hand side of the desk, where Rust was, placing himself opposite our father as well. Then, though he was facing the group, my brother took a breath in and out, and then he looked straight at me.

“Part of the ruling for this case was entrusted to me, originally,” Sirius said. “So I requested Hugh’s transfer to Father. At the same time, while on an investigation for a chain of events, I selected an individual we ought to add to our employ.”

He—he didn’t…!

“And the man I chose to replace Hugh as a knight of the royal guard was Rust Byrne.”

He did…!

“You know him better than I, don’t you, Octavia?”

“I do…but I’m not sure he would be a good bodyguard for you.”

If Hugh is loyal, then in my humble opinion, Rust is the extreme opposite! Scouting a new guy to fill the absence left by Hugh was one thing, but did he have to go with a land mine……? Oh. Staring hard at Sirius has given me the answer.

While Sirius seemed calm on the surface, an iciness lurked beneath his facade. And in his iciness, I sensed a slight—a very slight—sense of regret. And he seemed like he was trying to hide it…

So if I’m right, then Sirius is at the mercy of what Sirius (with memories) did…? And yet, he’s making no attempts to overrule the decision, which makes sense in this context.

“We’ve already conducted a thorough background check. He is a man of the Byrne household, and he was recommended by Duke Nightfellow.”

“You mean…from Unc—the duke directly?”

I always had to stop myself from calling him Uncle Dearest.

In other words, Uncle Dearest was Rust’s backer. Rust went into Uncle Dearest’s care right after the junior ball brawl. He was also out with Derek during the survey, and with Uncle Dearest when the traitors were brought to prison.

Does Uncle Dearest think highly of Rust?

“That’s right.” Sirius nodded.

“Brother, do you recall the test Nathan gave Klifford?”

“……What?”

“A test of ability. Knights of the royal guard are given examinations. Even with the duke’s seal of approval, can we really promote a man without knowing his true ability?”

I hadn’t forgotten.

Back at the junior ball, after the raid in the garden, when he made a show of being unarmed and escorted us to the Sky Chamber, I remembered how Rust never mentioned he could fight. Not even when he was handed a sword!

“What do you say, Rust?” I asked coyly.

Are you going to flip-flop on us?

“I suppose you are referring to what happened at the junior ball, Your Highness?” Rust replied nonchalantly.

“I am.”

“…I refrained from boasting my merits then because I deemed it dangerous to do so. My abilities had never been publicly assessed, and one’s opinion of one’s own abilities never align with one’s actual objective abilities… So I considered it prudent to be modest.”

After his little speech, Rust bowed. Not as a nobleman, but as a royal guardsman… He knew the difference. Most people had to study all sorts of bows before knowing the difference.

“Though not an orthodox exam, we have given Byrne the equivalent,” my brother said, to supplement my father’s statement. “We had him fight established knights. It was an exam identical to those our knights are subjected to when promoted to bodyguard, and he passed every test.”

Rust contrasted Sirius’s stern expression with a mysterious smile. So I suppose Rust was just so skilled that they couldn’t find a reason to fail him?

“You seem unconvinced, Octavia.”

Urk. Here comes my father with the truth bombs.

“What is holding you back? Is it Byrne’s abilities?”

Not exactly…but I’ll go ahead and say yes for now!

“Yes, Father. I haven’t had a chance to observe his performance in a calmer, more controlled environment.”

I did see him in combat, but it was a very emotional…very unique…and very desperate situation. It’s just…the phrasing of my father’s question was a bit odd. I mean, does it really matter if I’m not convinced Rust is up to the job? Unless he needs me to be convinced?

My father gave an understanding, weighted nod.

“Then prove your worth here and now, Byrne.”

And in the blink of an eye, the situation turned on its head.

The first thing I noticed was that Klifford’s back was suddenly right in front of me. Rust’s mask had fallen from his hand to the floor. Sirius had moved closer to me, looking wary. He hadn’t drawn his sword…rather, he did not have a sword at his belt, but he appeared ready to grab his concealed weapon at any second.

Only my father remained unfazed in his chair behind the desk. Prince Yarsh looked startled, but it was more a sort of Daaang vibe.

Rust had drawn his blade and pointed it toward me, probably because he was asked to prove his worth. But Klifford had leaped into action even before Rust moved, making Klifford the first to strike.

A violent clash of blades rang in the room.

Klifford had only been able to lock Rust’s sword with his own rather than disarm him, showing Rust’s true ability. And neither of them were even fighting in earnest…

I glanced at my father. Even though he absolutely met my gaze, he showed no inclination to stop them.

Oh, geez!

“Klifford! Rust!” I screamed. “That’s enough. Stop!”

Klifford was the first to withdraw his blade. One second later, Rust sheathed his sword. Then he picked up his mask and shoved it in his pocket.

I side-eyed my father and rebuked him, saying, “This is no time for games, Father.”

“Yes, but didn’t you get a proper taste of Byrne’s abilities? Holding his own against Alderton is the best way to prove his worth. In a way, you could say that has earned him your seal of approval. And Alderton would not have moved to stop him unless he was truly targeting you. Isn’t that right, you two?”

Ignoring my rebuke, my father turned to the two men for agreement.

“Yes, Your Majesty. I carried out your wishes in my own way,” Rust answered.

In your own way… That’s rich.

Rust bowed humbly, as if nothing crazy had just happened.

“………”

Meanwhile, Klifford was silent. He was expressionless, yet he somehow seemed displeased. It was disrespectful behavior before a king, but I had to side with Klifford on this one! If he admonished Klifford for it, I would back my guard up one hundred percent!

But getting myself riled up was for naught. My father just chuckled deeply in reply. Well…one thing was made clear: Rust can hold his own against Klifford. And while it irks me that I played right into my father’s hand, I have to admit he was right.

“So…does this mean Rust is now my brother’s newest bodyguard?”

“No. Not yet.”

Excuse me?

My father continued, “Sirius has decreed that Rust Byrne be a bodyguard. To whom he is assigned has yet to be decided.”

Ah. I don’t like where this is going.

“While I have left the primary arbitration to Sirius, I will make the final decision. This is an atypical case we are dealing with, so I have decided to speak directly with Byrne.”

But, um…don’t you guys have, like, the worst compatibility ever?

Rust’s face was the problem. Even Rust noticed that my father was deeply disturbed by his visage—by his features, not the scar on it. That’s why Rust said I was the second person who had that reaction.

I forced my saliva down my dry throat.

“And…what is your decision?” I asked.

Since Rust was standing there in the uniform of a royal guardsman, I assumed he had already made his decision, but I had a hunch that there was more to it than that.

Curse you, hunch.

“Byrne. Show her.”

“As you command, Your Majesty.”

When Rust showed me the item on my father’s command, my mental state was consumed with the question, What kind of shoehorned plot twist is this?!

At a glance, it was an ordinary, small, golden plate. But it was actually something called a platinum emblem. Engraved on the plate was the crest of the Esfian royal family. It symbolized that someone had taken a task directly from the monarch. In other words, the emblem permitted one to wield the crown’s authority at will.

Any procedural matter that was ordinarily blocked by hurdles could be cleared in one jump with a flash of this emblem.

Even the Paradise in the Sky’s Sky Chamber, a secret chamber that was difficult for royalty to breach, could be entered with this emblem.

Looking back on Esfia’s past monarchs, this emblem was rarely entrusted to a vassal. And naturally, this was also my father’s first time entrusting it to anyone.

“………”

I stared at Rust, at the face I had avoided looking directly at since I set foot in the study. I now took a good hard look at him.

……He’s not hiding his face with a mask or eye patch, and yet I’m okay.

If I had to ask whether I was okay with the sight of him or not, I would have to choose the former.

Is it because of the scar on his forehead? As much as he had the same face, if nothing else, that scar proved to me that Rust was not the mysterious man who haunted my memory. Or maybe I was fine with the sight of Rust’s face simply because so much time had passed since I’d first seen it.

Thanks to that, I could remain calm, even in front of this face that was anything but ordinary in appearance. And plus…staring him in the face helped me process it on a visceral level that he really was not the mysterious man of my nightmares. It was a distinction I could make because I had only met the other guy once.

I’m okay with him…and the biggest reason is because I now have the overwhelming sense that he’s not the same guy.

But still, that didn’t excuse—

“As you see, I have bestowed this emblem as proof of my assignment. He was originally selected to be a royal guardsman, but now he works directly under me,” my father said.

“…And are you all right with this, Brother?”

“……Well, I had no reason to refuse.”

Sirius shook off my question. But I still got the sense that our father’s decision had caught him completely off guard. Maybe it caught Sirius (with memories) off guard as well.

My father continued, “Though he does work directly under me, I am considering assigning him as your or Alexis’s bodyguard. That would align more with Sirius’s original wishes.”

Mine…or Alec’s bodyguard?

“So if you had to choose, which of us would you assign him to? What are your thoughts, Father?”

“If I had to choose…I would assign him to you. You already have a bodyguard, but that was always an arbitrary convention. Also, you never requested additional personnel—there was no reason other than that.”

Well, yeah… I changed my bodyguards like underwear up until a few months ago. Because none of my bodyguards stuck with me, I only ever had one. But that wasn’t all. The Maki in me wanted to scream, I can’t be surrounded by bodyguards all the time! A girl needs her privacy!

I mean, having people around you twenty-four seven is kinda rare. Even royalty needs their privacy. One bodyguard is more than enough. Please give me only one…!

“But the situation has changed.” My father glanced at Klifford. “Were you merely a princess and her bodyguard, there would be no problem. But now that your relationship with Alderton is more than master and servant, you require somebody who is both objective and skilled to be your bodyguard.”

So are you saying you’re worried either Klifford or I won’t be able to keep our personal and public lives separate? I mean, we’re fake lovers through and through, so my father’s worry is unfounded, but I can still see where he’s coming from.

“Understood. Then what if I refuse Rust Byrne as my bodyguard?”

“Then I’ll assign him to Alexis… They have already been acquainted, after all.”

Hmm?! What?! But I haven’t even gotten my Alec time since he came back. Don’t tell me Rust got to see him? Lame!

The flames of rebellion rose within me.

“Prince Alexis did not seem to have a very good impression of me, however,” Rust added.

Attaboy, Alec! But wait, that would mean Alec ends up with a bodyguard he doesn’t like, wouldn’t it?

“……And what if Alec refuses as well?” I asked.

“Then I will decree that he be Alexis’s bodyguard.”

So if we both refuse Rust, he’ll wind up with Alec. In that case, wouldn’t it be best for me to take Rust…?

For a fleeting moment at the junior ball, I seriously considered asking Rust for a favor. Not to be my bodyguard, but to be my fake lover.

There was no mistaking it, Rust was a vital character in the source material. And even if I ignored the source material, he did seem like a valuable person to keep close.

Now, if Father wanted Rust to replace Klifford completely, that would absolutely be a deal-breaker. That silver lining is partly what’s making this decision more difficult.

“Now, what do you say, Octavia?”

“………”

Uh, “I’ll take him home for a test run…” doesn’t seem like it’ll fly.

Basically, Father was demanding that I make my choice then and there.

If I took Rust as my second bodyguard, I could dispel my father’s worries a little. And Klifford would still be my bodyguard.

I glanced at Rust again. I stared at him directly, not avoiding his eyes.

……Okay. I’ve decided.

“Before I make my decision, may I speak with him in private?” I asked my father.

“Hmm, but haven’t you two already been acquainted?”

“This is another matter entirely, Father. Brother tested him, and you assessed him. To give me no means of interviewing him seems a bit tyrannical when I am the person he is to work for, wouldn’t you say? I need to make a more informed decision. I cannot make one as things stand.”

I held my ground. Could I stare Rust in the face without freaking out? I had already received my answer to that question: Yes.

So the next step was to find a place where he and I could speak in private as soon as possible—

My eyes landed on a door. It was not the door that connected the study to the hallway.

“Please, allow us to use the adjoining room for a moment,” I requested, keeping my eyes on the door.

“………” My father fell silent in thought.

……Huh? Um, is this really a question worth agonizing over? Could it be that he’s less concerned about me talking to Rust, and more concerned about the location? Did I choose the wrong place?

It took a while for my questions to be answered.

“Very well. Permission granted.”

My father nodded at the door…so I guess I chose an okay place?

“We will not be able to hear your conversation with Byrne from this room.”

So it’s a confidential meeting room. Ask and ye shall receive.

“However, Alderton will stay here. Do you accept, Octavia?”

Urk. I see that questioning look in your eye, Klifford…!

But in this matter, it did seem advisable that Rust and I speak alone. Rust was more likely to divulge confidential intel the fewer people there were in the room.

And as for the danger of being alone with Rust… Well, he received my father’s emblem. It was extremely unlikely he would harm me right under my father’s nose. Though it remained a mystery why my father even gave Rust his emblem, he had. So of course he would be all right with Rust and me being alone and using the room next door.

I nodded at my father. Then it was time to give my command.

“Klifford, stay here.”

Klifford shut his open mouth, swallowing his words and bowing instead.

“If you command it of me, Your Highness…”

Despite his reply, unless mine eyes deceiveth me…Klifford looked upset? He was even starting to look like a big puppy with limp ears…! Was this all part of his boyfriend act? If so, it was perfection! It was working on me like a charm. I had to slap my wrist to keep myself from caving and letting him come with us. Bad, Octavia. Bad.

I snapped Blackfeather shut.

“Well, Rust, let us be on our way.”

I mustered up my wits, gestured to Rust, and headed for the door that led to the adjoining room of the study.

 

Whoa. Interesting setup.

I had not visited my father’s study many times. While I knew about this adjoining room, this was my first time inside it.

So naturally, it was uncharted territory for me.

It was not a bedchamber, nor was it a resting room—it was more like a private lounge to mirror the study? It looked exactly like the study. It was simple, yet functional in design. Though the furnishings were suitable for a king, they were sparsely decorated.

As I took a glance around the room…

“—ny.”

…I heard Rust murmur.

I only caught one part of it.

Take heed, my progeny.

If my brain filled in the gaps correctly, that was what he said.

He was staring at something in this room…and spoke with a sneer in his voice.

But the only thing Rust was staring at was a blank wall.

“Take heed…my progeny? What does that mean?” I asked, and he turned away from the wall to look at me.

“I know of a similar place,” he explained. “There’s a secret room there with the words, Take heed, my progeny etched on the door. I was recalling that.”

“Are they really that similar?”

“Yes. Terribly.”

For a moment, a twisted smile flashed on his lips. Even though everything about his face—scar aside—looked exactly the same as the mysterious man, the way he smiled was distinct. It was completely different from that man in the shitty memory I’d buried deep in my mind, but that I could still recall vividly. I realized again that this was why I was able to draw a distinction between the two.

“……Yes, indeed. The resemblance is that strong. Shall we test it?” Rust asked.

Shall we test the wall to see if it leads to a secret room?

Rust waited for my reply.

The way Esfia’s royal castle was composed, I would not be surprised if the wall did lead to a secret room. But what flashed in my mind was that Rust knew about the hidden device on Queen Idéalia’s cenotaph.

I’m probably jumping to conclusions here. But still…

“……Do as you please.”

This time, Rust’s mouth widened with a satisfied smile. He sauntered over to the wall in question. From where I stood behind him, I couldn’t tell what he was doing. He hardly made a sound.

“Is there a secret room, or isn’t there…?”

Rust turned himself sideways and looked back at me. And the wall that faced Rust only a moment ago…now revealed a door that was not there before.

“I suppose that’s a yes. Shall we go inside? What do you say?” Rust asked.

Does my father know about this secret room? Or doesn’t he…?

Either way…

I decided to trust my intuition…and my intuition said we should go inside.

I walked over to the secret door. I took a deep breath in and out, then I touched the knob.

It was unlocked. It opened.

“Does this resemble it as well?” I asked as I followed Rust.

“It does. The place I know also had a secret room. A secret room exactly like this one.”

On the other side of the door, there was a tiny room.

Compared to the study and the private room attached to it, it was very small. It was a pale and desolate space. And the first thing my eyes found was a painting hanging on the wall.

……It’s a tiny portrait.

The painting was of a lone, smiling woman.

“And is this painting the same?”

“No. There is a painting in the other room, but the woman depicted is different.”

“Do you know who this woman is?”

Rust cast his eyes away from the painting and onto me. He slowly shook his head. “No. I do not.”

“I see…”

Rust was not lying. Somehow, I knew that, even though I had no proof whatsoever.

Rust had answered that he did not know the woman, but I think I did. I think I knew who the woman in the painting was.

I recalled the painting I saw in the Nightfellow villa.

It depicted a secret wedding. The artist was Siehalt Esfia. He was a former king—and my grandfather.

The groom was a younger version of my father, and the bride was probably a girl named Irene.

The woman smiling in the painting was Irene. She looked exactly like the girl in the other painting.

And she looked exactly like the girl in the painting of Edgar’s family home, which I spotted when I went there during my survey.

Edgar’s dearly departed sister.

My intuition was not wrong. I needed to come into this room, but now I was regretting it.

……I think this is a sacred place for my father. A place he doesn’t want anyone else touching.

I mean, what reason would my father have to tuck away a meaningless painting in a room only he knew about? That would never happen. It had to be the opposite.

The painting is very precious to him. He can’t let anyone see it…or he doesn’t want anyone to see it. My father loved Irene deeply… Does he still love her? So why did he marry Edgar? Did love blossom between the two men after Irene died?

No. That couldn’t be. I somehow knew it.

“Well, I hate him more than anyone in the world, I suppose?”

The words Edgar had tried to pass off as a joke…he’d meant them.

I thought back to how Edgar was acting in the garden when I bumped into him before departing on my survey. He held a Lieche orchid… The shadow on his face when he said my father was incapable of doing anything. The sense of wrongness I felt between my father and Edgar at breakfast.

They never loved each other—that premise made all the pieces fall into place.

Their marriage was transactional… Was it contractual?

“It would seem, Your Highness, that you know who the woman in this painting is.”

“………” I did not answer him.

“Let’s leave.”

Instead, I gestured to Rust to exit the small room. Aside from the painting on the wall, there was a small platform and chair. On the small platform, there was a tiny vial. It was filled with a clear liquid.

This can’t be ordinary water. It’s either medicine…or perfume? Is this liquid also somehow connected to Irene?

This place was to my father the king like the Prayer Chamber was to us princesses. That was why I knew we shouldn’t stay there for long. The feeling was once again at the forefront of my mind.

—And it was then, when I turned to face the door from the room’s interior, that I noticed there were words etched into it. They were faded, but I could make them out—

“…‘Take heed, my progeny.’”

Rust traced the carved letters with his finger and read the words as he stood behind me. Then he reached out and opened the door…and the words grew distant.

“Truly…this room resembles the place I know well.”

They resemble each other? The place he knows well… Are they not one and the same? How does Rust know—

Then suddenly, a question flowed from me, dancing wildly in my mind.

When we left the room, I turned around to see that the trick that opened the door had now concealed it once more. All I saw was an ordinary wall. I touched it and found nothing amiss.

I then turned to face Rust. “Shall we tell my father we went into the secret room?”

Normally, holding the royal emblem signified loyalty to the king.

But how does that apply to Rust?

“For my master’s sake…wouldn’t it be far more beautiful to keep some secrets, not divulging all? Besides…I believe this emblem was given to me in consideration of moments like this.”

In other words, my father already considered the possibility that Rust would keep secrets?

“So, Princess Octavia, it would seem the prelude to our chat has gone longer than intended. What was it you wished to discuss with me?”

Okay, first things first… There was one mystery I had been dying to clear up ever since my father told me about it.

“Rust…why did you not decline the assignment? Why did you agree to work directly under my father, and as a bodyguard?”

This meant he served the crown. That deviated from his role as an antiroyalist in the source material, and it just didn’t add up with the image of Rust I had in my mind, though keeping a secret of us entering the secret room was in character for him.

Looking at it from a different angle—like, say, if Rust wanted to sneak into the room to sabotage something in some way—then his actions made sense. But the nature of his relationship with my father just didn’t make sense.

“Fair question…,” he replied. “Had he asked me before I met you at the junior ball, I probably would have said no.”

“……So you’re saying it’s because of me?”

“Indirectly, perhaps?”

“Then what was the direct clincher?”

“Let’s just say…it was because I agreed with His Majesty’s philosophy.”

So my father and Rust…are aiming for the same goal?

“But my father detests you—your face, that is. And your scar has nothing to do with it.”

Rust smirked. “Aren’t you the same, Your Highness? Though I consider my face rather likable, generally speaking.”

“Yes…I suppose you would.”

Rust was lethally handsome; even I could admit that. If I didn’t have my emotional baggage, I’d probably be fangirling over him right now.

“Perhaps His Majesty prioritized something else over his hatred of my face. Though that is merely my theory.”

So he’s saying my father had a reason to take him under his wing? And to give him his emblem, besides?

“What is your shared aim?”

“When it comes to your father’s thoughts, wouldn’t you understand them better than I, Your Highness? As for my aim… Do you honestly believe that I could turn down a request from His Majesty the King and Prince Sirius? I am but a lowly nobleman. I don’t own a title, what’s more. My own goals aside, I accepted the request.”

“…But didn’t somebody just say he would have said no had the king asked earlier?”

“It seems you misinterpreted my words. I meant that I would have said no, were it an option. I said yes because I knew that it was a request I could not refuse.”

From the sound of things, I’m not making any progress on this front… So let’s change angles—

“Inside Queen Idéalia’s cenotaph—”

I learned the name Queen Idéalia from the engraving on her tomb. But Rust had murmured her name before then…when he saw the Lieche orchid in my hair. What was that emotion rushing through his narrowed amber eyes then—irritation?

I could still see very clearly the image of Rust raising his longsword high at the blue cenotaph.

“Did you know there was something in there?” I asked.

My questions didn’t end there.

“You knew about the secret passageway to the true Sky Chamber for some different reason, didn’t you?” I turned to look at the wall where the door that led to the little room once stood. “And you knew there was a little room behind that wall. Why?”

He wasn’t that mysterious man, yet Rust knew too much. I had seen Rust double over twice with phantom pain from his scar. Was it because those moments were never explained in the source material? Or was it because he was connected to a plot or scheme in some other way, if not by the mysterious man?

I thought he might not answer me. But he did.

“…All of it…” Rust looked into the distance. “I knew all of it from the very start.”

“………?”

Rust and I exchanged looks. His eyes were amber, just like the mysterious man’s. They were beautiful, yet I couldn’t bring myself to admit it. If I only looked in his eyes, I might see someone in them that wasn’t him…

Unable to hold his gaze any longer, I opened Blackfeather.

“Your Highness…do you know of King Eus?” he asked.

“Of course I do.”

“What if I told you…that I was his reincarnation?”

There was no trace of jest in his tone. I shifted the placement of Blackfeather and looked up at him. There was no teasing in his expression.

So he was King Eus in a past life? Most of the traps in Esfia’s royal castle were left behind by King Eus.

Paradise in the Sky’s secret passageway was his doing, too. If his past self had done those things, it added up—

No, wait a minute… A doubt popped into my mind. If he is King Eus’s reincarnation, how does that explain his reactions to the Lieche orchid, the cenotaph, and Queen Idéalia at the junior ball? King Eus killed her. That was a historical fact. But I sensed something in the true Sky Chamber…King Eus’s feelings.

If he had been King Eus in his past life—the man who had buried his sister along with the crown—something didn’t add up.

The fact that it wasn’t exactly implausible bothered me most of all—

“……Are you serious?”

“Pfft!”

What?! Did Rust just laugh in my face?!

“Well…I certainly didn’t think you would actually believe me. You are quite unpredictable, Your Highness.”

……Did he for real just say that? I can’t believe I took him seriously!

To make matters worse, Rust had his own quirky style of laughing that was quite different from the mysterious man. The way he just snorted really got on my nerves!

Rust stifled his laughter and said, “Now may I ask you a question of my own, Your Highness?”

“I can’t guarantee I will answer.”

I shifted the placement of Blackfeather upward for security. This was so I could accept his question while mouthing “He played me!” behind my fan.

“Thank you, Your Highness. Now then—”

Rust stood straighter, looked at me and said, “Why have you been wary of me from the very first moment we met?”

Because…

“You were the one who initiated contact through my brother, Heller. I merely complied with your request to meet. And have I ever caused you harm? You could say I’ve come to your aid, even. And yet, it appears you have remained suspicious of me all this time.” With a cynical smile, he continued, “Is it because of my face? But if you doubt me because I resemble someone else, that is unfair. Unlike His Majesty, you don’t seem to regard everyone on an individual basis.”

I couldn’t deny that his face was a key factor.

Before I found out that he was the doppelgänger of the mysterious man, I went so far as to plot to make him my fake lover. I doubted Rust because of my own personal experiences.

But even from the revealed plot points of the source material, I had ample justification to be wary of Rust.

He was an antagonist to Sirius and Sil, the two protagonists of the series. And he was depicted as an antiroyalist. The only issue was that I did not know what sort of character growth he would have in the Turchen Arc. Would he remain an antagonist? Or would he have turned?

I was going off my knowledge of the source material I had read when I was Maki, before I died.

Without these two points, I had no concrete justification for my suspicion of Rust.

“I can rephrase my question,” Rust said. “Why is it that among the many noblemen you could have chosen, you singled me out?”

I have to keep it secret. That’s the only way.

Then I suddenly remembered Rust’s comeback earlier.

He knew things he shouldn’t know because he was King Eus’s reincarnation.

“Just like you, Rust, I have memories of my past life. That is why I set my sights on you.”

I smiled angelically. I was leaving out some details, but I was mostly telling the truth!

See? I can give cryptic answers, too. If I joke around like this, I can drop all kinds of hints from my past life without a problem. Besides, I’ve always wanted to confide in somebody about it. Though that somebody being Rust came just as much of a surprise to me.

In a way, one might say I trusted him, in a warped sense… I knew he wouldn’t make a big deal out of it.

“Even if you did have memories of a past life, Your Highness, how those memories connect to me would remain vague, would they not?”

See? Just as I predicted.

“Believe me or don’t—it’s your choice.”

“……Well, well.”

I wasn’t going to take things any further. There. Now we’re finished talking about past lives.

To signal this to Rust, I snapped Blackfeather shut with a loud flourish.

I’m starting to reach my conclusion anyway. There’s only one more thing I need to ask about—

“You met with Alexis, I hear? It seems he did not have the best impression of you. How do you feel about him, Rust?”

“Is this important?”

“Yes.” I nodded firmly. It may be a professional’s job not to let personal feelings get in the way, but feelings of fondness or malice could not be ignored.

And if Rust and Alexis both hated each other’s guts…things would get dicey.

I don’t care how professional Rust is. Things would be hella awkward, right? So much for teamwork, too!

“Allow me to withhold my answer, Your Highness. It would be unacceptable for your judgment to be swayed by my personal feelings, whatever my answer may be. I respectfully decline to answer—as someone serving the crown moving forward.”

I felt like he was dodging the question, but he did have a point.

It’s important to consider a person’s feelings. But that can’t always be done. So it’s better sometimes to just remain neutral.

Especially in a kingdom with a stratified class system, like Esfia.

That was what it meant to serve someone. That was why he would not answer.

And I could not bring myself to press him, though in the past, Rust might have answered my question.

“Very well.”

Though I still did not know how Rust felt about Alec, I had made up my mind.

 

I returned to my father’s study and announced, “I will appoint Rust Byrne as my new bodyguard. Assign him not to Alexis, but to me.”
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The World Through the Emissary of Ongarne’s Eyes: Part 10

“So—what are your impressions of your first day?”

