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      7: Her New Master


      It was a girl, whispering from behind me into my ear. Her soft voice resonated with a familiar confidence. When I turned, I saw the familiar form of my now deceased best friend, but she no longer felt like part of some dream—rather, her existence now felt impossible to deny.


      She had her hair down and wore a lace dress complete with a beautiful decorative ribbon. She dropped into a short, polite bow, but there was a certain smug air about her smile. She held herself like royalty.


      “Hello there,” she said. “What wonderful weather today. Are you doing well?”


      “What in the world...?” I uttered.


      “Ugh, you’re so very dense. I’m here to introduce myself, obviously. Surely you can work out at least that much with a glance?”


      The girl pointed to her feet with the fan in her hand. Below us I saw...me, collapsed upon the floor. Reinald was shaking me gently, but I showed no signs of waking. He was in the midst of calling for help. It was still the garden, but it had changed. All the colorful flowers were now various shades of gray. The whole world had gone black-and-white, as if it were part of an old movie. Only the girl and I retained our color.


      The girl opened her fan, and an instant later I heard an almost cartoony “pop.” Two chairs and a table appeared out of thin air, complete with a tea set and platter of sweets. It all felt very much like I’d just been invited to tea.


      “When did I faint?” I asked.


      “Just a moment ago. You didn’t realize it, but I called you here the moment it happened.”


      “Which is to say that you’re finally capable of speech.”


      “Yes. It took some time, but I analyzed each and every word I found embedded in your memories, extracting their pronunciation and categorizing them into languages. As such, I can now communicate. Yes, that’s right, you may now worship my astounding ability to learn.”


      Reinald was carrying me back into the office, but I couldn’t exactly run after myself with this girl in front of me.


      “You’ll be fine,” said the girl, noticing the worried look on my face. “I’m displaying the flower beds because I quite enjoy them, but this is your consciousness we’re inhabiting, so it doesn’t really matter where we are. And don’t say it, I can see the question on your face—Why can I see Reinald if I’m unconscious, right? Well, I threw that in free of charge... I didn’t want to waste time answering any questions you had about your body. It’s easier to just show you.”


      “Well, your logic is sound, I suppose. So should I just consider myself asleep, then?”


      “Yes. Don’t bother thinking too hard about it. I’m not going to cause you any harm, so relax.”


      I took a seat, and color seemed to bloom in a circle, with us at its center. It was quite the sight. The girl, however, paid it no mind as she went about brewing us cups of tea. I don’t know where she learned how to do it, but every movement was perfect. Etiquette instructors nationwide would have considered her a textbook example of proper manners. And while there was something a touch stilted and robotic in her movements, the girl’s face was anything but. She was animated, expressive, and above all talkative.


      “It truly was an uphill battle for me,” she stated. “I’m not even joking. I mean, some of the languages in your head aren’t even from this world. There’s Japanese, then English, and on and on... Talk about information overload. It was a real pain in the butt.”


      “J-Japanese?!” I spluttered.


      “Duh, of course. Why are you so surprised? You’re the one who called it an ‘analysis.’ Naturally I went through all your memories from before your rebirth too.”


      “You say ‘naturally,’ but it’s really not...” I uttered.


      This was not at all what I’d expected, but I had to accept it. She’d been talking about my former world when she’d mentioned “that society I used to be a part of.” And now she was talking about Japanese and English, which didn’t exist here. The girl saw the understanding dawn on my face and grinned in reply.


      “Ah, good. What a relief,” she said. “You get it. If you’d told me it was impossible, I’d have been forced to really dumb it down, maybe even give you the monkey-level explanation.”


      But that personality of hers is...going to take some getting used to.


      What struck me as truly strange was that when I brought my cup of tea to my lips, it was wonderfully aromatic. On top of that, I could actually taste it.


      “This is remarkable,” I remarked. “How were you able to re-create this flavor?”


      “Your memories, of course. I didn’t actually know if I’d done a good job, but it appears to have gone well.”


      With a little calm came the peace of mind to better take in my surrounding circumstances. The tea was rosehip—a vivid red with just a touch of acidity. On the table was a selection of sweets—wafer biscuits, macarons, dacquoise cakes, and even sticks of Pocky poking from an ice-filled glass. I hadn’t seen any such sweets in the world I now thought of as home, but they looked like such a natural part of the setting I almost didn’t take notice of them at all.


      “Re-created from memory,” I mused. “I don’t know what to say. All I can say is that you’re incredible.”


      All of it tasted exactly how I remembered.


      “Oh, please. If this is all it takes to impress you, then I’m going to have to revise my assessment of your person. I’ll need to add ‘simpleminded’ to the list, alongside ‘cowardly.’”


      The girl placed her elbows on the table and rested her head on her hands. It was, in a word, adorable. That said, it’s difficult to properly describe how it felt, given that the gesture was not one Ern would have ever been caught dead doing. Still, I didn’t let my bewilderment show.


      “How’s it taste?” the girl asked.


      “It’s delicious...and just like home.”


      She’d been so blunt with me until now, and yet when it came to the matter of hospitality she seemed to swell with pride. As it turned out, she really was simply happy to have pleased me.


      “This is my first time hosting anybody at all, and fortunately I hit it out of the park. And let’s not forget that this is our first time ever properly interacting, master.”


      “I’m sorry, what did you just call me?”


      Master...?


      I wasn’t so stupid that I didn’t know what the word meant, but it was not something I had ever been called, not even in my past life.


      “Don’t look so shocked,” said the girl. “I’m a program devised from Ernesta’s magic. I was downloaded into you, which makes you my host. As such, I’m calling you master. Why doesn’t that make sense?”


      “Yes, the process isn’t lost on me, but I just never imagined the day would come when somebody called me master, program or otherwise.”


      “Would you prefer the Japanese shujin-sama, then? That strikes me as having certain Duke Tuna-esque debauchery to it, which is why I elected to go with master. I had you in mind, you see.”


      “And I appreciate that. Let’s stick with master, then.”


      I certainly preferred it over the alternative. I couldn’t bear the idea of Ern calling me shujin-sama.


      “In any case, introductions are in order,” I said. “I know we’ve already seen one another before, but this is our first actual conversation. What should I call you?”


      “Anything. Whatever. I don’t have a name. Ernesta never set one.”


      “That’s not going to cut it. It’ll be much easier if you have one.”


      “Just call me you, that, or it, even. I don’t care. If a name’s so important, then just give me one.”


      How easy she made it sound. It had taken me literally days to arrive at the name Charlotte for our cat, but even then everybody had come to call her “Charlot.” They ignored the “tte” sound entirely and had entirely forgotten what I’d called her in the first place. Oh, how it vexed me!


      “You said you were devised from Ern’s magic. Do you have any memories of that time?” I asked.


      “You say ‘memories’ like I’m some kind of living, breathing creature. But yes, I retain past data. What of it?”


      “I’d like to know what Ern called you back then. If she had a name for you, I think it would be fitting to keep it. Or would that displease you?”


      “I don’t really understand the concept of displeasure. But when Ern created me, she once called me ‘Plankalkül,’ and I believe that was her name for me.”


      “Thank you. It’s a bit of a mouthful as far as names go, so what if we used it as a base for... Ah. How’s Luca sound?”


      “That’s my name? It’s a bit on the basic side...”


      “Oh. Um... If you don’t like it, I can always go back to the drawing board and come up with some other ideas...”


      “I’m not big on wasting time. Luca is fine.”


      Clearly, Luca was nothing if not complicated. Then again, the word “program” brought to mind computers, machinery, and robots. Perhaps that was why Luca cared little about what she was called?


      “I know you already know who I am, but I’m Karen. It’s nice to meet you, Luca.”


      “And you too, master. And can you stop looking so surprised? A handshake is just basic manners, no?”


      I hadn’t expected her to thrust out her hand, but I was surprised to find that she felt every bit like a living, breathing human. I couldn’t help feeling the brief flash of a memory as we touched—the warmth of Ern’s own body flickered through my mind.


      “There’s a whole lot I want to ask you, but it all starts with the first question.”


      “Then ask away, master. That’s the whole reason I called you here.”


      “And I’m grateful. Firstly, I need to ask if you’re capable of destroying the box.”


      Luca answered without hesitation.


      “I am. As you surmised, my whole purpose is to see the box destroyed.”


      Relief and delight flushed through me, right up until Luca went on.


      “However, I lack the magical energy required to do so.”


      “Is that because I’m not a mage?”


      “It’s true that your magical energy levels are trash. People usually have some magical aptitude, but we’re talking flea levels when it comes to you. That’s why I had such a hard time in the beginning. I couldn’t believe you almost died when I first booted up. To put it in words you might use, I could scarcely believe it.”


      Well, sorry I’m a flea.


      “Let me lay it out in simple terms for you—I have to get into the box to destroy it,” continued Luca. “But in my understanding, the only person who could provide me that level of magic was Ernesta.”


      “How much magic are we lacking?” I asked.


      “More than you could make in your whole life.”


      My whole life? Ugh.


      I swallowed back my disappointment. It was enough to know that we could destroy the box—we simply didn’t have the power to do it.


      “So we don’t have the magic for it. I can understand that because it’s not like I’m a mage or anything, but...if that’s the case, why am I your host?” I asked. “Why didn’t you just go with Six?”


      Six had brought up this point too. He certainly had the magical reserves, and I had to assume he’d be more well-versed in matters pertaining to Luca... Or were those just the assumptions of a non-magic user who didn’t know any better?


      “It’s true that as a host he’d easily provide enough magical power. That sort of power would have supercharged my learning. But it was out of the question. There’s too big of a gap between you two.”


      “And you don’t mean in terms of magic, so...is it a knowledge issue?”


      “Bingo. I needed to learn, and I needed to learn languages. Ernesta prepared me as a fail-safe in case something happened to her, and you were where I was supposed to be downloaded in that scenario. That’s why I reached out to you when I first awoke.”


      By “reach out,” she must have meant that spiral of ink and letters. I had thought it was some kind of code to protect Luca from theft, but as it turned out, that wasn’t the case.


      “The ruins—and by extension, the box—were constructed to trap spirits and use them as fuel. Ernesta came to the conclusion that people from beyond this world were connected to it all. The interior contains letters and characters from a mix of different languages, and for some reason it does not respond to outside interference. That’s why my learning process is so important to all of this—so I can destroy it from the inside.”


      Fuel.


      I’d known of the spirits from talking to Empress Nadia, and here they were again. It seemed they were not entirely uncommon in the past, so that part didn’t surprise me. What did bother me, however, was the word “fuel.”


      “How many people? From outside of this world, I mean?”


      “It’s unclear. But based on just the languages, we’re talking a mix of different races and nationalities.”


      “This is giving me a headache. Just how wrapped up is this world with people from...outside of it?”


      “Who knows? I don’t know the details and I don’t care. This is merely the answer I’ve arrived at based on the data Ernesta left me. I don’t know how people came to their conclusions, and I don’t know how they came to use spirits for fuel, even though said spirits were capable of human emotion. If I had to guess, I’d assume it took a certain heartless cruelty to see things through. It feels as though they didn’t want the ruins destroyed under any circumstances either, which points to a real malevolence, don’t you think?”


      Luca giggled and went on.


      “You can sense it in the way it was built—the stubborn tenacity, the obsession. But that part of things is over, and it has nothing to do with us. Think of the ruins as little more than a remnant of the past, though there’s also the fact that Ernesta realized what it was, didn’t like it, and wanted to see it gone.”


      “You seem to know a lot about her.”


      “Well, yeah. I’m crafted from her magical energy. I’ve been through all the necessary data. But let’s get one thing straight, master—we might look the same, but I’m not Ernesta.”


      She let out a “humph,” but I was left speechless. It was like she’d read my mind.


      “I know about her, yes, but at our cores we are different beings,” Luca explained. “All I can do is make inferences based on remaining records, and the most we can ask is that those inferences happen to be close to the truth. Perhaps a question will help provide context... Was my maker the sort of person who opened her heart to others?”


      “Not really, no.”


      “You see? She was her own person, and she had far too much pride to allow for a perfect copy of herself.”


      “Then why did you choose that form? Her appearance? You look exactly like her...”


      “She was the easiest shape to take of all the people you know, and perhaps because it suits me, I suppose.”


      Or perhaps it’s a show of respect.


      “Okay, so you chose me because that’s what Ern specified, and you need to learn languages,” I said. “Got it. But I don’t speak any other language besides Japanese. What are you going to do about the additional languages?”


      “Your ability to speak a language hardly matters. What I need is information on what you’ve seen and heard. It might have been a flash on the news or a few pages on the internet, but you would have seen and heard other languages. I was able to scan these memories, analyze that data, and store it as knowledge.”


      Which was to say that Luca wasn’t hampered by my own intelligence. Given that she had no other way to learn languages except through my memories, however, Six was inappropriate as a host.


      “Let me guess what you’re thinking,” said Luca. “If Ernesta knew how to destroy the box all along, why not simply give me that information, right?”


      “Right. And the languages too—if you’d been given that data in advance, I would have been unnecessary. But I assume there’s a reason that this didn’t happen?”


      Luca’s smile was like that of a teacher silently praising an otherwise terrible student. It reminded me of Ern.


      “I don’t think it was that she didn’t, it was that she couldn’t,” replied Luca. “She wouldn’t have had the time to upload all that data, but it’s likely more accurate to say that she mastered a means to destroy the box.”


      “Mastered a means? Wait, you mean to say you don’t know?”


      “Let me remind you that I am a program crafted from Ernesta’s magic. I am not her, and I do not think like her. I am not a source of boundless wisdom. I was devised as a safeguard. That means I have to sort through what I was given to come to my own conclusions. In other words, if Ernesta didn’t give me the means she had to destroy the box, it was because only she could do it.”


      Ern was a mage of such power that it wasn’t unfeasible to think she could take on the box on her own. That meant Luca was a plan B. Ern was truly one of a kind, and so she’d had to devise another means of destroying the box if she died.


      “If Ernesta had made me earlier there would likely be a plan C and plan D too,” said Luca. “But she started too late... No, she simply died too soon. That’s why when you found me, I was still in the process of forming... I was like an egg before it hatched.”


      But even then Ern had been able to give Luca all the knowledge she needed and just enough magic to go with it. When Luca woke—or hatched, as it were—she reached out for me, her host, for the magic she needed to boot up. Unfortunately, my magical reserves were so dismal that Luca had scraped away at my vital systems. Knowing that my death would wreck Ern’s plans entirely, Luca had given me back enough magic to survive and taken what else she required from Reinald.


      “So given everything you’ve told me, I can think of you as a magical life-form capable of independent learning, yes?” I said. “But I haven’t seen so much as a word about anything like that in any of the books I’ve read on magic.”


      “Of course you haven’t. Even the most prodigious mages would need an entire lifetime to create anything like me, but even then they’d only manage a worthless self-aware robot at best. Only Ernesta could ever make a grand achievement such as myself.”


      Her chest was puffed up with pride. It was so childlike, and...I had to accept that she was not the Ern I’d known.


      “I see. Thank you for telling me.”


      This was the moment I became truly aware that Luca was an entirely separate being. I could reach out a hand to touch her, and I did just that. I ruffled her hair and watched blankly as her porcelain cheeks flushed red.


      “S-Stop that, you idiot!” Luca protested. “I’m not a child! Who do you think you’ve even been talking to this whole time?!”


      “Oh, I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I just—”


      “You just what? You think thoughtlessness is a good excuse?! You avoided human touch like the plague back when you were a Japanese person, but now this?!”


      “Oh, but nature and nurture, and all of that. I was brought up differently here. If you don’t like it I’ll stop. I’m sorry. Really, I am.”


      “I didn’t say I didn’t like it! But you’re supposed to ask permission for that kind of thing!”


      So a little human touch wasn’t completely out of the question. Perhaps Luca just didn’t want to admit her true feelings. Still, it was hard to separate Luca from Black Bird—both struck me like puppies or other small pets. That was why I’d reached out to pat her on the head.


      Oh, that reminds me...


      “Should I think of you and Black Bird as the same thing?” I asked.


      “Black Bird? You mean the little blob thing?” replied Luca.


      I nodded. They’d emerged at the same time and from the same thing, so I’d thought they came as a pair, but clearly this idea was mistaken.


      “I can see through its eyes to observe the outside world—and I have—but think of us as two separate things. Black Bird is formed from my leftover scraps of magic, mixed with your own. Given that it’s a mostly independent life-form, I have to assume that it’s based on something Ernesta left. Unfortunately, it’s such a tiny and flimsy creature that I can’t work out what. All I can say for sure is that it’s absorbing your magic to grow.”


      “It’s absorbing my magic?”


      “Not enough to get in my way, but yes. It’s not up to anything, and it’s not stopping me from doing what I’m doing. It’s pretty cooperative so I think it’s fine to just let it be, but I can erase it if you prefer.”


      “Er, no. It’s fine. I just wondered what it was. If it’s not a threat, then please, let it be!”


      So Black Bird wasn’t Luca’s doing, but Ern’s. Which made sense, given what Luca had explained up until this point. It also made me think that maybe I should give it an actual name...


      “But who cares about the blob thing anyway? Let’s get back on track.”


      “Yes, of course. In short: You contain within you the means to destroy the box and the ruins in which it rests, but you require a mammoth amount of magical energy, the likes of which I can’t possibly provide. But we’re not going to simply let things end there, are we?”


      “Okay, so I do want to explain that stuff too, but...” Luca stopped suddenly, as if she suddenly wasn’t in the mood to go on. “Look, the idea of having to repeat myself all over again is...well...it’s horribly irksome. So utterly tiresome. And I’m not at all confident about trusting things solely with you, master. So what to do, what to do...?”


      “Well, pardon me for being unreliable.”


      “The facts are the facts. How about instead of pouting about it you finally do something about that scaredy-cat nature of yours? Clinging to a life that’s in the past and no longer within reach... Anybody within their right mind can see that it’s horribly unproductive.”


      “That has nothing to do with anything!”


      And what a horrible thing to say. All the same, Luca had already moved on, and she clapped her hands together as inspiration hit her.


      “Great, it looks like the cast has assembled, so what better time to make an entrance?”


      “Cast?” I asked. “Entrance? Wait, what do you—”


      Before I could speak another word, I felt my head whirl. My vision spun, and I couldn’t keep up with any of it. Everything went dark.


      Ugh...


      I know that she’s not Ern, but she was still made by Ern, and sometimes they are just way too alike...


      I opened my eyes and saw a head of white hair. I was lying on a long sofa while somebody took my pulse. Sophie and Nika were talking about something, but I couldn’t hear exactly what.


      “Look at the princess, so casually waking to the world. Have sudden lapses of consciousness become a skill of yours?”


      “It’s not like I want it to happen,” I replied.


      I was not really in the mood to deal with Six, but as I made to speak to the others, I noticed the girl. She’d been the same age as me when we’d spoken in my mind, but now she was completely different. She still had the same unyielding gaze, the same long hair and dress, but she was much smaller. She stood only as tall as my waist. Her features too, had become childlike. She was, however you looked at it, a child now.


      “The box man arrives at the perfect time,” she said, “which saves me from having to summon you.”


      I couldn’t help noticing the slightly higher pitch of her voice. She’d come out of nowhere, and her appearance left Six genuinely shocked. He spun to look at Luca with a sharp, pointed stare the likes of which I’d never before seen.


      “You’ve gotten...smaller,” I said.


      “I know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t like I was going to show up here looking like you-know-who. My existence may break the rule of natural law, but I do my best to keep abreast of the circumstances I find myself in.”


      “Oh yes, good point. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome. I’m nothing if not a considerate familiar. And wasted on you, I might add!”


      Now that she was smaller—and cuter—she struck me even more like a pet than she had earlier. Still, I knew better than to actually voice that comment aloud. It was interesting to me that the more we spoke, the more human Luca’s characteristics became. She had called herself a program, but that struck me as more of a metaphor.


      As she learns more, will she also change more?


      Luca was made from a portion of Ern’s magical energy, and so I had wondered how she would act around Six. As it turned out, she barely gave him the time of day, offering him only the most cursory of glances. She wasn’t interested in the “box man,” as she called him, and in fact saw him as a nuisance.


      “Will one of you fetch Reinald for us, please?” she asked, brushing Six aside with a wave like one might a stray dog.


      “Oh, Nika, please, sheathe your sword. The girl isn’t a threat,” I said.


      “Don’t lay a finger on her,” added Six. “I can tell by her arrogance and annoying nature that she’s Ern’s.”


      “How very observant of you,” said Luca. “How relieved I am that the box man isn’t a complete idiot... Ah! You! Stop that!”


      Black Bird had popped from a shadow and started playing with Luca. It was adorable, and it was in the midst of it all that Reinald appeared.


      “The man of plots and schemes himself,” uttered Luca, looking up at him with a certain awe. “But at least you’re better than the box man. Though to be perfectly honest, I’d much rather steer clear of the both of you.”


      The whole room froze. I felt sharp, stabbing pains in my gut.


      “How incredibly rude. If you weren’t what you are, you’d be getting a spanking right now,” said Six.


      Luca responded with a snort. She clearly felt zero need to be polite to Six. Six, for his part, was used to complaints and insults, but he still didn’t like being belittled. He could barely bring himself to even look in Luca’s direction. Reinald, however, knelt down before her and put a hand to his chest.


      “At last we meet,” he said. “I am Reinald. I believe I already know who you are, but would you be so kind as to tell me your name?”


      “Ooh, manners,” replied Luca. “A far cry from the box man. I am Luca, the gift from Ern you’ve been waiting so ardently for.”


      “It’s an honor, Luca.”


      Reinald seemed to know exactly what he was dealing with and had quickly realized how easily one could get on Luca’s bad side—he had knelt down so as to make eye contact, largely because he did not want to appear as if he were looking down on her.


      “I’m here to talk to you all about the problem that plagues you,” said Luca. “I didn’t see the need to rush, but with master being so curious, I made an early entrance.”


      “A wise decision,” replied Reinald. “You have my gratitude. If you don’t mind me asking, when you say ‘master,’ to whom are you referring?”


      “Karen. I know it’s something of an unusual term for her, but don’t dwell on it.”


      “As you wish.”


      Whoa. Someone’s mood has improved considerably. Reinald’s charm sure is something.


      “When Karen fainted earlier, I assume that had something to do with you?” asked Reinald.


      “Corect. I wanted to speak with her, and so I put her to sleep. I apologize if it took you by surprise.”


      “Pay it no mind.”


      Ugh. Reinald. Seriously?


      “That said, I happened to be with her on this occasion and as such she came out unscathed,” commented Reinald. “Under different circumstances a sudden collapse might see her injured. Head trauma might even leave her comatose, which I’m sure we’d all rather avoid. If all possible, could you please avoid any sudden lapses in consciousness?”


      “Oh, good point. Wouldn’t want master dying on us. I’ll keep it in mind.”


      “Thank you.”


      “I should also note that this is my first time appearing in the world like this. All this standing is wearing me out. Do you mind if we sit down to talk?”


      Black Bird was rubbing against Luca, who was a little put off by it. Black Bird, however, was over the moon to be so close to both Luca and Reinald. Unfortunately, the creature’s feelings went entirely unrequited.


      “Everybody’s so uptight here,” said Luca, the mischievous glint in her eye revealing a scheme in mind. “I’ve gone to the trouble of making an appearance and I can’t stay long, so I’d like to speak at Master Karen’s house.”


      “If you’d prefer a location outside of the palace, we can see you are well taken care of at my personal manor,” offered Reinald.


      “No. I’ve already made up my mind. We’re going to Master Karen’s house.”


      In every way she looked adamant. And so it was that I invited everybody to my humble abode. At the time of our departure, however, Luca threw a small tantrum. The carriage prepared for us was furnished with lace curtains, and Luca hated them—she wanted an unobstructed view of the outside world. Thus, another carriage was prepared with larger windows. As I made to board, I felt a tugging at my dress.


      “Carry me, master,” demanded Luca. “I’m too small for these steps, and I’m not used to this body. I’m not sure I’ll be able to maintain my balance.”


      Six reacted with complete and utter disdain. He was tagging along because he had to—he was always going to be a part of any box discussions. He’d been ignoring Luca’s existence entirely and was all set to teleport to Conrad when she’d blasted him.


      “Look, I like being around you even less than you like being around me. You think I want a creep like you anywhere near me? But I can’t search the box without your presence, and without you nearby all of my examinations are going to drag on. Do you see where I’m going with this?”


      “Huh. So that’s why I felt that weird interference,” muttered Six. “It was you.”


      “I’m not doing it because I want to, creep.”


      So Six had to be nearby. That made for a carriage of four—Luca, Six, Reinald, and myself.


      “All this human playacting of yours is just making for more inconvenience,” muttered Six. “And now you’re making people carry you around too?”


      “You’re an idiot. Haven’t you even noticed how dismal Master Karen’s magical level is? Right now, right at this very instant I’m running analyses, and that means I have to split my resources. I was doing you all the kindness of saving some of those resources by outsourcing my physical work, but you seem to be oblivious to the fact.”


      Six grunted.


      “I know she doesn’t have the capacity for magic,” he muttered. “That’s why you should have picked me, right from the start.”


      “Are you really so stupid that you can’t see there’s a reason I didn’t? Get with the times, box man.”


      I could tell that both Luca and Six believed they were superior to one another, and neither wanted to budge an inch, which made them completely incompatible. Six didn’t go too off the rails—likely because he knew Luca was our linchpin—and Reinald and I were mostly powerless to intervene.


      In any case, I was just about to lift our little princess into the carriage when Reinald swooped in and did it for me.


      “Ah!” cried Luca. “Not the oaf!”


      She raged defiantly but ultimately relented. I climbed aboard the carriage after them and took a seat, at which point Luca designated my lap as her chair for the ride.


      If the princess demands it, then so shall it be.


      But once the horses set off, our moody little princess began humming to herself. She was every bit the adorable little girl. Nobody would have even guessed that she was a creation crafted entirely from magic.


      “Hey master,” said Luca, pointing. “Those people over there, is that an outdoor market? I want to buy something!”


      “Yes, and when all of this is over I’ll happily take you out shopping...” I replied.


      “Nope, none of that,” said Six. “Anybody who knows what Ern looked like will see her in you. That’s trouble we can’t afford. And hide the bird, will you? It barely even passes for one in the first place.”


      “I’d like to, I really would, but Black Bird just isn’t listening to me today,” I replied.


      I was beginning to get a feel for Luca’s personality. She’d thrown her tantrums because she’d wanted to see the outside world. It was clear she was enjoying herself, and Black Bird was getting swept up in it all as well, flapping its wings wildly.


      “If you’d like the window seat, I’m happy to just give it to you,” I said.


      “Master! Master!” cried Luca, ignoring me. “Is that human holding fruit? I want to try it. Will you buy some for me?”


      “Rio has probably gone out shopping for some already, so we’ll have him put together a platter.”


      “And how do cats feel? What does fluffy feel like? Is that why you bury your head in Charlot’s back all the time? She’s always licking herself, but you say she smells like the sun. I’m kind of worried about your sense of smell, honestly!”


      “Er, you’ll get to pat our cats yourself soon enough. Blacky loves chil... Ahem. Blacky loves people your size, so I’m sure he’ll be very friendly. Just be careful around the others, because... Well, look—you’re making Black Bird all jealous.”


      Black Bird had drawn a touch closer to Reinald, the very picture of sorrow.


      And please, please don’t just go blurting to the whole world about what I get up to in the privacy of my own home!