On the way back to her personal quarters after a day’s work, Princess Octavia paused halfway down the hall to question her bodyguards.

She opened Blackfeather and looked at Klifford and Rust Byrne.

“I will appoint Rust Byrne as my new bodyguard. Assign him not to Alexis, but to me.”

After she made the decree, the man was officially appointed her bodyguard today.

“Rust, what do you say?”

Byrne, dressed in the uniform of the royal guard, bowed and replied, “Since I received ample instruction on my tasks before I started, speaking personally—I suppose I did well enough? It is still my first day, however, so I imagine I had many shortcomings.”

“Think you can keep it up?” she asked.

“Of course, Your Highness. If you command it of me.”

Seemingly satisfied by his answer, Octavia nodded. Then her clear blue eyes shifted to Klifford.

“And what about you, Klifford?”

There was only one answer. It was obvious. But for some reason, he hesitated to give it. As a bodyguard, how would he evaluate Rust Byrne?

No problems.

He was more than capable of the task. When it came to the other royal guardsmen, he was second to none. You might even say he was outstanding. Rust even had the potential to win a fight against an Adjutant, given the right circumstances. He had more than enough skill to protect Octavia.

And Klifford did not notice him slacking off. At one point, Klifford noticed that Rust was very mindful of his coworkers. He did not let a hint of suspicious behavior go unchecked—even the suspicious behavior of Klifford himself.

But how did Rust truly feel?

Whether he was loyal to Octavia in his heart of hearts was inconsequential. Sometimes a man could betray his mistress even if he was loyal. There could be no criteria for judgment. Therefore—

Klifford glanced at the newly appointed bodyguard. He thought back to the conversation the two had shared before reporting for duty that day.

“It is an honor to begin working with you today, Emissary of Ongarne—or, I suppose I should call you Klifford Alderton.”

“……”

“As a sign of goodwill, would you like to ask a question?”

“Do you intend to harm Princess Octavia?”

“……No. Not in the slightest.”

There was no falsehood in his answer. Klifford knew this because he had asked in such a way that rendered falsehood impossible.

Meaning, Byrne did not pose a threat to Octavia. However—

Though Byrne’s answer should have been a welcome one to Klifford, he found himself mysteriously disappointed by it.

Had Byrne answered that he did mean to do harm to Octavia…

“………”

“Klifford?”

Hearing her voice, Klifford looked at Octavia.

Then I would have had a reason to object.

To protest Byrne’s assignment as Octavia’s bodyguard.

Then I would have had a simple excuse to dispose of him. He would be a dangerous man.

Seeing a tinge of suspicion in Octavia’s eyes, Klifford opened his mouth. “As a bodyguard, I can find no fault in Byrne.”

Octavia blinked dumbly. “Oh. Well, glad to hear it.”

Though she answered with a smile, something about her expression tugged on Klifford’s conscience.

Perhaps that was not the answer she was hoping for… No, that couldn’t be.

Then Octavia posed another question. “…Klifford, do you find no fault in him personally as well?”

She asked the question with tact. She seemed concerned that she had given Klifford an unpleasant command.

A cynical smile formed on his face. When he considered that Byrne was Octavia’s bodyguard by her own will, that he possessed the requisite skill to perform, and that he had no intention to harm Octavia—

“I find no fault in him, Your Highness.”

That was the proper answer to give.

He had no logical reason to object…no clear reason to object.

It was not worth opposing Octavia’s judgment.

But I don’t like that Byrne is Octavia’s knight.

A little voice in his head still vehemently said so. Without reason.

But it was an emotion that would not serve Octavia. An emotion he must bury.
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Though I permitted Rust to be my bodyguard, I gave my consent with one caveat.

My primary bodyguard was Klifford, through and through. Rust was my sub-bodyguard. Moreover, since he was appointed as a servant of my father, my father would always be his priority.

I pictured Hugh when I came up with the arrangement. Though Hugh was Sirius’s bodyguard, he spent the majority of his time dispatched outside of the castle walls carrying out orders for him, rather than keeping close watch.

—And with my caveats approved, Rust was officially appointed my knight.

I took my father’s advice to heart because I had to admit that it was best to have an additional bodyguard besides my lover—that was one reason.

And the other reason… I felt it would be wise to keep Rust close so I could observe him better.

If I refused him, he would be pushed onto Alec, and I wanted to avoid that at any cost—that was my third reason.

And thus, I took on my second bodyguard.

Rust stopped hiding his forehead scar by order of my father. And though I was technically okay with that, I would have felt more comfortable if he wore a mask.

With his gorgeousness on full display, the handmaids looked at me with different eyes. I was now a princess with not one, but two super-hot hotties in tow.

What surprised me most of all was how oddly at home Rust was in the role. I heard that he had been given a crash course in bodyguarding over a short period. Because of that, though the contents of his mind remained a mystery, he performed his bodyguard duties with flair. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he was on par with Klifford, but he probably passed…and I felt kinda bitter about it.

Also, it seemed like Rust and Klifford were perfectly amicable coworkers. Were they friendly? …Mm, nope. Enough time had passed for them to show some semblance of camaraderie. Perhaps they were giving their relationship due solemnity?

If anything, I was the one not up to snuff. As someone who had grown accustomed to Klifford being my one and only bodyguard, I was the one who had a hard time adjusting to the change. And also…even though I should have been happy that Klifford and Rust were getting along…I kinda wished they would fight a little?

Like, why? I would have a hard time if they were resistant. Gee, I entertain some pretty incoherent thoughts, don’t I…?

“Gee, you’re friendly, aren’t you?”

Sil’s mirthful voice snapped me out of my head.

I abruptly quickened my pace.

Today, I got to visit Sil!

Sil was still under surveillance. More specifically, he was confined to a room in the castle. I felt they could at least set him free before the Council of Feudal Lords began, but I had little pull in such matters.

Just once, before I departed for my survey, Sil came to visit me, and that was a rare case. Now if I wanted to visit with Sil, I needed to make an appointment. And since my brother was in charge of that, in a way, he was even more difficult to see than my father…? After all, I learned that, with my father, all I had to do was burst into his study.

But with Sil…if I stormed into his room without an appointment, I would probably still get to see Sil, and I might be able to use my Princess Privilege to push past whoever his sentinel was at the moment, but I was guaranteed a lecture from Sirius afterward.

And even if Sil tried to smooth things over for me, I would still get hit with fallout. If anything, I would get hit harder with fallout if he did try to smooth things over…!

So I had to be very…very annoying and pester my brother relentlessly. I wanna visit Sil! I’m gonna! Until I finally wore him down!

I haven’t even gotten to see Alec… Well, let me rephrase that… Alec was avoiding me. I had only just accepted that grim truth, so that made me all the more excited at the prospect of seeing Sil!

And since my dream scenario was to see him before Derek, the timing couldn’t be more perfect!

And at last, the clothes I bought at Melina’s shop while on survey would finally see the light of day! We needed to do the final alterations, you see!

—I turned the corner, approaching the room where Sil was staying. I could hear voices, meaning he must be in the hallway outside of his room. I was about to call out to him when my eyes shot open at the unexpected sight before me.

Instead, I screamed a different name.

“Awo!”

When I said the name, the wreven perched on Sil’s arm—one wing wrapped in a bandage—looked at me. Thanks to good medicine, I was now free of the bandage on my left hand, but the wreven was still healing.

The wreven—Awo—flew off Sil’s arm to the floor. He did not approach me but dashed the opposite way down the hallway.

“Oh!” Sil cried, staring longingly after the bird as it retreated.

Damn you, Awo… How dare you flee at the sight of me!

I stole a glance at Klifford. Shall I capture the bird? his indigo eyes asked me. I shook my head no.

Awo was probably programmed to think that seeing me got him locked in a room, even though Klifford was the one who always caught him! Some days, Awo wasn’t able to evade him. And today…it seemed the bird was not in the mood to go home yet.

But he knows where my room is, and he eventually goes home every day…so I guess it’s all good?

Awo, the wreven we captured the day Alec came home, was now my roommate. We had abolished the birdcage, and he leveled up to a wooden perch!

This was because he was prone to escape. He could even unlock his cage. So I figured, why fight it? The book Guy had been reading that I’ve recently come to love, How to Tame Your Wreven, mentioned something of the sort as well.

The castle staff (understandably) erupted in screams of panic at Awo’s escapes at first, but now their reactions had tamed to, “Ah. There he goes again.”

It’s amazing how human beings can adapt! We must be forced to adapt…!

The poor bird had been wounded by an arrow, so I was worried at first that people wouldn’t accept him and I would have to find a way to keep the bird away from everyone. But once most people learned that Awo was in my care, nobody had tried to harm him, yet.

Though when it came time to capture Awo, an epic game of chase ensued—or at least, a battle without honor or humanity…?

I named the bird Awo.

Naturally, its etymology was from the Japanese word for blue—aoi. It was an act of defiance not to use the Esfian language!

At first, I brainstormed a bunch of potential Esfian names and ran them by Klifford, but it was clear to him that I wasn’t wild about any of them. Eventually, he asked, “Am I wrong in saying none of these names appeal to you, Your Highness?” Yeah, he got me.

So realizing the Esfian names would just be too weird, I let my mind wander in a direction I was resistant to at first.

Let’s recalibrate to Japanese christening! That made everything work out.

In short, “Awo” was a strange name in Esfian. But among the castle staff, I was infamous for loving my mysterious made-up language—Japanese—ever since I was young. So if I used my mysterious made-up language to make a name, everyone would be like, “Ooh, how exotic.” And that’s how I’d win them over!

Oops—but Klifford was an exception. I won him over a different way.

He was sort of like, “I’m sure you had your reasons, Your Highness, but why did you give that wreven bird that name?” That is a terrifying aspect of Klifford. Had I given the bird a super-weird super-long name, he would have memorized it without question…! Speaking of stories with long names, there was that one about Jugemu…something or other? It was a Japanese folktale, but it also existed in Esfian lore!

So I decided to keep it simple and easy to remember!

I was considering calling the wreven Kuro since it was black, but this wreven had unique eyes, so I thought I’d go off the hints of blue in his ash-gray eyes and decided on Awo!

I mean, I could have chosen “Hai” from gray, but that just sounded weird, so I went with blue!

From an Esfian perspective, Hai sounded just as weird as Awo, but from Maki’s perspective, I had to go with Awo!

And from that point on, Awo was aware that his name was Awo.

Still—

I stared at Sil.

Awo was perched on his arm just now, right? In other words, Awo is comfortable with Sil…! Klifford’s the only other person capable of that! Awo won’t even let the vet handle him.

And as for me, I can hold Awo with Klifford’s assistance! Yes, I’m well aware that’s cheating!

“Lord Sil…are you and Awo friendly?”

“Awo? Oh, that must be the bird’s name. I’m not sure you’d call us friendly…I suppose my room is on his walking route. I played with him once, and now every time he comes by, he brushes against my door with his wing. It’s just…um…”

Sil trailed off there, but I pressed him. “Go on?”

“Well, according to my sentinel, that bird is under your care, but he doesn’t want me letting a wreven into my room… And the bird seems to recognize the guard’s hostility, and he’ll attack sometimes…”

Fair point! Awo does dislike hostility! Hostility begets hostility. He kinda takes after Nathan, I guess? Come to think of it, the way he waddles around the castle with an injury yet still heals up just fine also resembles Nathan.

Just the other day, I bumped into Nathan, who was power-walking and claiming he was “just warming up.” Then a knight who looked like his subordinate chased after him, yelling, “Sir Nathan! It’s time to go back!”

“So that’s why I was out in the hallway,” Sil said, nodding.

But now that’s made one thing clear: Awo likes Sil! Could this be the work of plot armor…? Does that bird have the same taste in men as me?

“Oh, but the two guards with me today are safe! I only happened to be playing with the bird outside today by coincidence.”

Sil’s guards were actually posted constantly in the hallway. They bowed softly at the sight of me. According to what I’d heard, my brother and father took turns dispatching knights to watch over Sil. And these knights…they seemed like my father’s.

“Are you here for your visit, Princess Octavia? Sirius told me you were coming. Come on in.”

I took him up on his offer and jumped into Sil’s room of confinement.

Another guard, who bowed at me, was on watch inside the room. Since there was a golden tassel hanging off the sword hilt at his belt, I knew he was one of my brother’s knights.

“My brother doesn’t appear to be here,” I remarked.

He said he would be…

“He needed to speak with Derek about something. He said he would be right back.”

Oh…so Derek is here? Good to know!

“But Sirius got the tea for us.”

That prompted me to notice the quintessential guest tea set displayed on the table. Sil poured the brew from the pot into cups—it was milk tea!

“At first, I tried to shove Sirius aside and insist that I prepare the tea…after all, that is my proper role in this situation.”

Oh, Lord Sil…he’s clenching his fist in bitter disappointment. But wait, really? Oh man, I would’ve loved to try Sil’s tea! And he’s right, it is proper for him to do so, as a welcoming host…

Huh? Wait, Lord Sil, did you just casually say you tried to “shove Sirius aside”?

“But then I remembered what Derek told me recently…and I could not forgive myself if I served you ill-prepared tea!”

Just when I thought he was sulking, he was now standing at attention.

Derek…what in the world did you tell Sil…? You know, maybe Derek is normal when it comes to Sil. Was his memory not faulty then?

The reason I wanted to see Sil first was partly because of Derek, after all…

“You gentlemen stay outside the room,” I told the guards. “One of my bodyguards will remain inside. I wish to enjoy a nice chat with Lord Sil unencumbered.”

Princess Privilege…activate!

I commanded Sil’s two guards out of the room. I wasn’t sure if it would work on them, as they were my father’s men, but they assented in almost perfect unison.

Success!

Okay, what’s next?

“Rust, you join them. Guard this room from the outside, please.”

“Understood, Your Highness.”

While Rust was my appointed bodyguard, I still didn’t necessarily want him overhearing everything. That was another difference between him and Klifford.

With the three men gone, only three of us remained. Now I could finally sit down and relax. Sil sat across from me, and Klifford stationed himself at a protectable proximity.

First things first—I sipped the milk tea my brother prepared. That was good manners. Depending on the relationship of the people involved, refusing even a drop of tea was the height of insolence.

Mmm…professional-tier tea as always from my brother.

Once Sil was sure I’d had a drink, he sipped from his own cup. Judging by the color, he was taking his straight.

His complexion is good. His behavior is not concerning. Though it was by his request, I have not seen Sil since the Great Boyfriend Reveal, and I was worried about him, being under lock and guard all this time…but he looks fine?

Well, in the books, Sil seemed calm on the outside, but he tended to keep his problems to himself, so you can’t trust him when he looks fine! Then again, when he’s feeling glum, he’ll say so…

Wait…I think “fine” was a poor assessment. His hazel eyes…are they sparkling?

“……Lord Sil?”

My voice snapped him out of his thoughts. “I’m sorry…I’m just so happy.”

“I’m very happy to see you, too, Lord Sil.”

“I’m also happy that you and Sir Alderton are lovers. So you two finally went public?”

O-oh my god…is this what I saw at the Great Boyfriend Reveal? The gaze of seeing one’s favorite OTP…? The sparkle in his eyes breaks my little heart…!

“Your dance was beautiful, too!”

L-let’s change the subject!

I had two reasons to visit Sil. So I plunged right into the first.

“I came to speak about the day before I presented Klifford as my lover.”

Sil blinked in confusion. His eyes said, The day before…?

“You met with Lord Derek, did you not?”

“Yes. He came to visit me that day.”

In truth, it was supposed to be Derek that I introduced as my fake lover. We were supposed to have a dry run the day before the Great Reveal. Up until Derek sent me a gift through Duchess Lucinda, he was his normal self.

Retracing his steps that day, his next stop after that was Sil. And after that, he was supposed to meet up with me, but he ghosted and went home instead.

Judging by Derek’s past behavior, it was very abnormal for him to break a promise and go home. So it made me wonder…if something had happened to Derek just before. Something that tampered with his memories.

So…the thing that made Derek abnormal. Did it happen before he met with Sil, or after? If I ask Sil about how Derek was acting that day, I might be able to tell.

“And did you notice Lord Derek acting strange at all at the time?”

Sil pressed his fist to his chin. He was thinking it over. Eventually, a crease formed between his brows.

That reaction… Did something happen?

“Did something strange happen?” Sil asked, and the wrinkle in his brow disappeared. “Er—no, nothing in particular… We just chatted.”

“Was he acting normal? What did you chat about?”

“We talked about how I was bad at making tea. Derek seemed to be in high spirits, so I asked him if anything good had happened…”

Derek was in high spirits? So I guess he was not abnormal when he met with Sil. He was robust, even…

“Then we spoke about Prince Alexis.”

“You spoke about Alec?”

“Um…” Sil broke off, then continued uncomfortably. “We talked about how I often get nervous around Prince Alexis.”

“……Is that so?”

That’s unexpected.

“Yes…,” Sil said, then clammed up.

I was just as shocked as he was. Sil never showed a lick of fear around Sirius, though that made sense since they were lovers, and he never once seemed nervous around me… Then again, he warmed up to me pretty quickly, what with everything that happened. But Sil never had any natural opportunities to get closer to Alec.

Also, if we’re going off the source material, Alec and Sil do get adversarial later…so maybe that has something to do with it? Of course, I’m going to do my best to keep that from happening! But Alec has been avoiding me like the plague since he got home… The truth hurts.

“So after you talked about Alec…did Lord Derek go home?”

“No… Right after that, he…”

Sil found it difficult to say the next part of the sentence. He stopped, staring hard at me…then he averted his eyes.

“This is only my best guess, but…I think Derek spoke about his beloved…?”

A look of discomfort filled Sil’s face when he said the words.

……When he agreed to be my fake lover, he said he didn’t have a crush. Was he lying? Was it because I was so aggressive…?

“But listen! Derek didn’t say anything explicit to that effect. It’s just something I concluded on my own…! Actually, forget it! I want to be honest with you, Princess Octavia, I shouldn’t have said anything!”

One shouldn’t gossip about a person’s love life without their permission… He was right. I should ask Derek directly. But the way Derek was acting, it was unlikely he would give me a truthful answer if I asked…

“Understood, Lord Sil. I’ll pretend we didn’t have this conversation.”

But I noticed Sil was nervously eyeing the space behind me.

The space behind me…Klifford? Oh, now I get it.

“Klifford—understand?”

“Yes,” Klifford answered with his eyes downcast. Then he looked up at Sil, showing in his eyes that he would not breathe a word of what he heard.

“So you chatted with Lord Derek… Is that everything you discussed?” I asked.

“Huh? Um, yes.”

So aside from being in a good mood, Derek acted perfectly normal around Sil.

But let’s just make extra sure…

“Was there anything different about Lord Derek? Like, a discrepancy in his memory?”

“Um, no?”

I couldn’t completely abandon the theory that Derek was normal around Sil because it was Sil specifically, but a discrepancy in his memory would have shown up elsewhere. So I can conclude that Derek was probably normal when he went to see Sil. So…it happened after that? But the next item on his official schedule was visiting me.

So immediately after seeing Sil, Derek met with someone…and his memory was tampered with.

Somewhere in the castle…

“Princess Octavia…has something happened to Derek?” Sil asked suddenly.

Urk. I asked way too many questions.

“No,” I replied as promptly and as naturally as I could… It was really all I could say.

“All right…that’s good to hear.”

Sil sighed in relief.

I feel so guilty… But if I keep talking to him like this, I’ll only worry him. Dang, this is tricky.

“I’m sorry. I’m just being paranoid,” Sil said, putting a hand behind his head and laughing nervously.

I shook my head. Looking at this from Sil’s perspective, it was normal for him to feel nervous, especially after what just happened to Hugh. At the very least, I owed him some comfort.

“Lord Sil…is there anything you would like to ask me? Anything you wish to know?”

Sil’s eyes widened a little. A soft laugh followed soon after.

Huh? Lord Sil?

“Er, sorry… I was just marveling over how you and Derek ask very similar questions.”

“We do?”

“Yes.” Sil nodded. “I’m the sort of person who is always proactive when he wants to know something. I always go and ask someone, even if they don’t come to me first… So your openness is more than enough for me, Princess Octavia.”

There are surely things he’s worried about, like Hugh… But if he says so…

I nodded. “Then do come and talk to me when you feel the need to.”

I figured Sirius would be the first person Sil would turn to, but I needed to put myself on his list of options! I wanted to give him my own answers!

“I will, thank you!”

His eager reply put a smile on my face.

I didn’t come out of this entirely empty-handed. I gathered some data that would prove useful when I confronted Derek later. And the appointment I attained through Duchess Lucinda was for tomorrow, so we could say my first goal was as good as achieved.

Okay, now onto goal number two…

If Sirius were here, I was going to get his permission before asking…but he hasn’t come back.

“Out of curiosity, Sil—”

I donned my most supreme Princess Smile.

“Would you like to come to the costume room with me?”

We need a mood reset!

“……The costume room?” Sil answered with a vacant stare.

 

Ditching the two knights observing us, I took Sil with me to the costume room. I arranged for Sirius to be informed of our whereabouts, of course.

Including Sasha, my handmaids were all good to go!

The clothing I purchased for Sil during my survey of the city had their final fitting on Sirius at the shop. It was an outfit I had selected for Sil specifically, thinking he would rock it.

This was making up for the scene in the source material that hadn’t made it into the current playthrough, where Sil and I fangirled over fashion together. Even though I had chosen the design and color scheme with Sil in mind, in an odd twist, it fit Sirius perfectly and would have been too big for Sil. So we needed to make some alterations!

Originally, the plan was to have Sil fitted in the castle, then send it back to Melina’s shop for the actual alterations. But perfect timing! Melina was free to do the alterations right here!

And right now!

“Wh-what’s going on…?”

And thus, Sil was yanked by the hand into the costume room by a platoon of women. I did not blame him for balking. But don’t worry, Sil. There’s nothing to fear.

“Welcome, Lord Sil. A pleasure to have you.”

“Princess Octavia?!”

Sil was firmly restrained. Melina had his right arm, Sasha had his left. And I held Blackfeather, fanning my face and watching them take him away.

They took Sil to a secluded enclosure within the costume room, an improvised space. The costume room was split into the storage area and the changing area. Ordinarily, the changing area would be used for fittings, but since Sil was technically under surveillance, we had to take that into consideration.

Sasha also had something to do with it. She insisted, “If any gentleman were to be permitted in the changing area, it would be Sir Alderton and only him!” and I was like…huh, really? I mean, as a rule, boys aren’t allowed back here, are they? Klifford isn’t an exception to that rule. This castle costume room was officially for women only.

Maybe the fake lovers thing is a little too effective…?

This time, both Klifford and Rust were on standby in the costume room. Ordinarily, they would wait outside, but since Sil would also be using the room, inside it was. Klifford had been permitted entry to the costume room just once before, in preparation for the junior ball, so there was historical precedent there. But when Sasha saw Rust, she shot me a curious look that said, Lord Burks may need to be here to try on clothing, but why must Lord Byrne be here…? Isn’t Sir Alderton the only knight permitted? Though she didn’t say anything to that effect—and quickly changed her tune.

Now that Rust was in the picture, I had two bodyguards. That gave rise to a particular thought: Shouldn’t I make a show that Klifford is my main bodyguard and Rust is my secondary bodyguard?

I observed Klifford as he stood there, as undetectable as the air. At his belt hung his longsword—and on its hilt was the tassel of black wreven feathers.

I had not given Rust such a tassel. More to the point, he had the emblem from my father. Nothing topped that. It was a sign of promotion to an exceptional knight, so with it in his possession, nobody would ever question or belittle him. Rust was inexperienced, but I was in good hands.

Also, even without the emblem, Rust is street-smart. A guy like him could secure a top position for himself in the castle on grit alone. Either way, I don’t think he needs a tassel from me to prove his worth.

That was why there remained only one wreven sword tassel in the world, and it stayed exclusively on Klifford’s hilt.

But might there perhaps be some signifier I could use besides black feathers to distinguish the difference between Rust and Klifford…? Klifford was now both my bodyguard and my lover. I needed something to show that.

Do I need to one-up a tassel…?

“Your Highness, Lord Burks’s fitting and preliminary alterations are complete. Proper alterations shall be conducted afterward. Might we have your approval before we proceed?”

Along with Melina’s announcement, Sil emerged from the enclosure in his new clothes. The too-large sleeves and hems were pinned to fit him.

“What do you think?”

Sil didn’t sound confident, but from the wide-eyed staring of Sasha, Melina, and the other maids, their impressions were self-explanatory.

I had to restrain myself from nodding profusely.

So. Freaking. Hot!

Just as I imagined and yet beyond my wildest dreams! It was a top and bottom ensemble that complemented the indigo blue of Sil’s hair. It was glamorous, yet not too flashy, and it brought out his manly charms. And it was clear that after the proper alterations were made, his hotness would experience a sharp level up!

But since I couldn’t exactly scream the sentiments of my heart, the actual answer I gave was most reserved…indeed.

“I found those clothes at this lovely lady’s shop while on survey, but they do suit you much better than my brother, Lord Sil. Do you not agree?”

I directed the question at Melina. I had to get her opinion, you know. As the creator and the shop proprietress.

“I designed these clothes after the uniforms of the royal guardsmen, my lady. Do you suppose it is a good match? I spotted the formal attire just once as a child, but I used my impressions then as inspiration to design clothing for the common man… I envisioned the clothes on a fictitious gentleman as I made them—Lord Burks, you have made my dream become reality.”

When Sirius tried on the outfit, we were like, “Well, he looks good in everything…” But it’s like these clothes were made for Sil! He won Melina’s seal of approval, too!

“There you have it, Lord Sil,” I said. “So you needn’t worry. Once the alterations are finished, I shall present them to you. Consider it a gift.”

“But, Princess, I couldn’t possibly accept such a gift without reason…”

Without reason, eh…?

When considering Sil’s POV, that made sense. Though he and I had made amends, as long as the Heir Dilemma still stood between us, our antagonistic positions have not changed.

Having said that, I couldn’t just apologize for changing up the source material and move on.

“Well, if you refuse the gift, Lord Sil, I’ll have to return it to the shop with alterations already in progress…” I placed a hand dejectedly to my cheek. “Oh dear, what a shame,” I murmured sadly, to bring it home. I said that last part not to Sil, but to myself—that’s crucial!

“I’ll gladly accept the gift! So please, Princess Octavia…!”

Yes! Lord Sil has been ensnared!

I basically impersonated Sirius from the books. And as the cherry on top, it was from a scene I remembered in which Sirius got Sil a gift in firstborn-prince proportion, and Sil resisted it… But Sirius overcame the challenge like I did just now.

Sil is so easy to manipulate sometimes! And that’s something I love about him!

“Oh my, do you mean it? You’ll accept my gift?”

“Yes! Thank you so much! I’ll wear it with pride!” Sil cried, making a fist.

Cool. Sil really does look amazing in that.

I remembered how Melina said she designed it with the royal guardsman uniforms as a motif.

Come to think of it, I can really see it now.

Even though it was not a proper uniform, it still gave that vibe.

The royal guardsman uniforms came in two types. There were the indigo-blue uniforms Klifford and Rust were wearing. Those were their everyday uniforms. The other type was formal dress, worn at ceremonies and during official royal surveys like the one Sirius and I had done. And if I had to say which, Sil’s outfit evoked a strong sense of the latter.

The difference was that uniform chose its wearer, so if Sil simply wore it as is, something would feel slightly off, no matter how good he looked in it. Much the same way that Sirius looked when he wore his.

There was one man those clothes would suit perfectly—

“Sasha.”

I beckoned Sasha to me and whispered in her ear. She nodded firmly and left the costume room, returning promptly with an item in hand.

Now, let’s get right to it.

“Klifford. I want you to try this on as well.”

“Sir Alderton, this way, please.”

The item Sasha was holding—the formal royal guardsman’s uniform—was presented to Klifford.

The royal guardsman’s uniform was a perfect way to distinguish between my bodyguards. It was the ideal way to show that Klifford was my main bodyguard.

Also, the Council of Feudal Lords was fast approaching. It was a massive event. I wanted to have Klifford wear the uniform for that.

This was it. The way I could level up Klifford in a way other than a wreven feather tassel!

“I wish for you to wear this uniform during the Council of Feudal Lords. And while we happen to be in the costume room, I insist that you try it on.”

“………” Klifford took the uniform in silence. Then he looked up and glanced around the costume room. I knew what he meant by it: Changing clothes meant being temporarily unable to perform bodyguard duties. He imagined a scenario in which something happened right then and there.

And lastly—

“Does this fall within the scope of a command, Your Highness?”

He asked for confirmation.

Only I would understand the full implication of that question. He was wondering if it fell into the realm of the command to be my fake lover, you see!

I pondered it for a moment. Now, of course, I wanted him to wear the uniform to make a distinction between him and Rust. That was certainly part of it. But I did have slight ulterior motives…well, major ulterior motives?

……I mean, I just remembered.

Just before Sirius’s little fashion show during our survey—when I eyed Klifford to potentially try on some clothing—while he did so hesitantly, he definitely gave me the cold shoulder…

And I want a do-over! I cannot deny that is part of my motive! Be that as it may…

“Yes, of course,” I replied sharply.

“As you command, Your Highness.”

I totally knew that’s how it was gonna go down. But once I saw Klifford actually proceed to carry out my command—and begin to walk toward the enclosure to change—I caught myself gripping the hem of his uniform as if to stop him.

“On second thought… I can’t quite say my command has all that much to do with this.”

I delivered the addendum to Klifford when he turned around to look at me. His indigo eyes widened a bit.

After a pause, Klifford answered, a soft smile on his face. “I don’t mind. I’ll go get changed.”

“………”

I watched Klifford walk away, covering my face with Blackfeather as much as I dared. Whether it was because I was pleased Klifford said he didn’t mind or because my face was bright red, I can’t say.

 

—So after I decided to have Klifford wear the formal uniform on a whim…

Sil’s outfit was held together with pins. Even though it was about to undergo the proper alterations, the dressing room was now in use. In other words, we were all waiting on Klifford.

……And yet, Sil looks amused. I guess that’s the silver lining? For that matter, is that a sparkle of excitement I see in his eyes…? Lord Sil is so beautiful; whenever his eyes sparkle, he looks like he’s bathing in diamonds.

Even in pins, the outfit looked so good on Sil, it was no exaggeration to say it was made for him. Synergy in action!

“Your Highness, I’ve changed. May I have your approval?”

Klifford stepped out onto our side of the screen, dressed in uniform.

……However.

“Wait just a moment, Sir Knight,” Melina called out to Klifford. “According to The Complete Works of Esfian Uniform Etiquette, it is proper to leave this top button unbuttoned.”

She lectured with the utmost sincerity. Trust an expert! She would know, having designed Sil’s outfit based on the formal royal guardsman’s uniform… I had also read that book, and I did remember the designer saying so.

And Klifford had the top button secured firmly.

“But, Princess…”

Klifford’s gaze conveyed his reluctance. According to the designer’s ideals, leaving the top button undone was the most proper way to bring out the uniform’s style. (But only hotties need apply.)

While leaving the top button undone was proper in the ways of fashion, it heavily favored attractiveness. Don’t get me wrong, the formal guardsman’s uniform was made for practical use, too. But leaving the top button undone…I think that would give it a different effect.

Perhaps as a bodyguard, it would be more proper to leave it buttoned?

I decided to use a lifeline.

“Envision yourself wearing this during the Council of Feudal Lords, Klifford, and wear it as you see fit.”

Personally speaking, I kind of vastly prefer attractiveness! I mean, I doubt it would lower the uniform’s functionality at all!

“All right—I’ll wear it like this.”

Klifford bowed humbly. A disappointed sigh rose from the Girl Brigade. I get it, besties. I wanted to see him with the button undone, too.

Wait a minute… Could I, as his Sovereign, command him later to unbutton it just for a moment? You know, behind closed doors.

No, no, no. Bad Octavia.

I slapped my inner self upside the head.

I took another look at Klifford, changed into his formal uniform. Compared to the everyday uniform he wore earlier, this one seemed darker. The white gloves provided a stark contrast, and the black feathered tassel hanging from his sword hilt was such a harmonious pairing that it seemed as though it was intended for this outfit all along.

He would not need any alterations, either. It was the right call to have Sasha guess his size!

And since he hadn’t unbuttoned the top, it was very austere. He gave Sil a run for his money. No, I take that back, he pulled off the look even better than Sil…! If the designer saw him now, they would be moved to tears!

I opened my mouth to speak from the heart and give my opinion—

“………?”

But then I blinked in confusion. In my line of vision were Klifford and Sil, just the two of them.

……And that was why I felt it…that same sense of déjà vu I experienced before.

“Lord Sil—”

Suddenly hearing his name, Sil looked at me inquisitively. As if to say, Aren’t you going to give your impressions to Sir Alderton as well?

“Could you wipe your face of any emotion?” I asked.

“Er, you want me to be emotionless, Princess?”

“Yes, please. There’s something I must see.”

“All right…”

I did not blame Sil for faltering. But I needed him to do it for me.

“D-does this suffice?”

All emotion vanished from Sil’s face. And Klifford stood beside him, also emotionless.

“I’m sorry… I can’t keep it up anymore.”

Sil’s emotionless expression lasted only a moment.

But that was more than enough.

“……Quite all right.”

Klifford and Sil…they look alike. The first time I had that impression was in the dungeon, when Klifford was arrested on false charges.

Back then…I just had a vague sense of it.

It wasn’t that strong a conviction.

But now, they looked like brothers to me.

And not in a vague, I-sort-of-see-it kind of way.

Was it because the design and color of their outfits were coordinating?

Their faces…shouldn’t look alike. But under certain conditions, their overall vibe was particularly similar.

But they couldn’t be brothers…could they? I mean, Klifford is an Adjutant…

No sooner did I have that thought than I realized that I couldn’t rule it out.

After all, there was the possibility that Sil was also an Adjutant. And if Sil was an Adjutant and he just didn’t know it, Klifford could be Sil’s elder brother. Wouldn’t that be the natural conclusion?

The simple answer—they’re Adjutant brothers.

Does this mean the long-lost family Sil has been searching for was Klifford all along?

“Octavia!”

I flinched and looked back to the hallway where the voice came from… My brother had arrived.

“I’m coming in.”

He was asking permission, showing no signs of storming in.

“Come on in, Brother,” I called out to the hallway.

The door opened, and in walked Sirius with a slightly stern look on his face.

But let’s not dwell on that—

The person with him was stopped by Klifford and Rust. Klifford had teleported himself to the door before I’d realized it, and Rust had been at the ready in a corner of the room where I wouldn’t see him, so they had both arrived at the door at the same time.

Both had unsheathed their swords and were blocking the door.

“That’s right, Octavia. I was the only person you permitted entry. Is that correct?” Sirius asked. “Is it acceptable if I bring another?”

“Klifford, Rust, let him in.”

The one who watched the whole exchange with a sheepish grin on his face entered the room. “Do excuse me, Princess.”

And he arrived, performing a very regal bow befitting of his stature as an upper nobleman, yet the subtle difference in his mannerisms was painfully obvious to me.

Whether he addressed me with the closeness of friendship…or not, was clear to me.

“……Quite all right, Lord Derek.”

I let out a quiet sigh.
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Since I had whisked Sil away to the costume room with me, Sirius came in after us. That much, I had anticipated.

“…Really, Octavia. You could have at least waited for me.”

Except…there was one element that was slightly outside my anticipation. He was…how should I put it…not all that angry?

I had originally intended to wait for Sirius and ask his permission first. But I envisioned that would require a certain degree of debate, so it was a godsend that he happened to be away at the time.

But even if he hadn’t been away…am I crazy, or would he have just been like, okay, let’s go?

After a cursory glance around the room, Sirius’s eyes landed on Sil. “What’s that Sil is wearing? Oh, right. The clothes from the survey. So you bought them…”

Even without my explaining, from Sil’s attire and my presence, he had already gathered what was going on. Good thing he was quick on the uptake.

“Yes. Those are the clothes I suggested gifting to Lord Sil. But since there was a commotion after that, it was left unresolved. They suit Lord Sil, don’t they?”

Sirius gave Sil an intense stare… He looked downright grim.

“The clothes…suit him.”

He sounded even grimmer as he spoke. He liked that Sil looked good in the clothes, but he didn’t like that I was the one who gave them to him—I get it, bestie! I, too, know the bitter taste of jealousy and having your gift-giving opportunity snatched!

Sirius sighed. “Well, you never stopped raving since the survey about how the clothes would suit Sil better than me.”

“And since you finally gave me permission to see Lord Sil, I had the perfect chance to give them to him. I simply could not let the opportunity escape.”

But this is Sirius we’re dealing with…

“And Lord Sil has graciously accepted the gift. It shocks me that you would ignore Lord Sil’s wishes and—”

“Just who the hell do you think I am?”

I’m disappointed in you, was the look filling Sirius’s face.

Wait, dear brother. I think you’ve forgotten that you get tunnel vision when Lord Sil is involved. You could outright refuse to let me give him these clothes in your place and I wouldn’t bat an eye!

Then again, from the way he looks, I don’t think he’s gonna do that…

“So can we finish Lord Sil’s alterations? We aren’t finished.”

Sil was still in safety pins. That was technically because Klifford used the fitting room, but Sirius didn’t need to know that!

Just when Sirius was about to give his assent…

“Why…?”

Derek finally broke his silence and said something. Sirius had left Sil in the first place to speak with Derek, who had come to pay a visit. I don’t know what it was they talked about, but he stayed with Sirius after…which was normal for Derek. That part hadn’t changed.

“Why did you give Sil clothes, Princess?”

Though he concealed his emotions, Derek’s tone was suspicious and faintly sharp. I unconsciously gripped Blackfeather harder.

He almost sounds like he suspects me of sabotaging Sil’s clothes or something…

And that jogged my memory.

…I’d completely forgotten. I forgot how my giving Sil a present might be interpreted by an outsider. Somebody might assume I had a crush on Sil.

And by extension, he suspected I did not have a lover.

I had not publicly supported Sirius’s relationship with Sil, so to those who did support their romance, my actions would draw skepticism.

In a way, I knew it was inevitable that my brother’s supporters would hate me, so I was fine with it. Or at least, I thought I was…

But hearing that from Derek…kinda hurt.

Funny. If Derek had said that back when I was still wary of him, it wouldn’t have hurt a bit.

“………” I stood in silence.

I know I should give a resolute response, but I just can’t form words right now.

But before I could speak, Sirius did. “Derek…are you—” His astonished expression changed immediately. “What in the world is wrong?” he asked, a deep crease between his brows.

Then Derek sighed. “Nothing’s wrong… Isn’t something wrong with you, Sirius? If you have…×△■ 〇●●××〇■▲▲. ●×▲△ 〇■?”

The second half of his sentence was in modified ancient Esfian. Hugh used the same language with Sirius before. I don’t know what he said, but when he said it, Sirius’s expression changed.

“Well, I…”

“You said the same thing to me once, remember?” Derek asked calmly.

“But back then, even when you heard the name the criminal spat out, unlike me, you—”

“Sirius? What are you talking about?”

Is it me, or are Derek and Sirius talking past each other? I know for certain that Derek’s memory is wonky because of me… Is that why?

“Derek.” Sil butt in to their conversation, standing in front of Derek. “You were speaking in ancient Esfian just now, weren’t you? I can’t quite make out exactly what you said, but I have to ask… Is that really something you can say in Esfian?”

“……” Derek fell into a baffled silence.

“You were saying something bad—even I could tell that much. After all, it’s something you can’t say loud and proud right now, is it……? Something’s wrong with you.”

Sil spat out the words like a curse.

“Calm down, Sil. This is for your own good.”

“For my own good? You sound just like Sirius…”

Sil snapped, as if he had gotten wise to something. He looked back and forth between Sirius and Derek.

“Derek… Remember that embarrassing story you told me about? When you were children…and you taught Sirius a ridiculously wrong method of brewing tea and he fell for it. Do you remember?”

“Y-yeah…”

Derek blinked a few times, shocked by the sharp turn the conversation took. But he nodded all the same. So he did still have his memories of the Shitty Tea Debacle…

“Now, why did you do that to Sirius? Do you remember?”

“……”

Derek fell silent. If I recall correctly, didn’t he say something vague, like, the devil made him do it?

“No… My memory doesn’t reach that far. We were children. Wasn’t I just being mischievous?”

“Well, what about the time you and Sirius got in a big quarrel in the past?”

“I remember… Of course I remember. The quarrel that escalated into an all-out scuffle, right?”

“Yeah. So do you remember why you were fighting?”

“Hey, this all happened when we were children. How would I remember all of that…?”

The way Derek scratched his head and shook it at Sil was unchanged. I glanced at Sirius. And the expression on his face as he listened to the two talk was—extremely stern?

“…How could you forget? You told me about it, Derek. What’s more, you would never suspect Princess Octavia of foul play—it’s just inconceivable.”

“Inconceivable? Care to explain why?” Derek shot back, dead serious.

And for the first time, Sil was cowed.

“Listen, Sil, I don’t suspect the princess because of who she is. Given your circumstances, I can’t give deference to anyone regarding how they treat you, no matter who they are.”

Now the tip of Derek’s spear was pointed in my direction. His brown eyes stared coldly at me.

“Regarding the princess, allow me to offer my apologies for my insolence—however, I do hope you’ll understand. A gift meant for you has been tampered with in the past, Sil.”

“I understand,” I cut in.

What Derek said was not wrong. He simply cast his suspicions indiscriminately. He probably made me an exception in the past, but now, I’m included with everyone else… Nothing more to it than that.

I was not a victim. I knew that something had happened to Derek. If anyone was the victim here, it was Derek… Yet there I was, feeling heartbroken, feeling like the heroine of a tragedy. And I hated myself for it.

“No. In this instance, I am fine with Octavia gifting Sil these clothes. Derek, you’re being too harsh.”

Sirius chastised Derek.

I gave my brother the side-eye.

To be honest…I’m shocked. I can’t believe Sirius took my side.

My present to Sil was a trifling thing, Sirius knew about it, and if I had, theoretically, done something to sabotage the clothing, it would probably blow up in my face all at once. If the clothing were sabotaged, it would be painfully obvious I was the one who did it, after all. But hearing Sirius come to my rescue like that after what happened to Derek… It made a weight float off my chest.

In stark contrast with Derek, Sirius’s treatment of me was, unless I’m mistaken, quite soft? Wait, setting aside the flames that had blazed when Klifford was a suspect, I got the sense my brother was acting fundamentally ordinary.

…Maybe I’m reading too much into this. It’s not like anything special happened between me and Sirius… Besides, I hardly think he’s turned into Sirius (with memories) right now, either…

“Sirius…was that in earnest?”

The fires of conflict are roaring between Sirius and Derek.

“I agree with Sirius, Derek,” Sil said.

“………” After a pause, Derek sighed audibly. “It appears I’ve gone too far. Allow me to apologize again, Princess.”

“I forgive you,” I answered indifferently.

“Thank you very much,” Derek answered, equally polite, with a bow.

……A bit after the fact, but why did I hate myself for feeling heartbroken earlier?

It was because Derek used to call me by name. By not simply calling me Princess or Your Highness, he gave off a sort of personal Derek-ness.

Derek raised his head, his brown eyes returning to me. It was then that our gaze met for the first time that day.

“………?”

A look of suspicion filled Derek’s face.

“………”

Immediately after, his face twisted with pain.

“—!” He winced and grunted, clutching his head.

“Derek?”

“Derek!”

Sirius, then Sil, cried out to him urgently, but Derek raised a hand and stopped them both. As if to say nothing was wrong.

“Sorry… I’m all right.”

He gently shook his head. And Derek looked at me again, this time with great caution.

Our eyes met briefly…then Derek was the first to look away.

 

—After that, Sil’s alteration measurements were completed without a hitch. Melina rushed out of the costume room, bursting with inspiration. Apparently, she wanted to plunge straight into the alterations. I also sent all the handmaids away.

And therefore, the only person left in the room besides me was Sil, changing into his old clothes on the other side of the partition. One of the handmaids had worked her magic and gave them a quick cleaning, but that was why it took him quite some time to change back into his old clothes, even after his new clothes were finished being fitted.

Naturally, Klifford and Rust were also there. Incidentally, I went ahead and had Klifford stay dressed in the formal uniform for the rest of duty.

Sirius and Derek were also there, waiting for Sil. And if you included those waiting in the hallway, there were even more people. Sirius’s bodyguards were on standby.

And with Melina and the maids all gone, the dreaded silence finally hit us.

……Which Sirius filled.

“Octavia, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“What is it, Brother?”

I braced myself. I mean, Sirius just looked so grim. Was this an important favor? Since he waited until everyone had left to ask, all signs pointed to yes!

“I want to borrow Alderton.”

There. Called it. But I’m rejecting it!

Before I could answer, my brother tacked an addendum to his favor. He probably figured out what I was thinking from the look on my face.

“Strictly put, I wish to reenact the incident at the Sky Chamber. For that, I will need Alderton’s cooperation.”

He wants to reenact it? That can only mean one thing.

“You want to have Klifford and Lord Sil fight?”

“Not a real fight. A mere contest. This is something Sil wants. He thinks that if he’s put under similar conditions as he was then, he might remember something.”

“But, Brother, that was… Wasn’t Lord Sil drugged by the traitors? I doubt merely fighting Klifford could…”

That being said, I kinda didn’t want to drug Sil. I wouldn’t want to, even to get evidence we needed!

“Surely we should look into the drug they used first,” I insisted.

Sirius shook his head. “Ideally, we would have obtained the drug they used on Sil, but I no longer have contact with the criminals… They are Khangenans. They will be sentenced in Khangena, not Esfia.”

“……Even the Adjutants we captured?”

After Uncle Dearest was such a badass when he caught them?

“The Adjutant named Emilio is Esfian, but the other Adjutant will be treated the same as the others—he’s Khangenan.”

So does this mean the Adjutant boss who led the traitors in the Sky Chamber isn’t going to be tried in Esfian courts? But why?

“This was our father’s decision. Due to our deteriorating treaty with Khangena, he would not hear my input.”

“My father tried to convince His Majesty otherwise,” Derek added.

Now I remember. Before the Great Boyfriend Reveal, Uncle Dearest was in my father’s study. So that’s what that conversation was about.

“And he could not be swayed?” I asked.

“Correct,” Sirius nodded. As he folded his arms and stared, I gathered he was staring off into space rather than at something in particular in the room. “The criminals are all still within Esfia’s borders, but the Khangenans are under the care of a Khangenan diplomat. Khangena is indicating that they will cooperate with us in this matter…”

“So…you want to at least re-create the choreography of that night?” I asked.

“Yes… Though Sil is under surveillance by his wish, I cannot have him under surveillance forever. We need a catalyst for change.”

Sil needs a catalyst…to realize that he will be of no danger, even if he isn’t under surveillance. In the books, Sil never lost his mind like that unless the magic trigger was hit. It’s just…the aforementioned trigger is unknown. Unlike reality, he wasn’t injected with a drug. And sure, I may have found the way to snap him out of it… Royal blood.

“Um…Princess Octavia, I’m terribly sorry to ask, but won’t you do this for me?”

Sil had emerged from the enclosure, changed back into his old clothes. He had overheard what we were saying. He clearly wanted to re-create his fight with Klifford.

I snapped Blackfeather open and considered it.

“……”

I frowned…torn about whether I should consent or not.

I had a reason to signal my apprehension for a fight between Klifford and Sil. It had to do with my little theory from earlier that they might be brothers.

Besides—looking back, something always tugged at my conscience whenever I saw how Klifford responded to Sil.

The main event that struck me was the time when Klifford was confined in the dungeon on suspicion of sabotaging Sil’s carriage. Klifford had reacted so strongly when Sil apologized to him.

Taking that into consideration, we get further insight on what happened in the Sky Chamber.

When Klifford fought Sil, he seemed even more callous than he usually was in the line of duty. Even his question to me, “Do you cherish Burks?” seemed to have a deeper meaning behind it.

It might be nothing. Maybe I’m overthinking it. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. But what if I’m not?

A quiet sigh escaped me. Then I closed Blackfeather.

“Klifford.”

“Yes?”

Even though the matter directly concerned him, he seemed not particularly fazed.

“I’ll let you decide whether to honor my brother’s request.”

I signaled to him that this wasn’t a Sovereign command. So I thought maybe Klifford would say no. He would say no if involving himself with Sil was unpleasant to him.

Klifford’s gaze shifted to Sirius, then to Sil.

“All you need is for me to fight Burks, Your Highness?” he asked indifferently.

“……Yes.” Sirius nodded.

“Then I accept your request.”

“Thank you so much!” Sil’s face lit up.

Huh. He said yes, even though I didn’t command him… That’s a good thing. I ought to be happy…… And yet, the sting of irritation lingers.

“Then if you don’t mind, I’d like to get this done right away,” Sirius said.

As long as Klifford was okay with it, I didn’t mind… I really didn’t…

“With Princess Octavia’s permission, of course,” Klifford said, to confirm my consent.

I nodded again. “Very well…”

Sirius, Derek, and Sil left the room. I commanded Rust to go to the hallway to wait, leaving just myself and Klifford behind.

I called out to stop him from leaving, too.

What do I say? I have no idea what I should say… Oh, screw it.

“Are you truly all right with all of this?”

Klifford’s eyes widened for a moment in astonishment.

“I did not command you to fight Lord Sil, you know.”

“Yes, I am well aware, Your Highness.”

Hmm… Maybe I am just being paranoid?

I thought that would make my irritation go away…but it’s still there. So…

I stood on tiptoe and caught Klifford, cupping his cheeks in both hands.

“Are you being honest with me?”

I gazed deep into his indigo eyes…and for a moment, I thought I saw them shake with conflict.

But the conflict quickly dissipated.

Klifford placed his big hand on top of my mostly healed left hand.

“Rest assured, Your Highness. I’m fighting Burks of my own free will.”

 

The reenactment of Klifford’s fight with Sil was to take place in the area known as the secondary training ground. The main training ground was used for everyday training and sparring for soldiers and knights. Its spaciousness was ideal for accommodating large numbers of people.

The secondary training ground also lay within the castle walls, but it was much smaller. It gave…members-only vibes, I suppose. There was a latch at the entrance that needed to be unlocked. Since it was open at night, many men used it for solo training then. The secondary training ground had actually come into regular use when my father was coronated—or, when Edgar became the king consort. It had been in a state of neglect, but Edgar restored it for use.

The faces assembled in the secondary training ground were exactly the same as those who had stayed behind in the costume room.

Sil was really going all out with his practice swings and warm-up…and yet, he was not exactly dressed for exercise. This appeared to be intentional—the clothing he wore to the junior ball was also not easy to fight in. And Klifford…well, he was not in his everyday uniform, but that was just a margin of error, perhaps? After all, he was still dressed for a fight!

Sirius and Derek stood on the sidelines to watch, and the only other person in attendance was one of Sirius’s bodyguards.

—It was high noon, so the main training ground was in use, of course. If they reenacted the fight there, people would surely see it. And even though Sirius could have ordered everyone to vacate the premises, that would only cause a greater stir. People would demand to know what was happening.

Comparatively, the secondary training ground was practically like a private arena—ideal for our purposes.

However, while the main training ground had a stage, the secondary training ground had no such thing. A rudimentary circle drawn in the ground for boundaries was the closest thing it had to a space for practice fights. And today, since we were there, the space designated for spectators had a safety fence around it to protect us from injury and flying objects.

“Princess Octavia—”

I flinched—because it was Rust approaching me.

“I have a request, Your Highness.”

A request…?

“Might you grant me an opportunity to prove myself? I worry that the earlier test was insufficient.”

“……What are you talking about?”

“About my abilities, Your Highness. On whether I have the technical skill befitting of a royal bodyguard. With your permission, I would like to fight Alderton as an opening act.”

Klifford vs. Rust?

Rust’s display of aptitude in my father’s study was indeed brief; it might not be a bad idea to test him more properly, using Klifford as a benchmark.

That would mean temporarily removing both bodyguards from duty, but we were all in the same space anyway, so that shouldn’t matter.

“Very well.”

I assented. I called out to Klifford to finalize it.

“Now, somebody fetch the practice swords—”

“Doesn’t a test of this importance call for true swords?” Rust added to his request.

I stared hard at him. A man of true talent ought to be able to fight with real swords safely…

“……You have my permission in that regard as well. On one condition—neither sword draws blood.”

What else…? Right, I need to set a rule besides “fight until somebody wins.”

“Additionally, until the hourglass runs out, you are to stay in the boundaries and keep fighting.”

I glanced at the corner of the secondary training ground where a large hourglass stood. I figured it was placed there for this exact situation.

“The purpose of this duel is not to force your opponent to lose—can you gentlemen adhere to these rules?”

If Klifford hurts Rust, he’s out. If Rust hurts Klifford, he’s out. I knew from prior experience that Klifford would not object to those terms. But would Rust?

“I shall adhere ardently, Your Highness.”

Rust bowed, not appearing particularly bothered.

…Dude looks confident.

Klifford answered with a look and a nod.

“Brother, Lord Sil, do you find these terms agreeable?”

Since we had originally come here to reenact Sil and Klifford’s fight, I needed their permission as well.

“No problems here. We’ll handle the hourglass.”

Sirius signaled to his bodyguard, but Derek stopped him.

“Your bodyguard should not leave your side. I’ll do it—with your permission, Princess?”

The first half of Derek’s statement was casual, the second half stiff and formal.

“Yes, please. I appreciate it.”

“Very well, Princess.”

Derek traded places with Sirius’s bodyguard and stood beside the large hourglass… The way he carried himself still felt authentic and unchanged.

“And, um…of course I’m all right with it!” Sil answered late. In fact, he looked excited.

—In no time, Klifford and Rust stood at the center of the ring, facing off against each other.

“Begin!”

Derek gave the signal and flipped the hourglass.

…And the battle began.

Both men drew their swords.

Since the ring they were in was circular, I assumed there must be some reason for that. And watching the two fight, I realized what it was. In a circular ring, both parties could move about freely, attacking and defending at once.

Klifford wielded his sword freely in his right hand. Since I had once seen him fight with his sword in his left hand, I could tell he wasn’t taking it seriously—but unless I was mistaken, was he having a bit of a hard time?

The caveat that they kept fighting until the hourglass sand ran out meant that neither was allowed to defeat his opponent. Because of this, Klifford had to restrain himself.

And meanwhile, Rust was…taking the backhanded approach?

If Klifford overpowered his opponent with transcendent strength, their combat styles would be fundamentally at odds. He did not use frontal attacks. I had set the rules the way I did so the duel would not end in an instant…but even though Klifford was restraining himself and not fighting in earnest, it seemed like Rust could hold his own regardless.

Their contest looked almost like a dance.

—Despite the fact that they were wielding real swords.

Even though their bare swords were flying dangerously close to each other’s bodies, their blades never made contact. It was a call-and-response of two highly skilled swordsmen.

“Incredible…,” Sil breathed in awe. I could only nod dumbly in reply.