      “You know, I didn’t think there was a point to making seats soft, but now I totally get it,” remarked Luca. “All this rocking around in carriages is sure to hurt your butt. That’s why they fill seat cushions with cotton.”


      Luca was far more talkative than I’d expected. It revealed that she had a lot of information inside of her that lacked real-world context. Everything was new and interesting for her. But that said, when she started pulling on Reinald’s hair I broke out in nervous goose bumps.


      Fortunately, Sofie had ridden ahead of us to inform everybody at home, so by the time our carriage arrived everything was already prepared. Whately had made sure things were ready for our diminutive guest, and he didn’t even flinch when faced with a girl who so resembled my deceased friend.


      “The cat!” shouted Luca. “Where are the cats?!”


      “Yes, yes, hold your horses,” I mumbled. “Wendel!”


      Blacky was promptly brought to Luca for inspection. Luca gave Wendel a pat on the head and called him “a very good boy.” That Wendel simply took it with a polite “thank you” showed he deserved a reward for his excellent handling of things.


      When she was done with Blacky, Luca put her game face back on.


      “Bring me some dried apples,” demanded Luca. “I want to try them with tea.”


      “That tea...”


      “Ernesta’s favorite, I know. That’s why I wanted to try it.”


      Those not directly involved in our discussion soon excused themselves.


      “Finally,” muttered Six.


      “I’ve talked to Master Karen about some of the details, but let’s get down to the nitty-gritty of destroying the box,” said Luca.


      Luca told everybody what she’d told me when I fainted, but she cleverly passed over the details concerning other worlds. The mention of “fuel” seemed to stir something in Six.


      “I had thought that might be the case,” he said. “It’s because of all this stupidity that everything mystical in the world began to vanish from it. And they’re the reason the spirits decided to leave entirely.”


      “Whatever the truth may be, I don’t care,” replied Luca. “What matters is that I can provide you a way to destroy the box. I’ll give you the most effective solutions I can, but all share the same glaring issue.”


      “A lack of magical energy,” said Six.


      “Master Karen cannot provide it on her own,” said Luca, nodding. “If we didn’t have to worry about anything other than gathering the magical energy we’d have options, but there are too many unknowns. Too much risk. I don’t want to put Master Karen’s life at stake.”


      “I apologize for butting in, but might I add a thought?” asked Reinald.


      “You may,” replied Luca.


      “From what I’ve heard until now, it sounds like we have to destroy the entire ruins. Can we not simply destroy the box first?”


      “You’ve been over the idea that the ruins might be like a prison guard for a box prisoner, yes? That is exactly what we’re looking at. But even if you were to release the prisoner, do not expect the guard to simply sit by idly. The box and the ruins are connected—you cannot have one without the other. To destroy only the box would result in the whole system malfunctioning. That will have an effect, and it may well render the imperial capital uninhabitable. How do you expect to find homes for such an overwhelming number of refugees?”


      Luca was certain that the ruins and the box were inseparable, but she lacked conclusive evidence—she told us that she was still in the process of analyzing the box itself. To analyze and understand the system in its entirety would simply require exorbitant amounts of time.


      “Now that I have made Master Karen my host, separating from her is near impossible. However, I still have to use my magic through her, and the load is great.”


      “Indeed. Given that you are intertwined to such an extent, any use of your magic will exert some effect on the host.”


      “Exactly. I’m in the midst of strengthening her person so as to provide her some magical capabilities, but we should make accumulating the necessary magical energy our priority.”


      Hang on a second. That’s news to me.


      “Can you gather what we need from mages?” asked Luca, not allowing me a moment for my question. “Or perhaps magically fertile land? The ability to syphon what we need from such an area would play in our favor.”


      My question dissipated. Her request was beyond what I’d expected, and not in any way simple either. Reinald and Six could not simply agree to her suggestions. The troubled looks on their faces told me that the gathering of magical energy was not so simple an undertaking, and it was perhaps why Six made a reluctant suggestion.


      “What if we were to transplant one of my eyes?” he muttered.


      Wait. What?


      “A t-transplant?” I asked.


      You mean he’d give me...an eye?


      Luca was the first to react. She stood to her feet and looked ready to storm on over and punch Six right in the face. Black Bird, who had been lazing on her knees, tumbled to the floor.


      “Stop right there, Sixtus,” she said. “You mean to give my master an eye transplant?”


      “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” replied Six. “You said it yourself—you need the magic.”


      “I did, but I did not say I wanted you to link yourself to Master Karen. I won’t stand for it. You know the consequences.”


      “But it is the path of least resistance, no?”


      I sensed sparks flying as their two personalities collided. The tension was thick. Conflict was imminent. I sought to ease things by raising a hand.


      “Question,” I said. “You’re talking about eye transplants, and quite frankly that’s terrifying. Can you please tell me exactly what you mean?”


      “I too would like an explanation,” added Reinald. “I cannot offer an informed opinion on the matter otherwise.”


      We humans were having trouble following the discussion between the magical system and the spirit trapped in the box. Luca’s lips drew into a thin line, but Six laid everything out.


      “It’s exactly what it sounds like. Karen and I will swap an eye. This will create a connection between us, providing a certain impudent little witch with access to the magic she needs.”


      “Okay, next question,” I said. “What’s the risk?”


      “You’ll simply be more powerful than your ordinary mage.”


      “Ugh, talk about skimming over the details,” cried Luca. “Master, he makes it sound simple, but the process is one of putting something that isn’t human into a human body. If said body is unable to tolerate said implant, we have no idea what side effects may result.”


      “And you’ll protect her from anything harmful,” said Six, cutting in. “Isn’t that your job, parasite?”


      “I’m a co-inhabitant, you piece of trash. Ugh, anyway, I refuse. Find a suitable plot of land for me to draw from. That’s a far better idea.”


      “No. I refuse that idea outright,” stated Six.


      His glare was one of freezing sharp ice. Most people would have wilted, perhaps even fainted under such pressure, but Luca returned Six’s gaze in kind. Like I said, they were fundamentally incompatible.


      “What’s your problem, huh?” spat Luca. “I’m here, doing this, for you. Show some respect.”


      “You need enough magic to destroy me, correct? You think I don’t know just how much magic you’ll need to accomplish that? Do not take me lightly, witch.”


      It was at this point that I was glad Whateley and the others weren’t present. Six’s anger in the moment was so intense it was like I could see the air wavering around his person. All of it was directed at Luca, but all the same I felt a chill down my spine—I did not like where this was going.


      “Yes, I could suggest a number of suitable locations,” said Six, “but the magic you would need to destroy the ruins would make the land arid and entirely infertile for decades. You would turn it all into wasteland.”


      “I have not made my decision lightly. It is a necessity. And if you truly desire your freedom, what’s a wasteland or two anyway?”


      “It’s a matter of scope,” replied Six. “Were it only people dying I’d let it slide. But do you have any idea of the sheer amount of natural life you would be killing through your actions? What we lose will not return, no matter how much time we spend trying to bring it back. If you insist on stealing the only proof that we ever existed, then I will tear your head from your shoulders and take what I need myself.”


      “Try it. I’ll turn your jaw into dust before you even get the chance. Shut that big mouth of yours.”


      Black smoke swirled in Luca’s hand. I felt an imminent threat. I saw visions of our house turning to ashes.


      “A little girl drawing from the weakest magical source imaginable. I quiver with fear,” said Six sarcastically.


      “You think Ernesta crafted her finest work without a few security measures? Better watch yourself, box.”


      Murder laced each and every word they spoke.


      This was no time to simply sit back and watch the end of the world. As Luca’s host I had to act, but as I rose to my feet Reinald acted first. His arm reached out toward the table to quickly take a few cookies and pieces of chocolate in hand.


      “Calm down,” he said.


      Reinald then shoved everything he’d grabbed into Six’s mouth. Six tried to reel backward but found Reinald’s other hand anchoring his head in place. With no escape in sight, Six had no choice but to...well, eat. He let out a few defiant moans, but Reinald showed no mercy, his hands firmly in place as he looked down on the mage. Luca cackled with laughter.


      “That’s what you get!” she sang.


      The girl could not hide her glee.


      My goodness.


      I took a piece of chocolate from the table and fed it to the girl. She still looked like a child, so I couldn’t quite bring myself to go as far as Reinald had.
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      “Don’t make things worse,” I said. “It’s high time we had a little golden silence, hm?”


      I had never imagined the day would come that I would find myself sounding just like my sister, Gerda, and yet here we were. A frown grew on Luca’s face and she looked set to retort, but I followed my chocolate jab with a red candy wallop. Her mouth full of sweets, Luca lit up with delight.


      “Whoa, master, what was that?” she uttered, incredulous. “That red thing, it was sweet, but it was just a touch sour... Is this sensation what you humans refer to as ‘delicious’?”


      “Ah, it would seem you’ve discovered the joy of strawberries,” I said. “In that case, I’ll make you a strawberry tart some time soon.”


      “A tart? Oh, are those the shiny cake-looking things? You know how to make them?”


      “I do, but it’s mostly a hobby. If you’re after the genuine article, we can ask Rio to make one.”


      “No! I want you to make it!”


      Luca’s innocent smile was like sunshine. The catastrophic air once heavy in the room dissipated. It was the sudden pendulum swing of her moods that made her seem so childlike. Six, meanwhile, was force-fed until his mouth was packed full. Only then did Reinald release his grip.


      “Thank you, Sir Reinald,” I said sincerely. “It was your actions that saved our entire household.”


      “Six hates to see food go to waste,” replied Reinald calmly. “You’d be wise to remember this strategy.”


      “Reinald, you really think food is enough to settle me...?” muttered Six.


      “Am I wrong?”


      “You just wait. Ugh, have you even considered what may happen if you overfeed me and I die? The act of simply crafting this body takes considerable effort, I’ll have you know...”


      In any case, the crisis was averted. Black Bird, who had been fluttering around in something of a panic the whole time, finally came to a quiet rest atop Six’s head.


      “Luca, you mentioned something about making me capable of magic,” I said. “What did you mean by that? I don’t recall doing any training or anything of the like.”


      “It’s nothing special,” Luca replied. “With your body as it is, any magic I use is harmful to you. I’m getting you used to magic a little at a time.”


      “That’s the first I’ve heard of that,” I muttered.


      “Because it’s the first time I’ve spoken of it,” said Luca matter-of-factly. “But it’s only a little. Still, you had zero affinity in the first place, so this is very much a benefit. While I’m around you’ll be a little healthier, so don’t worry about a thing.”


      I hoped she meant I wouldn’t have to worry about sudden fevers. Still, without a precedent to lean on, I had my doubts.


      “But what we’ve been talking about until now is entirely different,” Luca continued. “The box man isn’t a spirit, but he isn’t human either. Just the very idea of him transplanting an eye... I mean, it’ll provide a secure flow of magic, but...”


      “No buts,” said Six, cutting in. “It will, and that’s final.”


      I noticed Six was calmer now.


      “What other choice do we have, realistically?” he asked. “If you syphon magic from the earth itself, you’ll be pouring a huge amount of magic into Karen. You can place your safeguards, but her body still won’t handle it. That, or her mind will break instead.”


      “Just give me potential locations already,” said Luca.


      “Listen, the locations you’re looking for are places still ripe with magical energy. In other words, places that still have lingering traces of past mysticism. That means places in which spirits once lived. Do you really believe it safe for an ordinary person to just absorb spirit fragments like that?”


      Six was essentially talking about the elemental affinities—earth, water, fire, and wind. Magical energy was magical energy in this world, but within that there were affinities. Six was essentially saying that if the vessel was too small, and you filled it with all the affinities that existed in a single location, it spelled immediate death.


      At least, I think that’s what he was saying.


      “It will be far more constructive to have her learn how to handle a newfound power under my watch,” declared Six. “That goes for getting her used to it too.”


      “But your magical energy is corrupt. It’s so twisted you couldn’t even begin to call it pure. That I know for certain!”


      “Then enlighten me—what other options do we have? Tell me that, bite-sized princess.”


      “But if something goes wrong and you’re sealed away, we have no idea what will happen to her!”


      “Like I said, I’m open to other suggestions. I have my own reasons for not wanting to draw power from the earth, but if all other options fail we can try it. But let me make my opinion clear—any attempt to do so is doomed to failure. Karen’s body will not take that kind of strain. That, and we know that Karl will not simply sit idly by if he notices anything strange going on over a large expanse. I’m right and you know it.”


      Six’s last words were directed at Reinald, who sighed and nodded.


      “Then what about people? Can you provide enough of those?”


      “Ask her that. Karen’s the one who’s watched hundreds die over the last six months. But I don’t think she’ll eagerly agree to more sacrifice.”


      “He’s right,” I said. “I’m sorry, Luca, but that’s too much.”


      Six had momentum on his side now, and he was ready to drive his point well and truly home. You could tell by his manner and tone that he held little regard, if any, for the girl he was speaking to.


      “You might act human and you might pretend to be worried about your host, but Ern Quach created you to destroy the box. Those are your orders, and you know as well as I do that they are carved into the core of your being. It is the reason you were born and the reason you exist. That’s no exaggeration. If you cannot destroy me, that makes you defective. Your very existence becomes meaningless, making you no better than trash.”


      “Six, she’s not putting on an act,” I said. “Don’t say that.”


      “Oh, have I made the host angry? Then I’ll spare you the rest.”


      I decided then that our best course of action would be to keep Six and Luca apart unless absolutely necessary. Luca was on the verge of tears but was trying to keep them hidden. Reinald was kind enough to draw Six’s attention while she wiped at her eyes.


      “Say you do go through with the transplant,” he said. “What side effects can we expect?”


      “I can’t say. I’ve never shared my power with anybody. Karen would be the first. But her little wench should be able to ensure that we don’t run into any trouble.”


      He talks about it like we’re just swapping shoes or something...


      “If my eye changes color, it’s going to draw attention. People will notice. What do we do about that?” I asked.


      “There are ways around that. You’ll get your eye back when it’s all over, and I won’t tinker with it. I’ll keep it exactly the way you leave it, in the name of fairness.”


      “I don’t know if we’ve ever had the chance to properly test your idea of fair,” muttered Reinald.


      “Reinald, you really must stop judging me by human standards. But let me say this—I was once renowned for my kindness and generosity, you know. Nothing’s changed.”


      “Will it hurt?” I asked.


      “Of course not,” said Six, looking offended by my question as he crossed his legs. “This procedure is essential to ensuring my release. I will treat it with the utmost care. In any case, that’s where I stand. It’s as safe and definitive an idea as I can give you. If it’s the box you want to destroy, then please—make the wise decision.”


      In other words, it all comes down to me.


      But there was only ever one answer.


      “May I have a little time?” I asked. “The idea of an eye transplant isn’t something I can just embrace with open arms.”


      “Putting it off, are you? I must admit, I’m surprised. I didn’t think you’d hesitate.”


      I had to wonder—exactly who did Six think I was? Regardless, he didn’t like that I wanted some time to think things through.


      “If your parasite uses any magic, it will have an impact on you, one way or another,” added Six. “I won’t say any more than that, but just bear it in mind.”


      “I will... It’s been made abundantly clear to me already. I just need a little time to mentally prepare myself... I mean, you said it yourself—we don’t know what the side effects might be.”


      “Master?!” cried Luca.


      Six whistled with delight, but Reinald did not share in his casual joy.


      “Do you not think you might be taking this decision too lightly?” he asked. “I know that, given my position, I should be encouraging this, but if you do go through with it, there’s nothing I can do to help you should you change your mind.”


      “There’s nothing light about it,” I replied. “Luca’s stopped offering any retorts. That’s because she knows this is our best option, right?”


      Luca was on the verge of tears again. This was her duty more than anybody else’s. She had been so defiant, so harsh with her pressure, and yet now she was at a loss, like an abandoned child.


      “I’m right, aren’t I, Luca?” I said.


      “I don’t want to admit it, but yes, it’s true. That’s our best option. But we shouldn’t rush the transplant either—you don’t have a high enough tolerance level yet. I’ll need to weave a spell to ensure you’re protected.”


      “Good. Which means that either way, we’ll need a little time.”


      I was relieved, but Luca clearly couldn’t understand why I’d accepted Six’s suggestion.


      “Why did you agree to this so quickly?” she asked, confused.


      “Don’t mistake quick with thoughtless,” I replied.


      “But you hated what Ernesta did. Why help the people who helped her achieve that?”


      Her gaze was sharp like Ern’s, but it was her own, and as she leveled it at me I remembered. Luca had been through my memories. She knew everything I’d experienced. She knew me. And to be honest, I did not like the idea of answering her in front of Reinald and Six. But I could feel from Luca her ardent desire to learn about people more thoroughly, and in the face of that I could not simply shrug her off.


      “If you know that much, then you already know my reasoning,” I said.


      “But I don’t. You’re my host and I’ve observed everything you’ve done. I’ve tried to understand. But human emotions are so complicated. I knew I’d never get to the bottom of them, so I gave up before I saw everything. But even then I know how mad you were at Ernesta.”


      “My my, what a twist,” uttered Six.


      I let his words pass through one ear and straight out the other.


      Luca was right, however. When I had discovered that Ernesta invented guns, I was incensed. When I realized that she’d brought such weaponry into the world, and when I discovered that they would inevitably spread, I worried for my friend. And yet, at the same time I couldn’t stop a thought that threatened to tear my heart in two.


      “Why would you do something so utterly stupid?!”


      I had always known that Ern sought fame and glory, but I’d never realized her ambitions were so strong that she’d been willing to warp the very world we had come to call our second home. Especially when it came to the sharing of technology. We had always stood on opposite sides of the fence on the matter, but having never lived in a society with guns, I could not come to terms with them. At the time I hadn’t been able to properly internalize it because Ern herself was in such danger, but Luca was right. I’d been angry at her.


      But that wasn’t everything.


      “Yes, I was furious,” I admitted. “But being angry isn’t the same as denying her outright. We disagreed on things, but that was never going to be enough to break our friendship. We were supposed to help each other course correct when we found ourselves going in the wrong direction. That’s what I wanted. But it’s no longer an option, and at the very least, I can still put things right.”


      “And that’s why you stand here now, resolute?” asked Luca.


      “Yes. You understand now, don’t you? You know what I want to do.”


      It was all too easy to say you were angry. To say you hated someone. To not understand them. It was all too easy to use those words as excuses to simply cut ties. But I could not bring myself to shut Ern out. I didn’t want to. Even when I knew that it was her technological discoveries that had led to Conrad’s downfall, I still couldn’t let her go.


      If Ern knew what I had my mind set on, she’d be just as angry at me as I was at her. I could even hear her screaming “I never asked for your help!” She’d have been red-faced with rage, and we may well have even gotten into an argument about it. After all, she was the kind of friend who found a way to invade even my dreams.


      So yes, I planned to see things through.


      “I am not taking this on for nothing,” I said, addressing Reinald now. “Once I accept this eye, there’s something you’ll need me for, and I would like you to be open to negotiating that when the time comes.”


      “I’d be more than happy to hear you out now, but I assume it’s not that simple?”


      “We’ll need to be on equal footing, and at present I have nothing with which to negotiate. It’s not the sort of thing you’d agree to were I to simply say please either.”


      “As terrifying as that sounds, I must admit I’m equally intrigued. Very well, you have my word. I will grant you my full attention when the time arises.”


      “Let me guess, you need him to be emperor?” asked Six.


      “Indeed. It’s one of the reasons I’m aiding in your release.”


      “Color me pleased, then. It’s so hard to trust someone whose only motive is vengeance. Can’t say I’m not relieved.”


      “I hate that side of you, Six. Truly and utterly,” I commented.


      “Just as I hate all humans unequivocally, I suppose.”


      Making Reinald the emperor connected it all—my revenge, my plea, and Ern’s hope. In that sense, making him emperor was the premise upon which all else rested. My one worry in all of this was Wilhelmina, and I’d asked for time because I wanted to speak with her.


      Reinald and Six discussed further details, and just like that dinner was on the near horizon.


      “Is that a stew?” asked Luca, her nose wrinkling as the aroma drifted around us. “I know that savory meals taste considerably different from snacks, and I am most curious.”


      The girl was nothing if not driven by her appetite. When the topic of dinner came up, Six rose to his feet. He was peckish and left to pinch some food. The moment he was gone, Luca launched into action.


      “Hey, blockhead,” she said to Reinald.


      “Luca, language please!” I said.


      It was no way to address a prince, but Luca paid my scolding no mind. Instead, she placed her hands defiantly upon her hips. It was adorable, it really was, but I couldn’t help feeling she was about to ask for trouble.


      “I have a request. It won’t take but a second. Help me out?”


      “Assuming it’s within my power. Right here and now, you mean?”


      “We’ll be done in a flash. Hug me.”


      Reinald blinked. He was confused. Luca spread her arms. Black Bird did the same, imitating her.


      “Well?” her gesture seemed to say.


      What am I even watching right now?


      “I apologize,” said Reinald, “but I’m not sure I follow.”


      “Enough. Just hug me, like I said. You know, like a father would his daughter.”


      Reinald’s confusion hadn’t dissipated in the slightest, but he lowered himself to a knee.


      “Apologies, again,” he said, suddenly pausing, “but I don’t actually know what a father’s hug feels like. Perhaps you might offer some instruction?”


      “Ugh!” grunted Luca. “You really are a blockhead! Master Karen, over here, now!”


      I could almost see the steam coming out of her ears. Now she wanted me to hug her like a mother hugging her daughter. I did it just as I remembered it.


      “I see...” muttered Luca, looking every bit the analyst all of a sudden. “Reinald, now you too. Just like Karen is. You’ve seen how it works. You know what to do.”


      “Er, Luca,” I said, panicking. “Luca?!”


      “Hush!” she replied.


      Seriously, what is this?! What are you doing?!


      I couldn’t bear it. I was all set to flee, but before I could Reinald’s arms enveloped both Luca and me. Trapped in his strong embrace, I felt my brain go entirely blank in an instant.


      “I believe that’s exactly what you asked for,” said Reinald. “Anything else?”


      “Nope. Just don’t move. Oh, come on, master,” muttered Luca. “This is no different from when you were learning to dance. Nothing to get flustered over.”


      That and this are completely different circumstances!


      Ugh. I’m breaking out in a panicked, funky sweat. Can he tell? Do I stink? I mean, he’s got a nice scent about him, though it’s subtle, I admit. I wonder if it’s from incense or something like that?


      I can feel the warmth of his body through his clothes. I can feel his breath. This proximity is too much. We’re too close.


      I fought desperately to place my mind elsewhere, but all of it was to no avail. All I knew was that if someone came in and saw us like this, I would die.


      “So this is what a hug feels like,” uttered Luca, her body relaxing in my arms. “Now I know how Ernesta felt...”


      I felt mentally spent by the time Luca was finally satisfied. Reinald was his calm and collected self, though perhaps still a touch befuddled. The strain of the heart, then, was mine to bear alone.


      “And what did you learn through that?” Reinald asked.


      “Nothing about the ruins, if that’s what you mean,” said Luca. “That was just for the sake of my curiosity—my desire to acquire knowledge.”


      You mean I could have said no?!


      “Ernesta never provided me with emotions,” said Luca. “but I’m a part of her. I have a shard of a memory, a vague but powerful joy she felt when being hugged by her parents. I had the two of you act as proxies.”


      I wondered what it was she’d wanted to confirm through the feeling, but I could see that even Luca herself didn’t quite have words for it. Instead, I promptly buried my head into a nearby cushion. As I lay there dying, Six returned.


      “What the heck happened here?” he asked. “Did you three get up to some fun while I was gone?”


      “Enough about us,” said Luca. “Give me one of those apples.”


      “Not in your life. And anyway, you’re tiny. Just one of these will leave you completely and utterly stuffed.”


      “That’s not how my body works. I can eat as much as I damn well please.”


      “Oh, so you’re just an empty shell? I can’t believe you had the gall to refer to yourself as a masterpiece.”


      “Huh?!”


      All it took was a few words before insults flew between them like missiles, but at least now the attention in the room was elsewhere. I glanced briefly at Reinald, who simply shook his head and sipped at his tea. Our eyes met for a brief second, but I plunged my head back into my cushion before any words could be spoken.


      Rio’s stew was utterly delectable...or at least, it should have been. My mind and spirit were so battered that taste was beyond me by that point. Reinald elected to join us for dinner, and we shared the table with Wendel and Claude too. But when he tried a spoonful of stew, however, Reinald’s face drew into a blank expression. After a moment’s thought, he began asking about it. He was so curious, in fact, that we eventually called Rio to tell him about how he’d crafted the taste. Rio was, perhaps unsurprisingly, a little more awkward than usual around the empire’s crown prince.


      “Er, well...” said Rio, struggling a little for words. “When I was young, I lived in a small city on the outskirts of the empire. It was there that I learned how to make stew, but I wasn’t there long and the memories are...admittedly a little hazy. Still, I like to think that the foundation is still there. If it’s not to your preference, you have my humblest apologies...”


      “No, I didn’t ask because I didn’t like it. I was just curious. Please, rest easy.”


      Reinald ended up finishing the entire bowl. Luca was with us when we finally saw him off, and she offered him some advice.


      “Get an early night,” she said. “I did a lot more moving around than I anticipated, and you were the main source of my magical energy. It’s going to take a toll on you.”


      “Ah, that would explain why I feel so sluggish.”


      “Yes, but when I borrow magic from Master Karen, she tends to faint. Your endurance levels are kind of insane, so I’m sure you can handle a little fatigue. It’s nothing life-threatening.”


      “Why say that now?!” I cried. “Aren’t you supposed to say that kind of thing before?! Like a warning?!”


      Neither of them listened to me, which I should have seen coming.


      Before he left, Reinald presented me with a flower. It was the very flower I’d held in my hands before I’d fainted. He’d had it carefully wrapped.


      “I don’t know if you need it,” he said, “but you seemed very fond of it earlier.”


      “I’m so glad you remembered,” I replied. “I was so sad to think it might have been lost.”


      Later, I put the flower in a cup with some water and placed it on the windowsill. A bud vase would have been perfect for it, but I didn’t mind—the cup seemed a better fit for Reinald’s awkward choice of flower.


      Luca had disappeared by this point, but the ever rounded Black Bird was still nearby. The moonlight cast a dull glimmer over the flower, and I didn’t think it would ever cease to bring me joy.

    

  

  
    
      8: Proposals and Partings


      The day started off strange—like it was a sign of things to come. Trouble on the horizon, perhaps. It started with Whateley sleeping in, which on the one hand was nothing more than one man getting a little more sleep than usual. On the other hand, he slept in. Whateley was still spending most of his time resting, but he was a man with a routine, and he was not one to stray from it.


      Nobody thought to wake him because it just so happened that all the house staff were out on errands. The rest of us let him go. “Isn’t it fine to sleep in once in a while?” we thought. Wendel and I weren’t doing anything particularly important anyway, so it wasn’t like we had any right to criticize him for a little extra sleep.


      Still, when Whateley did wake, it was odd to see him so gloomy. I had a feeling that if Claude saw him in such a state he’d only rub it in, so to protect our steward’s honor I thought to somehow keep him out of sight. When Claude arrived for breakfast, however, it was with troubles of his own.


      “Morning,” he said, scratching at the back of his head. “I’ve gone through the wringer, my friends. Today might just be one of those days.”


      Unsatisfied with simply existing across the street, Claude had bought an apartment building in the neighborhood. He said it was because it pained him to have to summon his various assistants and secretaries. That said, he offered very generous prices on rooms to anybody related to the Conrad family. He’d always had an interest in management, but turning that into an interest in real estate profit was mind boggling.