I was amazed not only by the sword technique; this was the first time I had seen Klifford fight at such length. Even his confrontation with the Adjutant leader in the Sky Chamber had not lasted this long. Maybe that was why I felt I was experiencing the true scope of his physical ability, even though he was not using his left hand.

……Is this an experience only an Adjutant can give?

And to hold his own against such a man, Rust was equally impressive. He fought so well, it almost made me wonder if he was also an Adjutant. In the books, Rust and Sirius were equals in a duel.

……No, wait. I think Rust was even a stronger fighter.

Though the battle was anything but short, while my eyes were glued to the virtuosic performance before me, time flew by in a flash. When I finally happened to glance at the hourglass, I noticed there was hardly any sand left.

………Over already?

That was the overwhelming sensation I got.

The harsh clang of sword on sword rang. The black feathered tassel on Klifford’s hilt shook together with the tassel on Rust’s hilt.

And the two jumped backward at just about the same time, returning to their starting positions.

“And that’s time!”

Immediately after, Derek’s voice boomed through the arena. Every grain of sand in the hourglass had fallen.

By the time my gaze returned from the hourglass to the pair in the circle, both had sheathed their swords.

……I clapped.

But my delay lined up perfectly with Sil and Sirius, like somebody was conducting us. The three of us exchanged shocked glances. Sil was clapping in frenzied excitement. Sirius…looked stern, as if he were deep in thought, but also deep in admiration?

Having successfully completed the fight while adhering to my rules, both had won. They ought to be commended. But personally, I felt a sense of defeat. I felt like Rust had pulled the wool over my eyes. How could he possibly hold his own against Klifford that long…?! Surely, he should have messed up at some point!

Having the real fight ahead of him, Klifford stayed in the ring, but Rust returned to my side.

I was about to offer my congratulations—when I noticed something was amiss.

…………?

I smell iron.

The smell got stronger the closer Rust got. It was a smell I did not detect until only a moment ago.

“Rust…you were wounded in that fight, weren’t you?”

Found it. It was difficult to see on the dark uniform of the royal guardsman, but his left sleeve was dyed red. That was where the metallic smell was coming from.

“Oh…no, Your Highness. It seems my old wound reopened. I tried to be careful…”

Rust rolled his left sleeve up and showed me the blood. The fabric above it was not ripped. A drop of red blood pooled and fell to the ground.

“At the very least, you were not wounded when you were examined.” Sirius frowned.

“You don’t mean to tell me you’ve been wounded since before we met in Father’s study? I asked.

“No, Your Highness. I was unwounded when I was appointed your bodyguard. After that, I had a little accident.”

An accident…? Rust sounded casual about it, but he doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who gets hurt often.

“You should have informed me,” I scolded.

“His Majesty was informed, and the physician said it was not serious. It will not affect my performance, as I’m sure you witnessed firsthand, Your Highness?”

His dropping my father’s name made it hard for me to complain any further. He also had an okay from the doctor. And from the look of his fight with Klifford, the wound had not encumbered his movement whatsoever. He was right.

“……And what exactly did this accident entail?” I asked.

Rust smiled sarcastically. “It was an accident. I feel ashamed of it. Enough about me… Feeling unwell, Lord Burks?”

Another drop of blood pooled and fell to the ground.

“………”

Sil’s gaze followed it.

“Oh, er, no, I’m fine.”

He’d seemed so energetic when he was clapping earlier. But now, unless my eyes deceived me, he looked a little pale.

“Well, I guess it’s my turn.”

Sil grabbed a sword and headed for the center of the fighting ring. Rust traded places with him, taking his spot in the audience and resuming his guard duty.

“I permit you to see the physician,” I told him.

“I appreciate it, Your Highness, but there is no need. As I told you earlier, it will not hinder my work.”

“……Then at least perform some first aid. Doesn’t bleeding freely pose an issue?”

“……Yes, I suppose you’re right. After all, it appears I’ve dampened Lord Burks’s spirits.”

Hey, watch your mouth. Sirius is giving the evil eye!

Rust retrieved a cloth meant for sword care and skillfully used it to bind the wound with one hand.

Phew… Okay, Sil, now we both feel better.

“I suppose your kindness is contagious, Your Highness?”

“…Are you talking about Klifford?”

“Yes. After he attacked me once to see how I would move, he did not aim for my wounded wrist another time. Although…perhaps he was merely trying to satisfy your conditions, Your Highness.”

To think such a thing happened during that epic dance. I totally didn’t notice!

I eyed Klifford. This would be his second fight in a row, yet not a single breath fell out of rhythm. Conversely, Sil was gripping his sword in a timid slouch. Concerned, I leaned toward Sirius.

“I know we’re trying to reenact their fight…but shouldn’t they switch to practice swords?”

After all, Klifford had been holding me with one arm during that fight. If they really wanted to reenact it authentically, they had to be true to that aspect as well. And yet both Sirius and Sil insisted that it was not necessary.

The matter of using me as a handicap aside, they had agreed at first to use practice swords for the reenactment. That was what Sirius wanted to do, at least. Except practice swords would diminish the sense of danger. If they wanted to get as close to the original conditions as possible, they needed to use real swords—that was Sil’s opinion.

And in actuality, Sil swung a practice sword differently than a real one. It wasn’t until quite recently that Sil noticed it himself. He thought it was perhaps a change in him that happened after his little rampage in the Sky Chamber.

“……Sil wished it. I think it’s acceptable to test the theory with real swords.”

But, Sirius, isn’t this where you’re supposed to ignore Sil’s wishes and favor his safety?

Maybe he had a change of heart?

As Klifford and Sil faced off against each other in the ring, Sirius raised a firm voice.

“The goal here is to reenact the fight in the Sky Chamber. As such, both of you shall fight now with true swords. As a matter of convenience, we will use an hourglass to impose a time limit on the fight, just like the last one. Derek!”

“Begin!”
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Sil Burks’s Entrancement

It’s a distinctive smell—a scent I’ve smelled often.

I found something amiss with my own thought.

……I’ve smelled it often?

“Enough about me… Feeling unwell, Lord Burks?”

He’s talking to me. I have to answer him.

The red droplet fell to the ground. My gaze followed it against my will.

Red—the color red will not leave my head. I need to pull myself together.

“I guess it’s my turn now.”

I have to reenact my fight with Sir Alderton in the Sky Chamber. I tightly gripped the sword sheath in my right hand.

……It was a bizarre sensation. A strange euphoric sense of floating.

But it was a sensation I did not recognize. A sensation I should have felt detached from—yet it felt so close to me. I was scared.

I’m scared?

A doubt took root in my mind. Was I really scared?

I was quite lucid. I had not lost my sense of self. Isn’t that so?

I faced off against Sir Alderton. When I took in a breath, I smelled blood.

I looked down to see bright red drops left on the ground. Rust said his wound was opened. After all his movement, it made sense for the blood to drip on the ground out here.

I took in a sharp breath.

There was no pool of blood. It was only a small amount, but the red had burned itself into my eyes.

……And with it, the faint stench.

Was my sense of smell always this keen? Come to think of it—I haven’t encountered much blood in my life… Not much?

No—not any.

Thinking back, I had never once seen blood… Isn’t that odd?

That’s because—

“If you want to remain in your right mind, avoid blood.”

That’s right. I was told I should be careful…… Did Sir Alderton tell me that?

No. Just because the man standing before me right now is Sir Alderton, that doesn’t mean he’s the same man who rescued me that day. He is not the man who saved my life four years ago.

Don’t let him confuse you. Calm down.

I took deep breaths. But…I just couldn’t shake the stench of blood out of the air…and my eyes kept wandering to the droplets on the ground.

“The goal here is to reenact the fight in the Sky Chamber. As such, both of you shall fight now with true swords. As a matter of convenience, we will use an hourglass to impose a time limit on the fight, just like the last one. Derek!”

That’s Sirius’s voice. A soothing voice… The voice I love so much. Pull yourself together, Sil. This is what you wanted.

Besides, I had a strong conviction.

This is ideal for the reenactment.

“Begin!”

On Derek’s signal, I drew my sword, tossing the troublesome sheath out of the way.

Maybe it was the sight of blood that gave me this clarity—but what drug did they inject into me in the Sky Chamber? This sensation feels similar to what I felt at the time… Now I’ve remembered. My consciousness was far away back then, even though all my senses were sharpened to the highest degree.

But now, this consciousness is mine.

I dove into Klifford’s opening, thrusting my sword—he parried.

Sir Alderton really is a strong fighter. But he’s much stronger still… I can sense he isn’t fighting entirely in earnest. It angers me.

He’s restraining himself…so as not to hurt me?

That was not right. It went against instinct.

After all, aren’t he and I the same?

Quickly, my body grew lighter. My hand felt painfully at home on the sword—that was the sort of creature I was.

The dance of swords…the more challenging it grew…the more euphoric it felt. It was joyous. But still not enough. I didn’t sense the antagonism in him that I sensed in the Sky Chamber.

I need more—

And then I realized it. This man…he was holding back. He was fighting me…with restraint. But indifferently so.

It was a way of being that was familiar to me—he was acting for a Sovereign. For Princess Octavia?

For a Sovereign, an Adjutant sacrifices everything.

And yet, I—

What about me?

My thoughts dulled. How did I know all of this? Why did it all feel so personal to me? It was almost as if I were an Adjutant.

……Adjutant.

What is an Adjutant?

This euphoria burned inside of me… Was it because I was an Adjutant? So…did I feel a kinship with this man because he is also an Adjutant?

I thrust my sword. The vibrations struck violently through my arm. My opponent showed not the slightest sign of emotion.

Adjutant? No.

Suddenly, I understood.

This sense I feel from Sir Alderton—it is not because I am an Adjutant.

Fighting him made everything crystal clear.

I found my answer. If I had to put it into words—

“……Brother?”

This kinship…was brotherly.

Sir Alderton stopped moving instantaneously.

“Hmf!”

A distinct animosity paralyzed me. The transformation manifested suddenly.

My opponent’s restraint broke, sending a stream of animosity overflowing from him.

No sooner were my suspicions confirmed than I sensed something amiss about myself. It perplexed me.

Sir Alderton is my elder brother? Why did I think that? Why did I think it in that way? Why was I so sure of it? Just…from sensations alone.

It was taking everything in me just to keep up with the intense dance of our swords, but it was euphoric. Euphoric—and terrifying. And I did not know which of these two emotions came from the genuine me.

Unable to withstand his attacks any longer, I fell to one knee.

My sword slipped out of my hand.

I exhaled sharply. And when I looked up, I saw a sword sailing toward me.

On its hilt were black wreven feathers, fluttering enticingly.

And the sword’s master expressed only one emotion—an overflowing, yet icy-cold animosity.

The same animosity I sensed that day.

Then I remembered. I remembered what happened that night in the Sky Chamber. The presence that was me and yet not me that manipulated my body. I simply watched it, unable to do anything.

I remembered the moment in the Sky Chamber when I thought I was going to die.

And the thing that stopped it—

 

“Klifford!”

 

It was Octavia’s voice.
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On Derek’s signal, Sil and Klifford began to fight…to reenact what happened in the Sky Chamber. The only difference was that, back then, Sil was possessed and Klifford was encumbered (by me). I guess you could say Sil was buffed and Klifford was debuffed. And I remember well that, even in those conditions, Klifford had the overwhelming advantage.

Compared to the present, Sil had no buffs and Klifford had no debuffs.

……Is this even fair? No, Klifford knows this is a simulation. He won’t just overpower Sil and end the fight…I think. I hope.

I opened Blackfeather so I could avoid staring at the nerve-racking scene too closely while protectively watching over the duel.

But surprises are surprising.

Lord Sil…are you actually a good fighter? Is he…in his normal form? He’s not in a berserk trance, right? I mean, he doesn’t have that extreme lack of emotion he exhibited in the Sky Chamber. His face has emotion. Not the same kind of bright emotions that change on a dime, but emotions nonetheless.

His eyes held a sharp gleam. They looked mirthful, even. If anything, Klifford was the one who looked more stoic than usual. This contrast was all the more apparent from the fight he just had with Rust.

……Okay, maybe it’s just my imagination, but I felt like Klifford was more into the fight with Rust. I could tell Rust felt the same.

I had heard that when a fighter was too advanced in skill, fighting an opponent of equal or higher skill was a rarity. So getting a taste of that from a practice fight with an ally virtually never happened.

And my own impressions aside, the reenactment seemed to be going well. This was because it was a fierce fight, even though Sil was not in his berserk state.

I glanced at Rust to see his reaction. He looked…intrigued? There was a smirk on his lips.

I returned my focus to the reenactment in progress.

……Aside from Sil fighting his heart out, I don’t think anything about this is all that different.

When Klifford fought Sil in the Sky Chamber, he’d clearly perceived Sil as an enemy.

“Burks is attempting to harm you, Your Highness. Is it really necessary to keep him alive?”

But there was none of that in this reenactment. Naturally, that sort of thing couldn’t be reenacted. The goal was to simulate the conditions as much as possible, to give Sil’s memory a jolt.

I glanced at the hourglass. At this rate, they would use all the time without any major developments.

But—

“………?”

In a moment, my eyes caught it—a change in the flow. I wasn’t sure what triggered it, but Klifford’s fighting style transformed. Not his sword. He kept it in his right hand, not in his left, which he claimed was his preference for fighting. And yet, unless I was mistaken, he was no longer holding back.

Whoa, now, hold on just a minute! Is this just like the moment when Sil took a knee?

And there’s something more—

When he fought Sil in the Sky Chamber, Klifford was terribly calm.

But now…he’s emotional? His expression was like that of a wild animal. The face the Adjutant leader made when Klifford forced him to his knees in submission.

And back then…Klifford was in total control. He never lost himself. Not for a moment.

Yet now, just a little—

The anxiety I’d felt just before I gave my blessing to Sirius’s proposition of a duel between Sil and Klifford returned to me. I believed in Klifford, but this feeling came from somewhere else…

Wait until the last second, Octavia… Don’t move. Don’t move. No… I can’t let them do this.

And the next thing I knew, I was running.

But a hand reached out from behind and grabbed me. I struggled, but the hand did not even flinch.

“Rust!”

“Running into a ring is a death sentence.”

The pair were still fighting—Sil took a knee.

Oh. I recognize this—

“Klifford!” I screamed.

Klifford froze.

Ah! I’m free from Rust’s grip!

Then I was running again.

“Octavia!”

Sirius was calling to me, but I could not stop running. As I dashed toward him, those indigo eyes held the same emotion I saw in them down in the dungeon…the pain of an old wound reopening. An aversion to being touched… The part of him he did not want stimulated.

How this happened to him, I did not know. I did not think about it. It was pure impulse. I ran up to Klifford and flung my arms around him with all my might.

“………”

Klifford lowered his sword and accepted my hug. His arm wrapped around my back, pulling me in for a tight embrace. An almost clinging embrace.

“Klifford…?”

I felt a slow gust of breath from him. Then he pulled away.

“Forgive me, Your Highness.”

He took another step back, sheathed his sword, and bowed. When he looked up at me again, I got a good look at his face. He was…the Klifford I knew. You could say he was back to normal. That shouldn’t be at all a bad thing…but a part of me wished he had stayed the way he was.

“I offer my apology to you as well, Lord Burks.”

Sil remained kneeling, looking up at us. Sirius ran to his side.

“Er…it’s all right.” Sil shook his head, picked up his sword, and sheathed it as he rose to his feet. “The duel merely got too heated. It’s a reflection of my inadequacies.”

“Lord Sil…”

But I knew that Sil knew. Klifford had stopped his sword short. But what if he hadn’t? Sil probably would not have come out of the fight unscathed.

“You really think that fight merely got heated? Alderton almost slashed you with his sword. You dropped your weapon… You were unable to defend yourself, yet he still attacked.”

Sirius calmly refuted Sil’s claim. He cast a glance at Klifford. His eyes were stern.

“But he was just perfectly reenacting our fight in the Sky Chamber,” Sil insisted. “I asked Sir Alderton to do that while we were fighting.”

Sil shook his head yet again, diminishing what had just happened.

But Klifford’s brow furrowed slightly.

“…What did you say?” Sirius demanded.

“Right after I took a knee, Princess Octavia stopped Sir Alderton just like she did now. Isn’t that right, Princess Octavia?” Sil smiled sweetly at me, seeking support.

“Yes, that is what happened, but…”

I remember when I hit Klifford’s arm to stop him, I had felt his concealed dagger.

“That was when I stood up again. I fought a little longer…then, when you spilled your own blood—thanks to your heroics, Princess Octavia, I regained my sanity. And that’s when I fell unconscious.”

That was exactly how it happened.

“Lord Sil…! Your memory—”

“Yes. I remember what happened after I was drugged and lost consciousness. I remember everything I did.”

“So are you saying Alderton acted the way he did on purpose? And you, too, Octavia?” Sirius asked.

No. That can’t be.

But Sil continued talking, as if to affirm it was true.

“I did not literally tell Princess Octavia to do exactly what she did…but I did convey the message. And she did exactly as I wished.”

“………” Sirius pursed his lips in stern silence. I was sure he wouldn’t believe Sil’s story entirely, but everything did line up, and in the end, Sil did regain his memories from his trance state…

“Didn’t you think you should have informed me of all this in advance?”

“But, Sirius, I knew you would put a stop to it. You were already opposed to the idea of us fighting with real swords.”

Sirius sighed heavily. “Please, Sil… Don’t worry me so.”

“I’m sorry. But we had to go to these lengths for me to regain my memory.”

I know what you’re doing, Sil—you’re protecting Klifford.

“And besides…that transformation in me—could you call it going berserk?—I think I know what triggered it now.”

While Sirius and I gawked in astonishment, Sil finished his thought.

“It was blood.”

Then his eyes turned on Rust, who was on standby a few feet away from us. More correctly, he was staring at the upper area of Rust’s left arm. Since it was wrapped in cloth to stop the bleeding, there were no more droplets falling, but his clothing was still stained red.

“It’s the sight of blood. Aside from the drug, I believe that’s my trigger. Except…this time, I was still quite lucid. That’s where the drug made things different.”

“Will anyone’s blood do?”

“I’m not sure. We would need to test that…but I think anybody’s blood would do. And just perhaps, the amount of blood might have something to do with the level of lucidity I retain. But the thing I’m relatively sure of is this: unless I’m injected with that drug, or unless I see blood, I won’t change.”

Sil sounded confident.

It was surreal, discovering the trigger to Sil’s berserk state in this way, when it was never revealed in the books. And it was then that a strange idea popped into my mind.

I glanced at Rust once more.

Could Rust have shed blood on purpose? Or was it mere coincidence? No… I’m overthinking this. He didn’t injure himself in the fight. That was just an old wound that reopened. Besides, the fight reenactment was a spur-of-the-moment decision. He didn’t have the time to plan anything like that. And I don’t care how enigmatic Rust is, there’s no way he could have foreseen any of that…

No matter how intense the fight was, there was no guarantee it would reopen his old wound. And even if he had bled on purpose, that would then mean he somehow knew that blood was Sil’s trigger. And if so, how did he know? Even I didn’t know that, and I read the books.

“What if I told you…that I was his reincarnation?”

Rust’s joke suddenly replayed in my mind.

Is it because he was King Eus in a past life?

“If you want to remain in your right mind, avoid blood.”

I was jolted back to the present.

Sil, who had murmured the words, was staring straight at Klifford. He had spoken so softly, he couldn’t have been directing that sentence at Klifford. At least, that’s what I assumed.

But Klifford merely stared back at Sil in silence.

—In the end, the reenactment had produced the desired results, so we adjourned.

And the transformation Klifford experienced mid-fight was swept under the rug.

Since Sil—the would-be victim himself—insisted there was no problem, it would be strange for me to insist otherwise. And even though Sil had never made the request that he claimed, it was certainly possible that his request to Klifford to take the fight seriously was genuine.

……This would mean, though, that my intuition is wrong.

Even if something Sil had told Klifford during the fight had triggered him, though I found it hard to believe Sil was even capable of saying something horrible, I also knew insults would not work on Klifford anyway.

It was that brief flash of grief I saw in him.

That was why, before we left the secondary training ground, I evaded Sirius’s watchful eye and sought out Sil. To the point, I demanded, “Was that really what you wanted?”

But my curiosity was not at all quelled.

Sil just smiled wryly and replied, “Forget it… That was all my fault.”

And there was a slight sadness in his eyes.

 

Maybe it was because my mind was fixated on Klifford and Sil’s reenacted Sky Chamber fight…

“…!” Suddenly, I gasped for air.

I looked around. This was certainly not Esfia’s royal castle. I was not in my bedchamber, either. I retraced my steps before bedtime over and over, until I remembered falling asleep.

Okay. I know what this is. I’m dreaming.

……But I’m not dreaming of Japan.

I’m somewhere in Esfia. And this is a lucid dream.

This is actually a rare phenomenon for me—so why is it that I’m accepting it so readily?

I rarely have dreams so distinctly lucid… I think there was only one other time.

Yet experience-wise, I feel like I’ve had plenty of practice with lucid dreams? That’s weird… I don’t think I have.

I tilted my head in confusion, but no answer came to me.

……Well, whatever. There’s no way to know why I’m even having this sort of dream again.

If I have to guess what brought this on, it must be emotional baggage I’m still carrying from what happened earlier in the day.

But even so—

I folded my arms and glared at the scenery before me.

Why would I dream about this?

……Why would I dream about that boy again?

The kind young boy with black hair and indigo eyes. The boy I saw in my dream, with a face like a young Sil. The last time I saw him, I decided he was about ten years old…because he was malnourished.

Could this even be called a reunion? No… I think it’s a sequel to the last dream.

The boy from my last dream had grown older. His gaze was sharper, and he had more muscle on his frame.

There was also one other aspect of him that was dramatically different.

He had something now that he lacked in the last dream. On the left side of the boy’s neck, there was a tattoo.

It was a geometric pattern—the tattoo branded on their necks to sort the elite soldiers of faith of the Saza Church. Derek had spoken about this in the underground passageway at Paradise in the Sky. And I had seen the tattoo myself on the necks of the fallen intruders.

And a tattoo just like that was on the boy’s neck.

If I had to guess the meaning, this boy is an elite soldier of faith. And he’s employed by the Saza Church, too?

……Um, my brain came up with all of this.

Why, brain?

Last time, I had melded minds with the boy, looking out from his eyes. But this time, everything was different from the start. I was invisible to him, that part was still the same. I tried to touch him out of sheer desperation, but my hand shot straight through him.

And then another massive difference showed itself.

“Krawww, krawww, krawww! Krawwww!”

—I brought a living creature from reality into this dream.

No, strictly put, this is something my subconscious created—Awo, the wreven. His wing is healed, to prove he’s a figment of my dream.

Awo perches on his pole at night to sleep beside me. That’s probably why he’s here. Sometimes he’ll waddle around at night when he’s supposed to be sleeping on his perch.

There was that one time I woke up in the middle of the night, flinched when I saw a black object on the floor, then freaked out when he flew up into my bed to snuggle with me…

Is that why I manifested Awo here to be my dream buddy?

“Krawww! Kraw-krawww! Krawww!”

Awo seemed in a terrible mood. He was squawking and running around in circles. Only I could hear him, of course. The items lined up by his feet would not fall when he kicked them.

Neither Awo nor I could touch anything in the environment, but that rule did not seem to apply between the two of us.

“Awo, stop it. That won’t accomplish anything. This is a dream. We can’t touch objects.”

Perhaps understanding me, Awo beat his wings and jumped into the air.

A lavish feast was lined up on the table, as impressive as a royal feast at the castle.

Awo landed there.

And the food slid right through him, of course.

Perhaps that was Awo’s final test. Upon realizing he could not upset the food, Awo flew into the air again.

……And grumpily landed on top of my head.

“Awo?”

“Krawww…”

He would never jump on my head in real life. But in a dream?

I glanced around the room. It was the boy’s room…maybe?

It was a simple room for sleeping and eating. It seemed to have only the bare necessities for those functions.

Contrasting the Spartan room, the table was lined with dish after dish.

The room is brightly lit…and from the portions, I’d say that’s lunch?

But the boy did not look happy at all. He even scowled in disgust. He stared at the food, then, with a sigh, he sat at the table.

“Krawww! Krawww! Krawww!”

Awo squawked again, as if he were warning the boy not to eat. I hoped I was wrong.

The boy silently began to eat one of the dishes. The moment he swallowed it, he coughed violently…and spat blood. Unthinking, I ran over to him. I reached out to him, knowing I couldn’t touch him.

And it was then that I saw the rows of lavish dishes on the table with new eyes.

Did somebody…poison this food? Is that why Awo was upset…?

The boy exhaled sharply. He looked frustrated.

But he wiped the blood off his mouth and resumed eating…retching all the while.

As if he were meeting a quota.

And when he finally finished the equivalent of one meal—forcing the remaining soup down his throat—the boy set the bowl and spoon down.

Food was supposed to be delicious and nourishing…yet he seemed to enjoy neither of those effects. His breathing was erratic. His complexion was unhealthy.

Then a man entered the room, as if he had been waiting for this precise moment, and took the food away. He knew that the boy was in pain, yet he offered nothing but a brief glance.

……Now alone, the boy reluctantly leaned against the wall.

He slid down to sit on the floor, and closed his eyes. Maybe he was trying to regain his strength.

“………”

I crouched beside the boy.

……Why am I dreaming about this?

He reminds me of Sil, but this boy also feels like he could be a young Klifford. Is that just what I want to believe? Is this dream a reflection of my fantasy?

……The dream didn’t have to be like this.

Klifford denied it himself, so this boy can’t be Klifford.

I reached out, placed my hand atop the boy’s head, and gently rubbed his hair.

……This is just self-serving. He can’t feel my touch.

Then the boy’s eyes blinked open.

His indigo eyes were staring right into the space where I was.

C-can he see me?

“………?”

Then he touched where my hand was and lightly shook his head.

……I guess he can’t see me. But he’s aware that something is there?

—Not long after his meal, the boy, depleted of strength, began to move again.

He walked through the building alertly. Was this an orphanage run by the Saza Church? Since there were soldiers around, it would make more sense to say he was in army barracks. Expertly evading the eye of his guards, the boy slipped outside.

Then I saw a forest, expanding far and wide beyond the building’s walls. He was looking for something in the forest.

Awo flew off his perch on my head. It was as if the bird knew where the boy was going.

And lo and behold, the boy began to pick a bunch of fruit from the low branch where Awo had perched.

……He’s picking fake tangerines.

They looked like tangerines, but in Esfia, they were known as twig fruit. Their skin was a dull orange and they grew on short trees, so they were easy for children to pick. But their flavor was a far cry from tangerines. I remember having a horrible experience when I bit into one, expecting that familiar sweetness. I’ll never forget the shock I incurred when I found them growing in the castle grounds, thought, Ooh! Tangerines! and took a bite. First off, it was hell to peel. The fruit inside was a light yellow, but they were not that juicy. They were dryish, sour, and also quite bitter. Then there was that dirt flavor that words failed to describe…!

Since they were nutritious, they were nature’s blessing in times of hardship… But put the opposite way, you never ate them unless you were desperate. Since they were so hard to peel, I heard some people burned the skins off when they ate them while camping.

……It’s like, why does this fruit even exist?

The boy picked two to three twig fruits and began to eat them.

……Yeah, that’s gotta taste nasty.

Nevertheless, the boy kept eating in silence. I got the sense that this meal was much better than the lavish-looking one he just ate. At the very least, the fruit wasn’t making him retch or double over in pain.

But…this is a dream, right? It’s my dream, right?

This is really pissing me off.

I hate myself for dreaming something so morbid. And if this is my dream, shouldn’t I be able to control it?

Come on, Octavia! At least poof some good food for the boy!

I summon thee—eba!

The first thing I thought of was eba, my favorite Esfian confectionery. They had a long shelf life and they were portable, so they were the perfect food for a secret stash.

And my dream eba were the eba from the Nightfellow residence!

“…!”

I did it! I summoned eba!

A basket lined in paper and piled high with eba pastries materialized in my arms.

Not too shabby, Octavia!

As I did a little celebratory dance, Awo flew down from the branch. He perched on my shoulder and eagerly peered into the basket, pecking at it with his beak.

“No, Awo. This is for the boy…”

I heard a rustling. I turned in its direction to see the boy had paused his twig fruit feast to look at me…with his stranger-danger levels at max.

“Who are you? You brought that wreven… Are you a noblewoman? Where did you come from?”

The boy was holding a dagger. It’s the same one Klifford used—er, the same dagger he used in my last dream. I felt so dismayed by the sight of it. Even in my dream, that boy kept using that dagger as if it were an everyday tool.

Then I realized—the boy could see both Awo and me. Was it because I succeeded in manifesting the eba? Did that finally give Awo and me physical forms?

He thinks I’m a noblewoman…probably from my dress. I am wearing my casual dress, after all.

I took a step closer. The boy’s face scrunched with hostility, but I wasn’t scared.

Why aren’t I scared? Oh…because he reminds me of Klifford. Or is it because I know he’s a kind boy who hates hurting people?

Even I couldn’t explain why.

“This is for you. It’s eba. It’s a sweet pastry.”

I shoved the basket in the boy’s direction.

Though eba were still delicious when they were a few days old, considering how horrible this dream was, in this particular instance, it was serving me well. The smell of freshly baked eba wafted alluringly from the basket.

The boy’s eyebrows shot upward. He looked perplexed, but there was more to it than that. He was still every bit as wary of me as he was before.

Okay, then…

I picked a single eba from the basket. I removed it from its paper wrapping and split it in two. Then I ate half of it.

Mmm! So good! A perfect replica of the legendary eba of the Nightfellow estate…! Okay, fine, it’s not technically legendary, but it’s certified legendary in my book.

“Kwee!”

Since Awo basically screamed, “Gimme eba!” I crumbled up an eba and left it in the palm of my hand for easy eating, and Awo skillfully pecked it up with his beak.

Dang, he’s fast… Since wrevens are omnivorous, they can eat eba… I wonder if he’d eat any IRL?

Anyway, point being—seeing a human and a bird eat the eba and still be healthy, the boy ought to know it’s safe to eat!

I offered the other half of the eba to the boy again.

“Here. I think I made it clear that these are safe to eat.”

I mean, he did just come from that obviously poisoned, lavish feast. If he happily lapped up food from a total stranger, I’d be concerned.

What’s more, I just appeared out of thin air with a wreven in tow… I’m beyond sus. Yup. I messed up first contact, so I had to show him it was safe by eating it myself…

The boy took an eba cautiously.

And I let out an inner cry of triumph. Success!

Then he took a bite. The boy’s eyes opened wide. Then he gobbled it down with reckless abandon.

“……I take it you like it?”

The boy glared sharply at me.

“It’s…not bad.”

Then he looked away in a huff.

So stinking cute!

“Well, here. You can have the rest.”

“………”

The boy looked as though I had presented him with an impossible dilemma. But he made his decision swiftly. He took the basket.

The power of delicious food is mighty—even in a dream, it’s very effective. I learned that lesson firsthand.

The boy and I sat side by side on the ground by the short trees of twig fruit. Awo flew around near us, freely enjoying the forest.

And the boy had already made short work of many eba.

“My name is Octavia. That bird is Awo.” I pointed at the flying bird and introduced myself properly.

Then the boy looked up at Awo in the sky and murmured, “Weird name.”

Ouch… Well, I guess that’s a typical reaction for an Esfian?

“What’s your name?” I asked him.

“……None.”

His answer was monosyllabic.

Nun? What’s that supposed to mean? No, wait, it could be a name. Better make sure.

“Nun… Is that your name?”

“No.”

…Yeah, duh. I guess he means he has no name.

“Klifford… Does that name ring a bell?”

“Nope.”

Welp. He shot me down with one word.

“……Man, that sucks.”

Oops, I talked like Maki. Well, whatever. After all, here I am, firstborn princess, sitting on the ground.

So I decided to roll with it.

Dappled sunlight shone through the tree branches above us. It was so peaceful, I could hear the sounds of the birds—

“Gweee! Kraw-krawww! Grawww!”

……Maybe it’s me, but is that wreven squawk striking a dissonance to the harmony of nature? Well, if you imagine it away, this scene is downright peaceful.

“What do I pay you?”

“Huh?”

“How can I repay you for this?”

I supposed the boy had to mean the basket of eba. I was about to answer that he didn’t need to pay me, but I faltered. In my past life, “there’s no such thing as a free lunch” was a saying. Nothing’s more expensive than “free.” That must be what this boy was thinking.

After all, he was a figment of my imagination that I put into my dream…right?

Then for payment—

“Wanna come live with me?”

I’m the firstborn princess. I’m privileged. I can just bring him back to the castle with me! I can’t let him stay in a hellish place like this. That way, I can rest easily the next time I dream about him! After all, this dream smells like a series to me!

I thought it was a fantastic idea, but the boy gave me a look that said, What the heck is this crazy lady talking about?

The boy heaved a heavy sigh. Then he pointed at the tattoo on his neck.

“…As long as I have this…there’s nowhere for me to run to.”

“Then hide it.”

“It’s no ordinary tattoo,” the boy spat the words.

“—The original source. Must be destroyed.” The boy finished coldly. In his indigo eyes, so like Klifford’s, there was a sharpness that could cut.

“……So I just need to get rid of your tattoo then?”

I remembered there was a scar on Klifford’s neck. That might be why the boy had a tattoo on his neck. My memory probably put it there.

“What are you saying…?”

“Sit tight. Imma give it a shot! Ready? I’m gonna touch you… Hang in there.”

I reached out to the tattoo on the left-hand side of his neck…and touched it. The boy flinched, looking at me in bewilderment. I evoked the same feeling I had when I manifested the eba.

This is my dream…so I can probably erase tattoos, too! No—I can definitely erase them!

—Then Awo screeched and raised hell, like when he was trying to mess up the food on the table.

The boy turned his head.

“…here?”

“He couldn’t have gone far—”

I heard voices in the distance.

“What if he’s unconscious? From that special meal…”

“Get a guard—”

They’re looking for the boy. Gotta be quick.

“Never mind. Just get out of here,” the boy said.

Oh, ye of little faith. I know I can do this!

My hand got hot—not the one on the tattoo. My left hand.

“………!”

My eyes shot open.

The symbol on my left hand—the Insignia was glowing.

Why?

But somehow, it birthed the conviction that this was possible.

It’s not just a hypothetical. I know I can make this tattoo disappear.

“…A Sovereign’s Insignia? But how—”

I had no time to answer the boy’s question.

This was completely different from the eba. I somehow knew what the boy meant when he said it was no ordinary tattoo. I sensed a sort of…resistance…coming from the tattoo. As if it were alive.

But I’ve got this!

The tattoo peeled off the boy’s neck, crumbling to nothing.

The boy was astonished by the sight of it.

“There. See?” I said triumphantly.

And for the first time, the boy smiled. It was strained…but it was a gentle smile.

I stood up and held out my hand.

“Let’s go!”

The boy took my hand. Not the right hand I offered, but the left.

The Insignia was still glowing on my left hand.

And the boy reverently pressed his lips to the Insignia. Words followed.

“If only this was how it happened in reality.”

The last image that burned into my eyes was the boy, letting go of my hand.

I felt like I was being pushed.

I was being sent to a safe place…all by myself.

In reality? Who cares. This is perfect for a dream.

Listen—

 

“Klifford…,” I murmured.

“What is it?”

“Krawww!”

It was another early morning. I glanced at Awo, then at Klifford, who had captured the bird and put him on his perch—and the dream I had the night before came rushing back to me.

The scar on Klifford’s neck hidden beneath the collar of his everyday uniform strangely occupied my conscience. I couldn’t help but think of the tattoo. Should I have him show me the scar once more so I can make sure? For a second, the harebrained idea popped into my mind.

If only I could sneak a peek…but the uniform just barely covers that part of his neck… Scars and tattoos… I know their causal relationship is usually the inverse of that, but still.

The boy in the dream lost all trace of his tattoo after it fell off.

These crazy ideas are coming to me because that dream was just way too lucid.

I need to snap out of it.

“Nothing… I just felt like calling your name.”

I shook it off.

I suppose it worked out in my delusion’s favor that Rust was off duty as my bodyguard for the day. Returning to the old normal of just a little while ago—when Klifford was my sole bodyguard—probably impacted my ability to reason.

“Excuse me, Your Highness. May I enter?”

It was Matilda’s voice.

It sounded like that thing I’d asked for had arrived. But it made me go, Hmm? Why is Matilda, my chief lady-in-waiting, delivering it personally?

I double-checked the time. It was indeed the time of day at which letters and documents would be delivered, but I still hadn’t had my tea.

Technically speaking, it was a moment’s respite before the battle resumed.

My replies to these letters required a certain level of seriousness and diligence. I had to delve into the more difficult items I had put off for later.

I spent the first half of the battle prioritizing letters and documents that were easier to respond to. Personally, these letters and documents were helpful reminders of the things I had almost forgotten. They were in regard to the Council of the Feudal Lords, which I had previously devised some countermeasures around. But that was too far in the past now…! (Curse my poor memory!)

Aside from that, there was a pleasing letter from Uncle Dearest! I read and replied to that one first.

It was a relief to see all these letters had made it to me—Cissy’s newest translated book had already arrived in my hands, and with it, she included the juicy details about some other interesting books she had acquired.

Incidentally, I had already devoured the aforementioned newest translated book. I wanted to savor it, but alas, I wound up wolfing it down in one sitting…!

During the Council of the Feudal Lords, Viscount Houghie Winfell would be in the royal capital. As his fiancée, Cissy would also be in the capital with him for a while, and they would officially visit the castle. She would hand me the new books personally.

……And that brought my spirits right up.

“Come on in, Matilda.”

Matilda entered and bowed. She was holding a letter. Was it an addendum to another letter?

“I was instructed to give this to you with haste, Your Highness. It is a letter from the Duchess Nightfellow.”

“From Lady Lucinda? Wait just a moment…”

It might require an urgent reply. The letter was sealed with wax with the family crest. On the surface, it appeared to be a formal letter—but when I opened it, the letter itself was a personal matter. It was a heartfelt apology, written by Lucinda herself.

It was about the meeting with Derek that I had requested through her. She said she couldn’t make it happen. Apparently, Derek had suddenly disapproved of it. I had an idea of why… Maybe he changed his tune after what happened in the costume room.

—The letter also mentioned a certain proposal that had come Derek’s way.

Since the letter was a personal matter and written to Lucinda directly, I wrote my reply on paper with a pencil. Everyone who knew I wrote with a pencil received my replies that way. I put my letter in an envelope and sealed it.

“Please send this to Lady Lucinda.”

Matilda took the envelope and nodded. “Very well, my lady. Also, we’ve brought the item you requested. A maid is waiting to bring it inside, if we may?”

“Yes, of course. Bring it in.”

Another maid entered the room from the hallway, carrying a plate. Sasha took it from her. As for what was on the plate—eba!

First thing in the morning, I had asked the castle chef to bake some eba for my teatime. Matilda and the other maid left the room as Sasha set the eba out on my table.

I asked her, “And the pocket-size eba wrapped in paper?”

“Yes, I have them.”

I separated my eba into two piles: one to eat now, and one to eat later.

I took the latter in my hands. I had asked for eba so that I could eat some, of course, but also—

“These are for Klifford.”

When I woke up that morning, I was consumed with the desire to give Klifford some eba!

As for why? Well, of course it was because of the boy in my dream! And thanks to being known as a lover to my guard now, I could give him a treat directly like this without anyone batting an eye.

The real issue was Klifford himself. It didn’t matter that we were lovers. That did not necessarily mean Klifford would accept the gift without a hitch—

“……I graciously accept.”

No hitch?

I blinked my eyes in disbelief.

“Why?”

Okay, it’s weird for me to ask when I was the one who gave him the eba, but I was ready for him to put up a fight.

Klifford’s eyes were also a little wide with disbelief as he took the parcels of eba. I could practically hear him thinking, “Why did I say yes?” Was he surprised by his own actions?

He stared hard at the wrapped eba.

“Klifford?”

“……Should I return these?”

“No, I wouldn’t like that. That was a gift, Klifford.”

In a perfect world, he would not want to return the gift. But to Klifford, food was either edible or inedible—nothing more. And Eba fell into the “edible” category…so he didn’t necessarily like them.

“Thank you very much.”

A faint smile formed on Klifford’s face. He bowed.

I would love it if he ate the eba on the spot. But was that too much to wish for…?

I nodded in understanding. Yes. This is fine. It was a selfish act on my part—I can’t help but see that boy in Klifford. But I’m satisfied!

Okaaay. Now I’m pumped!

My mind was made up. I would ride this wave and do everything I had been putting off. I’d at least finish it before the Council of Feudal Lords.

Otherwise, all my other responsibilities would fall the way of Derek.

I lost my chance to speak one-on-one with him, but I might actually have more opportunities to speak with him after the Council of Feudal Lords came into session. He would be regularly visiting the castle then.

But there was yet another person I haven’t been able to see, and for completely different reasons.

Alec.

I had not seen Alec yet. Correction, I had seen him, literally, but all we did was look at each other and exchange greetings. Then Alec promptly left.

From the look of him, he seemed…neither sick nor tired. Which should have made me happy, but the issue was that he and I hadn’t really talked.

Whenever I went to his room, he wasn’t there, or he was busy.

We can’t go on like this. I’m not the only one who’s suffering. Alec is, too… Or at least that’s what I like to think.

If Alec is avoiding me…then I’ll need to create an opportunity to see him.

A meeting that’s both natural, yet forced.

A meeting that Alec cannot escape.
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Derek’s Mounting Unease

“So why did you call me—did Mother put you up to this?”

Derek’s father’s priorities were very clear. In certain circumstances, if his position as Duke Nightfellow called for it, he could cast aside his wife or even his son. But that would only happen in the worst-case scenario, and he did everything he could to ensure it would never happen.

Derek sighed.

In other words, his father had a huge weakness for his mother. Outsiders perceived him as a loving husband, and this was genuinely true—even truer than they knew. Had Derek’s mother been power hungry, she may have used Leif Nightfellow like the villainess Elleovira herself.

And in Derek’s father’s eyes, he was willing to wield his privileges as a duke to a certain extent to make his wife’s wishes come true.

“Lucinda told me you rejected having tea with Princess Octavia.”

“And I fail to see the problem with that.”

Derek was fed up. He knew that his mother had arranged for Octavia to have tea with the Nightfellows. She wished for Derek’s presence. And at first, he had agreed to it.

But now, he rescinded. That was all there was to it.

They could go ahead and have tea as planned without him. The Council of Feudal Lords was fast approaching. It seemed a bit much to have a tea party right then—

“I’m sure you know Octavia wants to speak with you?” Leif pressed his son. “The tea party was nothing more than a pretense for that. So why did you turn her down? And after you already accepted.”

“………” Derek fell silent and furrowed his brow.

Why had he rejected her?

He set his teacup down. His father brewed tea with special leaves. It was a flavor evocative of the man’s tastes.

Tea—when he was a young boy and taught Sirius the wrong way to brew tea… Why had he done that?

It shouldn’t matter—so why did the question tug on his conscience? And why…did this indescribable sense of disgust well up inside of him when he thought about it?

Derek shook his head slightly.

“It was a mistake to say yes to her request in the first place. I am Sirius’s best friend. I’m also close to Sil. Nothing good will come of Her Highness being friends with me.”

He knew that his father had special feelings for Octavia. He always had, since they were children. But Derek had no reason to feel the same way.

“…Her Highness, you say.”

Leif muttered the words under his breath, stroking his chin. Derek did not understand the significance of his words. Octavia was the firstborn princess of Esfia. It was only natural that he address her with respect.

“So lacking in self-awareness… Well, no matter.” With a nod, Derek’s father continued. “Nevertheless, you already attended Lucinda’s tea party once before, remember? And Octavia was there. It was held at our home.”

—Leif was right, but Derek did not clearly remember that day. It was hazy, as if a mist hung over his memory.

“All the more reason why I should refuse a second tea party. I don’t wish to invite nasty rumors about us.”

But he knew the real reason why. He had accepted the tea party, then refused after he had seen Octavia in the castle… Meeting her had put him off the idea.

“I heard that after you had tea, you showed Octavia around our house,” Leif pressed him further.

“Well, I couldn’t exactly neglect a royal guest, could I?”

“Yes, it had been a while since she visited us—so where did you take her?”

Derek could not remember…but giving that as an answer would be out of the question.

He felt yet another tug on his conscience. His father was trying to dig something out of him—but what?

Nevertheless, it was something Derek could not remember. There was no way his father could find whatever he was looking for.

“……Nowhere in particular. Just on a tour.”

“On a tour. If my own son says so, I suppose I should believe him?”

“Father, if you’ve something to say, then please say it.”

“I have a question, not a statement.”

“Then what is it?”

Leif took a long sip of tea. He looked pleased by the flavor. Some people apparently liked his tea, but that was one area in which Derek failed to understand his father.

Apparently, a former Duke Nightfellow—Duke Kihlgren—liked the tea.

Duke Kihlgren. The name popped into his head and lingered there for a while without reason.

“It’s about Rust Byrne.”

“……Byrne, you say?”

Rust Byrne, the eldest son of a viscount, had made a name for himself with his heroics at the junior ball.

“He was promoted to the royal guard and stationed directly under the royal family. I assumed you would oppose it—particularly if he served Octavia.”

“Why would I oppose him being the princess’s bodyguard?”

Did he have any reason to oppose it? For that matter, he had just seen Byrne at the castle earlier, and he was serving as Octavia’s bodyguard.

If anybody displeased him as a bodyguard, it was not Byrne…but the other one.

Sil had insisted the duel was a reenactment. But Derek wondered—

The image of Klifford, raising his sword high to swing it down on Sil, reentered Derek’s mind. Was that also part of the reenactment? Truly?

“I backed Byrne and nominated him for the post. Why didn’t you stop me?”

“Because Sirius had more or less selected Byrne already. Your nomination was a welcome development, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Derek.” Then Derek’s father hurled an unrelated question at him. “Have you met with Prince Alexis recently?”

Derek gave his father a dubious look. Why had he mentioned Alexis’s name? But the look in his father’s eyes was stern in every way. He had not asked the question lightly.

“I did…when Princess Octavia introduced Alderton as her lover—”

Derek remembered as he said the words.

He remembered how Octavia had said something very strange that day. That he had agreed to be presented to the public as her lover.

They were at an impasse—a misunderstanding—because Derek had no memory of agreeing to such a thing.

……But what if I truly had only just forgotten?

Derek firmly shook his head.

Alderton was her lover. He was the man she presented, so Derek couldn’t have made such a promise to Octavia. When considering his position, the idea was nothing but unpleasant to him.

It would be the same as betraying Sirius; he would never agree to it.

His father prompted him. “On the day of the unveiling?”

“Of course, I spotted Prince Alexis there. Nothing more,” Derek answered flatly.

“……I see. Very well then.”

“Is that all you wanted to ask? Then deliver a message to Mother for me. Tell her that allying with you won’t convince me to give her her way.”

“I just don’t wish to upset Lucinda.” Leif’s brows lowered as he frowned.

“……Father, do you also wish that I meet with the princess?”

“I do. I think that would be good for you—and that’s my opinion, not as Duke Nightfellow, but as your father. Even I am a little troubled that you were wise to my intentions.”

Despite his words, Leif looked somewhat amused.

“Well, it’s your decision to make. It is not my place to say anything further on the matter.”

“If it’s my decision, then you’re saying you’ll bless whatever I decide?”

“—Depending on what it is, of course.”

With Leif, sometimes he would offer help as an individual that he would oppose in his position as Duke Nightfellow. Naturally, the inverse of this was also true.

Derek gulped down the rest of his tea. His face twisted. He just could not come to like the flavor.

His father smirked. “You just can’t bring yourself to like this tea, can you…? You never could.”

“And what does that say about you, to always serve it to me? You never serve this to Mother.”

“Well, Lucinda firmly opposes it. She forbade me from serving it to her because she detests it. But you always drink it all the same.”

It was his way of saying it was Derek’s fault for not saying no.

As his father smacked his lips over the tea, Derek side-eyed him and stood.

“…Excuse me.”

He left his father’s study. As he walked, Derek withdrew the letter that he had tucked into his coat pocket that morning. He had read it once. There was no need to read it again. He remembered the sender and what the letter had said.

He had already decided whether to reply as well—

But he had changed his mind.

“Steyn.”

Sensing a presence waiting for his emergence, Derek called out to the air. As expected, the familiar redhead appeared. It was Steyn, Derek’s subordinate.

“Deliver a letter to the castle once I’ve written it.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Is it to Prince Sirius?”

Ordinarily, it would be…but Derek shook his head.

“No. Not him.”

“Oh? Then is it to Princess Octavia?”

Irritation swept over Derek. Why was Octavia even an option?

Why had Sirius suspended most of his caution? Both Octavia and her lover Alderton were people to remain wary of.

“If you have any doubts…even just a little…you should not hesitate to shut out your own sister.”

In the costume room, Derek repeated to Sirius the words that Sirius had once told him. He had said them in code, so that only Sirius would understand. And yet, that reaction. He could understand Sil, but wasn’t Sirius being a little too complacent?

“…!” A sharp pain rushed through his head.

It was as if…the pain was trying to tell him…that he was mistaken.

—If nothing else, that he was mistaken about Octavia.

“No… Why do you assume it’s her?”

It was a muttered answer to his own doubts, but it also worked as an answer to Steyn.

“Well, if it’s not about Sirius, it can only be Octavia. She’s been a big part of your life these days,” Steyn replied, as if it were obvious.

Derek glared at his smug face. Steyn leaped backward dramatically.

“Ooh! Don’t scare me, Lord Derek. Your gaze has been downright lethal lately! Are you aware of that?”

“……” Derek maintained his cold gaze.

What is his problem? First he says I’ve been cold for a while, then he says I’ve been gentle with her… Should I just fire him and be done with it?

“Aha! You just had a nasty thought, didn’t you?”

Derek did not answer that. It was vexing just how sharply perceptive Steyn was.

“You’re making me want to retreat into the soothing folds of Liliciana’s embrace. Throw me a bone, won’t you, Lord Derek?!”

“…If you want to see her, be my guest. She’s staying with us. But wait until your work is done for the day.”

Though the Earl of Turchen was staying at the royal castle for the Council of Feudal Lords, his daughter Liliciana was under the care of the Nightfellow family. It was a decision Derek’s father had made, and the earl had approved.

They were keeping Liliciana in their care because of the arrest of Emilio—her Adjutant.

“Oh, Lord Derek. Knowing you, you’ll hurl a long list of tasks I can barely get done today, leaving little ol’ me apart from my sweet Liliciana! And the Duchess had such a lovely dress made for Liliciana for the Council of Feudal Lords. I just heard only a minute ago that she’s going to have a fitting today!”

“Your point?” Derek’s gaze grew even colder.

“Eek! Don’t kill me!” Steyn made a show of shivering in terror. But he quickly flipped, taking on a somber tone. “Why don’t you calm yourself under the kallum? They’re still in bloom, aren’t they?”

“……Kallum?”

It was a tree with pinkish blossoms that his mother had planted on the property. The petals were beautiful when they snowed down from the boughs.

“I mean, don’t you love kallum blossoms? According to the mistress, you certainly do!”

“……What are you blathering on about?”

“Uhhh, I think I can safely say you’re being the silly one here, Lord Derek, not me!”

Derek was about to answer that kallums bore no particular significance to him—when the headache struck him again.

Kneeling by the kallum tree… Who is kneeling?

An illogical wave of rage assaulted him.

Damn it all!

He cursed silently. Then he turned around…and his headache finally dissipated.

“Or was His Excellency correct in saying that you dislike kallum blossoms?”

“……”

Derek did not know why, but he hesitated to confirm Steyn’s question. Going off his visceral emotions, he could say he disliked kallum blossoms. However…

“……I have no opinion.”

That was the answer that slipped out of his mouth.

“Anyway, the letter is for Prince Alexis.”

Steyn froze in his tracks.

Derek’s gaze fell to the letter in his hand.

After all—

 

—The one who had sent him the letter was Alexis, second prince of Esfia.
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If Alec kept avoiding me…I would just have to make myself unavoidable.

And after long deliberation, I devised a scheme.

A once-daily custom that had gone on an extended hiatus—the family dinner.

I had not entered the royal dining hall for dinner since the fateful night Sirius dropped that bombshell—“Octavia has a lover.”

Naturally, the entire family had not assembled there for dinner since.

The very day after the bombshell was dropped, Alec left the castle, and even after his return, dinner was not reinstated.

And once the Council of Feudal Lords commenced, we would not have dinner as a family until it was over. It was that way every year, so it would not surprise me if we did not have family dinner night for quite some time.

But I wanted to have it once. So I requested a family dinner before the Council of Feudal Lords. With Alec present in the castle, he could not refuse to attend.

……And in case he tried, I asked Edgar for help. If I got a green light from Father, he would summon the whole family and all but guarantee full attendance…but if, for some reason, Father did not reinstate the family dinner, it was extremely likely he would reject my request. If this happened, Edgar would step in and reverse my father’s decision.

Were it only a few months prior, I would have asked Edgar this favor under the assumption that the couple was madly in love and that Father’s resolve was weak in the face of his Edgar. But now, even though I knew the result would be the same, I got the sense that my father’s will would bend to Edgar for a different reason.

With a nod to instruct, “Please take it,” I handed Blackfeather to my usual servant…who looked neither troubled nor upset to hold it.

That reminds me! The last dinner, I did this without even thinking. At the time, I was unaware of how people felt about wrevens and such…

“……Thank you for taking such good care of my fan,” I told the servant.

With Awo walking the castle halls every day, everyone’s wreven aversion had likely faded a little—but to calmly take Blackfeather in hand before this development, that servant certainly was a professional. Nerves of steel!

With a bow, the servant pulled out a chair for me.

I sat down. The servant’s consistent behavior calmed my racing heart a little…

But even though not much time had passed since our last family dinner…so many things were different.

The long table had a foreign-looking lace tablecloth on it. It was a gift from Valjean.

We were also sitting in different places.

Father sat at the head. That was the same. On his right-hand side sat Prince Yarsh, then Alec. On his left sat Sirius and me. Edgar sat at the foot of the table.

Though he was an unofficial guest, it would be incredibly disrespectful not to invite the Valjean prince to dinner while he was staying at the castle. Moreover, Prince Yarsh specifically requested that he be seated next to Alec.

And Father had granted that request… So it seemed my theory was correct. Alec had been sent to Turchen on his secret mission, and it was there that he met Prince Yarsh.

So by necessity, my seat had moved, and Edgar sat at the foot of the table. That could have easily been interpreted as Prince Yarsh receiving special treatment as the guest…but everything that had transpired recently gave me reason to believe Edgar was placed in the spot farthest away from my father for a different reason.

Then there were the servants and soldiers lined up along the wall. My brother’s bodyguards had changed, and I had added Rust to my ranks.