      “What’s wrong with you?” Claude said, appraising Whateley. “Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed? Ah. A little too much sleep, perhaps?”


      “Knock it off, will you?” replied Whateley.


      “I’m bang on target, I see. What’s wrong with sleeping in? That second round of sleep is like a little slice of heaven, is it not? The older you get, the earlier you rise, after all—no harm in reliving a few memories of youth.”


      “Oh, just let it go, will you? Stop being so nosy.”


      Only Claude truly noticed the subtleties in Whateley’s bearing. He took a seat at the table and helped himself to some bread, which he spread lavishly with butter and jam. Seeing it best to keep the topic of discussion away from our steward, Wendel spoke up.


      “But what’s wrong?” he asked Claude. “Did you run into some trouble this morning?”


      “Listen to this, would you?” said Claude. “Earlier this morning I took the boys out for a walk. It’d been a while, I must admit.”


      Claude owned three rather large dogs. Ordinarily he left the walking of them to his assistants, but today he’d gone out for some exercise and apparently encountered some trouble.


      “I saw a lady in need and helped her out. Mere moments later a carriage passed by and sprayed muddy water all over me!”


      “Oh. And it did pour with rain yesterday, didn’t it?” said Wendel, remembering.


      “Fortunately, the lady wasn’t any worse for wear. But me and the boys? Soaked through! Now, I can still hold my head high for sacrificing myself in service to a passing lady, but unfortunately that wasn’t the last of it. First my shoelace came untied, and then my wallet went missing. I’ve run plumb out of luck.”


      “Did you go out alone?” I asked. “You really should have someone help you handle the three dogs.”


      “The boys are clever pups and they never go faster than I can handle. I’ve no need for assistants, I can assure you.”


      To top things off, Claude returned home only to find that his favorite tea leaves had run dry.


      “How am I supposed to start the day without my favorite tea?” he moaned. “Today brings with it foreboding, I’m sure of it.”


      “I really don’t need to hear that,” I said. “I’m visiting the palace today. No bad vibes, I beg of you.”


      “I’m just saying it’s wise to be on guard. I’m aware I can’t join you, so do be careful out there.”


      “I should say the same to you with regards to Duke Tuna. She’s a woman of eccentricities, as I’m sure you’ve already heard.”


      “I’ve heard she’s just wonderful, and I can’t wait to meet her.”


      I had an appointment with Wilhelmina in the palace, while Claude was seeing to the matter of our new territory.


      “On, and please give Martina our best,” I said.


      “That I shall,” replied Claude. “I do hope we can have everybody here by the time Emil takes his leave.”


      I’ll get back to the topic of Martin momentarily.


      Emil had already eaten and was playing in the garden with Chelsea and Jill. In just a few days time he was set to move in with the Kirstens, and so he was making the most of the time he had left with us. He and Wendel had been staying up late in the evenings as their time under the same roof dwindled to its close.


      Emil was taking Jill with him, which was sure to leave Chelsea a little lonely, but we hoped that Claude’s dogs might help fill the gap. We could hear everybody in the garden through the open windows—Chelsea was laughing, and Emil’s booming voice called out for Jill to bring him back whatever stick or toy he’d just thrown. I could picture Ben and Humphrey watching over them all while Geoff hung back a little further, sitting in one of the garden chairs.


      My going to the palace brought with it a certain tension, one that stretched to my guard too. Chelsea was sensitive to such changes in mood, which was why Geoff was leaving others to watch over her this morning.


      As for Martina, we’d only recently heard word from her.


      “I hope she’s okay. She refused to let us visit,” I said.


      “I’m sure she’s fine. She did say it wasn’t necessary, after all,” replied Claude. “I sense other circumstances at play, so just leave it with me. I’ll take care of it.”


      “We’re all terribly worried about her. Please tell her we hope she recovers soon and we can’t wait to see her.”


      Martina had returned to Gnodia but had injured herself somewhere along the way. She’d tried to keep it hidden, but we’d heard about it through the grapevine, via an associate of ours, a doctor. Martina had asked to speak with Claude, and he’d agreed.


      “I can’t help noticing that the soup is different from the usual,” said Claude.


      I giggled.


      “You noticed! Gerhard Bahre shared some of his favorite soup with us.”


      “The lord’s favorite... A unique man with...unique tastes, clearly. Unique beyond my understanding, it must be said.”


      In other words, the soup was not to his liking. Rio, having expected this potential outcome, was quick to serve Claude an alternative he’d prepared earlier. However, this confirmed our worst fears—we now had to add miso soup to the family’s list of banned substances. Rio and I had thought we’d crafted a masterpiece with our subtle miso-infused soup, but outside of Ben, everybody else... Well, to put it bluntly, they all thought miso was weird. On the plus side, we’d only made a small amount, which meant none of it would go to waste. All the same, I couldn’t help feeling a little heartbroken.


      “Nope. Can’t do it,” said Wendel, placing his spoon down on the table like a period at the end of a sentence. “I just can’t get my head around this flavor.”


      “Wendel,” I said, “there will of course be times when cuisine strays from your preferences. In such situations, however, one must learn to be more subtle with their tongue when commenting on it.”


      “Yeah, but you’re the only one who likes this stuff. And it’s not like I don’t like the rice...”


      Sharing Japanese food had become something of a passion of mine. I’d hoped that by spreading it to the people I knew, we might then be able to increase our orders of such ingredients. Alas, I had to admit that it was going to be a long, hard road.


      Oh, I should also mention that one other chair had been readied at the table, which sat by my side. It had much longer legs than the others, as it was specifically designed for one of short stature. It had remained empty during the better part of breakfast, then suddenly and instantaneously occupied by a girl who was quick to point at some freshly baked bread.


      “Master Karen, if you would hand me that piece of bread, please,” she said.


      “Lady Luca, perhaps you might like some of this delectable jam to go with it?” offered Claude.


      “Yes, please. And I would love to try one of those ham and cheese sandwiches I’ve heard all about. Be a darling and make one for me, would you?”


      “Your wish is my command.”


      “As for your tea, would you prefer the dried lemons or apples today?” asked Wendel.


      “Lemons! They’re so good in the tea you brew! I love it!”


      Luca had popped into breakfast out of thin air—quite literally—but nobody acted as if anything were out of the ordinary. I’d explained that Ern had entrusted Luca to me and that for all intents and purposes she was now my familiar. It was all water off a duck’s back as far as the household was concerned. Luca didn’t have to fear anybody leaking her existence to the public, and so she appeared around the family whenever she felt like it.


      The family’s reaction might have simply been a characteristic of the world in which I lived—magic existed here, after all, so strange occurrences were perhaps just part and parcel of daily life.


      Luca was what one might call a magical life-form, and as such there was no need for her to consume food. And while it might have seemed wasteful, Luca said that food contained trace elements of magic. Still, Wendel couldn’t help but look exasperated by it all—she really was the portrait of a spoiled young girl with all her pointing, demanding, and indulging in everything on the table.


      “You’re a glutton, just like Karen,” he said.


      “Please don’t lump us together like that,” Luca replied. “What I hunger for is knowledge. I want to learn about all things, food included. Glutton doesn’t cover it. It’s far more apt to say I’m a diligent researcher.”


      “One and the same, if you ask me. Anyway, there’s a shop near school that sells all sorts of sweets and desserts. They’re amazing, but also rather cheap. Shall I pick something up on the way home?”


      “Ooh, the much heralded cheap sweets. Yes, please—I’m intrigued. I assume I can pay you with another transcription?”


      “We’ve finished mother’s book now, so next I’d like it if you could teach me how to make a stove. I’d like to have one in the garden.”


      “Okay. I’ll show you how to make one that’s as sturdy as it is heat resistant!”


      Luca was never around for long, but even then she made the most of her time with the family. Still, I had my issues—when she’d shoved her face deep into Charlot’s fur, I wished she hadn’t told everyone she was copying me...


      Breakfast had helped put me at ease, and I left for the palace feeling placid and coolheaded. Unfortunately, trouble was awaiting our arrival at the palace. It came in the form of a man I hadn’t seen in quite some time. It had been so long, in fact, that a part of me hoped we’d never meet again.


      Alas, I was mistaken.


      And so it was that on my way to Wilhelmina’s magisterial office I bumped into Walter Kurt Lubeck. He smiled calmly and took my hand in greeting.


      “You may have lost the color in your hair, but you’ve lost none of your charm,” he said. “If anything, your hair only makes you all the more stunning. I’m so very happy to see you again.”


      “It has...indeed been a long while,” I said.


      “Too long, truly. You’ve clearly been rather busy, and there simply hasn’t been the time. I feared that any longer and I’d have to visit you personally. It buoys me to run into you like this.”


      Lubeck had caught me completely off guard. I didn’t know what to say.


      “I heard that you were unwell,” he continued. “You met with Zamuel on one occasion, but from all reports you were not in good health at the time.”


      “You heard that from Sa... Sir Zamuel, I take it?”


      “Of course. You are always in my thoughts.”


      Perhaps one might have called him enraptured. There was such heat in his gaze, such intensity, that I thought it enough to melt any ordinary young lady. As for me, however, I simply wished he would let go of my hand already.


      “I appreciate the concern,” I said. “I’m glad to see you looking in good health too.”


      Oh, how I wished I could have just straight up told him I never wanted to see him ever again in this lifetime. But alas, he was not just the vice captain of the imperial knights’ first squadron, but also a member of an esteemed military family.


      “There’s nothing else of note in this area save for Princess Wilhelmina’s magisterial office,” mused Lubeck. “You have an audience scheduled with her highness?”


      “A keen observation. Yes, we have a meeting.”


      “My, my. A meeting when you should be at home, resting. You weren’t of sound health even during your award ceremony and congratulatory party either. You needn’t push yourself so hard.”


      “But I can’t just stay in bed for days on end either.”


      “Your hardworking spirit is truly praiseworthy. But then, I’ve always known you were a most remarkable young lady.”


      I had always had trouble dealing with Lubeck’s blatant compliments, but what bothered me more was my complete inability to read him. He was similar to Reinald in that regard, but I found one of them far more charming than the other—largely because I did not have eyes for Lubeck the way he had eyes for me.


      Lubeck’s gaze was like that of a true believer. A fanatic, even. He believed every word he spoke of me, that much was clear, but something deep and unknowable within him sent shivers of terror down my spine.


      “Still, the princess? The king summoned her not so long ago,” commented Lubeck. “Rather spontaneously at that. I fear there’s a good chance you’ll have to wait some time before she returns.”


      “Then I’d be wise to ask when she’s likely to be back.”


      “I do hope she has that freedom of schedule.”


      There was something about the way he spoke of it all. Some hidden meaning in the way his gaze shifted toward Wilhelmina’s office building.


      “You will have to wait,” he continued. “There’s no escaping it. It’s your first time here, isn’t it? Allow me to see you the rest of the way.”


      “All the buildings are very easy to discern, so you needn’t bother yourself, really.”


      “Bother? Nothing would give me more joy than aiding you, Lady Karen.”


      He was not going to budge no matter what I said.


      “Then lead on,” I said. “I hope it doesn’t take up too much of your time.”


      I showed as much annoyance as I felt was polite, but Lubeck didn’t so much as flinch.


      “I assume you’re here because you had business with the princess too?” I asked.


      “I was merely here on an errand for the emperor.”


      “I see. That said, I can’t help noticing that you’re far more strikingly dressed than usual.”


      “It’s my day off, actually. I came to the palace for a family matter and it just so happened that the emperor required some assistance. It’s a beautiful day, as you can see, and I thought I’d walk home. That was when I saw you. It’s nice to occasionally listen to the whispers of impulse—I’d not have bumped into you otherwise.”


      “Working on your day off... That sounds tough.”


      “I was merely passing along a message. A simple task. It is an honor to have the emperor’s trust in such matters.”


      Lubeck was dressed lavishly, from his cloak to the sword at his belt. He was a high-ranking noble, and he cut a gallant figure as a knight, but I had not forgotten that under the emperor’s orders he and his squadron had ransacked my home. Geoff walked behind us, and he too remained very much on guard.


      “Sir Lubeck,” I said, broaching a topic that had been on my mind for some time. “I’d very much like to return the coin you gave me for Garnier. Won’t you kindly consider this humble request of mine?”


      “That was a gift,” replied Lubeck. “To have it returned would make me a laughing stock. I’d like you to keep it. If you no longer need it, feel free to pass it on to a friend or associate. I don’t mind.”


      There was no way on earth I was going to do something so terrifying. Not when I knew exactly why he’d given me the coin in the first place. Lubeck knew that, of course—this was his way of saying “No, consider your request denied.” I attempted a few other angles, but try as I might, Lubeck remained steadfast.


      Just as I felt our smothering, suffocating time coming to an end, we reached the magisterial office only to find—as unfortunately expected—that the princess was absent. I assumed I would simply wait somewhere in the office until she returned, but a certain gesture told me it wasn’t going to happen.


      Lubeck placed his arm across my shoulder.


      Wilhelmina’s secretary flinched at the sight of Lubeck, and while she remained as polite and reverent as expected of her position, her gaze told me that this was not a man she wanted to see again.


      “Please, relax,” said Lubeck. “I merely happened to bump into Lady Karen outside and thought I would see her safely here. My coming here a second time bears no special meaning.”


      “Oh, I see...” replied the secretary. “I thought that perhaps you came with a continuation of His Majesty’s message.”


      “I’m not the captain. I have no interest in mean tricks played over time. Rest easy.”


      Lubeck offered an easy smile, to which the secretary could only offer a stilted giggle.


      “Mean tricks? I can scarcely imagine it,” she said awkwardly.


      It was then that Lubeck caught me by surprise all over again.


      “Lady Karen can leave her guard to wait upon the princess’s return, I assume?” he said to the secretary. “I would like a moment of Lady Karen’s time, in private. I pray that won’t inconvenience you?”


      “N-No, not at all,” replied the secretary. “But if you inform me of your intended whereabouts I’d be more than happy to send a messenger, so do feel free to have your guard accompany you... Er, my apologies! I assume it is preferable that the guard remain here, yes?”


      They were slow to catch on, but the secretary eventually caught wind of Lubeck’s intent. And while Lubeck spoke politely, his aim was to separate me from Geoff. The secretary was not going to disobey Lubeck no matter how she felt, and so she simply plastered on a polite smile, nodded when expected, and prayed for it all to end.


      Geoff, however, felt no need to remain quite as silent.


      “A guard being made to leave their master’s side? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he said. “Sir Lubeck, are you telling me to shirk my duties?”


      “Do you worry that I am not a capable enough guard?” replied Lubeck. “I ask for your understanding—I have an important matter to discuss with Lady Karen.”


      “I said nothing of the sort. But it is my duty to see my master protected at all times, which means remaining by her side.”


      “Dear me. You would speak to me of such things as duty?”


      Lubeck placed a hand on Geoff’s shoulder, then leaned in to whisper a message in his ear. I heard none of it, but I saw the tension grip Geoff’s body the moment Lubeck pulled away. He offered Geoff a few pats on the shoulder as if they were old friends.


      “The only reason you are allowed your position is that helmet of yours—it was the source of much delight for the emperor. You’d be wise to remember that.”


      Geoff took a step backward—a sign that he was letting Lubeck have his way. I knew without needing to ask a thing that Geoff had no choice in the matter. It also meant that I had no choice in the matter either—I would have to hear Lubeck’s “important matter” whether I liked it or not.


      “There,” said Lubeck calmly. “Your overprotective guard will wait here patiently, and we will enjoy each other’s company. And do not fear—I too have a schedule to keep, and I will not keep you long. You’ll be back in time to relax a spell before the princess returns.”


      However much he wanted to sugarcoat it, I could not bring myself to get excited about the idea. If anything, I felt only rising waves of anxiety crash against my heart, and wanted nothing more than to flee.


      Lubeck chose a scenic route for us to walk. He was considerate in his choice of subject matter, but even then it was not a pleasant conversation. Lubeck sensed my mood and took on the tone of a teacher admonishing a bright if badly behaved student.


      “Let me guess—you’re curious as to what I told your guard before we left?”


      “How could I be anything else? He is loyal to a fault, and not the sort of guard to simply back away from his duties.”


      “Loyal, yes, and skilled too. Quite passionate for one of his age. Even the captain agrees you’ve found yourself quite the guard dog.”


      “Thank you...”


      I hated having to thank him for referring to my personal guard so rudely, but this was the height of praise as far as the likes of Lubeck were concerned. Lubeck seemed to enjoy my discomfort. Our clash of views brought a smile to his face.


      “The imperial capital brings together people of all races,” he said. “Even your guard blends right in, but the moment he removes that mask of his, all will see the sort of dog he is at a glance.”


      “You spoke to him of his past, didn’t you?”


      “Did you know that others have flowed through to the capital from Falkrum, chasing their dreams not unlike the Conrads? You want to protect him, I know that. It’s why you look after that mentally deformed mutt at home.”


      “I will not entertain any further conversation with a man who refers to other human beings as animals,” I said.


      “In which case I will refrain from doing so.”


      Fortunately, Lubeck had little interest in Geoff and his past.


      “You need not worry, Lady Karen. Your relationship with your guard means nothing to us. The emperor and Captain Baldur care not for your toys and have little interest in that which has been discarded.”


      “You’ll have to excuse me if I can’t simply take you at your word. I suppose it would help if you weren’t using intimidation tactics right this very second.”


      “Intimidation? You wound me. I suppose there’s no avoiding it, though. I wouldn’t have said a thing if he’d simply done as he was told, so I hope you won’t hold it against me. I want nothing more than to see you smile.”


      Is this guy serious?


      Our rather pointless conversation continued because Lubeck wouldn’t get to the point. I kept waiting for him to bring Ern’s name into things, but it just never came.


      “Sir Lubeck,” I said finally. “I must be honest—I find it perplexing that you have any interest in me whatsoever.”


      “Is it really so strange?”


      “I am an outsider in the capital, and I took the credit for a feat that should have been yours. I snatched it out from under your nose. That’s not nothing, and I wonder—is that why you wanted to speak to me today?”


      Nothing was more difficult for me than when people danced around the heart of a matter. I wanted Lubeck to just get to the point already, but he did not push back against my words and instead fell into a thoughtful silence.


      “I’ve never laid things out more clearly than now,” he said after a time, “but I never imagined you’d be so blind to the message.”


      We’d been walking side by side, but I found myself now with my back pressed up against the wall. It was quite a spacious corridor we occupied, but there was no sign of anybody else. No maids, no civil servants. Nobody. Lubeck’s physical presence blocked all escape routes.


      “What I am about to tell you is the truth,” he said. “I pledge this to you and ask that you bear it in mind.”


      He pressed his hand against the wall by my head, further trapping me. His smile was like a mask, plastered on and unwavering. A pressure drifted from his entire being—a tension that made me think of a carnivorous predator bearing down on its prey.

    

  

  
    [image: insert4]
  

  
    
      “With every fiber of my being I find you adorable, and so strong is my love that I want nothing more than to have you.”


      “You, er...have my thanks.”


      “Do not think I am merely resorting to flattery. I have felt this way from the moment I saw you at Gnodia’s gates. Since the day the emperor so generously thought to bring you into his inner circle, I have desired you, Lady Karen.”


      But that doesn’t make any sense. The first time we ever met was the day the emperor sent him to my door.


      And his choice of words...


      “Er... Desired me...?” I uttered.


      There was a passion in Lubeck’s eyes, lurking behind his smile—one I couldn’t make sense of.


      “I begged the emperor, and finally he granted me permission. Karen of Conrad, know this—only I can grant you happiness. It is my wish that you take your rightful place by my side.”


      I wasn’t so dense that I couldn’t understand where he was going with all of this. His message was coming through loud and clear—it was deafening, in fact—but it was so outright crazy that for a moment my thoughts blanked.


      I mean, talk about moving too fast.


      “Erm? J-Just a minute,” I stammered. “I don’t understand. You said you saw me before... But where... How?”


      “How? Why would that concern you? Why would my first spotting of you matter in the slightest?”


      “First... What...?”


      “It was never my intent to hide my feelings. Yes, you avoided me, but in truth you always knew.”


      I’d managed to keep my cool until now, but it was getting hard to breathe under Lubeck’s pressure. I felt suffocated. There was something in it I felt an instinctive aversion to.


      “Er, never mind, then,” I uttered.


      “It was the gate into the capital,” Lubeck said, finally choosing to answer me. “The day you first arrived here. I was at the gates too, I watched you from upon high.”


      In other words, he knew about me well before I even knew of his existence. Lubeck took my hand and placed a kiss upon my fingers. I had nowhere to run and no way out—not with my back still pressed up against the wall and my hair trapped underneath Lubeck’s other hand. Luca was an option, but the last thing I wanted was to reveal her to him.


      “Well, that’s what I’d like to tell you,” continued Lubeck, “but in fact the first time I saw you was well before that moment. You were standing by the side of an old, withered parasite. You did not know me then, but I found myself thinking that there was nothing more tragic than for you to shrivel away in the far-flung nowhere of the distant countryside.”


      Withered parasite...?


      Is it possible...? Could he mean the margrave?


      If Lubeck spoke the truth, then clearly he’d seen me in person. But if we’d had guests in Conrad I would have heard about it—which meant Lubeck had been there in secret, covertly. Given his devastating looks, he’d likely have kept his face largely hidden too. But without any extra information there was no way to know exactly when he was there. Still, I felt certain it had to have been when we’d had an influx of merchants staying in the domain.


      Lubeck couldn’t hide his expression—he reveled in finally revealing this truth.


      “But the first time I truly took notice of you was on the day you first walked through Gnodia’s gates. You had escaped hell itself. I trembled at the sight of you. And when you passed the emperor’s trial I knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt—this was fate.”


      “I find that...rather irritating...” I mumbled.


      “Fear not. Such feelings will fade in time.”


      Yeah, no. I think not.


      He was so close I could see him shivering with delight. His grip on my hand tightened as he pressed himself closer. Whatever slim windows of escape I might have once imagined were now well and truly shut.


      “Don’t you see, Lady Karen?” he whispered. “You have something other women do not. You have been through such trials and tribulations, and yet you emerged from them, marching forthright to take glory with your own hands. I want your hand in mine, that we might shine under the brilliant sun that is the emperor’s reign. I will see you protected, and I will see you happy. You cannot exist without my love. I will give my soul, body, and mind to see you live without regrets.”


      With each word his breath tickled at my fingers. His eyes were aflame with pure, unadulterated confidence. But I sensed that to come into direct contact with it would result in a fate far worse than mere burns. And so I resisted. I pushed back. I glared. With every fiber of my being I expressed my desire to be let go.


      “You’ve made your feelings clear,” I said. “But the weight of your love is far too heavy a thing for me to bear. Please, turn your passions elsewhere—I cannot give you what you want.”


      “Why might that be? Is my heart not enough for you?”


      “The why is neither here nor there. The answer I gave you is all I can give you.”


      I had to accept that he’d professed his heart to me, but that in itself was no reason for me to respond in kind.


      “The emperor may have given you his permission and his blessing, but I cannot.”


      “I will determine what you can or cannot do. Think carefully, Lady Karen. You owe your success in the capital to His Majesty. Hugo & Co. found themselves on the emperor’s bad side, and that is their fault, but Conrad was spared only because the emperor allowed it.”


      “And for that we are in his debt. But what would an esteemed family like yours make of their heir marrying a new arrival in the empire, and an outsider at that?”


      “What is important is me. How I feel. I will have no other as my wife.”


      “You can make your decisions, just as I can make mine. I will not wed you, Sir Lubeck.”


      “There is no better place for you than in my care. Be a good wife, a good mother, and raise our children. Do not fear—you will be showered in such love you will see this life as a true blessing.”


      I pushed, but Lubeck would not budge. I knew that it was meaningless to resist against a man so strong, but the difference in strength still vexed me horribly. Anxiety clawed at my heart. It refused to stop. And all the while, alarm bells screamed in my head. I needed to be free of this as soon as possible.


      I was done being vague—I would have my words stand in for my lack of physical strength.


      “I will say it one more time,” I stated. “I cannot accept what you are offering me. Let this be the end of it.”


      I shocked myself with how blunt I sounded. Lubeck dropped into silence and mulled over my words. He eased backward, releasing my hair from under his hand. That small space was all I needed, and I tried sliding out to the side to escape.


      It was an attempt that ended in failure.


      “I pity you,” said Lubeck, pinning my wrist against the wall. “You must correct these misguided thoughts of yours, and I recommend you be quick about it.”


      He’d moved at blinding speed, and when I spun to face him, I found myself looking up at an expression beyond understanding.


      “Let me be clear,” Lubeck continued. “This is a chance for us, as ranking members of society, to announce our loyalty to His Majesty, the emperor. But know that even beyond that, as man and woman, I am the only one with the power to provide you a good, proper life.”


      “I don’t want someone to give me happiness. It’s not about receiving a so-called ‘proper’ life. I want to be happy with the person I share my life with. To share our happiness.”


      “And I will give that to you.”


      “No, not you.”


      “You see the world like a child. Best remedy that, for your own sake.”


      I certainly felt like I was being talked to like one.


      Had his words contained even the slightest hint of ridicule, I would have been utterly furious. And yet instead Lubeck looked down at me with only pity and affection in his gaze. If he were a book, he was written in a language I simply did not understand.


      “From what I can see, you have your eyes set on rising yet higher still,” said Lubeck. “But it was that same spirit of rebellion, that same pursuit of glory that saw your friend dead, no?”


      “And whose fault was that...?”


      “You killed her.”


      The words plunged me into silence.


      “It is not my intention to criticize you,” Lubeck went on. “If anything, I rate you very highly. You used a witch as a stepping stone to glory, and that is most praiseworthy. So please, smile for me. You fought so valiantly to save the very person you killed, and in failing to smile you are only making those efforts meaningless.”


      The sight of Ern’s death flashed across my eyes. The feeling of my finger on the trigger of the gun itched at my hands. I knew they were just memories. I knew it. But still Lubeck’s words made me sick, like a muddy bile rising in my stomach.


      “Did I hurt your feelings?” Lubeck asked.


      “W-Will that be all?” I asked in return.


      “It would seem you’ve no desire to change your mind.”


      “None.”


      “Very well. In which case you can expect an official proposal on behalf of my family in the coming days.”


      Only now did Lubeck finally release me. I turned away from him as quickly as I was able and stormed off. I did not even have it in me to say goodbye. Lubeck made no effort to chase after me, and I had half a mind to just leave him in the dust. Still, I stopped myself.


      There was something I had to know.


      “Did you know the late Margrave Conrad?” I asked.


      It took a few moments for Lubeck to answer. The smile on his face, however, sent shivers down my spine. In it was a certain lunacy, the likes of which simply did not exist in a normal, well-balanced human. It was a smile that showed me exactly why Lubeck was so comfortable under the command of Baldur and the emperor.


      When he spoke, Walter Karl Lubeck said this:


      “He might have been a fine lord, but his luck had run dry. Still, his swordsmanship—at least for a man his age—was remarkable. I will give him that.”


      In all the time I had spent as the margravine, he had drawn his sword only once. And even then, it had not been for long. It was the day Conrad had fallen.


      Lubeck’s answer told me everything.


      “Did you kill him?”


      “What an odd question. As I remember, Conrad fell to a Latorian attack. I am a knight in service to the Arrendle Empire, which was not involved.”


      “Then why mention the margrave’s swordsmanship?”


      “A slip of the tongue, perhaps. I believe in showing a certain kindness to those I’m fond of.”