I returned my gaze forward. Alec was right there.

……Huh. Did Alec frown in Rust’s direction just now? I thought I saw a shadow fall on those emerald-green eyes. And he isn’t looking at me, either. Is it because he’s avoiding me…?

As I threw myself a secret pity party, I sensed a harsh gaze from my side.

……Sirius?

His aquamarine eyes seemed like they wanted to say something to me, but before he could, Father spoke.

“We’re gathered here today for the first time in a while as per Octavia’s request. I’ve also invited Yarsh.”

When named, the prince responded, “I am honored to be here, Your Majesty,” and bowed lightly.

My father nodded, then looked around the table. “Well, then—”

He offered thanks to the Sky God.

……This prayer feels different from last time, too. I feel really conflicted. If I don’t think too deeply about it, I could always brush it off as a simple custom, but still…

Then dinner began.

This time, all the dishes were brought to the table at the start, rather than course by course. Platters covered the table, each piled with a different dish, which was divided and set before each seat. It was quite unlike most Esfian meals, which were brought out one dish at a time.

I did not recognize many of the dishes, but one of them filled me with a distinct nostalgia… From the fragrant spices, it was definitely curry! It was indeed kari, the national dish of Valjean!

I reasoned they had prepared Valjeanian dishes for our guest, Prince Yarsh. It would not be unusual for our chef to know how to cook it. (Ordinary people, however, were another matter.)

We also had chirro jam. It was perhaps chosen to curb the Valjean prince’s homesickness.

And though the table was adorned with Valjeanian cuisine, it would not be complete without Esfia’s trademark crusty bread. It might be good to slather it in chirro jam tonight.

Ooh, we’ve got some blue-collar food, too. It doesn’t look all that fancy.

Then Prince Yarsh coughed.

“Here…” Alec offered him a glass of water.

“Thank you.” Yarsh drank the water and smiled sheepishly. “I just can’t get used to carbonated water.”

Though we had a Valjeanian feast before us, the carbonated water was still very Esfian. That part hadn’t changed.

“Prince Yarsh—you and Alec seem to get along well. Did you speak much during your travels?”

Sirius used the carbonated water as an icebreaker to talk to Yarsh… But what was he referring to? That’s the first I’d heard of the two being chummy.

“Oh no, I do all the talking,” Yarsh insisted. “Whenever I look at Prince Alexis, I’m reminded of my little brothers back home.”

An intense inferno of hostility toward Yarsh rose inside of me.

“…Well. And here I haven’t even heard a peep about your Turchen trip yet.”

That being said, it was only because we had missed each other at every opportunity since their return. Since we were inside the same castle walls, I had underestimated just how difficult it would be to find Yarsh. Whenever I asked Matilda where he was, she would always give a vague reply. Meanwhile, Yarsh was rarely in any of the guest rooms prepared for him and spent most of his time wandering the halls.

Alec’s hanging head suddenly shot up to attention. He glanced at me, but only for a brief moment. I already knew that he was avoiding me, but seeing him avert his eyes in real time…that hurt.

“There’s still time for that. Why don’t you, me, and Alexis all have a chat?”

Nice idea, Prince Yarsh! Though, I wish you wouldn’t address Alec so casually!

“…Please, don’t be so hasty. My sister has her own schedule to abide by.”

And now we have a roadblock from the man himself.

“Well, are you free, Princess Octavia?” Prince Yarsh asked me, after a glance at Alec.

“Of course, I’m available to chat. I’ll make time. And the prospect of Alexis joining us pleases me.”

“……All right.”

Alec nodded meekly. He did not look happy. It was clear that he had only agreed to the proposal because he had no real reason to decline. However…that was enough to create an opportunity where I was unavoidable. It didn’t feel good, but it was still a relief.

In holding a family dinner, I had created a scenario where Alec was forced to see me. This was a remarkable step forward from dinnertime pleasantries.

My personal plate of curry entered my vision. In Japan, we would eat it with rice or naan…but we had neither.

Well, it’s all good. It’s still curry.

I took a bite.

……! Ooh, it’s a sweet curry, packed with veggies!

A far cry from authentic Indian curry, it was the sort of bastardized kind you’d get in Japan!

“I’m pleased to see you’re all right with this dish, Princess Octavia,” Yarsh said. “This is kari. I shamelessly requested that it be on the dinner table tonight. I had the chef prepare a mild version…”

“Oh, I love the flavor,” I assured him.

I approve of your shameless request!

“I’m glad to hear it.”

God… I haven’t had curry in sixteen years. It’s special since it was such a big part of my previous life. Curry for dinner was always a treat.

“……” A smile spread organically on my face, and I just stared fondly at the curry in silence. I was so happy…yet I couldn’t help but feel a little sad.

—Throughout the meal, the conversation centered mostly on Prince Yarsh. Though Alexis had described the foreign prince as “difficult,” perhaps his impressions had changed during his visit, as he was answering Yarsh’s questions with ease.

My father was usually silent during meals, but perhaps Yarsh influenced him, because he chatted quite a bit as he ate. Even Sirius, after answering a few of Yarsh’s questions, had opened up and stopped speaking so formally.

Meanwhile, Edgar, who usually led conversations, didn’t say much. Perhaps noticing I was worried about this, he caught my eye and smiled.

“You only just recently unveiled your lover to the public, Octavia. I would love to hear about you and Alderton. And I reckon everyone else here is interested as well?”

Of all conversation topics, that’s the one you bring up…?! And why are you smiling like an angel, Edgar…?! And why did you toss out the question right when there was a lull…?!

No, wait. Shouldn’t I take this opportunity to flaunt my romance with Klifford…? Oops! I’ve even got a good topic to bring up!

“During the Council of Feudal Lords, I wish for Klifford to wear the formal royal guardsman uniform.”

Edgar’s eyes widened. “You want him to wear that…?” But his astonishment quickly faded to a smile. “I like that idea. I doubt that anyone, myself included, would have imagined any of your bodyguards wearing the formal uniform.”

Agreed…! Yes, I had the same thought! So was my idea to have Klifford wear the formal royal guardsman’s uniform, like…a stellar achievement?

“That reminds me, Sirius, weren’t you the impetus behind Octavia introducing her lover to the public? As her brother, what were your impressions? You did say you would like to bless the union, I remember.”

Ah! And now the sparks of the flame are flying all the way to my brother…!

“Father blessed the union. That is all that matters,” Sirius answered calmly.

Edgar paused eating for a moment, resting his cheek on his left hand.

“Do you mean, ‘If Octavia has a beloved, then she has a right to be with him’?” Edgar slowly repeated the same words Sirius said at our last family dinner. “But what about after that?”

In an instant, the air in the room seemed to freeze.

After that.

Edgar was indicating the Heir Dilemma. Edgar kept his cheek on his hand, his expression soft as ever.

“……Edgar,” Father admonished him.

Edgar burst into a smile. He removed his cheek from his hand and grabbed his glass in his right hand.

“Forgive me, Sirius, Octavia. I shouldn’t bring up such a thing at dinner.”

After that, Edgar was back to his normal self…or was he? He had brought up a taboo subject at dinner, then smoothed things over himself. And yet an emptiness hung in the air.

And I felt it—because of the true nature of my father’s relationship with Edgar. I felt it intuitively.

That said, I wasn’t sure it was my place to stick my neck out into their personal matter. Could I be like, “This is wrong, gentlemen”? ……No, I couldn’t. It wasn’t something I could easily deny, nor could I touch upon it. And if that mysterious man had anything to do with it, I couldn’t say so, either.

And Edgar… Whether he had revealed the truth intentionally or not, he was all right with me knowing.

But exposing the truth wasn’t exactly anything to feel good about. It didn’t feel good when I found the painting in the Nightfellow villa. It didn’t feel good when I went into my father’s secret room, either.

On the surface, our peaceful dinner party continued.

“Here’s a question—do Esfian people’s eye color change?”

It was when dinner was coming to a close that this question flew out of Yarsh’s mouth. It was so peculiar that I couldn’t help but take caution.

And just after he asked, I noticed Alec’s utensil clank against his plate. It was a rare failure for someone like Alec, who had impeccable manners.

“What do you mean?” Sirius asked.

“Well, take my eyes—they’re black. They’re a bit reddish, though. Now, let’s say they changed into a completely different color. I was just asking if that’s a phenomenon that happens to Esfians regularly.”

“……Sometimes the pupil widens with a change of emotion. The color may appear deeper or more intense, but…I have never heard of the color changing completely.”

“So you’re saying it is not a trait unique to Esfians?”

“Sometimes the eye color changes from infancy to adulthood. For example, a child with blue eyes might grow up to have brown or green eyes. It’s rare, but it might happen. But that isn’t limited to Esfians.”

Oh, huh. I didn’t know that…!

But this didn’t seem like the answer Yarsh was looking for.

……What’s his deal? Has he seen somebody’s eyes change color? While he was traveling in Esfia, maybe?

“I don’t know whether it’s a unique feature—but I have seen a person’s eyes change color before.”

This time, it was my father who spoke, and contradicted Sirius’s statement.

Yarsh looked at my father…and so did Alec.

“You speak of a person’s eye color changing not from the passage of years or a change in emotion, but the color itself temporarily changing, yes?”

“Yes. Whose eyes did you see do that?”

My father answered, “My uncle.”

“…!” I looked at my father with a start. I couldn’t hide my shock.

“That would be your great uncle,” Father corrected himself, with a glance at me, Sirius, and Alec.

To Father, he was an uncle; to me, a great-uncle—why, that was none other than Rufus Kihlgren, the former Duke of Nightfellow, and the spitting image of Rust when he was younger…

“His eyes were amber…but they suddenly changed to green one day.”

I spoke up before Yarsh could. “When did that happen?”

“Immediately after his death.”

There was a reminiscence in my father’s eyes as he answered.

His eye color changed…right after he died? From amber to green—a completely different color.

The face of that mysterious man entered my mind. I couldn’t see how he wasn’t somehow connected…

Alec stood from his chair with a loud clunk.

Alec…?

“Dinner was lovely, but I’m afraid I can’t eat anymore.”

Asking to be excused, Alec left the dining room. Randal, his bodyguard, followed.

I hesitated only for a moment. When I didn’t chase after Alec the day he was acting strange, I regretted it. But not today—

I rose from my seat.

“If you’ll excuse me as well. Everyone, do enjoy the rest of your dinner—”

“Not so fast. You requested this dinner. Would it be proper for you to leave early?”

Father swooped in and cut me off before I could finish saying goodbye.

He was trying to stop me from going after Alec. My motives were obvious. Was he trying to tell me not to chase after Alec…?

“Never mind. Go, Octavia.”

My unexpected rescue came from next to me—Sirius.

I looked back at him. He nodded firmly at me.

I lifted the hem of my skirt and curtseyed to everyone at the table.

Then I finally turned on my heel.

“Sirius!”

And as I ran, I heard our father bark at Sirius, and Edgar chided him.

 

I tried to stay hot on Alec’s tail, but the little back-and-forth with my father put me at a disadvantage.

After I exited the dining hall, I glanced in every direction.

I don’t see Alec anywhere. I don’t know which way he went… Maybe his room? That would mean left…but what if I’m wrong? God, if only I had the power to sense a person’s presence.

Then my eyes blinked open.

“Klifford. Where did Alec go?”

That’s right. Klifford has what I don’t!

“That way.”

He answered promptly. Klifford flicked his eyes in the direction opposite of what I had guessed.

What’s down that way…? The Great Corridor?

With a nod, I ran in the direction Klifford indicated. Since there was only one path with no forks, I would not get lost. I just had to run until I found Alec.

I stopped before the door to the Great Corridor and called out to the guards there.

“Did Alexis go in here?”

“Aye, he just passed through, Your Highness!”

“Then I’m going, too—”

Then I thought for a moment.

“Klifford, you come with me. Rust, stay behind on standby.”

Considering the way Alec reacted to Rust, though he was my bodyguard, it was best I not bring him along.

“Understood, Your Highness.”

Though his smile was sarcastic, Rust bowed in compliance.

The guard opened the door for me. And then—

Found you!

I spotted Alec. His bodyguard, Randal, was with him. And perhaps by Alec’s command…there was quite a distance between them. Randal also looked cautious and worried about Alec. Naturally, he didn’t notice we were there.

I entered the Great Corridor and immediately looked over my shoulder.

“I wish to speak with Alec. Please keep a distance.”

Then I ran.

Alec was standing still in the middle of the Great Corridor, staring up at the ceiling.

He’s ignoring me… No, he’s not. He still hasn’t noticed I’m here? That’s weird.

“Alec!”

I called out to him, and Alec finally turned to face me with—eyes that quickly changed color.

From a yellowish amber…to an emerald green.

For a moment, I felt disoriented. Was it just my imagination? A trick of the light? ……It had to be.

It happened in the blink of an eye, but I was able to see it clearly. And that had to mean—

Alec’s beautiful emerald-green eyes opened wide, showing me in their reflection.

Alec turned to run away—I grabbed his arm.

“Don’t go!”

I squeezed Alec’s arms tight in my fists.

“……I’m begging you.”

Alec would not face me, but it felt like he had given up the will to fight. I felt no resistance.

“Alec…you’ve been avoiding me. Ever since you got back. Ever since the public unveiling.”

Alec remained quiet, so I kept talking.

“Is it because…I lied to you about my lover?”

“……No.” Alec kept his back turned, but his head shook in the negative. “It was…a surprise to me. But that isn’t the reason I’ve been avoiding you.”

“……So you admit you’ve been avoiding me.”

I smirked cynically. A part of me had held out hope that it was all just a big misunderstanding on my part. Yet Alec had betrayed that hope.

Alec fell silent again. If it wasn’t because I had lied to Alec, then what could it be?

“Was it Derek? Because you wanted to make him your bodyguard…is that why you’ve been avoiding me?”

I thought back to what Lucinda had said in her letter. Alec had sent Derek such a proposal. Nominally, a bodyguard was the easiest way to ensure Derek was by his side—that was apparently his rationale.

“……thought you’d understand.” Alec murmured it so quietly I could barely hear him.

Understand? Understand what?

“……I can’t trust myself.” He spoke in stilted, emotional spurts. “I can’t trust myself…to be near you…”

Alec turned to face me. He pressed a hand to his heart and then opened up to me.

“Sometimes I don’t remember things that I have done. It happened the day I returned to the castle from my mission. Ever since I came back from my mission…it’s been obvious. My dreams, too…”

Ever since he came back from his mission… Did something happen to him in Turchen? He lost his memory sometimes… Was that the same thing that happened to Derek and Sirius…?

The change in eye color…and my father’s testimony…

“……” Alec tried to speak again, but he eventually shut his mouth and winced, hanging his head.

There’s something he can’t tell me—like he’s too ashamed of it.

“Alec.”

Alec flinched when I called his name.

“……I don’t care if there’s something you can’t tell me. I have things I can’t tell you, either.”

So many things.

“You do…?” he asked meekly.

I nodded. The fake lover was only a lie to protect my ego, so I could confide in Alec about that. But I couldn’t tell him other things—like how I came to this world. That I had lived in another world, died, and was reborn here with my past life’s memories. That I was reborn into The Noble King books by my request. Those were all things I couldn’t tell anybody, even Alec…especially Alec.

“It’s only natural that you should have things you can’t tell me, Alec.” Alec looked up at me. His eyes were brimming with tears. “But please—don’t push me away.”

You’re my only family in Esfia, Alec.

Maybe that was only a happy little lie I told myself. Even now…it was starting to feel like it wasn’t true.

“It breaks my heart when you avoid me, Alec.”

Because you’re my precious little brother—and I love you so much.

“Sister… You’re so mean.”

Alec’s face crumpled into a tearful smile.

“That’s what big sisters are: mean.”

That’s the exact same thing my own big sister said to me once.

I released Alec’s arms. He did not attempt to escape this time.

“There… Have we made up now?”

“But…we were never quarreling in the first place.”

“Indeed, we weren’t.”

“But…we haven’t resolved anything.”

“No, you avoiding me and us not talking are different matters entirely.”

“……Are you sure?” Alec tilted his head inquisitively, grimness etched into his face.

“Of course I’m sure.”

I nodded vehemently in reply. Alec was in torment over a secret he must keep to himself. So there was no need to further burden him with the fear of bothering me.

“…I’m not sure why, but I feel like you’re deceiving me, Sister.”

“Sometimes a little deception is important.”

There’s nothing we can do about it.

That was the look of resignation on Alec’s face when he smiled.

“Promise me, Alec. You don’t have to tell me anything… But promise you won’t avoid me anymore.”

I held out the pinkie on my right hand.

“……I promise.”

Alec stared at my finger, nodded slowly, then stuck out his pinkie finger.

“Cross my heart and hope to die…”

We linked our pinkie fingers and recited the pinkie-promise poem.

“There! We pinkie promised!” I declared triumphantly.

Long after our pinkie fingers had separated, Alec stared at his own fingers.

“……Alec?”

Alec loosely shook his head. “It’s nothing… Just thinking I really need to keep my promises.”

I impulsively tousled Alec’s hair. He winced.

“Sister, stop treating me like a child.”

I couldn’t help but giggle. “Sorry. I’ll be more mindful.”

Alec and I stayed in the Great Corridor for a while. We sat beside each other in the chairs lining the wall. I mean, how sad would it be if we parted ways right after Alec promised to stop avoiding me?! After we sat there for a while, I noticed my servant had left with Blackfeather, but I could deal with that later!

“Alderton… He’s your fake lover?” Alec asked.

—I decided to confess my face-saving lie to Alec. I also told him that I had asked Derek at first. Alec’s gaze shifted to Klifford, who was on standby a bit farther away than usual, as per my command. Randal was also at a distance. The only difference was that he was on Alec’s side of the room.

“I suppose Randal knows your secret now, too…,” Alec apologized.

“It’s all right. He’s your most trusted bodyguard. Telling him is like telling you.”

Randal was like Alec’s Klifford. Besides, the way he looked earlier, it was clear just how deeply Randal cared for Alec. If I didn’t want him overhearing, we could have sent him away. It was my decision to keep him there.

“……All right. As long as you don’t mind, Sister.” Alec smiled softly.

“Hear that, Randal? Don’t repeat a word you heard here to a soul, no matter who it is.”

Randal nodded silently. There were no longer any traces of worry on his face.

“But, Sister, I assume you want everyone else to believe you and he are lovers, yes?”

“Yes. Will you help, Alec?”

“Of course I’ll help.” Alec nodded solemnly.

When I saw this, it made me think, Gee, I should’ve confessed everything to Alec from the start! Curse my big sisterly pride!

But immediately after, darkness shrouded Alec’s smile. His long lashes cast shadows on his cheeks.

“……Why do you suppose Derek backed out of his deal with you, Sister?”

“I don’t know.”

The details were so vague, I still couldn’t tell Alec exactly what had happened. It involved Sirius, besides.

“Alec, why do you want Derek to be your bodyguard?”

I asked the question because I thought it might provide some insight.

“My memory… When it cut out, I think I met with Derek. But he’s our brother’s best friend, you know. I had no reason to approach him. So I thought that if I kept him close for a while, I might learn something—and I decided him being my bodyguard would be the easiest way.”

Maybe that did provide some insight…

Alec may have met with Derek the day Derek’s memory got messed up? Hmmm…

Well, that’s a bad sign.

……My mind started taking me down a paranoid fantasy, so I stopped it.

I wanted to hit myself on the head. I was reading way too much into the situation!

This is so stupid. How could Alec… I mean, if Alec did do it, then why would his own memories be hazy? That doesn’t make sense.

“Speaking of odd bodyguard choices—why did you choose Byrne? Is he trustworthy? I don’t see him here right now…”

“He’s waiting outside.”

Alec cast his gaze toward the door from which we entered.

“……Father approved of Rust,” I assured him.

He approved of him enough to give him the royal emblem.

“He was either going to assign Rust to me or you. And well, I took him…”

“Yes… I heard about that.”

“Did you want him to be your bodyguard, Alec?”

“No.” Alec firmly shook his head.

“Rust said that before he became a knight of the royal guard, he met with you.”

“Yes…just once. At the secondary training ground. By chance.”

Alec’s brows knit together… It did not seem like it had been a very pleasant encounter.

“……Did his face bother you?”

Does Alec have the same sense of revulsion toward the face of that mysterious man?

But Alec’s perplexed blinking eyes answered before he did. “His…face, you say? Not his face…”

He seemed conflicted. Rust’s face was—objectively—ridiculously handsome. But that did not seem to be a point of significance to Alec.

“It wasn’t his face—more like his entire presence.” Alec spat the words out firmly. “I think he dislikes me…and I think Father knows that.”

If what Alec said was true, did that mean Father wanted to assign Rust as Alec’s bodyguard, knowing full well they disliked each other? And was Rust all right with that?

“My memories of meeting Rust are patchy,” Alec explained. “Since Father approved of him, I’m sure he isn’t dangerous, but you should still be careful around him.”

“Understood.”

As it stood, Rust had never done anything suspicious as a bodyguard around me.

But I still heeded Alec’s warning.

Also…Alec’s patchy memories…were they Rust’s fault? Or is it a problem with Alec himself?

“One more thing, Sister,” Alec murmured as he stared up at the painting on the ceiling. “If I start acting strange…promise you’ll stay away from me.”

He then delivered the same warning to his bodyguard. “Randal, stop her if she comes near me.”

And lastly, he reluctantly added, “Same goes for you, Alderton.” He turned to Klifford and said, “Swear on your life that you will protect my sister as her knight.”

Klifford’s reply was haughty, his voice booming across the Great Corridor.

“That goes without saying,” Klifford answered, bowing his head where he stood at a distance.
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King Consort Edgar’s Reminiscence

Among the merchant class, there were specialties. And one’s specialty determined their class of customer. The house I was born into catered to peasants. Our store was not the sort of establishment that the nobility would frequent.

Because of this, royalty and the nobility were another world to me. They weren’t the sort of people with whom I would associate regularly. My only association with the aristocracy was the occasional visit from the lastborn son of a lower noble house. They were well aware of our position, so they never caused trouble, and they didn’t behave like aristocrats.

I lived in a family of four: my parents, my younger sister, and myself. My parents founded our shop, and my sister and I helped out. Business was booming. Though my sister took after me, she was still quite the beauty. Many of our male customers came to our store hoping to chat with her.

……We were all so blissful.

Even though, little by little, change was creeping into our kingdom.

In Esfia—particularly in the upper echelons of society—marriage between men was not a rarity. After all, that was how our monarchy was run.

Our king loved to collect beautiful things. Rumor had it, he collected beautiful men, or that he didn’t have an eye for jewels. To the merchants who traded fine and expensive things, he was a well-known mark.

And the king was not the only man entrenched in loving other men. The entire noble class was. In fact, it seemed as though romances between men were the norm, whereas it was less common among the peasantry.

It was always like that in Esfia.

Because of that, though the kingdom had begun to tilt off-kilter, and though the lives of the peasants were growing strained—regardless of the sexual preferences of the aristocracy and their king, Esfia’s government was still stable.

The population had not decreased all that significantly from the past to the present. Though there were ups and downs, in the final analysis, life in Esfia was rather prosperous.

And that was why I never paid it much mind. My first love was a girl, and most of my friends preferred the opposite sex when they began to date.

Some of my male acquaintances preferred men, but this was nothing novel or remarkable to us. This never changed any of the friendships we already had.

In my narrow worldview, neither the nobility, royalty, nor homosexual romances were of much importance.

—But the arrival of a customer one fateful day flipped my world on its head.

A nobleman sneaked into town in plain clothes. A higher nobleman, what’s more.

Even in his peasant clothes, he was very handsome. Some of the girls in town fell in love at first sight.

But my little sister saw through his disguise. At first, he was merely a strange customer and she, the shopkeeper’s daughter. That was my sister’s relationship with him at the start.

Destiny—that was the trite word that popped into my head when I saw them together.

But their romance was not that easily attained.

A nobleman’s romantic targets were always other men, all the more so if he were an upper nobleman. Even I was convinced of this. Naturally, my sister was as well.

The clearing of this misconception was the catalyst for their romance.

He confessed that he was heterosexual.

At first, I thought he might be bisexual, but he stated firmly that he never felt anything for another man beyond friendship. He said so with such earnest eyes that I couldn’t help but laugh uncontrollably.

 

“Don’t laugh, Edgar. Have you ever been in love with a man?” he asked, a solemn look in his eye.

“Huh? Er, no…?”

“Then you understand how I feel. It would be different if I actually had such feelings…but when men I have no interest in pursue me despite my rejecting their advances, it’s just a nuisance.”

“Well, you are a handsome guy. Those men can’t take no for an answer… I suppose that’s the same problem, no matter what your gender. But now I understand. Wow. A heterosexual nobleman…”

 

—You know, for a nobleman, this guy’s all right.

He and my sister fell in love. My sister had a sturdy head on her shoulders, but she could be ditzy at times, so I decided long ago that I would help find her a husband. (I also decided that I would knock him down if I found even the slightest flaw in him.)

My sister was two years younger than me and I loved her to pieces. What was wrong with that?

My sister was preoccupied with the shop. She never played favorites, yet she slowly grew friendlier and friendlier with him.

But I did not knock him down. How could I? Though he did have some flaws, my sister was so happy around him…happier than she was around me.

How could I possibly get in their way?

It was clear that their love transcended class. It was also clear that he was serious—serious enough to consider marriage.

Before I realized it, I was wondering when the wedding would be and what I would give as a gift.

—What other word could I use to describe those days but blissful?

My sister would marry into a noble house. Ideally, he would be the second or third-born son. Those thoughts swam in my mind. My merchant’s ego told me I needed to procure the necessary dowry so she wouldn’t feel ashamed. I thought, maybe we should sell finer goods to attract wealthier customers? Without telling my sister, my parents and I solemnly planned ways to revamp our store.

Neither I nor my parents knew who exactly he was. Only my sister knew. He had confessed who he was only to her, but that was fine by me. As long as he told us when they were married.

……I was hilariously optimistic.

Even now, I still think to myself, I should have asked him who he really was.

—When I finally found out, it was in the worst way possible.

My sister, marrying him?

That day never came.

Because my sister died.

It was an accident—that I later found out was murder.

“What did you do?! Why did Irene have to die?! I’ll kill him! I’ll kill the bastard who murdered Irene, then I’ll kill you, too!”

“……I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize!”

I could never forgive him.

“If you…! If you…!”

If you never came into my life.

If my sister had never fallen in love with a prince.

That’s right. He was the prince of Esfia. And the crown prince, at that.

He would be king someday.

He was named Enoch—I knew the crown prince had the same name, but it was a name common enough for both the nobility and peasantry.

A commonplace name in Esfia. To think…that would cause such a tragedy.

“If I’d known you were a prince, I would have never let you near my sister…! Who was your true love? Were you only using her because she was a peasant?! Are you really gay? Only pretending to be straight…?!”

That day…the man who had become nothing more than an apologizing puppet…strained his voice for the first time.

“How could I ever do such a thing! I would never…!”

 

I love Irene… I love her with all my heart.

 

He screamed as if he were spitting out blood. But none of the words resonated with me.

“……I’m supposed to believe that?”

My baby sister…Irene… She’s gone.

I spat in his face.

“So are you gonna behead me for lèse-majesté, little prince?”

Even though I spat in his face, he did not kill me.

But the relationship forged between him and our family was in tatters. It could never be repaired.

Weeks after my sister’s funeral, he had the nerve to return to our house, haggard and emaciated.

Just the sight of his face filled me with a searing-hot rage.

How dare you play the victim?

I remember an inexplicable anger consuming me. He said he loved Irene. And it was probably true. But he couldn’t keep her safe. He pursued Irene, knowing it put her in danger.

And it led to Irene’s death.

I berated him relentlessly. But he would not leave. Instead, he said this:

“Edgar—I want you to marry me.”

……What crazy farce is this? Just how much do you want this hatred in my chest to grow?

“What? Were you actually in love with me all along?”

I knew that wasn’t true. That was why the notion that made a mockery of my sister boiled my blood.

“No.”

I grabbed him by his collar.

“Fine! If you still love Irene…then don’t make a mockery of her!”

“I never intended to marry a man. I believed…that I could change things.”

“I hate you so much I could kill you…! The only reason I haven’t is because you’re a prince! Because you’re the crown prince!”

If only he weren’t a prince. I would have driven him out of power by any means necessary. A merchant has his ways. I would have dirtied my clean hands. I would have done anything.

Anything.

“So were you even listening to me?” I demanded. “You want to marry a man who hates you. Are you insane?”

“I have to marry a man; this is crucial. It’s a fact…I can no longer ignore.”

The self-loathing sneer in his voice made me regain a kernel of calmness. From the way he spoke, it sounded like he was being forced to marry a man, regardless of how he felt. But why? He was the prince of this kingdom.

“It just has to be a man… We don’t need to love each other, of that I’m sure. But when I knew I had to take a man as my partner, you were the first man I thought of… You’re Irene’s brother. I can trust you.”

I released him. The whole thing was starting to feel silly.

“But I’m a peasant. For that matter, how were you going to marry Irene, little prince?”

His face twisted with sorrow. “My uncle… He was going to back me.”

“Duke Kihlgren? Nice going, little prince. You sure have some friends in high places.”

This time, he shook his head.

“I will never ask anyone to back me ever again.”

“So that’s why the little prince wants to marry a peasant man?”

—I couldn’t even bring myself to laugh. A prince marrying a man was not at all shocking. Not in Esfia, anyway. But though I was a man, I was as far apart from him in social standing as I could get.

“This is unprecedented,” I said. “I am a commoner with nothing to bring to the table. Are you insane?”

“…It’s my form of protest. Meager though it is. Though I’m not even sure it will amount to anything.”

“Protest? Is that what you want to use me for?”

“……That’s right.”

“What’s in it for me? What do I gain by marrying you?”

I stood to gain nothing and lose everything.

Marry someone I didn’t love…and a man, besides? That was the cruelest camouflage I could imagine.

What’s more, he would become king. And that made me the king consort? Beyond ridiculous.

This was not the sort of deal one could receive through conventional negotiations. That was because there was no benefit to marrying someone like me.

Everything I wanted, I had attained by my own hand.

And what I wanted most of all in that moment was for my sister to be alive and smiling again.

Give me Irene back. Give back her joy that you took away.

Every time I remembered how she’d looked in death, unbearable hurt consumed me. She hadn’t shown the slightest sign of suffering.

She knew what she was getting herself into. She fought for it, and she was at peace. That was the look on her face.

You knew you were going to die for this bastard. You knew it, didn’t you, Irene?

Yet you looked so peaceful all the way until your final moments… Was it because you still loved him?

……Why?

I hate him so much I can hardly stand it.

I hate him—for swearing to protect you and failing to keep his promise.

 

“You said you hated me so much you could kill me. Once all of this is over, I’ll let you kill me.”

“And when will all of this be over?”

“I will be crowned king. After that, when the next king is crowned, you can kill me.”

“So I can kill you, face no punishment, and be a free man?”

“Yes.”

 

—In another twelve or thirteen years. That would be the minimum amount of time it would take.

Is that how many long years I’d need to wait to kill him?

Neglecting my own life to do so?

Whether this was the right choice, I did not know.

Hearing the stories of my romance with an incognito Enoch made me want to vomit. A lucky merchant, chosen by the prince? That was not me… That was my little sister. Everything about my love story with Enoch was hers.

But since I had watched the romance bloom as a spectator, it was shocking how easily the words spilled out of me.

The devoted king and his husband.

We were married in name only. Our relationship was not carnal. Enoch did not want to make love to a man, and neither did I.

Our love story was lies, from beginning to end…and only he and I knew this anymore.

Sirius. Octavia. Alexis.

Even our three children believed we were in love.

—Well, Octavia is an exception.

Even I didn’t know why. I didn’t know why I exposed my true feelings to her.

……Was it because I was on my way to decorate Irene’s grave with flowers?

My sister’s grave was tucked away in a secluded area in the castle grounds. I was vehemently opposed to putting it there when Enoch first expressed his wish. Only the three people who knew where her grave was could adorn it with flowers.

“Well…now there’s only two of us.”

Siehalt Esfia.

Ever since that kind—and weak—former king left this world, Enoch and I were the only two people who knew.

But he and I never crossed paths at her grave.

—And I pray that we never will.

“……”

There were already flowers arranged on her grave as I stood there.

I felt like spitting a curse. But I didn’t.

“……You wouldn’t want me to do that.”

At first, I couldn’t stand that her grave was here. But now, I think it was for the best.

I could visit her whenever I wanted.

I needed it. Especially when the anniversary of her death was near.

……Was that why?

I exhaled deeply.

“I made a huge mistake.”

I said something I shouldn’t have at dinner. But part of the truth I had been suppressing all these years slipped out.

“Love…?”

I sneered.

“What do you think, Irene?”

Lieche orchids were approaching the end of their season. I offered them to my sister’s grave as I spoke to her. I knew she would believe in love.

But I would never. After all…look at where her love put her.

And yet, a part of me wanted to have hope. Hope that the king’s children would be able to attain the sort of bliss only found in fairy tales, and not by sacrificing anyone else.

Staying close to Enoch made things clearer to me: The things I was too blind to see right after my sister’s murder. The rot festering in the royal family. The hand controlling them.

……Irene’s death was proof that Enoch had fought that invisible hand and lost.

This understanding gave birth to a feeling I would rather not have. Still, it did not erase my personal hatred for Enoch. It would not bring my forgiveness, either.

“If only I could have gone on led only by hate.”

I murmured quietly.

……It was my heart’s greatest wish.

My heart did not need hesitation.

My heart did not need pointless sympathy.


85


—At long last, the Council of Feudal Lords was upon us.

Rather, it had already begun.

During the Council of Feudal Lords, nobles with titles—or land—from all over the kingdom would gather at the castle to attend.

It lasted six days. Every day was absorbed with the council. As a princess, I was left out in the cold—however, I did have something to do in the event held the day before the council’s official start.

It was the luncheon and dinner party. This was a social event split into two parts. One was held the day before the council began, and the other was held the day after the council ended. This was important.

Both events were buffet parties. Depending on what happened during the council, relationships were sometimes in tatters by the end.

So before any of that happened, we held a party.

And after the entirety of the council was over, we held another party.

Attendance at lunch or dinner was optional. Council attendees and their families were invited. As for which one was better attended—I would say the pre-council luncheon.

Many nobles went home before the dinner party. Meanwhile, other nobles attended both and were at the castle for a total of eight days. Those who attended one party but not the other were here for seven days.

And now we were right in the midst of the luncheon.

I was in attendance as a member of the royal family. There was a traditional dress code required for the duration of the Council of Feudal Lords, so I dressed in accordance with that.

It was a pure-white dress—and every time I wore it, I was like… Dude, this isn’t a wedding. Then again, I wasn’t wearing a veil, and the design wasn’t like a wedding dress. It was cut to give the wearer a straight-lined silhouette with no curves. The collar and sleeves were adorned with silver embroidery and gemstones. Cape sleeves completed the look. My hair adornments were also white, decorated with tiny white pearls.

My hair was in an updo to go with the dress.

But I simply could not part with Blackfeather, so I carried it with me as it was. It had been mended and was in perfect condition. I had the servant return it to me right after dinner that night…and he had done a good job taking care of it.

Blackfeather aside, all at the council wore white to symbolize that we were in a time of peace and that diplomatic councils kept us in peace and harmony.

The entire royal family wore white during the event, not just the princess.

And thanks to the dress code, everybody was blindingly white.

Especially Alec. I wished I could take his picture. How many times had I wished that if we couldn’t have the technology, at least give us magic in this world…! I could have used magic to create some sort of camera contraption, and I’m sure the image quality would be sublime, too. And while we were at it, maybe we could use magic to solve other problems, too?

Of course, I’d also love to take pictures of Klifford!

I stole a glance at him. Klifford was in his formal royal guardsman uniform for the first time. And with exponentially enhanced Klifford on one arm and an impossibly handsome Rust on the other, I was quite the center of attention.

I couldn’t keep track of how many people had greeted me so far. Unlike the junior ball, there was no ironclad rule that the lower-class people had to approach me first, so it was incessant.

Speaking of ironclad rules, every royal was to attend the luncheon and dinner party, but none of us were ever near each other. Maybe my father and Edgar were the exception?

Whenever the entire royal family was gathered in the same room, it was sort of like everyone upped their conversation game. Also, sometimes problems arose, depending on the relationships between royals…or so I heard. It was contrary to the very purpose of these friendly parties—this was why royals were kept apart.

And thanks to this rule, I was plagued with a pitfall! Though I got to chat with him a little at the start, I couldn’t spend the entire party hanging out with Alec… I could approach him to say a few words now and then, but I had to time it perfectly.

“Prince Sirius and Lord Burks appear to be quite popular— particularly popular.”

From our vantage point, we could barely see the pair, standing and talking around their large-as-always crowd of admirers. The awed remark was uttered by none other than Countess Rosa Reddington.

She was very shrewd for a countess. At the junior ball, she and Uncle Dearest had worked together. Though the morrow was the first official day of the Council of Feudal Lords, she was in attendance for the luncheon. After she paid her respects to my father and Edgar, she came straight to me… Though, the conversation with her wound up being safe and bland.

We spoke briefly about the junior ball, but of course, I could not divulge any insider intel to her.

But the ease with which Rosa transitioned to, “So your lover is your bodyguard—how romantic!” was most frightening indeed…!

“Lady Rosa, are you sure you’re all right spending all your time chatting with me?”

“Well, yes. I need a lot of courage to dive into that crowd. And besides, chatting with you is a lot more fun. Don’t you agree, Viscount Winfell?”

“Y-yes, my lady…” Houghie nodded.

Yes indeed. Viscount Winfell, Cissy’s fiancée, was also there. But sadly, Cissy would only attend the dinner party.

Most of the female guests actually didn’t arrive until the dinner party.

And Houghie was afflicted with a curiosity that could not be sated. Why was his good friend Rust a bodyguard of the firstborn princess of Esfia?! His eyes kept drifting toward Rust.

Rust… Something tells me you didn’t tell your buddy about your promotion.

I did give Houghie the basic details. But from the look of him, he was still like, “What? It’s really you?” Meanwhile, Rust had a smug look on his face as if to say, “What? I’ve always been a bodyguard.” Dude’s got nerves of steel…!

“Houghie, if you wish to speak with Rust…”

Houghie frantically waved his hands and shook his head. “Oh, I couldn’t, Your Highness! You needn’t make such an arrangement for me… Besides, isn’t Rust on duty? It would be wrong.”

“But it’s obvious that you are curious, Viscount Winfell. Her Highness’s newest bodyguard is indeed a most intriguing specimen.”

After what happened at the junior ball, I could understand why Rosa would say that. In a way, Rust was one of her subordinates.

“My brother Sirius was the one who nominated him for the post,” I explained.

Also, my father?

I glanced in Sirius’s direction. The crowd had died off just a little, so I could finally get a good glimpse of Sirius—and Sil beside him.

—Sil’s house arrest had been lifted.

It was thanks to the testimonies of what happened in the Sky Chamber and Sil’s memory being completely unlocked.

But I heard that the main reason for his freedom was that the theory of blood being the trigger for Sil’s trance state had been tested and confirmed.

As long as he stayed away from blood, we knew that, at the very least, Sil would not suddenly snap from pleasant conversation to berserk rampage.

You know how some people fainted at the sight of blood? I guess it was sort of like that.

The image I last saw of him was hard to shake from my mind, but I put on a smile and told him, “Just relax and enjoy yourself at the luncheon, Lord Sil!”

Also, Lord Sil, I’m so happy you wore that outfit! Mwa-ha-ha. Melina’s alterations are perfect. You look a hundred times hotter than you did during the fitting. I am eating well today.

“……Well, we had quite the commotion last year. There’s no telling it won’t happen again this year.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“But still…”

Snippets of conversations from the guests made it to my ears.

Rosa frowned. “……Some people just love to tempt fate, don’t they?”

“You said it.” Houghie nodded.

Last year, a fight broke out among fellow noblemen during the luncheon. It was one of those “I’ll kill you, then kill myself!” sort of love affairs.

Wait, is she saying the fiasco that happened last year is happening again this year?

Not on my watch!

“Oh, nothing of the sort will happen this year,” I declared, snapping Blackfeather open.

Because I took precautions!

You see—in the books, a certain debacle took place during today’s luncheon.

……Now, it would be all well and good to read about, you feel me? But in The Noble King’s case, the debacle wound up falling short.

And how did it fall short, you ask?

In the books, during the opening luncheon to the Council of Feudal Lords Arc…a Sexy Scandal transpired!

That’s the only way I can describe it.

It’s a staple—if you’ve read a lot of romantasy—in which either the hero or heroine is drugged with an aphrodisiac, and the only antidote is for the two of them to hook up. You know. That.

And as a BL series, The Noble King is no exception to the rule!

It happens to Sil and Sirius once each.

In the luncheon to the Council of Feudal Lords, Sil is lured into taking an aphrodisiac, but the plot fails. As a reader, I suffered severe cathartic indigestion from it.

It happened between Sil and Rayvon, Sirius’s best friend in the books. Rayvon was still a good friend of Sil’s, but he had a smaller role now than he did in the source material. Derek’s existence made him feel even more like an NPC. Truth be told, Derek’s position in the story now was a lot like Rayvon’s was in the source material.

In Esfia, there exist two major noble factions: the True Love Nobles and the Adulterous Nobles.

Rayvon belonged to the former and was heir to a duke.

The thing is…during the past several years, he spent more time away from Esfia than in it. Even in the books, there was an illustration of him studying abroad, and I think that’s what he’s doing now, too. I think he’s been away for over half a year now…? He was supposed to come home for the Council of Feudal Lords…but I hadn’t seen him around today.

Anyway, in the books, our mastermind’s scheme was to get Sil under the aphrodisiac’s effects and get him to seduce Rayvon, thus destroying his friendship with Sirius.

The aphrodisiac was slow-acting. It didn’t take effect immediately, so the mastermind plotted to slip the aphrodisiac to Sil and lure him into another room where Rayvon was waiting.

But the mastermind made one fatal miscalculation—Sil’s physiology.

It turns out, Sil was completely immune to aphrodisiacs!

……I didn’t realize this when I read the books, but maybe it’s because he’s an Adjutant.

In the source material, Sil and Rayvon did meet… Yet, even though they had supposedly both asked to see each other, they discovered that neither had any memory of that. Thinking it odd, they both returned to the party hall to find the person the mastermind used to plant the letters.

They questioned the lackey and discovered the aphrodisiac plot.

And would you believe it, yet another thing happened that the mastermind did not account for.

In the books, Sil and Sister-dearest were besties.

The aphrodisiac was placed into two drinks. The mastermind had prepared a second, just in case. And Octavia, wanting to drink the same thing as Sil, accidentally drank the spare aphrodisiac.

The mastermind was unable to stop her—

Naturally, the aphrodisiac took immediate effect on Octavia…and actually, Octavia and Hugh had a kissing scene there.

Looking back, it very well might have been the event that got a portion of the readers to theorize that Octavia and Hugh would hook up.

In the books, sister-lover Sirius witnesses the scene. It’s touch-and-go for a moment, but when Sil and Rayvon rush to his side in pursuit of the mastermind, Sirius puts the pieces together and realizes the source of Octavia’s temporary madness.

And it’s then that Sirius makes a heartbreaking choice. He hits her on the neck with the flat of his sword as an emergency means of knocking her out.

……Then the story turns to a desperate race against time to find the antidote, and our heroes really have quite the struggle with that.

The one who truly shines in that story is my father. He uses the authority of the crown to procure the antidote, medicate Octavia, and sweep everything under the rug.

And looking back on the plot points now…I guess it was all a Sexy Octavia Scandal after all?

If you asked the fans how important the arc was, most of them couldn’t tell you. For me, it struck me as rather irrelevant to the overall plot.

The one who did all the dirty work was only a pawn, but of course there was a true mastermind.

The mastermind in question was a noblewoman with unrequited feelings for Sirius. Letting her lust get the better of her, she vowed to destroy Sirius and Sil’s relationship.

She procured the aphrodisiac and bribed a servant to do her dirty work. It was a very simple plan, and she didn’t cover her tracks, so she was very easy to unmask.

But in the end, Sil did not get drugged. And since she was remorseful, in the books, Father went against Sirius’s wishes and gave her a softer sentence.

……Knowing my father in this reality, it struck a sense of dissonance in my mind.

This debacle was probably meant to be a fun little prologue to get the readers excited for the Council of Feudal Lords Arc.

But I decided to crush the whole aphrodisiac plot itself!

After all, I already knew who the mastermind was. I read the books. If I let things go on their original course, I’d take an aphrodisiac. Then I should just not drink it, you say? No, no, no, it would be faster to simply stop the crime from happening in the first place!

Above all else, our mastermind was a side character.

Before Sil and Sirius met, I was torn on what I should do about Sil. What if I stopped him and Sirius from becoming lovers? What if I just kept the OTP apart? But as you know, I wasn’t able to do that.

Compared to that dilemma, this was nothing. I was able to act without any hesitation. My main drive for stopping the crime dead in the water was that it was best for the mastermind this way.

The mastermind was named Clarissa Von Krafft. Since I’d vaguely remembered her name, she was easy enough to ID. She was the only possible match.

In the books, Clarissa was in unrequited love with Sirius, but this time around—well, TL;DR, when I asked her, “Whom do you idolize?” she answered, “Elleovira.” Get my drift? I get the sense Rosa also idolized her… But from what was outlined in the source material, I didn’t get that impression at all the first time around…

Clarissa was not in love with Sirius. Why she didn’t fall for him remained a mystery. In the books, Octavia and Clarissa didn’t have any interactions, but this time around, I’d made contact with her as soon as I could—maybe that was why?

It was quite a while ago that I made first contact, too… Naturally, this was before Sil and Sirius had even met. You know, I just might have met Clarissa before Sirius did.

Anyway, I could say with confidence that Clarissa did not have a crush on Sirius this time.

So naturally, her motive was eliminated! Now Clarissa was focused on the struggle for succession of the family title against her brothers. For marriage, she had her sights set not on a nobleman, but on a commoner. Her reason was, “Doesn’t it give me more power that way?”

The only difference with Clarissa was that she wasn’t a friend with whom I shared a genuine connection, like Cissy.

Clarissa wanted to make use of my Princess Privilege. Since she admitted to it shamelessly, I couldn’t hate her for it. I only saw her about once a year, but strangely enough, conversations always flowed freely between us when we did see each other.

And many years ago, I gave Clarissa one caveat in exchange for my friendship. It came in the form of two rules: Don’t attend the Council of Feudal Lords luncheon, and don’t go near an aphrodisiac!

Clarissa agreed. She even sent me a letter to the effect of, “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten our little promise.” And it was reading that letter that reminded me of it all. Hey, in my defense, I broke this particular death flag years ago…

But since I remembered it in time for the luncheon, we were good to go!

Anyway, because of this, the Sil Aphrodisiac Debacle will not happen!

“If you say so, Your Highness, then I’m sure you’re right.”

Houghie seemed convinced by my declaration that no shenanigans would happen at this year’s luncheon.

That works out well for me, but are you sure you should be so trusting, Houghie?! I’d be lying if I said a part of me didn’t feel that way. You’ll put yourself in danger, bestie.

“Oh, Your Highness, Countess, would you like a drink?”

Drinks were being distributed to the guests in the party hall. Since it was not an evening affair, this was a dry party. I wouldn’t drink alcohol either way, of course. And when you say Esfian soft drinks, I say sparkling water. Houghie took some glasses from a passing servant with a tray and offered them to me and Rosa.

“Thank you, Houghie.”

“Yes, I suppose I shall have a drink.”

I stared for a little while at the transparent, colorless liquid in the clear glass. Since it was carbonated, the bubbles were sticking to the glass.

In the source material, the aphrodisiac-tainted beverage Octavia wanted to drink so badly was a carbonated concoction of cute little pink bubbles. Whether it was pink because of the aphrodisiac or because the mastermind wanted to be able to differentiate between the drinks remains a mystery. Though Esfia is known for its carbonated beverages, colored bubbly was actually rather rare. Not that we couldn’t color our drinks, it just happened to be the case that most of our drinks were clear.

Anyway, the long and short of it was, I knew my drink was safe to consume. I wet my throat and handed the empty glass to a nearby servant.

A pink carbonated beverage… Though I did not want to drink it myself, as a reader, I really liked the concept. That’s an aphrodisiac for you…

I mean, I’d totally buy one to make the love interests finally hook up! With the big caveat that things wouldn’t go the mastermind’s way if I wound up drinking it by accident!

If anything, I would love for aphrodisiacs to be a thing within this story!

And…yes…they are a thing… But this reminded me of another thought I’d had. It was a question I had in my past life as Maki, about aphrodisiacs and BL novels.

All BL fans know about the two major roles: tops and bottoms.

Whenever a bottom takes an aphrodisiac in a story…why is he never the aggressor? That is, why does he never make love to the other guy?

I mean, if you’re a bottom, and you’re unaware that you have a crush on a top… If you drink an aphrodisiac and it awakens you to your latent feelings, wouldn’t that, by physical necessity, turn you into the top?

I doubt you’d be the one being made love to in this scenario, right? In which case, I kinda get the sense it wouldn’t be out of the question for such a guy to come on to a girl… Right?

Of course, when you’re talking BL, throwing women into the whole top and bottom mix is an unwelcome plot twist, so not doing that is the right move. But what about bodily function–wise…? I just think it would make sense for them to develop an aphrodisiac specifically effective for bottoms… Either that, or maybe the aphrodisiac awakens a guy to preferences he didn’t know he had, and that’s what takes us to the inevitable outcome…?

As I stood there, preoccupied with this very important quandary—

“Oh my, Viscount Winfell, does the heir to the Nightfellow family interest you as well?”

With a slow sip of her carbonated water and a little giggle, Rosa teased Houghie.

I returned my focus from aphrodisiacs to the party. The arrival of Derek, along with Alec’s change of location, had caught the attention of those in my vicinity.

“Well… He appears to be attending as Prince Alexis’s bodyguard. Today is just full of surprises, isn’t it?”

Derek was also attending the day’s luncheon. But just as Houghie said, he was not with Sirius, nor by Sil’s side—he was with Alec, and he was wearing the uniform of the royal guard.

……I guess Derek accepted Alec’s proposal, though it’s only a temporary assignment. It wouldn’t be possible for the heir to a duke to take a long-term post, though he could have used his connections—he actually passed the required tests. And today is his first day on duty…

What was once Rayvon’s position in the source material, Derek was now filling. And now he was attending the luncheon as a bodyguard, which is what garnered him so much attention.

I turned my eyes toward Derek, too. What concerned me a little was how the lack of an aphrodisiac fiasco would affect the luncheon.

While I was optimistic about the whole thing, I had to retain a grain of skepticism—I mean, looking back on everything, I could never be sure that things would always transpire as they did in the books. Sil and Sirius would have a happy ending. As long as that plot thread remained, other changes would have to be made, and I thought that maybe the lack of the aphrodisiac incident would bring about one of those changes.

Besides, there were other differences today besides the lack of Clarissa’s aphrodisiac plot.

To the point—Hugh was not in Esfia. And maybe Rayvon as well?

There were characters missing who should have been present.

A seed of worry formed in my mind. As a side effect…would some other fiasco happen to replace the aphrodisiac debacle?

If it did, then it would have to be…

A problem with our two main characters?

I sought out Sirius and Sil. They were not where they were before—they had moved slightly. Their crowd had thinned out as well, and another party guest was advancing toward them.

From the clothing and earrings—a Khangenan? Sometimes, depending on the itinerary, foreigners currently in Esfia were also invited to attend the Council of Feudal Lords.

Sirius greeted him with an impeccable smile. I sighed quietly in relief. From the look of things, everything was going smoothly.

Ah… Sil just bowed and moved somewhere else.

My eyes followed Sil—when he reached my periphery, I hurried my gaze back to Sirius.

Why? I thought I quelled the disaster.

Something that should not be there…was there.

—Two glasses of pink bubbly.

A servant was walking along with two glasses containing the pink beverage on a tray. And the servant was hailed by Sirius and the Khangenan he was conversing with—correction, Prince Yarsh was a part of their conversation as well and it was he who signaled the servant.

Prince Yarsh? What a plot twist!

Oh god. Is the aphrodisiac debacle from the books going to happen IRL? But why? Sil left the scene!

“Lady Rosa, Houghie—”

I snapped Blackfeather shut. And with an apologetic nod to both of them, I headed for—where else—Sirius. Along the way, I left an instruction for Rust and Klifford: No matter what I do, don’t stop me.

“Good afternoon, Brother.”

I butted into their conversation as casually as I could. The Khangenan switched places with me and left, leaving me, Sirius, and Prince Yarsh alone.

Prince Yarsh was not particularly dressed up for the occasion—he came as he was. He did not telegraph that he was a Valjeanian prince. He was party guest Just Yarsh, a citizen of Valjean.

And since this was Esfia, perhaps that was enough to keep Prince Yarsh’s identity a secret.

“Good afternoon to you as well, Yarsh.”

It would be a no-no to address him as a prince here, so I had to change what I called him.

“Ooh, I prefer it when you call me that.”

Yarsh smiled broadly. But it wasn’t his smile that concerned me, it was his hands! And the two glasses of pink liquid in them! The bubbles stuck tauntingly to the glass, as if to shove in my face that the beverage was carbonated.

Yeah, this can only mean one thing… That’s the bubbly pink Beverage of Doom from the novel!

He’s about to hand one of the drinks to Sirius? Which means…he got one for Sirius and Sil as well?

Wait, are these drinks really spiked with an aphrodisiac? I can’t ditch the possibility that it might just be pink-colored carbonated water. The only thing I know for sure is that the mastermind in the books was Clarissa.

Is it possible that Clarissa lied to me? No…no, that can’t be. From everything I know about her, she wouldn’t.

If it’s the aphrodisiac, just like in the books, that would mean we have a different mastermind. Aaaaaahhhhhhh.

While I was busy musing over this, both drinks were transferred from Yarsh to Sirius.

That’s it! If I just have Sirius and Sil chug the drinks, it won’t matter if they’re laced with aphrodisiac, right…?

But I quickly realized I was wrong.

The aphrodisiac takes time to take effect. There’s no guarantee they’ll be around each other when that happens…! No, wait, maybe if I could isolate them both after they drink it…?

But how would I isolate them? Sirius would absolutely demand a reason. And if I told him it was an aphrodisiac, he would absolutely ask me how the hell I knew about that.

Okay, so I really can’t let them both drink it.

What options do I have left—

“Brother…what a lovely color that drink has.”

Imitate Sister-dearest from the books!

“Might I have that lovely carbonated water?”

When I asked the question with the biggest smile I could muster, Sirius looked conflicted.

After staring first at the drink, then at me, he said, “All right…”

But in the end, he obligingly offered me a drink.

“Thank— Ah!”