      He showed no sign of giving me a straight answer. I spun on my heels, but Lubeck wasn’t quite done.


      “No further questions, then?” he asked, sounding disappointed. “You might find I have answers, you know. That goes for your former husband as much as your now dead friend.”


      “There are others I can call on besides you, and unlike you, none of them make me sick to my stomach. Good day.”


      I couldn’t stand to be in his presence any longer. He said something as I left and made to stop me, but fortunately his words never met my ears.


      “Is that what you wanted, master?”


      “Thank you, Luca. He didn’t notice you, I hope.”


      “It’s fine. Not even a mage would have noticed me. As far as he’s concerned, his cloak merely got caught on something. We’re in the clear.”


      She whispered so that only I could hear her. My own thanks came together with sighs of relief. The girl had been kind enough to pull on Lubeck’s cloak to keep him from chasing me.


      “So is that guy trying to charm you or enrage you?” Luca asked.


      “Probably both,” I replied. “But honestly it didn’t matter what I said or how I reacted—he loved all of it.”


      “He says he’ll have you, and he sounds very confident in himself. That’s what they call love, isn’t it? That doesn’t make you happy?”


      “Not in the slightest.”


      “You humans are so complex. At least it means our actions weren’t in vain.”


      “I’m glad you and Black Bird helped, Luca. Thank you.”


      When Lubeck had brought up Ern, I’d felt something poking at my leg. I know I could have handled things with more grace, certainly, but it was very much Luca and Black Bird who’d allowed me to stay calm and controlled through it all.


      It bothered me that I’d come to the palace and was already completely exhausted. I’d been so excited about my audience with Wilhelmina, but now I felt like a husk of what I was—a hollow shell without a soul. Geoff was shocked to see me in such a state upon my return.


      “Were you waiting outside for me this whole time?” I asked. “You should have waited inside...”


      “I couldn’t possibly—I’m your guard, Lady Karen. What happened with Lubeck? Are you okay?”


      “Yes, I’m fine, but...let’s just save the rest for when we return home.”


      This was Wilhelmina’s basecamp, and I thought it best to speak of such matters later. That, and even speaking about Lubeck required more energy than I had at my disposal.


      Fortunately, we were allowed past the office reception this time around. It was not anybody’s job to wait on us, but all the same staff brought tea and even light snacks. Nobody knew for certain when Wilhelmina would return, so the plan was to wait a short while. In the event that the princess didn’t show, we would reschedule our meeting for another date. I made a little time to chat with the secretary who’d had to deal with Lubeck earlier. She had a favorable opinion of Arno and was happy to talk to me about him.


      “All of us younger staff members at the office are nothing but grateful to Sir Arno,” she said. “He’s much loved by everybody here, including, of course, her highness.”


      “I must admit I haven’t seen him of late. He isn’t overworking himself, is he?”


      “I don’t think you need to worry. I’m sure he bears burdens that the rest of us aren’t privy to, but he has the support of both the princess and Count Baillard.”


      Speaking with the secretary confirmed for me that Count Baillard was popular around the office. When it came to Helmut, however, there were only polite compliments of the vanilla variety. It brought to mind Moritz and the rather unfavorable impression he gave—I couldn’t help but wonder if it was common for the right-hand men and women of the powerful to have a few eccentricities.


      Thirty minutes passed, and we were in the process of rescheduling when Wilhelmina finally arrived. She took a short break and then appeared before us.


      “Save the formal greetings,” she said plainly. “I’m sorry for the wait.”


      “Given that it was a summons from the emperor himself, it’s only natural you made that your top priority,” I said. “I can’t help noticing you’re not with my brother. Where is he today?”


      “Some business came up rather suddenly, and I have him taking care of it. I wanted him to join us, but unfortunately nobody else was available for the task at hand. Would you have preferred that he accompany us?”


      “I came here to speak with you today, Your Highness, and so it won’t be an issue if my brother is unable to join us. It has been some time and I hoped I might simply have a chance to see him, but there will be other times.”


      “In which case I apologize. There will be chance enough to speak with him and his guard soon enough. As for this green tea... It comes recommended by Lord Bahre, you say?”


      I had brought some of Gerhard’s favorite tea as a modest gift.


      “Yes,” I replied. “It’s something of an acquired taste, and while I wasn’t completely confident you’d enjoy it, I thought to bring it because we spoke of it last time we met.”


      “It does indeed boast a strange flavor profile, but there’s a graceful subtlety to it. I quite like it, but I doubt it will suit Arno’s tastes.”


      “I, too, expected that to be the case,” I said. “Clearly you know my brother’s preferences.”


      “To some extent, though I imagine not to yours.”


      “I’m certain it won’t be long before you know him even better than I.”


      I noticed the slightest flash of worry across Wilhelmina’s face. It was gone as quickly as it came, but I knew that something was eating at her. I couldn’t exactly ask about it, but it played on my mind—the princess’s grave micro-expressions reminded me very much of her brother, Reinald.


      We chatted about Arno for a time until Wilhelmina remembered a different matter.


      “My secretary tells me you encountered Lubeck upon your arrival. He had you join him for a stroll. You emerged unscathed, I hope?”


      “Er, yes. It was nothing of importance...”


      “Really? It is exceedingly rare for anything good to come of that man’s actions.”


      Princess Wilhelmina, it seemed, had a very strong aversion to Lubeck. She was worried about me, and the tone of her words indicated she found his presence offensive.


      “He’s playing things slow and steady, a rarity for him. I’d advise against coming to the palace if you can help it.”


      “You strike me as very well informed. You know him well?” I asked.


      Wilhelmina took a nut from the table and placed it in her mouth.


      “No better than you,” she said with a sigh, “but well enough to know that he intends to make a serious marriage proposal. Ah... I see by your face that it’s true.”


      “Yes... It’s the very reason he took me on our...stroll.”


      “As far as personalities go I’d warn against him as a marriage partner, but he is an option if you intend to use him as a stepping stone to gaining a stronger foothold in the empire.”


      I’d already made my decision clear to the man himself, but Wilhelmina had read my expression wrong—she saw me as conflicted.


      “However,” Wilhelmina continued, her eyes watching me carefully, thoughtfully. “Lubeck goes without saying, but I can’t readily recommend Reinald as a partner either.”


      I very nearly spat out a mouthful of tea. I felt at this moment that I was not talking to Wilhelmina in an official capacity. She was not talking to me as the princess, but rather as one woman to another. She leaned back into her chair and rested her arms on the armrests, a mischievous grin on her face.


      “Let me say this, as his sister—he too is someone to be very wary of. I would keep him very much at arm’s length even if we weren’t related, and while I realize you have little in the way of alternatives, I don’t suppose you’d consider breaking things off with him?”


      “I...er... Huh...?” I mumbled.


      “To tiptoe around it would be to call him amoral, but to put it bluntly he’s not a good man. If it’s the standard ‘happily ever after’ you want, you will not find it with him. Those around him will deny it, but he takes after his father in that they share a peculiar lunacy. When it comes to matters of the heart and matters of love, I scarcely believe him capable of a prolonged relationship...”


      It is hard to put into words the exact expression I saw on Wilhelmina’s face. There was an aversion and frustration to it that struck me as a far cry from the princess I had known until now. What struck me as stranger still, however, was how genuinely worried she was for me.


      But her worries are misplaced for one very important reason!


      “Er, um... Princess Wilhelmina?” I uttered.


      “I apologize. I realize I shouldn’t be poking my nose into your personal affairs, and that even speaking my thoughts on the matter might only further empower your feelings. I ask only that you consider my advice.”


      “Erm, n-no,” I stammered. “It’s not that. It’s just that Reinald and I are not engaged in a relationship anything like the one that has you so worried.”


      To see the princess wide-eyed with shock was quite the sight, it must be said. I might have even enjoyed the moment a touch longer were it not for the fact I’d broken into a nervous sweat. Wilhelmina did not try to refute me. She saw the truth right there on my face, much to my relief.


      “I’m sorry,” she said finally, staring up at the ceiling. “The two of you appear so close, and I simply assumed you were in such a relationship.”


      “I-It is true that he is very good to me, yes,” I admitted, “and yes... People often misconstrue the nature of our relationship... Yes...”


      Exactly why I felt the need to say “yes” three times, I don’t know. But the important thing, at the end of the day, was that I’d managed to make my position with Reinald clear.


      “But it’s obvious that Reinald places a great value in you,” said Wilhelmina. “It’s not surprising to think that people would misconstrue it as I did. You’d best be very careful. For now, he’s been able to protect you, but there’s no shortage of women who want to stand at the prince’s side. I know that many envy you—they’ve made their positions very clear.”


      “Thank you for the counsel,” I said. “You show great concern for me.”


      “You are Arno’s younger sister. I am not the sort of person who would relish the misfortune of my lover’s family.”


      “I can see the place my brother occupies in your heart.”


      After all, it was almost entirely because of him that Wilhelmina showed any interest in my well-being at all.


      “Is my brother handling his new position well?” I asked.


      “Indeed. At first I thought him a coward, and a whining one at that. But at his core is a firm strength. Even in the face of Helmut he stood his ground and made his opinion known. He also keeps his eyes open—he is observant of much that I miss.”


      “And yet it would appear that, at least at the beginning, it was not all smooth sailing between the two of you.”


      It was a probing question, to be sure, but the princess merely took it in her stride.


      “I expected you to say as much,” she said with a shrug. “Our first meeting was contrived, after all. And yes, it’s true—I had it orchestrated. He is the uncle of Falkrum’s governor general, and as such he is a person of great import.”


      “I’m not angry about it, or at you. Arno has already come to terms with and accepted it, and more importantly you’re both adults. What I say won’t sway things one way or another. And besides, matters of the heart are not something any of us have express control over.”


      “While I’m aware you may yet have your reservations, I’m glad you would say as much. To be honest, I’m not sure how I fell for him either, but he has since become indispensable.”


      I wondered if Wilhelmina was aware that when she spoke of my brother, her cheeks softened and her expression relaxed. I could see how much she loved Arno, and having confirmed as much, I decided it was time to get to business.


      This, however, was easier said than done.


      I’d tried to get used to business meetings and weighty conversations, but I’d never been able to escape the nervous anxiety they roused in me. Today was no different—I was talking to the very woman who had been next in line for the throne before Reinald had shown up. Wilhelmina smiled gently—she saw my tension, and in that she saw right through me.


      “Please, you’ve come all this way,” she said easily. “I will answer any of your questions to the best of my abilities.”


      There was no hiding my inexperience from a woman of Wilhelmina’s rank. As such, I simply took her at her word.


      “Your Highness, why do you seek the throne?” I asked.


      “I have relinquished my position to my brother,” she replied. “I’m not so conceited as to still have my eyes on it.”


      “But I have heard talk of conflict below the surface, out of the public eye. Factions arising within the capital.”


      Wilhelmina and Reinald had been raised in entirely different environments, but it was fascinating to note that they shared similar gestures. They held themselves in very much the same way.


      “You’ve had an audience with Karl,” countered Wilhelmina. “Tell me, what did you make of him?”


      I wasn’t sure what exactly she wanted to know. I had all manner of thoughts and feelings when it came to the emperor, but I felt that to speak them honestly in the company of his daughter was to sign my own death warrant. The princess sensed this in me and made her own position clear.


      “You need not hide your thoughts. I know that you and Quach were close, and that you are not the type to betray those closest to you. It was the emperor who ordered the destruction of your former home, and I would be shocked if you told me you admired him.”


      “But what good would voicing my thoughts do me?”


      “Perhaps more than you think. I, for one, despise the man. He has done well enough in his reign that he cannot be written off completely, but as a man he is the very definition of vile. I wish he would just die already, if we’re being honest, but he simply refuses to abide by my wishes.”


      Wilhelmina’s declaration was, in a word, bold. I wasn’t even sure if the princess was allowed to make such incendiary statements, but she was entirely unfazed by my panic.


      “The man is well aware that his own children detest him,” Wilhelmina said. “I’ve stabbed him once before. For me, just as with Reinald, this is my last and only chance... Why are you so shocked? You didn’t know?”


      “I...did not.”


      “I see. Then again, it’s quite the sordid tale.”


      Wilhelmina held herself with an easy grace, but when she interlaced her fingers over her knees, her gaze was exactly that of the princess that I and many others had come to know.


      “You asked why I seek the throne. It’s because I can’t stand Karl’s violence—his cruelty. But it is also because I love Arrendle—that is why I cannot abide the idea of Reinald rising to lead the nation.”


      At the uttering of his name, the princess looked troubled.


      “I had assumed your following my brother was a case of blind faith,” she continued, “but you did not challenge me when I said that he was not a good man.”


      “While I could not say for certain exactly what it was you were referring to when you said it, I knew what you were trying to say,” I replied.


      “Then let me be clear—Reinald will never settle for peace. As long as there are unknown lands and people on them, he will invade them. He thirsts for such conquest. As a human, he is broken—he does not understand love. Not the love of family, nor the love of a partner. He will not respond in kind to such affection.”


      Wilhelmina’s piercing gaze seemed to thrust a question at me: “Do you understand this?” But I did. I knew her words to be true, and so I simply waited for her to go on.


      “When Arrendle was not an empire but just a small nation, a few hundred years ago, men like Reinald were a necessity. They were revered. When your nation struggles to stand on even footing with the countries around you, it needs a strong leader. Though it pains me to admit it, Reinald is far more suited to that than I. But times have changed. With Falkrum our lands have grown, and what the empire needs now is a secure foundation—a peace upon which its people can live at ease.”


      The princess raised the examples of Latoria, which lay beyond the vast forests, and the Allied Nations of Yaw.


      “I do not desire war for the expansion of our empire,” she continued. “The distance is too vast, the costs too great. Our soldiers would only be left exhausted, our empire depleted. I will admit that with war comes spoils, but that does not mean we should leap at every opportunity to conduct it. Our empire was built on the invasion of other nations, but that does not mean our leaders need to continue the cycle.”


      “What makes you believe that Sir Reinald seeks to invade Arrendle’s neighbors?”


      “You need only look at him,” replied Wilhelmina, chuckling. “He is the only one among all our siblings hell-bent on rising through the ranks. Through his achievements he has made himself impossible to ignore. As someone in a similar position, I know exactly who I’m dealing with.”


      “You’ve had your eye on him for some time, then.”


      “I’ve kept watch over all with whom I have a blood relation. Perhaps Reinald can’t imagine I’d ever know this much. Then again, perhaps he knows and simply sees no need to say anything. Not that it means everything always goes to plan...”


      Her last words, muttered with some disgust, made me wonder if she was talking about what happened to Teddy. Mayhap she was simply reflecting on other relatives I knew nothing about. Regardless, she did not need to say any more for me to know that she understood Reinald well—but I did wonder how she would feel if Reinald knew this.


      “His concern for human life is almost nonexistent, though he’s rather cunning when it comes to appearing otherwise. He is far more loyal to his own goals and ideals. He showed kindness in saving and aiding you, and had he shown even a hint of that kindness for the people of Arrendle, I would have perhaps considered some kind of alliance.”


      “Princess Wilhelmina, very few understand Sir Reinald as well as you. You really won’t consider putting that knowledge to use to support him?”


      “Siblings linking arms and working together for a greater good? It feels strange to hear that, coming from you.”


      “I realize it must sound rich, given my own familial relationships, but allow me to say this—I am aware of nobody who understands Reinald as deeply as you do. He may be willing to lend his ear to your counsel, and if the two of you could find a way to put aside your differences, there may yet exist a different future upon the horizon.”


      “Color me shocked. You’re really trying to reason with me. Me, the woman who allowed the attack on Conrad.”


      Her choice of words felt incendiary, her timing impeccable—it was as though it were her goal to light the fires of anger in me.


      “But it was not a downfall you allowed without reason and without thought, correct?”


      The princess said nothing in response to my counter. I’d heard nothing of her decisions through Arno, but I felt something of her answer. It was right there in the fact that she had allowed this conversation between us, and how open she had been to me with regards to her father.


      “You said earlier that this is your last chance,” I continued. “I have to assume that, as the emperor’s only heir at the time, it would have been difficult for you to voice your opposition to his plans to expand the empire and acquire new territory.”


      “Words that can only be uttered by those who emerged alive,” said the princess. “Those who were saved. Regardless of the circumstances, I agreed to the domain’s downfall. That is fact.”


      Wilhelmina was honest to a fault. Far more graceful than one would expect of a woman of her rank. Surely there were circumstances, certain things that were out of her control, and yet she made no excuses. I thought that perhaps it was this part of her personality that Arno most wanted to support.


      “I am happy you would be so understanding of my position, but you have allied with my brother,” said Wilhelmina, “and your words are far too heavy a burden. Let us leave things at that.”


      “Please, wait,” I said. “Is there really no path to cooperation?”


      “We see two very different futures for Arrendle. Where I see peace, he sees war.”


      This was the princess’s stance, and it was final. I felt her determination to stand her ground in her very bearing. I had no choice but to accept that any attempt to convince her otherwise would fall on deaf ears.


      “Now allow me a question of my own,” said the princess. “Will you not consider joining me, now, while you still can? I will ensure Conrad’s protection and, should it be your wish, can see you delivered to a safer, quieter place—one free from conflict.”


      “No,” I replied. “I, too, have hopes of my own to pursue.”


      “And you are set on them, it would appear?”


      “See it that way if you wish,” I replied. “However, I do want to make it known that, putting aside the matter of Conrad, you would no doubt make a fine empress. Your desire for the peace and well-being of your people is exemplary. Had I met you before meeting Reinald, we might have even found ourselves sharing meals at the same table.”


      “You speak with such kindness, and yet remain steadfast in your position. A true pity.”


      “Truly,” I said. “A pity indeed.”


      They were the truest words I could have spoken. Wilhelmina wanted earnestly for me to ally with her, and I knew then that I would be able to despise her. She would only ever have my respect.


      “Erm...” I started.


      “Hm?”


      “I realize that our talk today is confidential and between us, but I wonder if I might be allowed one further question?”


      “After what we just discussed? Potentially terrifying, I must admit. Nevertheless, we’ve already come this far, so ask what you like.”


      “What are your thoughts on the mage Six?” I asked.


      This was, for someone like me, quite the pointed question. The princess reacted with visible caution, her eyes searching me for potential motives. She was taken off guard, confused.


      “I might ask you the same,” she replied. “How is it you know of him?”


      “He made himself known to me. Revealed himself. A show of his fickle nature, you might say.”


      “As impenetrable as ever, that one. But I think now I see why Reinald places such value in you.”


      She saw something in me then. Still, what was most important was that I’d refrained from using the word “box.” I had instead used his name, and only his name, as a way to gauge Wilhelmina’s reaction. I assumed that she, too, was doing likewise.


      “Still, there isn’t much I can say when asked my thoughts on that particular person,” continued the princess. “What is it you would like to know?”


      “It’s about my friend, whose name is being dragged through the mud, even now. I’m sure you can understand why I have my misgivings when it comes to the emperor.”


      “Don’t tell me you oppose the idea of the mage being kept under lock.”


      “I’ve said no such thing.”


      And yet how easy it was for me to evade the whole truth.


      “While I’m deeply skeptical of the means by which he is kept and used,” I continued, “I simply wish to understand what you think of him.”


      “A puzzling request, I must say. Did he say something to you?”


      “I wish only for your personal opinion. Whatever you tell me will not leave this room.”


      “And I don’t mind sharing it, but...”


      I was glad she didn’t push me for more information. At its core, it was wrapped up in my siding with Reinald back in Falkrum. Wilhelmina’s response, however, was in line with what I already knew.


      “He is integral to maintaining the empire’s power,” she replied. “I object to the loss of a mage with a stunningly bright future, but Six is too valuable. A reign with him and without him are as different as night and day. If we are talking about a reign in which our people are kept most safe, then repairs must be made posthaste. He is essential.”


      “And is that how you feel about firearms too?”


      This was a scary question to give voice to, but when faced with the grave weight in my eyes, the princess averted her gaze.


      “You just keep digging,” she said. “But very well. I realize you may detest their very existence, and I sympathize. However, they are a necessity, and now that they have been developed, their spread is inevitable. It cannot be stopped. To protect our home, we will need them.”


      “A deterrent against other nations, I presume?”


      “Indeed. But do not brood too long on the matter—it will do no good for your heart.”


      “You’re right. But thank you for sharing your thoughts with me.”


      “Sixtus may have told you this and that already, but you mustn’t give it too much weight. To take every word he says seriously is to open the floodgates, and to simply dive too deep into it all will only leave you hurt.”


      Wilhelmina saw great value in Six being exactly where he was. As such, she wanted him to remain a prisoner within the ruins. As for Ern, the princess saw her death as regrettable, but also unavoidable.


      The princess and I talked about more, but through it all it was clear that she put the security and safety of Arrendle’s people above all else. This appeared to include the newly annexed Falkrum—it sounded very much like she did not want conflict with the region.


      “Our younger brother Emil will soon be living under Arno’s care,” I said, changing the topic. “We’ve done our best to teach him manners and etiquette, but I fear he might still be lacking in some areas. Please understand that he’s trying his best.”


      “I have heard he has a keen interest in the art of battle, and that he keeps a dog. He wishes to train it, yes?”


      “Would that be possible? I do hope the dog will make a trustworthy companion.”


      “We’ll do our best. I have a few dogs myself, and hopefully it’ll fit right in.”


      Had the both of us occupied different positions within the social hierarchy, perhaps we might have shared a truly heartfelt smile. For now, it was enough that we had this brief time with which to speak as individuals.


      “I do hope the future affords us more opportunities to talk,” I said.


      “I presume it will. Ah, but wait just a moment. I have a question I’d like to ask you.”


      “Yes?”


      “It’s about Conrad,” said Wilhelmina. “You seem to have a grasp of my own circumstances regarding the incident, and yet you’ve shown me no ire. I had been expecting a slap, perhaps even a punch or two. I suppose I’d just like to get a better sense of your frame of mind, if you would be open to sharing?”


      There was only one answer to her question, and I gave it without hesitation.


      “The margrave left me words to live by. He told me not to hate for hate’s sake and that I should see the world with my own eyes. This is the window through which I try to see the path before me.”


      “I see. A fine husband you had, and one who did not want his family bearing grudges.”


      “He was the best teacher a girl could have asked for. Still, the world and its shackles are not so easy to navigate in practice.”


      The princess saw me out, but as we reached the door I realized something and turned to her. She held a finger over her lips. We crept closer to the door, at which point the princess reached out like a coiled snake, turning the knob and pulling the door open. Two men tumbled into the room—men I was very familiar with.


      It was Arno, who I’d presumed was absent, and with him Achim.


      “You’ve got some guts,” said Wilhelmina, her hands on her hips. “Do you make a habit of eavesdropping on women’s conversations?”


      “Oh, this?” replied Achim. “I can explain, Your Highness.”


      “Excuses? In my presence? I daresay someone requires a few more private lessons under Helmut’s guidance.”


      “Oh, no, I wouldn’t go that far! Master Arno! A little help?!”


      Achim thrust Arno out like a human shield. My brother, however, was wise enough to make no excuses and instead sat up straight before lowering himself into an apologetic bow.


      “I apologize,” he said. “I came back. I was worried.”


      “Ugh, and after I went to all that trouble...” muttered Wilhelmina.


      “Yes, I know. But with my family here, I just could not bring myself to put things off any longer.”


      Surprisingly, it was the princess who looked the most awkward in the situation. I gathered from the air in the room and the snippets I’d heard that Wilhelmina had sent Arno away intentionally. She’d been worried that our conversation might only place further strain on my relationship with my brother—hence her saying that she expected me to try and slap her. All things considered, she’d expected our discussion to go in a very different direction to what it did.


      “Thank you, Wilhelmina,” said Arno.


      “I don’t know why you’re bothering with thanks. But you’re here, and your sister is on her way out, so show her to her carriage. I know you, and I know you’d be too worried about her feelings to go out and visit her otherwise.”


      “Why do you always put on that act, Your Highness?” asked Achim. “Why not just be yourself in front of people?”


      She gave Achim’s ear a hard tug. And judging by the outraged cry that came with it, she felt no need to go easy on him any longer.


      “Quite the bold statement from an attendant,” she said. “Just how many times will we have to beat manners into you before you finally learn? I see now that the rot runs deep—Helmut will need to see to the matter of your education personally.”


      “Please, I realize I am but a pathetic guard, unworthy of your attention, Your Highness, but I beg of you!” Achim pleaded. “You must find it in your heart to go easy on me...!”


      Their interaction told me that in the time they’d spent together, this trio had settled into a unique friendship and clearly got along like a house on fire. I’d been worried for both Arno and Achim, but to see them so comfortable in Wilhelmina’s presence put my heart at ease.


      “She keeps mentioning Helmut,” I whispered to Arno. “Is he really that harsh a taskmaster?”


      “Only to those who do not show the appropriate decorum. Wilhelmina has already put Achim under his instruction once already. All reports indicate it was largely unbearable.”


      “Yikes...” I uttered. “Achim said that...?”


      “I’m sure you’ve already heard a number of less than flattering rumors about Helmut, and while he is strict, he also cares very much about those under his watch. But he’s the princess’s right-hand man, and that position alone intimidates many.”


      “I know the type,” I said.


      We left the room while Wilhelmina continued her tirade about manners and the mending of them. Achim, sensing the air between Arno and I, was kind enough to remain there with her and leave us be.


      “I’m relieved,” I said when we were alone. “I was worried the two of you wouldn’t be comfortable here, but I’m glad to see you all getting along well.”


      “It wasn’t so easy when we first got here,” admitted Arno, “but we’ve carved out a little place for ourselves. We owe that in large part to Wilhelmina.”


      Much like the princess, Arno’s expression softened at the mere uttering of his lover’s name. Their affection for one another was so obvious I felt a shiver of envy, but the easy air between us was not to last long.


      I was brought to a quiet room away from the office staff and seated opposite Arno. It was just the two of us. There was a nervous glimmer in his eyes, along with just a hint of sorrow. I steeled myself for a serious conversation.


      “I owe you an apology,” said Arno, opening up about feelings he’d held since Falkrum. “And thanks too. What you did in Falkrum was to protect us, your family. But I refused to put my faith in the crown prince, and in doing so I betrayed your trust. I’m sorry.”


      At the time, after the king had been killed, Arno stood steadfastly against Reinald. But now he seemed to accept that his reaction had been born of his own shortcomings.


      “I was weak,” Arno continued. “I did not have it in me to accept him.”


      “But you did your very best, brother,” I said. “I don’t think it’s as simple as you make it sound...”


      “No, listen. I told you once why I chose the other side, remember? The truth is...I was not honest with you. The reason I could not side with you was simply...fear.”


      “Fear? You mean of Sir Reinald?”


      “Yes. He terrified me.”


      He looked relieved to finally admit it. Arno went on, describing the uncertainty, the sense of something amiss—everything he felt from Reinald in the aftermath of the king’s passing.


      “It was a dissonance,” Arno explained. “I could not fathom the way he held himself. He had betrayed others, killed his own brother, and yet he remained totally calm and in control. Even in the case of the king he was no different. So while there is some honesty in what I told you previously, I kept the whole truth hidden from you...”


      It was a dissonance that carried with it worry and uncertainty, eventually forming into a very real fear. Arno felt that he and Reinald were fundamentally different. And even putting aside clashing opinions and points of view, in Reinald Arno saw a man unlike any other he had ever known.


      “I know that you were fine around him, that you could speak of him without any of my fears, but I simply could not bring myself to trust him. I thought of myself as a pitiful excuse for a brother.”