I pretended to take it…then I dropped it!

“Oops, I’m so terribly sorry. I’m all thumbs, aren’t I?”

The glass fell to the ground, breaking and spilling its contents. A stain began to form on my white dress as well. And the dress’s noble sacrifice shall be revered for years to come…

I double-checked Klifford’s and Rust’s positions for good measure. There was a deep crease between Klifford’s eyebrows, but he hadn’t budged. Telling him not to move before I made way to Sirius was the right move…!

Otherwise, Klifford would have definitely caught that falling glass and made sure to avoid spilling any on my dress!

“Octavia…!”

Sirius called out to me, but as Yarsh looked on in astonishment, the servant who should have still been by his side had already disappeared. Had Yarsh interfered with my taking the glass, that would have pointed the finger of suspicion on him, but he hadn’t.

If the pink drink was laced with aphrodisiac, that would have to mean the servant carrying it on the tray was our culprit.

Did he smell failure in the air and bail?

If so, I had to catch him. It’s a mystery whether the crime matched the source material… But that servant wasn’t on my radar at all… My mind had been fixated on Clarissa.

But now…

The remaining pink beverage entered my vision. It made me believe it was more important than catching the culprit.

The very drink that was the cause of a plot point in the books was now in my brother’s hand.

From my vantage point, the possibility that it was laced with an aphrodisiac…was intensely high.

The first drink, I was able to easily dispose of via an unfortunate “accident.” After all, the firstborn princess of Esfia broke the glass. No harm, no foul. But if I did it again…that just wouldn’t work. I would be way too suspicious.

I could tell Sirius I think this drink is suspicious… No, that’s the drink Prince Yarsh offered him. If I say the drink was suspicious, I could incite an international incident.

I could stall until Sil comes back and somehow convince him to drink it. Isn’t that my best option…? The aphrodisiac has no effect on Sil, and it would be perfectly natural for him to take a drink of carbonated water from Sirius.

But I only had a fleeting moment to weigh my options before Sirius began to bring the pink liquid to his lips in an attempt to compose himself—?!

Desperate times call for desperate measures—

I grabbed the hand Sirius was using to hold the glass.

“Brother, please let me have this drink to replace the one I spilled.”

Sirius would question my behavior. He wasn’t stupid. But glasses were never held with much force to begin with. So I put all my strength into my grip and forced the glass out of his hand.

“Octavia? What are you d—”

I smiled sweetly. “Thank you so much for the drink, Brother.”

I gulped the pink bubbly down in one swallow. It tasted…rather ordinary. Just like plain fizzy water. If anything, it tasted nice. So nice, in fact, that even if I did develop strange symptoms later, I wouldn’t have assumed the drink was the cause.

“I’m just going to go change out of this soiled dress…”

Empty glass in hand, I gave a curtsey, then turned on my heel.

The aphrodisiac isn’t fast acting. I still have time before it takes effect, and I didn’t drink a large dose. If I’m lucky, maybe it won’t affect me. Besides, there’s also the possibility it’s not an aphrodisiac. I can’t rule that out.

“Rust.”

I scurried over to him. Raising the glass that contained the pink liquid high, I delivered a command to him.

“Catch the servant who was carrying this glass. Do so discreetly, so as not to cause a stir. Also, I need you to ask my father for the antidote—”

“Antidote?”

In a way, I was lucky to have a royal emblem holder like Rust on my side, but I had to cut my explanation short.

“The antidote for an aphrodisiac. I’m sure Father will know what to do. Meanwhile, I must—”

I had to evacuate…and isolate myself, just in case.

My room? But that’s too far from here. Where else can I go?

“I’m going to the Prayer Chamber.”

 

The Prayer Chamber just happened to be closer than my own room. I entered it with Klifford and stood face-to-face.

“Let me explain—that carbonated water I just drank might have contained an aphrodisiac.”

As proof, I set the empty glass down on the table, along with Blackfeather.

“Now, I have a command for you. If I start to act strange—”

I was going to tell him to chop my neck with the side of his sword to knock me out, just like Sirius did in the books. It ought to be easy for Klifford to do that.

“Mmf!”

……Oh, Octavia, you naive idiot.

Between the time it took to walk to the Prayer Chamber and go inside…there were no changes in my physiology. So even as I began to explain the situation to Klifford, I felt so normal I was starting to believe I really had merely ingested ordinary sparkling water.

But it was definitely an aphrodisiac.

The truth hit me firsthand. Whenever I read about the effects of aphrodisiacs in all the derivative works, I always thought, …Couldn’t you just resist the effects through sheer willpower? Hard to believe I actually thought that way once!

But it didn’t hit me gradually. It hit me like a truck.

Was it like this in the books, too?

The sound of my pounding heart seemed abnormally loud. I felt like I could hardly breathe, so I took deep breaths…but that didn’t help.

But in the recesses of my mind, I had this vague sense that it was dangerous for Klifford to come near me.

“Leave…”

I tried to put distance between us, but my feet wobbled. I tried to regain my balance. So I grabbed for the closest thing to me—

“Your Highness. The aphrodisiac…?”

Catching my fall…was Klifford. When I looked up into his eyes…I saw anger.

……Gee, he’s upset.

The thought popped into my feverish brain.

Is he angry because I drank an aphrodisiac? But this was the best option…! He really ought to tell me I’m a good girl.

A rebellious spark lit within me.

I glared up at him. This time, Klifford’s eyes looked conflicted—and the button closing his uniform tightly at his neck was bothering me.

Yeah. This isn’t supposed to be buttoned.

I wanna unbutton it.

A fierce impulse surged inside of me and…I reached up for Klifford’s neck.

“……” He stood in silence…as I unbuttoned it.

I pulled his open collar to the left… I could see his scar.

I ran my finger along it.

“Your Highness…”

He sounded confused. But I didn’t care.

This has really been bothering me… I don’t like Klifford’s scar.

Why does he have it?

I thought I took it away.

“…!” Just when the thought crossed my mind, I snapped back to my senses. My hand flew off the scar on the left-hand side of his neck.

And just barely…my sanity began to take over.

……Wow, I messed up. That was wrong of me…right? I shouldn’t have touched him, and now I’ve muddled dreams and reality. It was a tattoo that I erased with my touch…and that happened in a dream, besides.

As I looked up at Klifford, I somehow managed to form the words.

“The aphrodisiac…has taken effect, I believe… Can you…please…knock me out?”

If we used the emergency measure of knocking me out, like Sirius used in the books, then Rust would return with the antidote before I woke up.

Talking…made me feel a little better. I feel like…talking lessens the effects…of the aphrodisiac.

Attagirl, Octavia!

I really was proud of myself there for a moment.

But then Klifford had to go and ruin it with a genuinely troubled expression.

Come on, I commanded you. Why won’t you listen to me?

Starting to feel angry, I pounded Klifford’s chest with my fists…but he didn’t budge.

God, I’m pissed.

Klifford exhaled sharply. His breath hit my cheek…and I almost shivered.

That’s it… I got it. Is it because I didn’t state clearly that it’s a Sovereignly command?

“Knock me out…with the side of your sword… You can do that, can’t you? Knock me out… I command you.”

His indigo eyes opened wide. Why he was shocked, I did not understand.

His silence…felt like an eternity to me.

“That command…is one I cannot obey,” Klifford said.

“Why not?”

My body felt hot…like it was on fire. I just wanted to be knocked out and put out of my misery.

“I cannot harm you, Your Highness.”

“But I’m telling you…it’s all right to harm me!”

You blockhead!

I took my frustrations out on Klifford. Why wouldn’t he listen to me?

Well…I did tell him he could refuse commands he disliked. But why did he have to choose now, of all times, to disobey?

……I’m starting to feel bitter.

“Klifford, I hate you.”

“Your Highness…”

Don’t look at me like that. I won’t falter.

“You have to do something…”

I pounded Klifford’s chest with my fists. I wasn’t making any sense. But I couldn’t help but think this was Klifford’s fault. I hated him, yet I didn’t want to leave his side one bit. But what made me the most bitter of all—this aphrodisiac did not hurt… Crummy aphrodisiac.

I just felt so hot…so frustrated… It was hard to breathe.

The unbuttoned collar of his uniform entered my vision.

Oh, to hell with it all.

“……You did this to me.”

Because of the aphrodisiac…I couldn’t contain my desire to touch him.

I won’t resist it anymore. This is all Klifford’s fault for not knocking me out. He can’t complain if he falls victim to me.

I stood on my tiptoes, gripped him by the coat of his uniform, and yanked him to me. And I pressed my lips to Klifford’s.

“……!”

After I did it…a fragment of sanity returned to my mind. My eyes opened wide, shocked over what I had just done.

Octavia! What are you doing?!

I tore my lips away from his.

O…oh g-god…what do I do?

But immediately after, my lips were covered again.

My shock lasted only a split second.

Our tongues entwined. It was then…that I realized. When Klifford and I were touching…the discomfort and frustration was gone. Compared to what we were doing, what we did at the Boyfriend Unveiling was not even close to a kiss… That was clear to me now.

“Mm…!”

Our lips parted.

“……?” Klifford exuded a questioning gaze as I gave him an admonishing one.

Even though I didn’t want him to stop.

Klifford’s gaze fell to the floor.

“I am unable to obey the command you just gave, Your Highness…but you may be able to transfer the effects of the aphrodisiac to me.”

“……Is that actually possible? But how?”

But even as I asked the question, I did not doubt that Klifford could do it. The idea that he would be capable of it did not seem at all amiss.

His deep indigo eyes searched me.

“May I kiss you?”

Just a kiss? I didn’t mind at all.

But—

“Klifford…what will happen to you?”

What if the aphrodisiac’s effects do transfer to him? Wouldn’t that just put Klifford in the same state I’m in right now? I would hate that.

Klifford smiled gently and quietly shook his head.

“It will have no effect on me.”

In my haze, I thought back to Sil from the books. The aphrodisiac did not work on Sil. So it didn’t work on Klifford, either? Was it because they were brothers? Or was it…because they were Adjutants?

No… That doesn’t matter…not now…

“……You may kiss me.”

My answer was obvious.
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Octavia stumbled into his arms.

When the aphrodisiac’s effects started showing in her, the emotion he felt was anger.

……I’m enraged.

Why did she drink the aphrodisiac? Why did she put herself in danger so?

Was it necessary for Octavia to put a stop to it herself?

The firstborn prince could have taken the aphrodisiac without issue. He could have dealt with the aftermath.

“No matter what I do, do not try to hinder me.”

—If only her command had not stopped him from acting.

He had never seen Octavia like this. A bitter emotion took root in him, bitterness toward himself and toward Octavia.

Octavia’s hand reached for the button on his uniform collar—and unbuttoned it. He could have stopped her, but he flinched. He knew the aphrodisiac had made her do it.

But he could not let her be this way. He knew Octavia did not wish for that.

Her thin fingers touched the scar on his neck.

The spot where the tattoo used to be.

“……Your Highness.”

He felt no aversion to her touching his scar. It merely reminded him of what happened in the dream. Was Octavia touching him there not because of the aphrodisiac, but because their shared dream had affected her?

Maybe I should just knock her unconscious. Octavia had sent a request for an antidote; she could remain unconscious until it arrived.

So the next thing Octavia said should have been a welcome proposition.

“The aphrodisiac…has taken effect, I believe… Can you…please…knock me out?”

The thought had even crossed his mind as well. And yet, when Octavia gave him the order, her voice strained with anguish, he flinched.

He knew it was what he ought to do…and yet…he could not move.

Octavia punched his chest…in an attempt at admonishment. To him, it felt like a soft breeze. Light and harmless.

“Knock me out…with the side of your sword… You can do that, can’t you? Knock me out… I command you.”

I command you.

Up until that moment, Klifford believed he could carry out any command his new Sovereign might give.

But even though it was her command—

The act itself was effortless, ordinarily. Incapacitate a target with the side of his sword. For Klifford, the task was one of ultimate simplicity.

And yet, with Octavia, it was impossible. He did not want to do it.

……I don’t want to do it?

Ridiculous. He was letting his own thoughts bewilder him.

And yet, his answer was clear.

Incapacitating a target was easy, but they would feel a little pain. Inflicting pain on Octavia…hurting her… It was impermissible. Even if it was a Sovereign’s command from Octavia herself.

To avoid the effects of the aphrodisiac, losing consciousness was the best option. Logically speaking, obeying her command ought to be ideal.

—Memories of that dream revisited his mind then.

A new memory…a dream of a foolish child. Something far detached from him now. And perhaps that was why, in this dream, he had no control over his own body. He had no choice but to let the past reenact itself faithfully.

However, due to his bond with Octavia through the Insignia…in that one dream…the rules did not apply.

It was a dream of when he had a tattoo to brand himself an elite soldier of faith with the Saza Church. He remembered the immense sensation of the brands transformation from back then. Octavia…and the wreven Awo…changed the flow of his dream.

The child version of himself…a boy who seemed like a completely different person now…tasted eba for the first time.

And the cursed tattoo that used to reside on the left-hand side of his neck—even that had disappeared.

That weak child…did he still influence Klifford now? The notion was laughable.

But one thing was clear to him—

“That command…is one I cannot obey.”

There was nothing more to say.

When Octavia heard the words…when she tried to form a response—even when she hit him, though Klifford felt no pain from any of it—he felt a strange sensation. A feeling in his body apart from pain…a different affliction.

“You have to do something…”

The moment he heard those words, he arrived at a singular possibility.

His Insignia resided on Octavia’s right palm, though he could not see it at the moment.

When the deep connection between a Sovereign and Adjutant was enhanced, their consciousnesses linked. This manifested in the Sovereign’s dreams. To even think that such a thing was possible… He thought it was a pointless pursuit.

Other phenomena could happen between a deeply bonded Sovereign and Adjutant.

In the past, there was once an Adjutant who made such a phenomenon happen to keep his Sovereign alive.

An Adjutant could transfer a Sovereign’s pain and injuries to himself… Even if this were possible, Klifford knew it was a foolish move, let alone from him. He could never even imagine himself doing such a thing.

Moreover, at present, it was taboo among Adjutants, but this did not apply to Klifford. His very existence was already taboo. So what harm was there in doing such a thing?

But he needed to test it—

“……You did this to me,” Octavia murmured.

She glared sharply up at Klifford, then suddenly pressed her lips to his.

But she quickly withdrew.

—She was like a prey animal who had jumped into his blind spot and escaped. That was what the sensation felt like to Klifford.

Why would he let his prey escape under his very nose?

He lunged forward and covered Octavia’s lips with his own in a deep kiss.

……Like a predator, hungry for his prey.

“Mm…!”

When he heard her moan, his lips left hers.

Unconsciously, he looked down in shame. He had treated Octavia like prey. That was not the way a Sovereign should be treated. It was he, Klifford, who was the greatest danger to Octavia.

“I am unable to obey the command you just gave, Your Highness…but you may be able to transfer the effects of the aphrodisiac to me.”

“……Is that actually possible? But how?”

To carry out the transference, a deep physical touch between Sovereign and Adjutant was required—a kiss. If his Sovereign had an external wound, he need only kiss the area.

“May I kiss you?”

When he asked her permission, Octavia answered immediately with another question.

“Klifford…what will happen to you?”

—It was exactly the sort of question Octavia would ask. Her command not to harm himself…was likely meant to mean more than physical harm.

“It will have no effect on me.”

Aphrodisiacs were harmless, just like most poisons and drugs. In terms of normal dosage, he was probably immune to every drug and poison.

Octavia smiled in relief.

“……You may kiss me.”

Right after she said the words, the tension melted from Octavia. She leaned toward Klifford, and he held her fast.

—And then Klifford kissed his Sovereign, deeply.

 

—Fin.



  



  

    

    

      Afterword


    

    Thank you so much for reading The Princess of Convenient Plot Devices, Volume 7!


    Mamecyoro here.


    To all my readers of this series and everyone involved with it—in other words, everyone reading this afterword—thank you! We finally reached Volume 7. Moreover, it has been released both in print and digital.


    I’m going to sound like a broken record here, but truly, thank you all so much!


     


    Volume 7 plunges us into Arc Two: the Council of Feudal Lords and features other characters’ POVs besides Octavia’s.


    I keep a sort of notebook where I let proper order fly out the window and scrawl all the scenes I’m dying to write and use those scenes later. I desperately wanted to include those scenes right away! But all of those moments were still far in the future…!


    And some of them, I haven’t even used yet!


    Anyway, this notebook of scrawled scenes sure came into great use in this volume, especially Edgar’s flashback. I kept wondering when I could stick that in, and now I finally got to put that part in the series proper. At first, I considered waiting until the end, but after agonizing over it for a while after my initial read through, I stuck it in its current position. Enoch’s POV chapter at the top of Volume 7 is the complementary story to this, and I wound up writing that afterward.


    I just figured that as a reader, the optimal order was Enoch POV, then Edgar POV.


    Speaking of Edgar, it was in Volume 4 of the light novels that he started making a proper appearance in the main story, and Volume 6 of the comics depicts the scenes just before Octavia and Sirius depart for their town survey. It’s to be released March 17th!


    You can read the newest episodes of Kazusa Yoneda’s wonderful manga adaptation by Kadokawa on the web or in the app, so don’t miss out!


     


    Lest we forget, this is supposed to be a rom-com.


    Romantic…comedy…? No. A rom-com.


    And the rom-com vibes really amp up in Volume 7! (I hope.)


    It even has a rom-com staple—aphrodisiac shenanigans!


    But man, the aphrodisiac shenanigans…


    Here’s a funny little story of when I was talking over revisions with my editor.


    When we were discussing how Klifford might handle somebody besides Octavia suffering from the aphrodisiac’s influence, my editor said, “He’d like, carry them into a room, shut the door, annnd done.” (I’m paraphrasing.) When I heard this, I cracked up so hard.


    It’s so true!


    I think another option would be: Not wanting to deal with the hassle, Klifford knocks them out without hesitation (not caring about the pain he might inflict).


    Then again, in either case, you could argue that, by not leaving the afflicted to suffer alone, Klifford would actually be sort of nice…? Look at him, attempting to shield a third party from pain and discomfort…! His sensibilities have changed quite a bit since he became Octavia’s bodyguard…!


    Had this happened before Klifford became Octavia’s bodyguard, he would have ignored the problem, so long as it did not affect him. In other words, a total cold shoulder!


    Incidentally, even if the problem did affect him, his primary move still would have been to ignore and avoid, running off somewhere so he wouldn’t have to talk to or deal with the afflicted.


    And if the afflicted persisted and entangled Klifford into the problem, then his hand would be forced to finally deal with them. But his anger levels would be maxed out, and it’s extremely likely that he would give this person very harsh treatment.


    Don’t poke the bear, as they say. Unless you have business with Klifford, as long as you leave him alone, no harm will come your way!


    Lastly, I would like to extend a heartfelt thank you to my editors who have helped me with the paperback editions of Volumes 4-6 of this series, and Volume 7 as well. I could not have come this far without you.


    I also offer my sincerest thanks to Fuji, who drew the beautiful illustration of an updated version of Octavia in her white dress and Klifford in the formal royal guardsman uniform for the cover of Volume 7.


    Thank you to the proofreader, the designer, and everyone else who helped with this book!


     


    I hope that we will all meet again!


    Mamecyoro
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      Bonus: “Until You Have a Name”


    

    A single sheet of white paper sat atop my desk, still blank. And in my hand was the pencil I always used to write my diary.


    After reading the book I’d borrowed from the library, How to Tame Your Wreven, I decided to name the wreven in my care.


    ……Which was a nice thought.


    But it proved to be quite a difficult problem. Now that I had decided to give it a name, nothing was coming to me…


    And the wreven in question had escaped. It was MIA.


    “……”


    A name… If you asked me if I had some ideas, I definitely did.


    But—


    I shook my head.


    Nope, that won’t do. Restrain yourself, Octavia. People will think that’s weird.


    I need something else…


    Ooh! I thought of one!


    I scribbled a name onto my blank sheet of paper. I used the bird’s escape as inspiration, combined with the Esfian word for nimble and landed on Filel.


    What other characteristics are unique to wreven birds… Maybe I could name it Torin from the Esfian word for clever?


    I scribbled that name on my paper, too.


    After I thought up the name Filel, more names found their way onto my paper. I even added some of the generic names Esfians gave to their pets!


    I even added a weird name at the end, Kraw-Kraw, based on the sound wrevens made.


    I guess that’ll do?


    I put down my pencil, then glared hard at the long list of names on the paper.


    Hmmm… They all seem…okay? But I’m missing something…


    I know what I need—a second opinion!


    So I decided to ask my handmaid, Sasha, who had just so happened to arrive at my room with a tea tray.


    “Sasha, could you look at this list for me? Which of these do you think makes a good name?”


    I rose from my seat and showed Sasha the paper in my hand.


    “Why do you want to pick a name, my lady…?”


    Sasha’s eyes drifted to the wreven perch. I nodded.


    “It’s a name for the wreven.”


    Sasha nodded and said, “Well, if it were my choice…” Surprisingly, she was taking the question very seriously. “Eska…I think. It’s very typical, and people would take to it easily. People have an aversion toward wrevens, so I think a name like that would do well to smooth things over.”


    Sasha had a great point. She had selected a name that was the Esfian equivalent of something like Fido or Pochi in my past life.


    ……She makes a strong case.


    —But then there was a knock at the door.


    “Your Highness, I’ve returned with the wreven.”


    I called to Klifford out in the hallway. “Come on in.”


    Perfect timing! He’s right on schedule, actually. It usually takes about this much time for the wreven to patrol the castle and return, satisfied, to my room. And it’s there that Klifford catches it…


    Klifford entered the room with the bird in his arms. I picked up the piece of paper and stood before Klifford.


    Okay… Time to get the wreven’s opinion!


    Since wrevens are smart, he just might even understand me? Even if he doesn’t, if he gives me some sign when I’m selecting the name, I can pass it off as the bird’s decision—easy-peasy!


    “Which name do you think is the best on this list?”


    I showed the bird the list.


    Ooh! He’s checking it out.


    The wreven’s bluish-gray eyes were darting over the paper I held in my hand…at least, I think so!


    Maybe he’ll point to the name he likes with his beak?


    But that fleeting hope of mine was dashed.


    “……”


    Without even offering so much as a squawk, the wreven tilted his head. Then he turned his back on the paper in a huff.


    “…!”


    Epic fail.


    D-did he just diss me? No, maybe he’s just failing to understand me here…!


    I decided to show the paper to the bird a second time.


    What if I leave the list of names on the desk and let the wreven walk on the desk?


    The wreven proceeded to stare hard at the paper.


    Ooh. Good vibes…?


    Nope!


    Once again, the wreven turned his beak up at the paper.


    Does this bird know it’s a list of names and he doesn’t like any of them…? Assuming he can’t read, he isn’t even showing any signs of liking the shape of the letters or anything!


    Okay, the wreven isn’t giving me any helpful feedback. What about Klifford? I’ll get Klifford’s opinion!


    “What do you say, Klifford? I’m trying to think of a name for this wreven.”


    So I showed him the paper!


    ……He’s quiet in thought?


    Okay, fine!


    “How about these…?”


    I proceeded to vocalize several names to the list.


    Klifford seems to be listening to me…but I find it aggravating that he has yet to say a word…!


    “Your Highness—”


    Klifford finally broke his silence.


    “You don’t like any of these names, do you?”


    His deep blue eyes penetrated me.


    “……”


    Hearing it from him…I suddenly realized it.


    It’s like he stared right into my soul.


    Every name I wrote on the list, and every name I spoke out loud, was in the Esfian language. But none of them really struck me as good. And of course they didn’t. That was because I had stopped myself from going in the direction I wanted.


    “How…did you know?”


    It was something I hadn’t even realized myself.


    Klifford tilted his head faintly, the way the wreven had. “I could tell by looking at you. After spending enough time with you, it’s easy to tell.”


    Is it me, or is he saying it like it’s just a fact of nature…? So does this mean it’s the same for Sasha?


    I looked at Sasha just to make certain. But Sasha shook her head in confusion.


    ……I guess Klifford’s the only one who can read me.


    In spite of myself, I felt a smile form on my face.


    “You’re right… I was envisioning a different sort of name at the very start. It’s a bit odd, so I gave up on it, but that’s actually the type of name I like most of all.”


    We were in Esfia, so I tried to think of Esfian names. But why couldn’t I use a Japanese name? I should be true to myself!


    Okay, let’s think of a Japanese name.


    I studied the wreven that was walking on top of my desk.


    He’s pitch-black… I did consider an Esfian name that meant “black” earlier. But in Japanese, that would be—Kuro?


    I added Kuro in Japanese script onto my paper.


    Then again, all wrevens are black. That isn’t very unique… This wreven is special. I really ought to give him a name that reflects his uniqueness… Ooh! His eyes! Guy did mention earlier that most wrevens have brown eyes!


    But this little guy had bluish-gray eyes. You could say it’s a distinguishing characteristic.


    Okay, so going off “gray” in Japanese… “Hai”?


    I wrote the Japanese script down on the paper…but it didn’t speak to me.


    Okay, let’s go with the blue in his eyes. In Japanese, that’s…Ao?


    I wrote down the more Esfian spelling of “Awo” on the paper in katakana script. Seeing it on the page, it hit me immediately.


    “Awo.”


    I said the name out loud.


    “I’m going to name you Awo. What do you think?”


    Gotta ask the actual wreven, of course!


    “Kraw!”


    Maybe I was just imagining things, but I think it’s okay to interpret the bird’s squawk as an affirmative reaction! It was completely unlike the huffy paper-ignoring from earlier, after all.


    “That settles it, Awo.”


    Starting today, your name is Awo!


    “Kraw!”


    Ooh, I think he answered!


    But one problem remained—giving Awo a name he approved of was nice and all, but how would everyone react to a Japanese name?


    I checked in with Sasha, since she was the first person I had asked earlier.


    “Just a guess, my lady…but is that name ‘Awo’ part of that mysterious language you used to speak as a little girl? Matilda told me about it once.”


    Hmm? Did I actually gain Sasha’s approval? And she’s right on the money, besides!


    “You’re right,” I confirmed.


    It’s from that “mysterious language” of Japanese!


    “Awo, it is… I’ll inform everyone that is what you have named it, Your Highness.”


    Since I got the name from the Japanese language, it sounded a little foreign, but Sasha approved of it. Just maybe, from an Esfian sensibility, a name like Hai might have been easier to accept—yeah, no. It wouldn’t work for the Maki side of me. But either way, the name still comes from a “mysterious language.”


    So if Sasha was able to accept the name after hearing about my mysterious language, then what about Klifford?


    “Awo… Very well.”


    This time, he did not pause in deep thought. His reaction was completely different than the last. He approved of it, without the faintest hint of doubt in his voice.


    “Aren’t you at all curious as to why I named him Awo?” I asked.


    Klifford blinked his eyes silently back at me, as if my question had taken him completely by surprise.


    Then he said, “Awo is a name that you selected, Your Highness. You like the name, and the wreven also appears to like it. Therefore, that ought to be the wreven’s name.”


    He said it as if that meant everything. It was a very Klifford-esque answer…


    “But I couldn’t have chosen this name without your help, Klifford.”


    If I kept trying to come up with an Esfian name, it would have always felt wrong to me. Klifford was the shadow MVP!


    And with a hint of a smile on his face, Klifford bowed his head.


     


    —Incidentally, not long after this happened, Rust was appointed my bodyguard. After the fact, I heard Rust’s impression on the name Awo.


    “……Truly a unique ring to that name.”


    There you have it. Whether it was a compliment or an insult remains a mystery.
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