      “Arno, I never once thought of you like that...”


      “I know. It was a feeling I bore, but it was also...a sense of inferiority. In truth, I’ve never even spoken to Achim about this.”


      The Kirsten family had risen to a position of authority when our sister Gerda had become the king’s concubine. Arno had done his best to aim high and to reach for the new opportunities presented to us, but with his newfound responsibility came the weight of doubt and indecision. Arno could not play the part of the confident leader like our father or Count Rodenwald, and he lost confidence in himself. Such was the weight of it all that he could not even open up to his closest confidant and best friend, Achim. Instead, he’d remained trapped in the swampy quagmire of his own insecurities.


      “That I couldn’t simply admit my fear was nobody’s fault but my own,” continued Arno. “When I leaped upon the chance that Wilhelmina gave us—ignoring both you and our sister—it was because I thought I could restore honor and glory to our family. That was what I believed.”


      He had needed to be calculating—to think in terms of schemes and ulterior motives. That which might have been little more than a minor worry for others was the entire world for Arno. But he could look back on it all with a smile now and shrug it off with a wry chuckle.


      “This is where my weakness brought us,” he said, “and I feel I should apologize for lacking the strength to simply be honest with you.”


      “If anybody should apologize, it should be me,” I said. “I never told you or Gerda anything about what I was doing. And in the end, it only served to separate us...”


      “Yes, but our decisions brought us to where we are. They are why we are here.”


      I realized then that Arno had accepted everything that had transpired.


      “You don’t regret how things played out, do you?”


      And just like that, we had once again come to a place of parting.


      “It was hard, and I’ll admit there was much suffering,” said Arno, “but all of it eventually led me to her, and in that sense there was meaning in my weakness and my cowardice.”


      “The princess, Wilhelmina... She saved you. Set you on your path.”


      “I was weak and pathetic, but she needed me. Perhaps under Reinald I might have found a place for myself, but I doubt it. I am little more than an ordinary man, and likely I would have drowned in my own fear. There is no seat for me at his table.”


      That was what it came down to. Where once he had seen himself as weak and of no use, now Arno was resolute—he had found confidence, made up his mind, and now stood proudly by his partner’s side.


      “That is why I have sided with Wilhelmina,” said Arno. “And no matter what happens or how things end, I will remain by her side.”


      “I see.”


      “You refused Wilhelmina’s offer to join her, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. I met with her because I wanted to understand her. I wanted to get to know her, but still my own resolve remains unchanged. I will remain where I am, aiding Reinald where I can.”


      “I understand, I do. I made my own decisions selfishly, and I have no right to deny you the same thing. I won’t try to stop you. And while I don’t like to think of where this may lead us, know this—I will do my utmost to help you, to save you, no matter how things end.”


      “Such bravado. For all you know, I might be the one saving you.”


      “Well, it’s only natural that we put our faith in our respective allies. It is what it is.”


      Neither one of Emperor Karl’s two prospective heirs was willing to relinquish their shot at the throne. Arno, too, sensed that Wilhelmina and Reinald’s stubborn unwillingness to compromise ruled out any sort of peaceful resolution.


      “I was sorry to hear about your friend,” said Arno. “I pray that, at the very least, her soul is at rest.”


      “Thank you. In other matters, I’ve already spoken to the princess about it, but do take good care of Emil.”


      “I’ll be forthright and responsible, I promise. I just hope that while he’s here in the capital he’s able to settle on a potential career path.”


      “You won’t push him to take the Kirsten family aide route?”


      “The decision is his. Should he wish to try, I’m happy to let him. But he was born the second son of the family, and there’s no need to bind him to us should he wish for something different.”


      The Arno I’d known in Falkrum never would have said such a thing so flippantly. He was an example of how much a person could change throughout their lives, and though it should have brought me joy I couldn’t help feeling wrapped in a tangled web of sorrow. Which was why Arno’s next statement took me entirely by surprise.


      “I heard that Achim proposed to you,” said Arno.


      “Huh?! Oh, uh, yes. He, er...he did,” I stammered. “But I turned him down.”


      “There’s no need to be so on guard. I merely wanted to confirm the facts.”


      “And how do you feel about it, brother?” I asked. “Perhaps a touch...disappointed at how it went...?”


      Arno smiled as if to say, Who knows? I sensed a hint of mischief in his grin and wondered if I was just imagining it.


      “Perhaps you could tell him I’m sorry...?”


      “No. No passing the message through me. If there’s something to be said you should tell him yourself. There’s nothing worse than being the third party in a situation like yours.”


      “Do you speak from experience, brother?”


      Arno laughed.


      “I think not...though that said, I’ve had my own trials, I admit.”


      There was one last thing that had to be said. One last message I wanted to pass on.


      “Brother, there’s something I want you to remember,” I said. “You told me just now that you’re here because the princess needed you, but you carved your place for yourself, with your own hands. You did it through your own hard work.”


      “Thank you, Karen. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you.”


      “The feeling is mutual. I’m sorry too. But let’s put the apologies behind us.”


      We had made up our minds. Chosen our paths. No amount of apologies would change things now. We had to stand strong among the tragic differences that separated us. It was far better to smile and speak of meeting again than it was to simply share apologies.


      Achim showed up once Arno and I finished our conversation. He looked thoroughly chewed out, and I sensed that at least some small, tiny part of him rued his actions. I wasn’t sure how to talk to him or how to face him, but Achim spoke first.


      “Have you seen Marie lately?” he asked.


      “Marie? Come to think of it, no. I did try to meet with her to thank her for all her help, but she shut me down. Said she was busy.”


      This was not the person I expected would be our first matter of business. When I’d last spoken to Martina, Marie was staying at a lover’s place, and things were going fine. As it turned out, circumstances had changed since, and it was with something of a grimace that Achim told me of more recent events.


      “Marie broke up with her lover not so long ago, and she’s been hopping from place to place ever since. As far as we can tell she’s not working in any capacity, but try as we might she simply won’t accept our help. Says she doesn’t want to be ‘in our pocket.’ If you have the time, would you drop by and see how she’s doing?”


      “Of course. I’ve heard she has an apartment of her own, so I’ll visit once we’re done here.”


      “Thanks. The young master has said we can offer her help if she’s having trouble supporting herself. If that’s the case, you need only let us know. But uh... Just make sure you don’t let her know we’re doing it. If Marie finds out you’re working on behalf of Arno, things will get messy, and more to the point, she’ll flat out refuse any further assistance.”


      “I’ll do what I can, but if that’s the case then am I really the best option?”


      “The Kirstens and the Conrads are different, at least as far as Marie’s concerned.”


      Marie had drawn a line, and she was sticking to it. Still, she’d been a huge aid to me in my time of need, and I wanted to repay the favor if it were at all possible.


      “Achim,” I said.


      “If you’re thinking of apologizing, think twice. Not interested.”


      “Never mind, then...”


      Talk about making things difficult.


      Arno rolled his eyes slightly but showed no signs of sticking his nose into things.


      When I was finally set to take my leave, the princess came to see me off. She offered me the following words as I parted.


      “Let this be my final warning—to stay by his side is to invite misfortune.”


      I knew that Wilhelmina’s words came from a place of sincerity—she really was worried for me. Achim bit the bottom of his lip—he, like her and like Arno, believed Reinald to be a dangerous, unpredictable element.


      My opinion on things, however, differed.


      “That has yet to be decided,” I replied.


      And when I smiled, it was from the heart. My brother, too, while lonely in his own way, shared in my smile. It was a moment, however short, in which we saw eye to eye.

    

  

  
    
      9: The Latorians


      “You look at ease. I do hope that means your discussions were fruitful.”


      “Perhaps not exactly good, but yes...fruitful nonetheless. However...”


      Geoff and I were sitting in our carriage, alone, and I felt comfortable opening up to him.


      “I just found myself wishing that the princess was, I don’t know, not so nice a person?” I admitted. “Not that I could ever say such a thing to Arno and Achim.”


      “It’s perhaps unavoidable given your position,” noted Geoff. “This is not a problem with any easy answers.”


      “Thank you, Geoff. There’s much yet to be discussed, but before we head home I’d like to drop by Marie’s place. Could you ask our driver to take us into town?”


      I’d been told that Marie’s home was located in a busy residential area, a place that many of the capital’s commoners called home. She lived in a wooden, one-person apartment in an old but well maintained building. It was nice, to be sure, but struck me as far too modest for Marie—she was a former noble, after all, and one who enjoyed the high life. I’d never actually had reason to visit Marie before, so I couldn’t help staring at everything as Geoff and I climbed the stairs.


      “I honestly thought she’d live in a nicer place,” I said.


      “But you can’t fault the location,” said Geoff. “There’s a guardhouse nearby and a shopping arcade just around the corner. It’s safe, secure, and everything a young woman might need is just a stone’s throw away. A comfortable place to call home indeed.”


      “Very neat and tidy too. So many of these homes have decorated windows—I imagine it must be a very pleasant area.”


      It was just casual chitchat as we proceeded up the stairs, but as we were approaching the third floor, something stopped us in our tracks. A woman’s enraged cry rang through the air. Geoff and I looked at one another. It was a voice we both recognized. We rushed up the stairs, turned the corner, and heard another cry, this one from a panicked male.


      “I’m sorry! I mean it! I’m so sorry!”


      “It’s far too late for that! Why are you even here?! I told you I never wanted to see you again!”


      They stood in the middle of the corridor. A door to one of the apartments was flung open. The man was sitting on the floor, his head held low. He looked to be in his late twenties and was in the midst of being kicked. Naturally, it was the inimitable Marie who was doing the kicking, and she wasn’t holding back. Her face was the very picture of rage, and her insults flew thick and fast. Her bare calves were on full display as she raised a foot and drove it straight between the man’s legs. He crumpled into a heap.


      It was such a sight that Geoff was rendered completely motionless.


      “Are you listening now?” screamed Marie. “No future exists in which the two of us can mend things! There is no next time! Now run off to your rich home and find yourself some young noblewoman to make your wife so the two of you can live out the rest of your days happily and in blissful ignorance of the world around you!”


      “B-But I... Marie, I...”


      “I hate men who don’t know when to give up! Go home already!”


      It was hard not to be impressed by the man, unwilling to back down even after such a vicious direct hit on his nether regions. All the more impressive was Marie, however, who was completely unmoved by his grim determination. It was then that she noticed us, farther down the corridor, watching in awed silence.


      “What are you two doing just standing there? If you’ve got business then come inside and hop to it, please.”


      The moment seemed to lift a burden from Marie’s shoulders. She still cut the same terrifying figure, but she was clearly done with the poor gentleman writhing on the floor. She ignored the despair haunting his entire person and motioned for us to step by him, but it wasn’t quite that simple, and naturally we hesitated.


      “Would you hurry up already?” Marie said. “I can’t stand it when people make a fuss over nothing.”


      “Oh, right you are,” I replied. “We’ll head right on by, then.”


      We flowed on past the tragic sight and into Marie’s apartment. She followed us in and closed the door without so much as a glance in the direction of the man still calling her name.


      “What a pitiful young man...” I murmured. “Is this your apartment, Marie?”


      “Yes, and do you have to stare at everything like it’s an art gallery? You won’t find anything interesting, I assure you.”


      “Oh, please don’t get the wrong idea. This is quite new for me—I so rarely get to visit people’s homes.”


      “Then make some friends. There’s no shortage of young women your age living alone.”


      “As much as I’d like that, my, er... My reputation keeps getting in the way.”


      As far as “ordinary” friendships went, the only person I could think of was Elena.


      “Sorry...” muttered Marie.


      “It’s okay.”


      Achim had said that Marie was hopping from place to place, but Marie’s modest two-room abode did not look like a place she’d only moved into recently. There was furniture, and everything was neatly placed. Marie gave me an explanation of her living circumstances while she brewed us all tea.


      “I’ve been renting this place for a long time,” she said simply, “I’m just not here often, is all. I think that’s why most people assume I don’t have a home. Arno said he’d happily find me a more spacious apartment, but I turned him down. What can I say? I’m attached to it.”


      “Well, it’s a nice little spot, and it looks very comfortable,” I commented.


      “Right? Big places are so hard to keep clean, not to mention the rent. This is perfect for one living alone, or perhaps a couple.”


      Marie went on to explain that she rarely needed to cook with all the food stalls in the local arcade, and that her apartment not having a bath didn’t matter because there was a bathhouse nearby. She claimed that she never invited people over, but even with all her stuff the apartments didn’t feel cramped. If anything, the open storage style of her rooms felt very much like a kind of furnishing—oh, how I wished I had Marie’s flair for interior decoration. As for rent, that was shouldered by one of Marie’s exes. An ex we had just met, in fact...


      “So the gentleman we just saw in the corridor is...er...?”


      “You know how I feel about people who don’t get to the point, Karen.”


      “Yes, right. So the man outside is your ex, then?”


      “Yes. I dumped him because he recently revealed himself to be an incorrigible idiot, but he’s back here almost every day. It’s exhausting.”


      Marie was at her wit’s end and only too happy to share all the juicy deets. As it turned out, she’d been seeing him since around the time I first arrived in the capital.


      “How do you do it? How do you go through lovers like you’re out buying dresses?” I asked.


      “It’s more surprising to me just how dull and straitlaced your life is, given all the gossip I hear about you.”


      “Gossip? That sounds intriguing. Like what?” I asked.


      “The most popular is all about you being the prince’s mistress,” said Marie, who began counting off her fingers, “but then there are the rumors about you and Lubeck, you and Duke Tuna, and others too. Care to hear them all?”


      “No, I’m quite all right,” I replied. “I shouldn’t have asked.”


      I needed to clamp down on impulses like that. I really didn’t need to know what gossip was floating around. Geoff, who until now had simply taken it all in, chose this moment to jump in with a question.


      “My apologies if I’m dredging up feelings you’d rather avoid, but you seemed rather...angry at the man. Did he do something to you?”


      His hunch was bang on target.


      “The man’s worse than scum,” she replied. “He told me that social hierarchy meant nothing to him and that he wanted to marry me regardless. But then he goes and says that for us to have a future together, he wants to meet my parents. The fool.”


      “Oh, I see. Yes, it all makes sense now.”


      Marie’s family—the Dunsts—were off-limits under any and all circumstances. She made no attempts to hide the fact that she’d cut ties with them—she boasted about it, even—and she made it clear that if family were expected to be a part of her romantic relationships, there would be no relationship at all. Her ex had agreed not to bring them into the picture, and Marie had believed that to be the end of the matter. That all changed when Marie’s ex brought up her family ties.


      “‘Your family has ties to the Kirsten family, right?’ he said to me. ‘How about we set a date so I can introduce myself? We could arrange a meeting with your parents while we’re at it.’ The gall! He promised that he wouldn’t dig into my past, then makes it blatantly clear that he’s been doing exactly that.”


      “And how did you respond?”


      “I took the nearest vase in hand, threw it at him as hard as I could, then stormed out. I told him, Karen. I told him that I hated my parents, and that he was not to go digging into my family tree. I made him promise to ask me if he wanted to know anything. So I dumped him. He made a promise, and then he broke it. That’s that.”


      “He does seem to rue his decision...”


      “I couldn’t give a single damn about a man I no longer harbor a shred of love for. Let him have his regret—he never should have looked into my family in the first place.”


      All the same, his constant appearances at her apartment were testing Marie’s patience. Hers wasn’t the only apartment in the building, and Marie’s ex was a nuisance for the other tenants—many of whom were already making complaints. The apartment had a landlord, but he was largely powerless to say much to a member of the nobility. This left Marie in quite the pickle, to the extent that she was considering moving to a hotel for the immediate future.


      “I hate the idea of paying for an inn when I have a home, but what other choice do I have? I mean, think about it—who wouldn’t want to kick a man like that hard between the legs?”


      “So you’ll move to an inn, then?”


      “That’s my only option. I’m very fond of this place, and besides, moving to a new apartment isn’t cheap. Certainly more expensive than a short stay at an inn, anyway. That said, if I nab a good man in the meantime, I’ll simply move in with him.”


      “Some things never change, hm?”


      “What did you expect? The world suffers when good women like myself remain single.”


      “But what about rent while you’re away? Your ex won’t pay it anymore, will he?”


      “I’ll pay it myself, of course. I’ve got the savings to cover it.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “You’ve no need to worry, Karen. I’ve a comfortable little nest egg. It’s just that I’d rather not waste the money my first two husbands left for me.”


      And in truth, there was one thing about Marie’s apartment I was most curious about. Her room was neat and tidy, and yet there were still parts of it that raised an eyebrow. They itched at you. First there was the man’s coat on a hanger, then the pair of simple old boots on the floor. Elsewhere I noted matching wooden cups. Everything about the apartment pointed at it being a shared living space, but the other person’s things were of poor quality. They looked untouched and had been that way for quite some time. More to the point, none of it matched with the rest of the room.


      “It all belonged to my second husband,” said Marie, noticing the invisible question mark above my head. “He was poor, and he couldn’t afford anything better.”


      His items were simple, to be sure, but it was clear at a glance that Marie took exceptional care of them. She did this because they were keepsakes. When I realized this, I understood Marie’s attachment to the apartment, and what it really meant to her. She lived in a way I couldn’t, but her bohemian lifestyle was her lifeblood, and I liked that about her.


      “Given the circumstances, why don’t you stay with us at Conrad for a spell?” I asked.


      “Huh?”


      “Your reaction breaks my heart a little, admittedly.”


      “Oh come now, that goes both ways. You’re just going to make offers like that completely off the cuff now? I hate flippant gestures.”


      “But it’s not a bad idea, is it? We’ve got the spare room, and we’ll provide everything—board, food, and whatever else you might ask for. You’ll have guards looking out for you all throughout the day. And flippant? I think not. Our house is the best way to see you safe.”


      This was not to mention that we also had the former chief of the Badinter Detective Agency just across the street and the military living right next door. It would not be easy for any man to barge his way in with those kinds of safeguards in place.


      Marie thought about it. The benefits slowly dawned on her, but she remained silent for a time.


      “But it wouldn’t be for free, would it?” she said finally.


      “There’s work we’d like to ask of you in return,” I replied.


      When it came to people like Marie, the easiest route was always to make a deal or trade in place of a free pass. And we did need help—I wanted a fashion advisor, and Claude needed an assistant. With visitors arriving more and more often, he was desperate for somebody to help him with some of his less pressing tasks. Even now, I couldn’t forget the sight of Claude stating he wanted an assistant who was “easy on the eyes” while Sofie stood right there, steadfast, in the background.


      “My schedule is fixed, which means it’ll be easy to balance the jobs we’re asking of you!” I explained. “As for working with Claude, he’ll only really need your help when his workload gets out of hand, so it’s not like you’ll be working all the time.”


      “And will I need to work into the evening?”


      “No, there won’t be any of that. We don’t work with anybody where that will be necessary.”


      People like Reinald, Moritz, and others in the military were the outliers in the imperial capital. Most of Gnodia’s ordinary citizens worked until late afternoon and then called it a day. The workaholic culture of Japan barely existed here. In any case, when Marie realized that her free time was hers to use as she pleased, her decision was easy.


      “Okay, I’ll stay with you,” she said. “I’ve a feeling you get a lot of rich visitors too. The room on the second floor is empty, as I recall?”


      “Oh, yes, it’s just that...”


      “It’s better if I use a room that nobody else is using, yes?”


      The room Marie was talking about was Ern’s, and it was still as she’d left it. I wasn’t sure exactly how long it was going to remain that way, but even now I couldn’t quite bring myself to give the okay when it came to cleaning it up.


      “If you’re going to work your charms on anybody, just keep things civil, please,” I said.


      “Don’t worry. I’m not interested in the sort of fool who doesn’t know a little subtlety. In any case, I’d best start packing. You came by carriage, I assume, and I would very much appreciate some help carrying my belongings. I’ll be done in an instant!”


      With Geoff here, Marie was quick to designate him her porter. But true to word, Marie was indeed quick. She packed six bags in total, most of which Geoff carried to the carriage.


      On our way back to the manor, Marie used the ride to air out her grievances in full.


      “Things were the best for me when I first got here. I met this guy, and he was mostly perfect. I mean, mostly useless admittedly, but so good to me. And he never once tried digging into my past! He came from a commoner’s family, but he made good money and he wasn’t the least bit stingy with it!”


      “I...see. But if he was mostly perfect, why’d you break up?”


      “One day, completely out of nowhere, he said we should end things. That’s the last I ever heard of him.”


      Besides the unfortunate ending, Marie had really liked the guy. She had pushed back against the breakup and tried to patch things up, but it proved impossible—her soon to be ex was nothing if not vague. On top of that, he made it clear that none of it was Marie’s fault.


      “I asked him if it was another woman, or an illness, or something he couldn’t tell me, but he wouldn’t give me any answers. He even said he’d find someone else to set me up with. Can you believe it?”


      “And then it just ended? That’s so odd...”


      “He left me some money, and then I never heard another word from him.”


      “Yikes. That’s kind of ominous, no?”


      “That’s why I wanted to return the money, but by then he’d already moved out. I don’t have any idea where he is now, or what he’s doing.”


      I sensed that Marie had never fully gotten over it—she spoke with disdain, but I felt some heartbreak hidden among her words too. I got the sense that perhaps the man knew the potency of Marie’s rage and so chose to drive her away, but him disappearing without so much as a trace was downright suspect.


      But her relationship with the guy hasn’t gotten her wrapped up in any trouble since, so... I guess all’s well that ends well...kind of?


      I felt like Marie’s current ex wouldn’t be an issue either as long as we kept on top of things, so I hoped she could relax with us. We returned to Conrad manor in high spirits but immediately met with an air of foreboding. Reinald had arrived with Six in tow, and Claude had arrived with Martina.


      “I sense an ordeal ahead,” Luca whispered in my ear.


      We arrived just as Claude was welcoming Reinald and Six.


      “Your Highness, it is an honor to have you at the Conrads’ humble abode,” he said. “What business brings you here today? The standing lord is unfortunately absent at present, but might I ask if the matter is urgent?”


      It was quite bold of the old man to be so direct with Reinald, but Claude only spoke the way he did because he knew he could get away with it. Reinald didn’t seem to mind, but either way, speaking to him so directly took guts.


      “Sorry, gramps,” said Six. “As you can see, we’re free of Reinald’s ever frowning aide. I had a little time, so I brought him out for a little sunshine. We’re not here on business or anything, so don’t mind us.”


      “Sir Reinald,” I said, inserting myself into the conversation. “You let Six take you on outings?”


      “He insisted, but if I’d known it was for this I’d have been better off stopping him.”


      “That’s not your responsibility.”


      “Still, you have my apologies. I came because I believed it was necessary. And who is that behind you, if you don’t mind my asking?”


      “That’s my cousin. She’ll be moving in with us for the immediate future.”


      “It has been a long time, Your Highness,” said Marie.


      Marie had a keen sense for the air in a room and knew to take her leave just as soon as she’d given a polite greeting. Six, however, remained as indifferent about things as always.


      “It would appear that we’re the ones interrupting things,” said Reinald, glancing at Martina, half-hidden behind Claude.


      It was clear that something was amiss with the girl, even at a glance. She wasn’t holding herself with the air of a teacher, as I was used to, and she looked bruised and beaten. She was dressed casually and her hair was done neatly, but there were dark marks beneath one of her eyes, and the other was covered in bandages. She leaned on a cane with one hand, and it looked like she’d broken a leg. She wore a long sleeved shirt that hid her upper body, but when she moved I saw the hint of yet more bandages.


      Reinald was considerate and was going to take his leave to give us a chance to talk, but it was Martina herself who stopped.


      “Your Highness, what I plan to tell Lady Karen is not unrelated to your own circumstances,” she said. “Would you be so kind as to join as a witness to the discussion?”


      “You’re sure about this, Martina?” asked Claude.


      “Yes. It was never my intent to keep the matter silent. His highness’s presence is perhaps fateful.”


      “Hmm?” murmured Six. “I know you’ve got your reasons, but you looked banged up all over. If it makes it harder for you to talk, shall I heal it for you?”


      “I appreciate the gesture, but I’ll be fine, thank you.”


      Reinald and Six were thus invited to join us as an audience to...whatever it was that Martina wanted to tell us. Even more surprising was Wendel’s arrival, but it turned out that Claude had asked Hil to fetch him earlier. Still, all of this was news to Whateley, who looked unusually bewildered.


      “Claude, why would you... Oh, my apologies, Your Highness,” said the steward, catching himself.


      “We’re merely observers for this particular discussion,” said Reinald. “Pay us no mind, and feel free to entirely ignore whatever my companion says.”


      “What? But I’m so certain I’ll have so much to say,” said Six. “Just look at what we’re dealing with. This is bound to be interesting.”


      “If possible, could you provide us with whatever you can in the way of snacks, finger food, and light meals?” asked Reinald. “And don’t worry about preparing any water for him.”


      It looked to me like Reinald needed ammunition for his keep-Six’s-mouth-full strategy. Six looked excited to insert himself into the conversation, so I was nothing if not glad for Reinald’s consideration. And while this is neither here nor there, his ability to give Six just enough room to breathe was a testament to his abilities and proof that he was nothing if not an experienced hand.


      “Make that enough for two, please,” added Luca. “If I’m here, I may as well eat what I can.”


      “Ugh,” moaned Six. “It takes magic for you to be here. Put that magic to work. Do your job.”


      “You’re as bad as a mother-in-law with all that whining. I’m working as we speak and pulling what I need from Reinald, so quit your complaining.”


      “I’d like it if you could warn me next time you do that,” commented Reinald. “I get hit with a dizzy spell.”


      “I’ll do what I can. As for the rest of you, just ignore me. But you,” she said, her eyes on Black Bird, “stick with the nuts and berries. The small stuff, in other words.”


      Luca and Black Bird had appeared out of thin air, making an already messy situation even messier. Black Bird looked very much like it wanted snacks, but Luca kept it in line.


      Wendel was caught completely off guard and looked visibly intimidated by the sudden gathering of people, but his attention was on Martina the moment he saw the state she was in. He took very much after his mother in that regard. Still, it was quite the gathering. At the center of the room sat the solemn Martina, and with her Claude. Whateley, Wendel, and I sat opposite them. Then there were our observers—Reinald, Six, Luca, and Black Bird. Martina had wanted everyone who hailed from Conrad to attend—including our servants—but Claude advised against it.


      With all of us seated, Martina looked at each of us in turn, then bowed respectfully to Reinald.


      “I am most grateful for your time,” she said.


      But just what was this burden she carried? Claude was by her side, intent on supporting her through all of this, but all the while there was a glimmer in his eyes that hinted at something gravely serious. His usually relaxed, easygoing demeanor was nowhere to be found, and he did not let his guard slip even as he addressed the room.


      “I realize that it is not my place to attend this discussion and that I am an outsider in this affair, but I sit here before you as the first person Martina shared her story with, and more importantly, I feel a certain responsibility for her as one of her teachers. More to the point, I think it necessary we have a person of a neutral stance in attendance.”


      “Neutral?” asked Whateley. “But surely you could still have discussed this with me earlier?”


      “Unfortunately, you are anything but neutral when it comes to this matter, Whateley.”


      Claude then brought out a small rectangular box and placed it on the table to display its contents.


      “I am carrying this on behalf of Martina,” he said, “which is to say that it belongs to her.”
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      The air of curiosity around Whateley, Wendel, and myself dissipated in an instant, replaced by waves of shock and disbelief. Whateley gasped, recognizing what he saw in the box. I did likewise and looked from my wrist back to the box, trying to make sense of what I saw.


      “But that’s...” I uttered. “I don’t... Huh?”


      I was looking at two bracelets—one on my wrist and one in the box. But they were the same bracelet. Both shared the same slender chain and the same detailed craftsmanship. Both were one of a kind, having been made by a craftsman at Reinald’s request. The softly colored blue gemstones were reminiscent of Reinald’s eyes—it was why I had been so enamored by the first bracelet I’d received.


      “Martina?” I uttered, reaching for an answer.


      “Is this yours, Lady Karen?” she asked in return.


      “Y-Yes,” I stammered. “It must be... Sir Reinald?”


      “I remember it,” he said. “This is the pattern the craftsman suggested, and that I accepted. There’s no doubting it—it is the bracelet I gave you in Falkrum, to commemorate our engagement.”


      “And that’s the gemstone I found for you,” added Six. “It’s usually much darker in color, but I went searching for something of a subtler hue to better match your eyes.”


      Hang on. Wasn’t the bracelet a wedding present for my marriage to the margrave?


      I was very curious about the fact that Six had been the one to find the gemstone in it, but there was no time for such tangents. When Martina saw for herself that both Reinald and I remembered the bracelet, she let out a long sigh. She had prepared herself for this eventuality, that much was clear, but all the same it still weighed on her. It was almost unbearable, and I could hear it in the slight trembling of her every word.


      “My parents sent this to me,” she said. “It was the last item of monetary value they ever left for us. That, and...”


      Martina then slid a small object toward Wendel. It was wrapped in felt, and when Wendel opened it he found a ring. It was silver and of high quality but also simple in design. Martina pointed to the inside of the ring.


      “I spoke with the mercenaries my parents belonged to and was able to buy the ring back,” she explained. “It is good fortune that it still remained in their coffers. The writing on the inside has been shaved clean, but it should be a perfect match for the ring you wear around your neck, Master Wendel.”


      It was the most Martina could muster, and her head fell into her hands. She had no choice now but to accept the truth. For so long she’d battled with emotions she could not give voice to, but all the pain that she’d tried so hard to tamp down was bubbling to the surface.


      It was clear to us all what she was trying to say, but accepting her words and acknowledging her place was not a simple thing. It was not something we could come to terms with so quickly, and so neither Whateley, Wendel, or I spoke a single word.


      “When I left,” Martina continued, “it was to confirm whether or not my parents and their mercenary party had taken part in the attack on Conrad. I know I have no right to even sit here before you today, but I swallowed my shame and I came. I did so because I learned that there was much you did not know about the attack. I sought to learn what I could.”


      She admitted that she did not know everything, but that she could speak of facts that we’d otherwise have no way of knowing. I reached timidly for the bracelet around my wrist as if to confirm it was still there.


      Wendel reached out to touch his mother’s ring. Her keepsake. The margrave’s matching ring was like an extension of his body now, and he rarely, if ever, removed it. But he treasured it and made sure it was always kept clean. When he placed the two rings next to one another, Emma’s certainly lacked the same sheen, but it was clear that with a little work, the two would be almost indistinguishable.


      Blacky slunk through the room and rubbed himself silently against Wendel’s leg while the boy added his mother’s ring to his necklace. It clinked quietly against the margrave’s ring as the two came into contact. Wendel held them quietly in hand—it was a hand that had grown so much since the early part of his life spent in Conrad.


      “You’re home now,” he said.


      There was joy in his voice, but there were also tears that came with it. Wendel clenched the rings tight. Even Six knew better than to interrupt the moment with an offhand comment, or at the very least it seemed that way as he silently stuffed his face with food. His stomach was a bottomless pit, and his eating left poor Rio blinking in shock whenever he came to check on the food situation.


      Wendel rubbed his nose with the back of his hand, then sat up and looked Martina straight in the eyes.


      “You brought it back for me,” he said. “Thank you, Martina.”


      His eyes were red, but his voice rang with his honesty. Martina, however, couldn’t hold his gaze. Her lip quivered, and her eyes dropped to her hands, balled up into fists at her knees.


      “I haven’t done anything worthy of thanks,” she said. “I longed for nothing more than to carve a career for myself here in the imperial capital, and it was all of you who showed me great kindness in giving me a chance. And yet my parents, they... They...”


      “Yes, but you could have stayed silent,” said Wendel. “You could have said nothing at all. Instead, you brought this ring back to me, and I don’t believe that was nothing. I don’t believe it is wrong to thank you.”


      “Martina, is this jewelry the reason you’re injured?” I asked.


      “N-No, this was just...”


      “No point lying now that you’ve come this far,” said Claude. “Just tell them there was some bumping of heads and it ended with you in a duel, hm?”


      Martina? In a duel?


      The idea was unfathomable. One look at everybody else and I saw the exact same shock. Tears welled in Martina’s eyes.


      “Sir Claude, you promised you wouldn’t say anything.”


      “Oh, I did? I must be getting forgetful in my old age,” he mused in reply.


      “W-Wait, Martina,” I uttered. “I thought you didn’t even know how to hold yourself in battle. Even Geoff and the others said you were a complete novice.”


      Martina’s ears went bright red with embarrassment.


      “I should come clean,” she said. “With my parents being mercenaries, I was given some basic training. In the past, when we had far less in the way of savings, we lived in a more dangerous part of the capital. It was important that I be able to defend my younger siblings, but...I am far removed from that now. I don’t carry any blades, I don’t go picking any fights. I promise.”


      “She learned to hide her abilities so as not to draw suspicion,” said Claude. “It would seem Conrad has a knack for recruiting skilled and powerful women.”


      “Sir Claude, please, stop. My swordsmanship is not something I’m even remotely proud of anymore.”


      “But why did you hide the fact?” I asked. “The ability to wield a sword wouldn’t have barred you from working as a tutor for the boys.”


      “My ways are unique to my people and not the style generally taught in the capital. I feared that it might draw suspicion among my employers, which would only lead to further questions about my family.”


      In other words, Martina had learned to fight like a mercenary. If she were to mention an ability in martial arts, it was only natural that talk would at some point turn to how and where she’d learned. For someone who worked as a tutor and was selling her ability to provide an education, this was not a topic Martina wanted to go into—many would not look kindly upon the fact that her parents were foreigners and mercenaries who had come by way of Latoria. Her parents and her uncle and aunty had thus recommended she instead say nothing of her swordsmanship.


      Still, this did not explain how Martina had gotten injured, but to arrive at that Martina first had to go back to when she first received my bracelet.


      “When my parents died, I was sent your bracelet,” she said. “The mercenaries had discussed things between themselves and agreed it would serve as payment for my parents’ last job, along with a sum of money.”


      The mercenaries had known the size of Martina’s family, and that Martina herself was nearing marriageable age. They wanted her to have a significant dowry and jewelry for the occasion. While usually they would have traded the necklace in for money, they instead sent the bracelet as it was.


      It was hard to simply accept the idea that one might send plundered loot to another as a gift, but this was also a world and culture far removed from the one I had grown accustomed to. It was also one reason the bracelet had found its way back to me.


      In any case, Martina was grateful to her parents’ comrades for their consideration, and she had kept the bracelet in her possession. She wanted to stay true to her parents’ wishes, but also she found the subtle design and beauty of the bracelet charming.


      “It’s not a thing I can easily wrap my head around,” said Wendel, “but your parents, they...”


      Martina had clearly expected a question like this at some point, and so she offered a sorrowful smile.


      “Yes,” she said. “They made their living through the killing of others and the stealing of their goods.”


      Wendel nodded, and Martina went on.


      “To be honest, my parents had been working as mercenaries since I was born, and so I never thought to question their work. I think I always knew somewhere in the back of my mind that it was dishonest work, but the truth is that thanks to my parents that we always had food on the table.”


      “They were good parents?”


      “Yes, they were both so kind.”


      Martina had many siblings, but in truth a few of them were not actually blood related. Some of them belonged to fallen comrades, and others were orphans.


      “They came home one day with a boy I’d never seen before and told him that we were his new family, then... No, I apologize. Forget I said anything.”


      Martina caught herself traveling on a tangent and righted ship—it was time to tell us about how she had come to learn the truth of the bracelet that Reinald had given me. When she had learned that my bracelet was one of only two, reality had begun to creep up and whisper in her ear. This whispering grew only more persistent when she thought through everything she had heard from the others.


      During this time Martina had tried to continue her work and purge the necklace from her mind, but her thoughts always came back to the mercenaries. The pangs of conscience grew too much to bear, and after conferring with her uncle and aunty, Martina took to tracing the whereabouts of her parents’ former employers. As it so happened, they were located not far from Gnodia, and so Martina rented a horse and left to confront the past.


      “You can ride a horse?” I asked.


      “Yes.”


      “And you went alone. You must be pretty experienced,” commented Wendel.


      “Regrettably not,” replied Martina. “I went alone because I knew who I was dealing with—bringing armed guards with me would have been an aggressive gesture. Arriving alone was the wiser option.”


      “A-And you injured yourself on the way back...?” I asked.


      “Oh, er... Do not worry,” replied Martina, looking very much like a child about to be scolded. “This injury is entirely unrelated, Lady Karen.”


      Her voice was meek, tiny. It was as though she couldn’t bear the shame of admitting it. Still, as far as I was concerned her actions were the very height of bravery.


      Martina arrived at the mercenary camp and requested a meeting with their captain. This was granted thanks to the past efforts of her parents and the fact that the captain still remembered looking after Martina when she was but a child. At first she was made welcome, but she got shut down the moment she began asking for details. The mercenaries worked by their own code, but the captain was at least willing to speak on the matter of Martina’s parents’ death.


      “My parents were among the older members of the crew, and so they were stationed on the outskirts, where there was less danger. They weren’t entirely happy about it, but they knew that the work was simple and straightforward. Unfortunately, it would prove to be their end.”


      That was all the mercenary captain would reveal at the time. He tried to send Martina home, but she refused. For her there was still unfinished business to address—namely, Emma’s ring. Unlike the bracelet, which she had in her possession, she had no idea where Emma’s ring was. When she heard that it was gone, she assumed it had been stolen and hoped she might at least work out where it was sold so she might buy it back. However, when she made it clear she would be happy to pay for intel, the captain only offered an awkward look and shook his head.


      Martina asked for a price, but the amount was beyond anything she could possibly scrounge up. She knew that with each passing moment the whereabouts of the ring would grow more and more distant. Returning to the capital, too, would just eat up more time. Ordinarily this would be where one gave up, but Martina stood her ground and kept pushing. The captain thus offered a compromise—a tradition among the mercenary group, but one that was rather barbaric.


      “In short, a show of strength,” said Martina. “In Latorian culture, the strongest are revered, and the powerful lead. I was fortunate in that I was still considered part of the family, and among Latorians a duel is the quickest way to see a solution to such problems. None refute the results.”


      “And you... You fought? Really?”


      “It was the most peaceful way to get what I needed.”


      The three of us sitting in front of Martina all went pale. We all assumed that the duel was where Martina broke her leg. When Martina saw the looks on our faces, however, she explained this was not exactly the case.


      “I...broke my leg when I slipped up and fell from my horse,” she admitted. “I’m lucky it was not my neck.”


      “But what do horses have to do with a show of strength?” I asked. “Or did you fall from your horse on the way back to the capital?”


      “It was a battle on horseback,” replied Martina. “For Latorians, such duels are both spectacle and a chance to gamble. The people love festivities and are fond of festivals and shows. Excitement shared is something that strengthens bonds, and duels are also a way to make money.”


      Wendel and I sat in silence, mouths agape. Our gaze clearly made Martina uncomfortable, and she glanced away from us. The duel had left her hurt, but to hear her tell it, the mercenaries had shown her great kindness.


      “Mercenaries enter into contracts with their clients, and as such they don’t often speak about confidential matters. It’s a matter of trust. But even then, they saw how inexperienced I was—they did not put out their best warrior. This was an act of generosity.”


      There are still so many cultures and so many worlds out there that I simply do not know or understand.


      Martina was hesitant to speak of the details of her bout, but even after falling from her horse she managed to find a path to victory, narrow though it may have been. As a reward for her efforts, she was told where the remainder of Conrad’s treasures were. Martina found the ring among it all and bought it back.


      It struck me as harsh that, after literally sacrificing her body, Martina had to pay to get the ring back, but in truth the duel had not won her the ring—it had only won her information of its whereabouts.


      “My parents’ mercenary troop was but one half of the forces that struck Conrad,” said Martina. “The other half hailed from elsewhere but have since disbanded. I was told they were mostly outlaws, but they were mercenaries all the same.”


      She offered the flash of a weak, sorrowful smile. There were thoughts and feelings intertwined with it that none of us could read.


      “Please,” said Wendel, “don’t tiptoe around the details. I want to hear what you were told, as you were told. Please.”


      “Are you... Are you sure? You will not like what you hear,” Martina replied.


      “I know, and just thinking about what happened casts a shroud across my heart, but I want to know the truth. Do you mind, Whateley? Karen? It’s time I came to terms with all of this. I need to put it behind me.”


      “I, too, feel likewise,” said Whateley.


      “If that is what you wish, I’m right here with you,” I said.


      Martina thus told us of the other side of the attack on Conrad—a side we never would have known otherwise.


      “The mercenary captain refused to tell me who hired them,” said Martina. “I was able to glean more information from the others, but...the better half of it came from those who’d been drinking. Please keep in mind that what I’m telling might not be the entire truth, and it may well be inaccurate—blurred by drink.”


      “It doesn’t matter, please, go on,” said Wendel. “But isn’t it strange that the mercenary captain allowed his people to speak to you about matters he himself would not?”


      “That he didn’t is what is most important,” replied Martina. “In the case of his men, it is far easier to shrug off the talk of his comrades as nothing more than the nonsense of drunks.”


      Reinald listened in silence, his face betraying no discernible emotion. When Conrad fell, both Reinald and Wilhelmina were moving to take control of Falkrum, but both were working separately. Reinald had yet to be recognized as the crown prince, and as such it was unlikely he had a comprehensive understanding of the empire’s greater plans. I think he was as intrigued as the rest of us to hear more about the mercenaries.


      “The client was a bureaucrat, or someone of a similar position within the government,” said Martina. “The mercenaries were hired to ensure the destruction of Conrad’s protective wall and paid a considerable sum of money.”


      “Ensure the destruction of the wall...? That’s an odd way to put it,” I said.


      It itched at me. Having seen the aftermath with my own eyes, I knew that the mercenaries had gone much further than just the wall.


      “To put it bluntly, combat was expected,” said Martina. “The mercenaries assumed they were being recruited to fight in a small-scale war, but nowhere in their contract was it specified that noncombatants were to be murdered. This part of the deal only came to light much later, after the contract was already agreed to. It was a point of considerable contention. A cash bonus was offered and ultimately agreed to, but even then a great many mercenaries refused to take part. They had to be replaced, of course, and their replacements were unsavory types—the outlaws I mentioned earlier. I don’t know much more than that.”


      “Are you saying that mercenaries sometimes refuse work?” said Wendel. “I was of the understanding that they will do anything for the right price.”


      I, too, thought that in mercenary work, no job was out of the question if the money was there. Martina had a far more nuanced understanding of the matter than us, however.


      “There’s no sugarcoating it—the band of mercenaries my parents were with would do almost anything for the right price. But not all mercenary groups are alike, and some refuse to kill the defenseless. They do not take the lives of women, children, the elderly, and men who cannot fight for themselves. Some even ban looting and plundering altogether. The most well known of these groups was the one led by Bertrando Lorenzi.”


      Now that’s a name I wasn’t expecting to hear.


      That Bertrando’s group could be so selective about their work, however, was due to the man’s reputation. Your usual band of mercenaries did not have the luxury to pick and choose—they had to take what they were given.


      “Many were angry at the sudden change in orders, especially after a contract had been agreed to. Many of these mercenaries refused to harm women or children.”


      This, however, was likely intentional on the part of the client. It was the process of sifting through the mercenaries for those who would do the work and those who wouldn’t.


      “You all know what happened within the domain when the attack was launched,” continued Martina. “But for the mercenaries, it was a distraction and slaughter operation. The client provided them with poison, weapons, and a strange powder that was used to destroy the walls. Once placed, the simple act of lighting it resulted in a tremendous explosion. None of the people I spoke to could tell me where it came from.”


      “The mercenaries seemed to have a deep understanding of the domain and its layout,” said Whateley. “Did they have scouts at work in the lead-up to their operation?”


      The margrave had suspected this on the night of his death. The assault had been too precise, too well-planned for it to have been spontaneous.


      “Not among the mercenaries,” said Martina. “The client provided all the plans. The mercenaries were shown a detailed map of the domain before the attack, which led many to believe somebody of high standing was involved. But if they were resorting to mercenaries to do their work, their motives were questionable, to say the least...”


      As evidence, many mercenaries pointed to the fact that the client knew what the margrave and his family looked like, along with having a host of other private information. With someone so powerful involved, the mercenaries had little choice but to shut their mouths and do their jobs. It was dirty work, but it was how they made their living—they thus resigned themselves to later drowning any misgivings and regrets in gold and booze.


      But the mercenaries had one strict order—that the margrave and his family be killed.


      “The client did not mind if some of Conrad’s general townsfolk were to escape, but they made their expectations crystal clear—the margrave and his family were not to escape under any circumstances.”


      Wendel held Blacky close. Whateley stayed silent, his mouth drawing into a sharp, tense line. Pain shot through my palms, and I realized that I was clenching my fists so tight my nails were digging into the skin. I took a breath and tried to ease the tension running through them.


      “Of the mercenaries you spoke with, did any come forth and identify themselves as the person responsible for capturing the margrave’s wife while she fled?” I asked. “Did anybody mention having taken her head...?”


      It was far too harrowing a question to make Whateley ask, and so I saw it as my duty to ask it in his stead. I was of course asking about Mrs. Henrik, who had made herself a decoy to buy Wendel and me time. During the attack, the mercenaries had mistaken Nico for me and Mrs. Henrik for Doctor Emma.


      Martina closed her eyes and combed through her memories.


      “Come to think of it,” she uttered, “one of them did mention members of the other mercenary group bragging about having brought back the margrave’s wife. But it was later discovered that they brought back the wrong person. An argument broke out as a result.”


      “Do you know what happened to that lady’s body?” I asked.


      “Based on how things unfolded, I have to assume she was not given a proper burial. It’s more likely that her corpse was simply discarded by the wayside...”


      Mrs. Henrik’s head thus remained undiscovered. I had not expected Martina to know anything, and yet all the same her answer seemed to steal my ability to speak. Whateley leaned forward. His head dropped between his shoulders and he closed his eyes, his hands coming together softly.


      “Liz,” he whispered, his voice trembling.


      “Perhaps a break is in order?” I offered.


      “No, it is enough to know that Liz saw her duties through until the end,” said the steward. “But if we assume that the client was able to sneak into Conrad, we have to assume it was in the guise of a merchant. That I did not notice was a failure on my part.”


      “Nobody could have known that Falkrum was on the verge of being attacked,” said Claude. “The margrave did a damn fine job given the circumstances—look no further than your own survival.”


      “Yes, I know,” said Whateley. “But we should not linger on the past. We should look toward the present, the future. We can mourn those lost at a later date.”


      Wendel had turned deathly pale, but he was not yet ready to leave.


      “Did anybody say anything about my father?” he asked.


      “Yes. I...asked about it.”


      By the time Wendel was brought to his father’s body, it had been tidied as best they were able. Even then, Wendel knew how his father had died. He knew that the margrave had been cut down viciously.


      “I was told that the margrave was a force to be reckoned with in his last moments. Those who underestimated him met with fierce counters, and even against three attackers at once, he held his ground. None of the mercenaries had any reason to lie to me, and I sensed no embellishment in their retellings. I believe their testimony to be true.”


      With his back against the wall, the margrave and his remaining guards had boarded themselves shut in a single room. All signs pointed to it being an effort to buy time, but before they could finish, the client arrived. Seeing a chance to strike at the enemy leader, the guards attacked. The client was extremely skilled, however, and even though he was taken by surprise, he took down each guard with a single strike.


      That explains the corpses I saw in the hall, just outside of the room in which we found the margrave.


      “And my father fell to that man’s blade?”


      “No. They fought briefly, but the client backed away. It seemed he merely wanted to test the margrave’s abilities firsthand.”


      “Then it was your parents’ comrades...?”


      “No. That I can say for certain, and I promise you I am not covering for them. Latorian mercenaries will do anything for the right price, but they are respectful of skilled swordsmen. They will always give them a warrior’s death. It is an odd trait, to be sure. They take dirty work and they are derided for it, and perhaps this respect for strength marks the last vestiges of what separates them from mere criminals. This is not true of all mercenaries, certainly, but at the very least all whom I know.”


      It was something we could not understand, and something only Martina could truly fathom, having been born into such a family.


      “The mercenaries I spoke to said that their money was guaranteed the moment they had the margrave cornered. The captain believed it only fair that the margrave be given the right to a duel, but...”


      There were others who did not see any need for such a show of respect—namely, the other mercenaries that the client had hired. They attacked the margrave en masse and, exhausted after his fight with the client, the margrave never stood a chance.


      “The client was the only man who could order them to stop, and he did not. The mercenary captain thus called his own band off and together they retreated, their job done. Everything that happened after was done by the mercenaries who remained.”


      “I see...” said Wendel, standing to his feet. “Thank you.”


      His voice was raspy, and his eyes were red. He left without another word.


      “He’ll be okay,” I said. “He has Blacky, and the others will watch over him. But I have a question—how does looting for valuables work in such situations? Are there rules?”


      “Unless there are strict orders from command controlling the process, it’s a free-for-all,” replied Martina.


      She looked relieved to be free of Wendel’s gaze, but now it was Reinald she was wary of.


      “I felt it too cruel to mention the client’s name in front of young Wendel,” she said. “I know it may not be my place to say such a thing in front of imperial royalty, but I believe that you all likely have some idea of who it was leading the attack. I know that it was Latoria as far as the public records are concerned, but it is far more likely that the client was—”


      “Not a bureaucrat, but an imperial knight,” I said, filling in the gaps. “Martina, thank you for obfuscating that particular point.”


      My words piqued Claude’s curiosity.


      “You know something?” he asked.


      “Just what I learned while I was at the palace, which is to say the information fell into my lap. But we can discuss that another time. Martina, do you know anything else?”


      “That’s everything.”


      “Okay. Thank you, really.”


      Whateley still didn’t have it in him to speak, but when I sent him a questioning gaze, he replied with the light shake of his head. A heavy silence draped itself over the room. Martina’s face spoke of a girl who was prepared for the worst.


      “Martina,” I said, taking on the tone of the standing family lord. “You will receive the mage’s healing at once, after which you will go home and recover. We will discuss your future at a later date, when you are fully recovered. Six, seeing as you’re here, would you mind doing the honors?”


      “Happy to handle it tomorrow!”


      The mage was nothing if not his usual flippant self, but I was grateful he’d maintained his silence. Martina, however, blinked in confusion. She’d been expecting a verbal beating, perhaps even an abrupt end to her employment, and so for a time she could not comprehend what she’d just been told.


      “I am prepared to take a harsher penalty, even if you choose to cut ties with me...” she uttered.


      “Our steward wants otherwise,” I said. “This was all too much for Wendel, but were he still here then he, too, would want to see you back to full health. As for me... I bear you no ill will. After all, you sacrificed your own body in your efforts to return these mementos to us.”


      Asking Martina to rest at home was in part for her own healing, but also so we could make time to talk with Conrad’s servants.


      “I...” uttered Martina.


      “A parent’s sins are not their children’s to bear,” I said.


      To treat a criminal’s child as a criminal, to punish and discriminate against them in exactly the same way... It just did not sit right with me. Martina and her siblings had lived separately from their parents, and I did not think they bore the responsibility for what their parents had done. Martina had expected the worst because in Gnodia—and even in Falkrum—many believed that the sins of one were the sins of the family.


      But had we been looking at the case from the outside, without the mess of our own feelings tangling it all up, we would all agree that Martina was innocent. It was our emotions that made seeing the bigger picture that much more difficult.


      And so instead I opted for space.


      First and foremost, we had to consider the Conrad servants. Knowing Martina, she would not agree to the idea of keeping things a secret from them. Whateley or I would thus need to ensure time to speak to them all. Our servants had stayed with us because they had lost their families, and they too would need to find a path to reconciliation.


      When Conrad had fallen, my own family had been in the royal capital. Wendel had lost much, but he still had what was left, and Whateley at least had Wendel. But our gardener Ben had lost his daughter and grandchild. Hil and Humphrey had lost their friends and family. Rosanne and Louisa had lost their husbands and children. In their daily life now our staff smiled and laughed, but their wounds were still a long way from being healed. Under the slowly scabbing flesh of their past were deep cuts that still throbbed with pain, heartache, and loss. Even now, it was all they could do just to make the most of things and wait for the bleeding to finally stop.


      They had carried pain, anger, and loss with them all this time, but it had never had anywhere to go. There had never been a target for it. There was every chance that Martina might become that target, and I needed to see that avoided at all costs. Revenge was a cycle, and...even though I had an idea of where exactly Martina’s parents had been posted, I thrust it from my mind.


      At the very least, I knew that Martina would be safe with Claude watching over her. There was still so much I wanted to talk through with her, but before that I had important matters to discuss with Reinald.


      “I needed to talk to Sir Reinald, so I’m glad you brought him,” I said to Six. “However, I’m a little freaked out by the timing.”


      “Be awed. Such are my senses that I never miss such invisible cues.”


      “Big talk for a box,” muttered Luca.


      “Says the hollow puppet.”


      Six had cleared everything on his plate, and he looked a little sad about it as he placed his fork down. For all he’d eaten, he was still as slim as ever. The mage’s stomach was indeed a bottomless pit. Unfortunately, his appetite seemed only to grow with each passing day, and I wanted him to rein it in a bit—he was going to eat us out of house and home.


      “The girl clearly wanted to confess her sins,” said Six. “Why didn’t you judge her for them? That’s why she wanted you here, Reinald.”


      “She asked me to witness the discussion. I did just that. I will not poke my nose into affairs that are not mine. Her future is Conrad’s to decide. Does that work for you, Karen?”


      “That would be the preferred option, yes.”


      Six wasn’t especially taken by the idea, and his cheeks puffed up in protest. He thought the suggestion horrendously boring.


      “That necklace was a gift! From the crown prince!” he bellowed. “If neither of you wanted to do it, I could have seen to the punishment!”


      “When I gave her that present I was nothing more than another member of Falkrum’s nobility,” said Reinald. “I care not for the fate of a few pieces of jewelry. That said, it’s unusual for you to be so hung up on such an issue.”


      “Yes, but finding the jewel for that bracelet took considerable effort, and I simply thought I’d be doing you a favor. I mean, nobody even blinks if a family or two simply vanishes from the capital. And with everything going on at the moment, what better time for it, am I right?”


      “Ugh, you’re such a child,” muttered Luca.


      Still, Six would have done exactly what he said if we’d let him take care of things, so slow, steady, and cautious was the name of the game as far as I was concerned.


      “It’s enough that she found the courage to come to us of her own accord,” I said. “We know her too well to simply punish her outright, and she wasn’t the one responsible for the downfall of our home.”


      “How very kind of you. And do you intend to leave the other band of mercenaries to their own devices too?”


      “We don’t have enough evidence to take them on, nor enough of a reason. And besides, that and condemning Martina are two different matters.”


      “Gah, you’re so boring,” muttered Six.


      His disdain was written all over his face. All the same, my answer was my answer, and it was final. The matter was complex, and not one that could be solved by merely revealing and apportioning blame. I thought once again of children bearing their parents’ sins. Martina was the breadwinner of her family—to cut her from our employ would leave her family at a loss and potentially invite an anger that would fester into a desire for revenge.


      “Are you okay with this, Whateley?” I asked.


      “Yes...though I am admittedly conflicted and will need time to process. I’m glad Martina spoke to us, but a grace period for thought and contemplation is also appreciated.”


      “Just to be on the safe side, let’s make sure Claude knows to keep Martina from approaching any of the servants.”


      “As you wish.”


      I already sensed that Claude, too, would ensure this while he was looking out for the girl. Still, I could only hope that, for the sake of her family, Martina would not rush things and make them worse.


      Whateley left the room to check on Wendel. With everybody gone, all that remained were those who were in on a very particular secret. Six must have seen something in my face, because his head tilted to the side and he grinned.


      “I sense an answer drifting around your person,” he said. “Can I assume that you’ve made up your mind?”


      “Yes. I will take the transplant.”

    

  

  
    
      10: A Farewell to the Girl I Once Knew


      I had ultimately resigned myself to this fate quite quickly. Luca wasn’t especially happy about it, but she didn’t oppose my decision either—she knew just as well as I did that this was all we had.


      “I can’t say it’s an outright commendable decision,” said Reinald.


      It was so odd to see hesitance in him.


      “Really, Reinald?” said Six. “Now? No, no, no. Don’t you even dream of stopping me now that we’ve come this far. We don’t have time for alternative options. We don’t even have the time to look for them. You knew the moment that I dragged you out here that this was it.”


      “Yes, I know, it’s just... No, I apologize. Forget I said anything.”


      “You get a pass this time, Reinald, but I don’t want to hear any similar rubbish again. We made a promise to one another, and I can’t have you forgetting it.”


      “I haven’t.”


      “Well you could have fooled me. Ugh... This is exactly why I can’t stand humans...”


      Murder drifted at the edges of Six’s gaze, he was so incensed.


      “In any case, I’m going to need some time to prepare,” he muttered. “It won’t take too long, but... Hey, small fry.”


      “I guess by ‘small fry’ you mean me?” said Luca.


      “You see any other wretched excuses for kids around? Help me cast a barrier to keep everyone outside from noticing anything. This is your one chance to show me what you’ve got. Impress me.”


      “‘Wretched’? I think you’ve been in that box for so long you’re going senile. You’ve clearly mixed up the word ‘wretched’ with ‘blindingly adorable.’ And do your own damn work. Why do I have to show you anything? Like you can’t cast a barrier on your own.”


      “Excuse me, you two?” I said, trying to squeeze myself into the conversation. “Perhaps save your fighting until after the discussion is over?”


      As was par for the course, I was summarily ignored. That was just the nature of Six and Luca’s relationship—they were fundamentally different, and their hatred of one another just naturally seeped into whatever they said.


      “I didn’t mix up anything,” Six stated. “You’re a shell with nothing but an impressive magical vocabulary. And you’re so empty that you just can’t bear to be away from your host, not even for a single second.”


      “Can you stop spewing nonsense? It’s my job to see my master protected! Who knows what will happen if I leave her alone, or what trouble she’ll run into?”


      “I don’t think I’ll get into that much trouble,” I said.


      “Save your breath,” said Reinald. “Neither of them can hear you.”


      And he was right.


      “You’ve got no substance,” said Six. “You could keep an eye on her with a spell, but you don’t. And you don’t because you’re scared to leave her. You’re just as clingy as a newborn spirit. Seriously. Oh, you poor little thing, too scared to leave your mommy? Fine, stay with her, then. I’ll cast the barrier myself.”


      Was it apt to compare the girl to a newborn spirit? I didn’t know, but the insult appeared to have the desired effect. Luca’s face scrunched up, her little hands balling into fists as she swirled with anger and humiliation.


      “Don’t you dare take that condescending tone with me, box! You want a barrier, I’ll give you a barrier! It’ll be so effective nobody will notice anything!”


      “Then do it. And if it actually works, I’ll tip my hat to you.”


      “Get ready to eat your words, box.”


      With the gauntlet thrown, the enraged Luca promptly vanished into thin air. I couldn’t help thinking that their boiling points were incredibly low when it came to each other. There was something about bringing the two together that turned them both into children. Six offered us both a smug grin, then followed Luca and disappeared. Only Reinald and I remained in the room.


      “They’re gone,” I said.


      “If you’ve business to see to, best wait until they return,” said Reinald.


      “In terms of business, then, I only need you,” I noted. “You’re exactly the person I want to negotiate with—think of it as a continuation of the last time we talked.”


      “Ah yes, the matter to be discussed at a later date. I was curious about that.”


      He sat up straighter, turning himself from a mere observer to an active participant. Perhaps it was the mention of the word “negotiate,” but he clasped his hands together over his knee and looked every bit the statesman.


      “You’re sacrificing a part of yourself to further our goal,” he said, “and it’s only natural you have demands to be met. But judging by what you’ve said, this is not just a matter of money. What do you ask?”


      I wondered if he was expecting something exorbitant from me. But he wasn’t wrong about what he’d said—I did indeed have demands.


      “Sir Reinald, how do you intend to deal with firearms in the future?” I asked.


      It was a subject I had also brought up with Wilhelmina, and one of the reasons I had wanted to speak with her in person.


      “I’m not entirely sure I grasp what you mean,” Reinald replied.


      “I mean the new weapon my now deceased friend invented. I assume you intend to make use of them, yes?”


      “Correct. You saw Ern’s prototype yourself. Even without her, plans are still in motion to put the weapon into production. At present the number is very limited, but in time the weapon will spread.”


      “And it is how soldiers will do battle in the future.”


      “That is the expectation. I don’t believe that firearms outclass swords, as it does take considerable time to train a capable swordsman. However, while firearms cannot be wielded by just anyone at present, the weapon is nonetheless essential for Arrendle’s future prosperity.”


      “But I gather that development is proceeding so that in time anybody will be able to fire one?”


      “Did you learn all of this from Wilhelmina? I’m shocked.”


      “No, she didn’t tell me that much. It’s only natural that ease of use would be at the forefront of everybody’s minds.”


      Firearms could not be adapted rapidly at present, but that did nothing to change the fact that they were incredibly useful. Everybody with a hand in the nation’s future would have seen them as a powerful tool they needed to have more of. Even Wilhelmina, a conservative, saw them as a means of protection—it was why she would not rule out mass production.


      “Your request is one concerned with firearms, I take it?” said Reinald.


      Now that we were on the same page, the negotiation could begin.


      “Ern’s wisdom, her technology, and her firearms are going to write themselves into the history books,” I said. “This cannot be stopped. And a monopoly over technology is impossible. In time, other nations will learn of firearms, and they will seek to buy them. If not that, then they will desire the means to produce the weapon themselves. It will be impossible to stop their spread. You know this, yes?”


      The problem of control would only get harder as firearms moved to mass production. As soon as their efficacy was noticed, people would scramble to acquire them for their own nations. With the scent of money in the air, others would be more than happy to sell them. The empire could place as many restrictions as it wanted, and make them as draconian as they felt necessary, but they couldn’t stop everything. People would find gaps in the net through which to enter, and others would use those same holes to escape.


      “There are times in which technology far outweighs any monetary value,” I stated.


      Reinald knew what I was getting at. His eyebrows rose as a faint smile grew upon his lips—he looked every bit like a political power player.


      “Nobody can say when the spread will start. But when it does, you’re going to put them on the market, aren’t you?”


      At present, the use of firearms was strictly managed, and the weapons, too, were highly valued. As their value became known, it would only grow as news of firearms spread across the lands. That was the time to put them on the market.


      One option for clamping down on the flow of firearms throughout the world was the box. Reinald, however, had no intention of relying on Six’s powers. As such, he could not stop the inevitable. His next best option, then—the smartest move—was to set the prices and put them to market himself.


      I had not asked Wilhelmina about this, but when I asked Reinald he did not refute my statement. I thought it likely Wilhelmina’s reaction would have been exactly the same.


      “I can’t say I won’t,” he replied. “But say that’s how things go—what is it you want in all of this?”


      “I want whatever authority you can give me to set and maintain laws as they relate to firearms. That is what I want in return for my sacrifice.”


      Yep, I just did it. I went and said the thing. Declared it, even.


      This was a road from which there was no turning back, and yet I felt strangely calm about it. Composed. I had no trouble keeping Reinald’s gaze.


      “You do realize just how exorbitant, even unreasonable, your demand is, don’t you?”


      “Of course. That’s why I never gave it a voice until now. It’s only because the box and what surrounds it is so important that I can broach such a negotiation.”


      As expected, my request was not a simple one. Reinald was not about to nod, give me the thumbs-up, and then go about the rest of his day. I knew exactly what troubled him—I could not simply be given the power I was asking for. Authority as it pertained to the shaping of laws was given only to the high-ranking nobility, or otherwise those with influence over the capital. But even rank and leverage were not enough on their own—lawmakers could sway even the will of the emperor, after all.


      In other words, I was pretty much asking the impossible. But I had known this when I spoke, and so I was not disheartened by Reinald’s reaction. Rather, if he had simply given me the thumbs-up, I would have been shocked. Reinald’s intelligence also would have come into question.


      “You call it unreasonable, but the destruction of the box is a far more troubling issue than I. Both you and Six know full well how important it is.”


      “Even still, what you ask is not something that can just be handed over to any member of the nobility. Even if I were to promise you such authority, Gnodia’s civil servants would not accept such a decision. I understand your contributions to our goal—and your importance in it all—but the fact remains that you are asking for too much.”


      “You cannot promise me what I ask, then?”


      “Unfortunately, there are limits to what I am capable of. Is there nothing else you would ask for?”


      “There is nothing else I want.”


      “But why would you ask for such authority in the first place? This is the territory of politics and governance.”


      “One new weapon can change the face of war,” I replied. “It is a feeling I cannot shake. You understand it too, I’m sure—it’s why you place such value on firearms.”


      It would change not just war, but even human life as the world knew it. I did not know how Reinald intended to manage the use of guns, but if they spread throughout the nation and across the continent, and if they could be attained and used with ease, the weight of a human life would be that much less—that much lighter.


      When Ern and I had argued over the sharing of our past world’s wisdom, I’d wanted her to call me cautious in my approach, but in truth I was a conservative, through and through. I just could not bring myself to believe that all the technology and knowledge of the world we had once called home would change this one for the better. Minor luxuries like chocolate served to bring happiness to people, but the matter of guns was an entirely different story—this was the dissemination of a weapon. It did not take any effort to pull a trigger, but the action could snuff out a life in an instant.


      Yes, some would laud and rejoice the invention of such revolutionary technology, but I could not bring myself to share in any such joy. In the end, the truth came down to this—wherever there were new weapons, there were people who used them. The history of my past world told the story countless times—we could not help ourselves.


      “When technology spreads and can be used by anybody, anywhere, any time, then it will change life as we have come to know it,” I said. “At some point, it is simply inevitable.”


      The thought had crept up on me, little by little, forming itself over time. From the moment I had seen a firearm here, I could not help but be plagued by how it might change the empire, and then the world. The flow of technology could not be reined in. And though there was no way to know exactly how the cards would fall, if guns were inevitable, then we had no choice but to set rules and laws around the assumption that we were to live in a world where guns were commonplace.


      “People will die by the thousands,” I said. “There is no avoiding firearms being used for war, and I can’t stand it.”


      “They will be adopted in battle, of that there’s no doubt. But what is your stake in all of this? What drives you to want this? Is it a duty to your friend?”


      “In part, yes, but that’s not all. With a gun, you can extinguish a life with no more than the squeeze of a finger. I know this as a truth, far more viscerally than anybody else ever could.”


      And I still couldn’t bring myself to accept that it was my best friend who made it possible. Even now it plagued me. Ern had made mistakes, yes, but she could have used the wisdom of our world in far better ways. Her lampposts had been a sterling example.


      But I had killed her.


      And just like that, the very idea that we would correct our mistakes together had evaporated, leaving only a regret that, over time, took the form of a curse and wrapped itself around my heart.


      “Firearms will eventually spread from the empire, and develop in ways we can scarcely imagine,” I continued. “They will be used for evil—there’s no avoiding it. But if we place a strong emphasis on the laws that govern them and ensure that each individual gun owner uses their weapon responsibly and keeps it safely locked away otherwise, we can maintain some semblance of life as we know it. I want you to be the shining example of that mode of weapons governance.”


      Reinald knew that this was something of a front on my part, and he smiled. I think he wanted it to carry more solemn weight, but it came out with an edge of cynicism.


      “Chuckle all you want. Yes, it’s personal,” I said. “Yes, my best friend was a mage, and one of the wicked variety. She was honest and true to herself, but more than anything else she wanted to carve her name into history as an unrivaled inventor.”


      “And so you want the authority to craft law. Let me ask a question for my own reference—in what capacity would you want such power?”


      “The authority to implement firearms-related law within the realms of the imperial capital of Gnodia and Falkrum. How does that sound?”


      Reinald seemed intrigued. His interest brought a wave of relief in me. I couldn’t speak in detail, as one had to be realistic when proposing and enacting legislation, but I laid out my opinions, most of which were pulled from my experience of my previous life. Reinald, however, didn’t need things spelled out for him—he could easily extrapolate on themes and ideas to arrive at the bigger picture.


      Reinald clearly believed that maintaining a registry of gun owners would prove difficult, but he seemed to like the idea of rules governing their use and laws forbidding the carrying of guns into the empire. I got the feeling he had considered these options himself, and that my opinions only served to reinforce his own ideas.


      “I intend to be careful and thorough when it comes to the use of firearms. Is that enough to allay your concerns?”


      “It is not that I don’t trust you, Sir Reinald, it is just that this is a personal matter for me. I do not wish to leave this in the hands of somebody else.”


      I couldn’t help but flash a smile. It wasn’t because of anything Reinald had done, but rather the fact that I’d come to a realization. It was just so weird to think that I had come to a point in time in which I could lay out my thoughts and opinions in the company of the nation’s own crown prince.


      Still, if I was to move the behemoth that was the imperial capital, I had to be willing to get my hands dirty and plunge deep into the depths of its systems.


      But really, it should have been Ern doing this. Or at the very least, I would have told her that, over and over again, then forced it on her.


      I didn’t think Reinald was lying, but as a future ruler he was more interested in the bigger picture as it pertained to a reign than he was the individuals that made up that same picture. This was not a fault—it was the way of rulers—but his eyes were set firmly on the horizon. That was my worry—that in moving fast and breaking things Reinald might stumble and put himself on a path that was irreversible.


      Somebody had to keep an eye on the ground he walked on to reach his goals.


      I thought of my brother, Arno, and how he’d called Reinald terrifying. In truth, I did not think he was wrong. And so this request of mine acted as an insurance. It was a way for us to align on a shared direction.


      “I never imagined you to be one with a preference for conflict,” noted Reinald. “So if you had any opinion on firearms I had expected it to be a preference for their abolishment. I struggle to understand your interest in legislation.”


      “I can’t say I wouldn’t prefer abolishment, but it’s unrealistic. I might not like it, but there’s no time to just sit around wailing about it either.”


      And so, it was time to say goodbye. I had sensed this particular parting back in Conrad, but there was no avoiding it any longer.


      A goodbye to what, I hear you ask? Well, a goodbye to me. A girl of just sixteen years of age, living in Falkrum, who longed for complete, unrestricted freedom. A girl who wanted to flee from all her noble responsibilities and literally leave the country. A girl who wanted nothing more than to live free, without burden, relying on nobody.


      Yes, it was time to say farewell.


      I don’t think it was wrong or bad for me to have wanted such a thing at the time. It was just that, in the time since, so much had sprouted and flowered in my life that I could not simply turn away from it all. There were human connections to think of, and feelings I could not simply ignore.


      “Furthermore, the last thing I want to see in a nation under your rule is the crumbling of order,” I said.


      And yet another reason—the flicker of warmth hidden in the depths of a heart that trembled with the pangs of a love unrequited.


      “Quach’s last will and testament?” asked Reinald.


      “No,” I replied simply.


      She had not asked me to do this. She had not begged for it. And if she had, I would have jumped into the transplant far sooner. It was a sad tale, to be sure, but she had done her part, and she had done it to the best of her abilities. She got as far as she got.


      I wasn’t about to get on my high horse and say that it was up to me, and only me, to see that Ern’s efforts led to some small amount of good in the world. Somebody else very well might come up with even better methods than the ones I had in mind. Reinald already had Moritz and Nika under his command, and a small voice in my head thought it would be enough to leave the task to them. Unfortunately, I couldn’t. They were loyal to their master, and they would obey his commands no matter what they were.


      And besides, I wanted to do it myself. I couldn’t say exactly why, but the feeling drove me. In the end I suppose it was a case of self-satisfaction, but all the same I wanted to take on the remains of what she’d done, in the hopes it might serve as proof of the life she’d lived and the path she’d walked. Yes, you could have said that in a sense she pushed it on me, but it wasn’t Ern who made the decision. It was me.


      So what is this, then? Am I on “Main Character Cleanup” duty?


      A term that was so easily spoken, and yet it brought with it so much suffering.


      In any case, Reinald could see how steadfast and stubborn I was on the matter. His lips drew into a tense line.


      “Now that I think about it, you’ve never pushed through any excessive requests before. In the end, all you really wanted was a say in firearms legislation.”


      “Yes... I was trying my hand at negotiating like a pro, but I see I’ve still got a long way to go. It’s rather embarrassing.”


      “Had you said this was about gun restriction from the very start, I would have heard you out. Bringing laws and legislation into the matter feels like taking the long way around.”


      “But given my position, my opinion surpasses my station. And you are at least willing to meet me on this level.”


      “And yet you stopped at just Falkrum and Gnodia. Are those two alone enough?”


      “I would very much like further jurisdiction, but I also like to think I understand my own limits.”


      I had known that at some point Reinald was likely to see through my attempted power play, but even then I couldn’t help feeling embarrassed when it actually happened. Still, I’d put into practice an important lesson in negotiating: “When it’s a hundred coins you’re after, ask for two and settle for what you actually want.”


      I owed Whateley and Claude my thanks. I also owed Reinald an apology for making him the target of my tactics, but I whispered that one from the heart.


      “While I think some of your suggestions err on the side of excessively protective,” said Reinald, smiling, “if it is simply a voice you want on the matter of gun legislation, that will not prove too difficult. However, do keep in mind that yours will be one voice among others, and some of your requests may well end up falling short. Do we have a deal?”


      “Will you consult me when drawing up gun laws?”


      “Ah, another condition. Very well. I promise I will hear your thoughts when it comes to the matter of managing the technological gift Quach left us.”


      This was a relief. As I’d said, there was no going back, but at least a path had opened up before us. I looked down at my wrist, to the bracelet and the way it glimmered in the light. I suddenly remembered what Reinald had said earlier, about having it made for our engagement.


      “I wonder how much longer Luca and Six will be?” I mused.


      “Magical barriers are outside the realm of my expertise. All we can do is wait.”


      “Then it’s fine for us to continue our discussion of confidential matters, I assume? Six has been eating like a man starved. Is that the result of pent-up frustrations?”


      “More like panic and desperation.”


      “Desperation?”


      Reinald looked around briefly, then explained.


      “The work to seal the box is taking shape and drawing closer. It’s grating on his nerves. It’s only been the last few years that he’s actually shown something of a human side to himself, and it’s only been very recently that he’s remembered the act of eating at all. That’s why he’s always asking for food when he’s bored.”


      “He’s so determined to see his prison broken, but he’s also scared.”


      “He’s the one at risk of being locked away in a place of nonexistence. That the emperor is allowing him his freedoms at present is likely a mercy on his part—a last supper, if you will.”


      “I can’t believe you can read him so well,” I uttered.


      “We’ve known each other a long time. The more you see him, the more you’ll learn too.”


      I’d seen his frustration revealed as his anxieties grew, but I’d never imagined it would emerge in the form of an insatiable appetite. Reinald saw me toying with my bracelet, and his head tilted curiously.


      “Is there not another matter you’d like to discuss today?” he asked.


      “Huh? Oh, I... What might that be?” I stammered.


      “I can see it in your uneasy gaze. If there’s something on your mind, best speak it. It’s not like you to hold back.”


      I didn’t even mean for you to see it! I was trying to hide my emotions!


      Still, Reinald had clearly seen right through me, and so I gave up on excuses. For a brief moment I considered talking around the issue, but Reinald was right—it wasn’t like me to hold back. I gestured to the bracelet still sitting on the table between us.


      “Um, it’s about my bracelet,” I admitted. “I always thought it was just a wedding present. That’s why I accepted it. I never imagined it was anything else, and so I wore it all the time. I just can’t work it out—what were your intentions when you gave my sister this bracelet?”


      “Ah, so that’s what you’re curious about,” Reinald mused.


      He made it sound like nothing.


      It’s very important to me, I’ll have you know!


      Martina had taken good care of the bracelet—even now it looked just as pretty as the day I first saw it. The inlaid gemstone—which shared the color of Reinald’s eyes—glimmered as he spoke.


      “It was nothing, really,” he said. “At the time, when I was a member of the Rodenwald family, I never expected that you would refuse my proposal. I fully expected you to marry me, and thus I prepared an appropriate gift. Nothing more, nothing less. And please, there’s no need for that look—there were no ulterior motives, I assure you.”


      “But then...why? Even I can see how much this is worth. It’s far too extravagant a price to pay for a simple wedding present.”


      “It amused me.”


      “It... It what?”


      “Your refusal came as a surprise, and one I found most amusing. By then I had already sent the bracelet, and it would have only gone to waste were it returned to me. It would have ended up at the bottom of a chest somewhere, or otherwise simply sold to some merchant or another. I thought it a token of my gratitude—a gift to the woman who blessed me with my freedom.”


      “And so it went from commemorating an engagement to celebrating a wedding?”


      “You like it, do you not? And it wasn’t as though I could have simply asked your sister to return it.”


      Yes, it’s true. I’ll admit it. I adore it.


      For Reinald, the bracelet was a covert message of thanks hidden in what was, for all appearances, just a gift from the Rodenwald family. He’d seen it as a two-birds-one-stone opportunity. Ordinarily, however, a man in Reinald’s position would have been furious—after all, who in their right mind sends a wedding present to the woman who just threw their proposal back in their face? But for one who saw wedding as a ball and chain, my refusal would have come as a relief, and a most welcome one at that.


      “But still, this...? As a mere gift...? Sir Reinald, it’s the very definition of nonchalant.”


      “You think so? It wasn’t my intent to appear as such, though Nika often says the same.”


      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to keep it...?” I asked.


      “I sent it to you. It was intended for you. It is silly to ask such a question this far down the line, no?”


      Well, can’t say I didn’t try. So I guess we can safely assume that...yes, he doesn’t need nor want it back.


      Because I’m not kidding around—I really do adore it. I love it.


      “Six mentioned that he acquired the gemstone for the bracelet himself. Is it expensive?”


      “I’m no expert when it comes to jewels and the like, but yes, I believe so. I was told that while it might look similar to a sapphire, it’s comparatively rarer. I still remember the knot in Mortiz’s brow when I decided to send it anyway.”


      I see. Yes, okay. And if Moritz disapproved of it, then I suppose it’s safe to assume that the original is considerably more expensive than the second bracelet Reinald had made...


      “The second bracelet made use of the same gemstone,” said Reinald, interrupting my thoughts. “They’re essentially the same. Wear either as you like.”


      So they’re both exorbitantly expensive, then.


      It was astounding to think that Martina had never sold it. Added to this was of course a lingering shock—I still couldn’t quite get my head around the fact that the bracelet had started its life as a way to commemorate what would have been my marriage with Reinald.


      Then again, I’d been hell-bent on marrying the margrave, back then. And now that we’ve come this far, I suppose it’s fine to come clean now, isn’t it?


      ...isn’t it?


      “The truth of my wedding was...not how it might have appeared,” I admitted. “It’s only now that I can speak honestly on the matter, but my marriage to the margrave was a means for me to one day escape Falkrum. The margrave was like a saint in that he agreed to take care of me until I chose to go my own way. We were not a couple in the traditional sense.”


      Reinald responded with just a hint of surprise.


      “I see,” he uttered.


      I explained—with a healthy helping of awkwardness—that my marriage to the margrave had essentially been a ruse, and that I was not unlike a longstanding guest. I only meant to give him a general summary, but before I knew it I had told him everything—right up until I became the standing lord of the family.


      If I’m being honest, I think I wanted Reinald to know that the wedding and my part in it were different from how they appeared. Reinald, for his part, did not interrupt me, and he listened attentively from start to finish. But his initial surprise at my opening up to him had dissipated entirely, which left me surprised instead.


      “Then it’s as I thought,” he said simply when I was done.


      “It’s clear you didn’t know of this before now, but you’re not surprised,” I noted.


      “When I saw you with the margrave, I did not see a married couple,” explained Reinald. “What I saw reminded me more of... I suppose I would have called you two more like a teacher and his student. It was in the way he looked at you. What you told me just now was like the missing piece of the puzzle.”


      “I, erm... I apologize for deceiving you.”


      “Pay it no mind. The deception went both ways. Whatever paths brought us here, they also served to form the foundation of our relationship. The past is past, and now you are Karen of Conrad, my ally.”


      I could better read the subtleties of Reinald’s person now, and I sensed no shock in him. None of what I said surprised him. There was no astonishment, nor any disbelief.


      “That said,” Reinald continued, “there was no need for you to tell me any of that, so I must ask—why reveal it all now?”


      “I simply...felt it right,” I replied. “I simply wanted you to know.”


      “I see. Should you ever feel the need to talk, know that I am here to listen.”


      Look, I’ll admit it to you, at least. I was hoping for a little astonishment. Even just a smidgen. What I got, however, was nothing. The truth of my person did nothing to raise Reinald’s pulse. I had hoped that his treating me so well meant that some part of me might occasionally move his heart, but I felt suddenly embarrassed to realize I had gotten the wrong read on things.


      “I, er... I met with Princess Wilhelmina before my arrival here today,” I said. “We talked about a number of matters, and... Oh, I also bumped into Sir Lubeck.”


      “If it’s about her having been summoned by the emperor, I was summoned along with her. But the matter of Lubeck... He approached you?”


      “I knew that she had been summoned, but I did not realize you had been too. As for Sir Lubeck, he made an official marriage proposal...”


      It was only after I spoke the words that it hit me—what did I even expect Reinald to do about it? This wasn’t a problem he could solve, and yet here I was, blurting it all out.


      “I j-just thought I should report the facts,” I stammered, pushing onwards. “I intend to seek the help of Lord Gerhard in addressing the matter, and I do hope he can direct me toward a solution. It’s just, what with Sir Lubeck being such a close aide to the emperor himself, I thought you should know!”


      I could hear my voice growing in pitch with every word. I felt at a loss.


      “And you are in trouble?” Reinald asked.


      “I...find the man terrifying.”


      “While there is little I can do to help, should the need arise you can always find shelter with me.”


      “Oh, er, thank you. Still, I’ll do my utmost to see the issue sorted on my own.”


      I felt awful leaning on Reinald any more than I already was. He seemed to take issue with the Lubeck family poking their nose into things. A slight frown etched itself into his brow, but I forged ahead to change the subject and ask about something else that occupied my headspace.


      “Princess Wilhelmina mentioned that she had, er...once stabbed the emperor. Is that true?”


      “Indeed, the attack is fact,” replied Reinald. “The story I heard was that it happened when her dog was slaughtered in front of her. She could not contain her rage. Apparently it was a dog she’d grown up with, but I do not know her greater reasons, if there were any. Regardless, the palace physician and head maid remain tight-lipped on the matter and careful to ensure news of the scandal doesn’t leak.”


      The emperor had seemingly given up on the idea of stopping the spread of the rumors, but others were nonetheless still worried. Reinald combed through old memories, reminiscing on what he knew.


      “I was not free to roam the palace at the time, but as I heard it the palace physician was racing back and forth in a panic between the palace and the imperial villa.”


      “You mean it was not just the emperor who was injured, but also the princess?”


      “That is what I heard, but I was not privy to the particulars. That said, it would seem that extinguishing that particular fire was quite the ordeal for the empress.”


      “So she really did do it...” I uttered.


      If Reinald’s story was true, Wilhelmina’s dog must have been incredibly precious to her. Still, there was nothing more that could be said. The actual facts of the matter remained an impenetrable haze. One thing was true, however—the emperor was a real piece of work. Putting the matter of Reinald aside, Karl had riled his own daughter to the point that she literally attempted to murder him.


      “How was it, speaking to my sister in private?” asked Reinald. “She may seem distant and aloof upon first meeting, but I imagine that she offers a different impression when in a more comfortable environment.”


      “As a potential candidate for the throne, she is as strict as she is generous,” I said. “She does not take after her father in the slightest, and she seems genuinely concerned about the future of Arrendle’s people. She wants nothing more than to see them safe and taken care of. The complete opposite of yourself, in other words.”


      It was a cheeky way to end my answer, I admit.


      “Indeed, she is exactly that,” commented Reinald. “And unlike me, she always has the citizens of the empire in her thoughts. She would make a far better ruler than I.”


      “I, er...made my last comment in jest, but I have no recourse when you take it as criticism,” I commented.


      “Criticism? Hardly. Yours is of the far more tolerable variety. The older people around me are far more biting.”


      Reinald recognized that he and his sister were polar opposites, but he did not seem jealous in the slightest. It was what made him seem so sinister.


      “We only spoke for a short while,” I said, “but if it is a safe, peaceful reign we are discussing, I can’t help but feel that she would be the right choice for emperor.”


      “Thinking of changing sides? There’s still time to do so, should you wish.”


      He’s toying with me!


      “You already know it is your reign as emperor that I wish to see in the future. Though come to think of it, perhaps I’ve never said as much directly. I assure you that was my intent, however! Please don’t make me repeat myself!”


      To hit me back with a question like that in jest was beyond embarrassing. He knew it, too, and for a time he simply chuckled. When he turned to me next, however, it was with narrowed eyes, his voice low.


      Uh... What’s this?


      “I hesitate to rehash old topics, but there’s something regarding our discussion of Quach that I can’t seem to push from my mind,” he said.


      “Yes? What is it?” I asked.


      The air between us shifted in an instant. I had never before seen this look in Reinald’s eyes. It was unnerving, as if all the goodwill we’d built between us had evaporated in the blink of an eye. All that remained was the piercing gaze of a scholar observing a specimen as he searched for a particular answer.


      “Did...I... Was it something I said?” I asked.


      “Legislation,” Reinald replied. “You spoke of it with the fear of someone who knows with absolute certainty what the future holds. Was that really something you merely studied under teachers?”


      There was ice in his every word, they were so cold. I had talked to Reinald countless times, but never once had he turned on me with such ruthless suspicion. And yet there was no cruelty in it, and no hostility—rather, it was calm, detached. The unfeeling nature of it struck me like an intent to kill. But for Reinald, it was a search for something. A probing for something important. He reached out with a hand. It brushed my temple as his thumb pushed against my eye, pressing it inward.


      “You have always been wise and levelheaded, but there are times you hold yourself like one with great experience. Something drives your desire for this legislation, and it is more than just the dreams of a fool or the hopes of an idealist.”


      I was in such shock I was frozen solid. More than that, I was petrified. I had faced the maws of death and its unwavering gaze on multiple occasions, but this was the closest I had ever felt to it. Reinald’s thumb pressed harder against my eyelid. I was trapped in place, unable to tear myself from the pale blue of his eyes. My body refused to listen to my instructions. Internally I was screaming at myself, begging myself to flee, and it was then that a calm voice wove its way through my panicked thoughts.


      “What’s with the mood? Am I interrupting something?”


      It was Six, floating casually in the air, his face brimming with peeping tom levels of curiosity. When he saw Reinald’s face and read the man’s gaze, however, it turned to outrage.


      “Don’t you even dare lay a finger on her!” shouted the mage. “That’s my ticket out of this damned mess! You harm a single hair on her head, and I will destroy every single piece of furniture you keep in that house of yours!”


      It was at that moment that I decided I would play the part of the gracious host and not get angry at Six for having eaten us out of most of the manor’s food. His shouts quickly stirred something in Black Bird, who flapped over in a panic and poked aggressively at Reinald’s fingers. The bird’s attacks did nothing, but the little creature’s spirit was admirable—it was nothing if not serious. The bird couldn’t actually speak—or chirp, for that matter—but its body language made it clear that it wanted Reinald to release his grip on me.


      “I’ll stop,” Reinald said. “I’m sorry.”


      “N-No,” I replied. “I can see why you might have been skeptical...”


      The appearance of the mage and the bird was like a breeze, carrying the sinister air out of the room just as soon as they entered. The pounding of my heart, however, was not going to dissipate quite so quickly. Reinald had been deadly serious, and for a moment I had felt my own life hanging in the balance.


      That must be how he looks to others.


      “While your suspicions are not unfounded, all I want is to ensure that my deceased friend’s legacy is not one that is tarnished,” I said. “I beg of you, do not look for or push for ulterior motives—I am not your enemy.”


      “Then you have my trust...for now.”


      I’d messed up and, more to the point, I’d read things wrong again. I knew that Reinald thought the very existence of the box detestable, but that was only part of it—he despised the supernatural far, far more than I had imagined. In other words, I had revealed too much. It would have been one thing were I Ern—a girl who’d been set on carving her name into the very world itself—but I was not, and I had made suggestions beyond what anybody thought me capable of. It was enough to bring about fierce suspicion in Reinald.


      A strange expression flashed across Six’s face as Reinald took a step back, but there was no time to ask about it. Even now, Black Bird was overflowing with emotions, still pecking away wildly at Reinald’s finger.


      “Karen, I don’t suppose you can stop this, can you?” Reinald asked.


      “I’m sorry, but it’s not something I have direct control over.”


      None of us were sure what to do about the bird, but Luca appeared soon enough and took it in hand.


      “That’s the barrier done,” she declared. “Nobody’s going to notice a thing, no matter what happens. A mage could come waltzing in and they’d have no idea there was a barrier around the house at all.”


      “Thank you. I gather it took some effort.”


      “The box man made it sound like an impossible feat, but really he just wanted to shirk the responsibility. He’s the worst, I swear.”


      “Now, now, let’s not get our knickers in a knot. Have some tea and relax.”


      Black Bird settled on Luca’s head. The girl’s job was done. The rest was in Six’s hands now, but...it seemed he needed a little extra time for setup. Well, him, or the other him I was hearing more of recently.


      “I’m giving you an eye,” he said, “and I’m in the process of setting it to meet your specifications, so to speak. Give me a little time—you don’t want death by insanity the moment it’s implanted, surely.”


      Naturally, I was happy to wait as long as it might take to ensure I retained my sanity and life. However, the mood in the room had since shifted. It was heavier, and I felt disconnected from the ability to broach conversation with Reinald. Luca and I sat side by side in silence until something hit her.


      “Oh, by the way,” she said. “I told Geoff he was not to open the door no matter what he heard, so there’s no need to worry about that.”


      “You were thinking ahead. Thank you.”


      “All in a day’s work. I’m nothing if not a thoughtful familiar.”


      “But...is that what we’re looking at? Loud sounds and screaming? Just what am I in store for...?”


      “Ugh, did you just say ‘familiar’?” muttered Six, listening in. “Nice little sugarcoating you’ve found to avoid the more fitting term of parasite.”


      “Oh, how heartbreaking it must be for the heretical box man to never even have the chance to know what being a familiar feels like,” replied Luca, taunting him.


      “I didn’t ask to be heretical!” snapped the mage.


      It almost seemed like there was a hint of friendliness in their venomous banter. Still, Six was too focused on the job at hand to offer Luca much attention, so she turned her sights on Reinald, who sat in silence.


      “Hey, you,” she said. “I got some things I want to say and some things I want to ask. How about it?”


      “I’m all ears, Miss Luca.”


      “I’ve got a connection through Master Karen because I’m drawing on her magic, and I can pretty much read your suspicions. I’m not going to comment on them, but I will say this—however you feel about it, she’s on your side, which is crazy given the sort of guy you are. Stop bullying her.”


      “That was never my intent.”


      “But it’s what you’re doing. She’s, like, crazy sad right now. I can tell.”


      “Sad...?” Reinald asked.


      “You can’t see it? What good is being able to read her emotions if you’re blind to them when it matters most, dummy?!”


      Eek.


      “L-Luca, w-wait,” I stammered.


      “Just think of it in terms of profit and loss—Master threw her lot in with you for cost price. Pretty much for nothing, in other words. I think she deserves some recognition for that. She knows full well the sort of person you are, and she’s still right here by your side. People as weird as that are like the rarest of jewels, so I want you to treat her like one!”


      I could not tell if I was being praised or insulted. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but I felt it was the latter far more than the former. It was a brazen statement, but it drew Reinald’s curiosity. His pale blue eyes settled on me and blinked, as though he’d never heard such words spoken before.


      “Don’t you see?” continued Luca. “You’re the sort of guy who leaves people in the dust, so it’s only the people under your direct command who stick with you. That’s not going to change going forward. And look, even if you’re dead set on a path that’ll lead to a solitude very few can ever understand, that doesn’t mean you should push away the few who want to be there for you.”


      “You speak as if from experience. You claim to understand the feeling, I presume?”


      “What a surprise. Did you forget I was crafted by Ern? I am the apex of her magical energies. And it’s because I’m capable of independent thought that I know how she ended up where she did, and why I’m sticking my nose into things now. Her path might not have been that of a ruler of nations, but her solitude and yours are very much the same flavor.”


      “I won’t disagree. Her prodigious life was her own, but there’s no doubting that it was a lonely one.”


      Luca giggled. There was a certain mature charm to her that stood in stark contrast to the girl I’d come to know—one with a short temper and a mischievous glimmer in her eye. There were flashes of Ern in her now—a sagelike wisdom in her bearing.


      “Pitiful Reinald,” she said, “a man who needs not the feelings of others, and craves them not.”


      The words rang with a certain poetry, but in the next instant the Luca we’d all come to know was back, complete with her ever cheeky and arrogant grin.


      “But you need at least one person like Master Karen,” continued Luca. “I’m not going to harp on you, but keep a better eye on things. Somewhere in you is a person who doesn’t want to lose her, right?”


      “I won’t deny it.”


      “You’re just as stubborn as she was. Have you already forgotten where my magic came from?”


      It had gotten to the point where it was beyond awkward for me to butt into the conversation, but the topic gratefully came to an end right there. Luca took to playing with Black Bird and seemed entirely done with Reinald for the time being. Six, meanwhile, floated in the air, legs and arms crossed.


      “Smaller,” muttered the mage, looking uncharacteristically earnest.


      It looked like he was rummaging through his mind, searching.


      “Karen, your cup is empty,” said Reinald.


      “Oh, you’re right... Ah!” I squealed. “B-But stop that, please! I’m more than happy to pour another cup myself!”


      The high pitch of my voice was instinctive and beyond any control. But was it really all that surprising? Reinald was trying to pour me a cup of tea, and he was a crown prince. That wasn’t something crown princes did. Still, there was a wall of awkwardness between us, and it took a moment for him to speak again.


      “Your eye...” he started.


      “Yes?” I replied.


      “Is it okay? I never meant to harm you, but it still might have hurt. If you notice anything out of the ordinary, I’ll ask Six to see to it...”


      That’s what’s bothering him?!


      “It’s fine!” I replied, still squealing. “Look, it’s just dandy, as you can see. No pain! Complete visibility!”


      “But there are still marks...”


      “Just take a look! See? It’s great!”


      I felt Luca and Black Bird shooting me the side-eye from where they sat, but I thrust them from my mind. Reinald’s expression was as calm as always, and he made nothing obvious in his bearing, but I felt a certain shame from him. Something about it struck me as adorable, and in that moment the dejected, melancholic clouds around my heart parted, and sunlight streamed in.


      “Master has the worst taste,” said Luca. “I’m pretty much still a newborn, and even I can tell. The worst, seriously.”


      “Luca?” I uttered.


      “What is it? Oh, don’t mind me, I’m just chatting away with Black Bird here. I wouldn’t read anything too deep into the words.”


      I knew what she was getting at. I was simple at heart—what with the pendulum swing of my mood swaying from sad to happy in an instant—but I just couldn’t help it. It made me happy to see a side of Reinald that was usually kept under lock and key. Black Bird seemed to share in my joy, and gone was its panicked, angry energy when it confronted Reinald. Now it was simply bouncing around happily on Luca’s palm.


      “There,” whispered Six. “I’m done. Now hurry up and let’s get this over with before you change your mind.”


      “Eek!” I screamed.


      You might be wondering why I responded with a scream, but when a mage turns to look at you with a gaping hole where their left eye should be, that’s what you get. Strangely enough, there were none of the nerves and whatnot you would expect—it was like looking into an abyss.


      Six was clearly annoyed by my reaction.


      “Well, what did you expect?” he said, irked. “It’s a transplant—I took the eye out ahead of time. Your eye is going right here for safekeeping, by the way—I’m not going to just make a new one.”


      “That’s how it works?!”


      “Where else did you think I was going to put it?”


      I know we’d used the word “transplant” until now, but some part of me had always thought that was a euphemism, and that Six was always going to keep my eye somewhere else. But nope, we were literally swapping eyes. Six’s left eye floated above his palm, spinning this way and that as it followed Six’s own movements.


      I’m going to be honest with you—it was beyond creepy.


      “So it’s going to hurt, but it’ll only be for a second. When you next open your eyes, a whole other world is going to open before you.”


      “What are you even talking about?!” cried Luca. “Don’t you dare give her access to everything the box sees. Her brain is going to burst like a melon dropped from a second-story window!”


      “Last I checked, that’s why you’re here. Look after her, would you?”


      Wait, I’m going to lose consciousness?


      But I’ve got stuff to do before I faint.


      For one thing, I wasn’t done talking to Reinald. I also, selfishly, wanted a minute to prepare myself. Six saw the hesitance on my face.


      “Oh come on, quit wasting time,” he said. “Resistant right up until the last minute, huh?”


      “I’m not wasting time,” I countered. “I just feel like you never gave me all the details.”


      “Why worry? You’re at home. Who cares if you faint?”


      “Wait. Wait! A minute, please? Can’t we at least wait until evening? Can’t we do this before I go to bed?!”


      “Too late for that.”


      Before I could even blink, Six was right there in front of me. His face was all I could see. I felt the eye in his palm being pushed into my head, and then a searing heat. The next thing I realized, everything was hazy, like I’d just had a few too many drinks. The world wavered before me and turned a cloudy white.


      I don’t really know how to explain it. It was like something flowed into me. It was an icky, revolting sensation, but with it came waves of great sorrow. Tears poured from my eyes. For a moment I felt certain I was going to black out.


      “Oh, you’re done,” remarked Luca. “What was that just now?”


      The creepy feeling that wriggled inside of me subsided as if into a dark cave. The white of my vision subsided to reveal the world around me, and Six came into focus. He was standing in place, mouth agape, a blue eye in his face where once there had been only a gaping hole.


      That blue eye was my eye.


      “Huh?” Six uttered.


      It was the stupidest and most flabbergasted he had ever looked in all the time I’d known him. His face twisted with a mix of discomfort and hate, as though he couldn’t believe what had just happened.


      “Master!” cried Luca. “Are you okay? Is anything wrong?!”


      Clearly he wasn’t the only one surprised. Luca’s face was tense as she looked me over, her lips quivering as she spoke. Black Bird, too, looked wary. The two were clearly spooked by something. Just as I was about to reach out to comfort the bird, a piercing, outraged shout filled the hair.


      “Huh?! This can’t be happening! Unbelievable! The girl is compatible? With me?!”


      There was a surprising dash of fear mixed into the mage’s disdained cries. His cheeks twitched as he stared at me. It was like I was some kind of unknowable object all of a sudden.


      “I’ve lost track of how many times you’ve done it now, but how about not keeping us in the dark?” I said. “An explanation, please?”


      “There’s no explaining to do! It’s exactly as I said!”


      He’d said I was “compatible,” but there was no way to know if that was good or bad.


      “Yes,” said Luca, noticing the expression on my face. “When he says compatible he means just that, but in this case it’s not a good thing. Hmm... How to explain this so the two of you will understand...? Okay, so the empire has always made the most of their access to the box, but that doesn’t make the actual box man good. It’s entirely the opposite. To put it another way, he’s the sort of thing you steer well clear of, because just by existing he brings harm to those around him.”


      “I’m right here!” protested Six.


      “But I’m not wrong, am I? The foundational ruins that made you are themselves an object of great evil. I’ve no pity for you, but I despise the whole structure of the thing.”


      He didn’t like hearing it, but Luca’s words hit home. Six calmed himself and agreed.


      “You’re right,” he admitted. “I am trapped in the box, but the girl is right about me. I am what I’ve become, probably.”


      “Ordinarily you’d deny something like this outright. It’s not like you to use a word like ‘probably’ at a time like this.”


      “But it’s conjecture,” said Six, biting his lip. “We won’t know the whole truth until I’m free.”


      He looked vexed and on the verge of tears. I almost felt as though he really was the young man he portrayed himself as.


      “But for a half-spirit, I hate humans far too much. Nobody who is thrown into the box can ever be truly good. But me?” he said, referring to some other self. “I’m no longer a pure spirit, nor am I human—I’m some other thing. That’s why it’s so unthinkable that Karen is compatible. No medium to have to work through, no nothing—she’s just compatible.”


      “Remember when we said your brain might break?” asked Luca, turning to me. “That was no exaggeration. That was entirely possible. The box eats at people, consuming part of them whether the box man wants it to or not. It’s harmful. That’s why I brewed up some protection—something to defend you against any abnormalities.”


      I turned to a nearby mirror and saw that, like Six, my eyes sported different colors now. One blue, one gray, both offering a dull glimmer in the light.


      “The girl’s protective spell defends your mind from my influence, allowing your body access only to the good stuff—the spells and the boosting. But neither of us could have ever imagined that you’d just slide right in and be so compatible, just like that.”


      “Understood,” said Reinald. “But in short, Karen is fine.”


      “She should be...but best check in with the tiny one,” replied Six, turning to Luca. “Well?”


      “D-Don’t look at me; I don’t know for sure,” she replied. “But the spell is working, and Master seems fine, right? I figured I could make some adjustments after she lost consciousness, but this is way outside of what I’d been expecting.”


      It kind of bothered me that my fainting had been scheduled into their plans, but that aside it was rare to see Luca looking so unsure of herself. That was when a knock came at the door. It was Geoff, and he sounded worried. He must have heard Six’s tirade.


      “Thank you for checking in, Geoff,” I said through the door, “and we’ll be done in just a moment. Would you mind waiting just a touch longer?”


      “I don’t, but Rio perhaps not. He says he’s brought the food that Six asked him to make...”


      Because of course the mage had treated the house as a takeout restaurant while he was at work. But it wasn’t like we could just let anyone in while the whole eye thing was still going on.


      Or so I thought.


      “Actually, the timing couldn’t be more perfect,” said Six. “A good chance to run a first check.”


      “A first check...?”


      I’d intended to make the chef wait, but Six invited him inside. Rio came in with a hearty vegetable soup, a whole roast chicken, and other various dishes. I couldn’t believe Six would even ask for such elaborate dishes, but Rio looked over the moon.


      “It’s always worthwhile cooking for Sir Six,” he said to nobody in particular. “Lady Karen is always asking for various dishes, but Six goes above and beyond. Not only that, but he looks so much like he loves every single bite! Nothing could make a cook happier!”


      “It’s just proof of your stellar abilities,” stated the mage. “Karen’s greatest achievement to date is the act of bringing you into her employ. I wish I could make you my own personal chef, but alas, good manners keep me from poaching.”


      When did those two become best buds?


      Still, the fact that Rio could easily accommodate Six’s requests made one wonder about the many paths he’d walked in his career. Surely he wasn’t hiding anything from us?


      “If there’s anything you want to eat, Lady Karen, just say the word,” said Rio, spinning to face me. “And keep the requests coming! I’ll cook up a storm, whatever it is!”


      “Oh, uh, yes,” I replied. “Thank you.”


      He’d looked me dead in the eyes but hadn’t noticed even a shred of anything amiss. It was a head-scratcher, to be sure. I couldn’t work it out.


      “Great, works like a charm,” said Six. “You’re under the influence of an illusion spell. The transplant is all done, of course, and nobody is any the wiser. Right, dwarf?”


      “Don’t call me that,” snapped Luca. “But yes, I’ve got a spell at work on you.”


      “I just want to ask to be on the safe side, but it’s okay for me to leave the house, yes?” I asked.


      “For the most part,” replied Luca, “but you’ll want to avoid any face-to-face meetings with other mages if you can help it. My illusion spell is top-notch, but you never know when you’ll run into a magic user who’s unusually sensitive or capable of the extraordinary.”


      “I’ll do the best I can. But at least it’s mostly safe to walk around outside of the house. Thank you.”


      “So everything went well. That said, do try not to push yourself,” said Reinald.


      “And don’t you push her, Reinald,” warned Luca.


      “You won’t need to worry about that. I’ll have to leave the imperial capital for a time, which means I couldn’t even if I wanted to. That aside, please make sure you rest up and recover.”


      “Huh?” I uttered.


      “I was looking for the right time to bring it up. It’s a matter I’d like to speak with you about.”


      He’s leaving the imperial capital? For what? And does it have something to do with the emperor summoning him this morning?


      The transplant had gone a million times smoother than I’d expected, and I was ready for anything. I mentally prepped myself to take whatever Reinald was going to throw at me, and yet with a single line he managed to surprise me all over again.


      “I’m to leave on an expedition,” he said.


      The words made sense, but the reasons behind them were hazy.


      “You know that when I received the title of crown prince, the emperor gave me very specific orders, yes?”


      “Yes. There was the mapping of the imperial waterways, the opening of trade with the Allied Nations of Yaw, the recapturing of a stronghold city, and the elimination of the anti-imperial faction.”


      “Correct. At present, only the last of those is proceeding, and only due to actions by the emperor himself. I have achieved exactly zero of the tasks assigned to me.”


      I frowned.


      “Yeah, but weren’t they impossible to begin with?” I asked.


      The emperor’s logic was incorrigible.


      “But opening trade and reclaiming the stronghold city are just as impossible,” I continued. “Unless diplomatic relations can be mended with Yaw, you’ve no chance at either. The emperor is just pushing his own failures onto you.”


      “But my lack of progress is unrelated. There’s been no movement on the waterways front, and attempts to reopen diplomatic discussions have not gone well. I am showing myself to be a rather useless prince and betraying the trust the emperor placed in me.”


      “But what about all the water management and the hospitals you’ve opened? You’ve also put efforts into education and recommended new schools. It’s your own words that led to those projects gaining traction.”


      “Nothing more than stopgap measures. There’s also the fact that Wilhelmina, too, is pouring just as much effort into the improvement of domestic governance.”


      At present, the Allied Nations of Yaw occupied the stronghold city Reinald was tasked with recapturing, and diplomatic relations were nonexistent. The emperor’s mistakes had left negotiations at a complete standstill to the point that many considered the very prospect of reopening them a pipe dream.


      In short, restoring trade and recapturing the stronghold city were essentially two parts of one much greater task. That the emperor thrust them both at Reinald was a clear display of the man’s gleeful malevolence.


      Reinald had made headway when it came to the imperial waterways, but because the section he’d uncovered was a route to the Tower of the Eye, he couldn’t report his findings. Naturally, this made it look like he’d achieved nothing, but the task itself was so beyond unreasonable that nobody was actually expecting any results anyway.


      In any case, the emperor had publicly stated that he could not truly appoint Reinald as his heir until these three specific tasks were completed. Everybody agreed that the tasks were damn near impossible, if not straight up impossible.


      “I was indeed summoned by the emperor regarding these tasks,” said Reinald. “A clan within Yaw has agreed to talk negotiations, and I am being dispatched as the emperor’s representative. It was not an order I could refuse, and so I am heading to the stronghold city.”


      “You’re attending the negotiations personally?”


      “Such are the other party’s conditions.”


      He spoke about it like it was just a matter of course, but the benefits of the condition went almost entirely one way. I racked my brains, trying to work out what Yaw’s greater strategy might be, but then I noticed a stray thread poking out from a button near the hem of Reinald’s jacket.


      “The problem is that...” Reinald continued.


      By then, however, my concentration was elsewhere. I wasn’t thinking about it especially hard, but it was just so unusual. Reinald took such good care of his clothes, and one rarely—if ever—saw a single thread out of place on his person. It was like a stray thought that passed through my mind like a whisper.


      I’d cut that if I had a pair of scissors handy.


      It was nothing more than a stray thought, but the moment it crossed my mind the stray thread was cut loose. It was so strange. Just a single thread, cut into pieces just like that. I wondered if some kind of magic was at play.


      “Oh, there it goes...” I uttered.


      That was when I heard the panicked shrill of Luca’s rising voice.


      “Oh no! Master, no!” she screamed.


      “What?”


      I felt something warm under my nose. I put a finger to it and was met with a sticky, wet sensation. The smell of rust filled my nostrils. I knew it to be blood, but it took a few moments for me to realize that I was having a nosebleed.


      “Ah, I see. So that’s it,” mused Six gleefully. “There are side effects.”


      Reinald rose from his chair.


      “Karen,” he said, reaching out to me.


      I took his hand before I lost my equilibrium entirely, but I felt the warmth of his person for only a brief instant. A black curtain fell over the world, and as it did Reinald’s face morphed before my eyes. He became a different person.


      Who...is that?


      The flowing blonde hair and features were reminiscent of Reinald, but I knew in an instant that it was someone else, because the face I was looking at belonged to a woman. She was wrapped in light cloth, and her skin was pristine, which made me think she was a person of high standing. Her expression was blank, unfeeling, and she stared at me without so much as a word.


      Blood flowed from her forehead.


      She reached out with porcelain white fingers, and when they brushed against my cheek, she finally spoke.


      “I’m sorry.”


      There was great clarity in her voice, and in it I felt love. Affection.


      That was when it hit me.


      This voice, it’s not speaking to me, is it? I’m visiting somebody else’s memories through their own eyes.


      “My ——, ——...”


      I couldn’t catch what I was being told. The voice was raspy, though it was not the speaker’s fault. It was more like I was picking up interference. I heard other voices—men, women, young, old—and all of them spoke with hate.


      They spoke to it.


      Or rather, they spoke to me.


      “No, please,” I uttered. “Wait. What is this...?”


      But the sounds continued to swirl. My ears stung. The malice in each word spoken refused to dissipate. It was a malice directed not at me, but elsewhere, and all the while I squirmed in a darkness so complete I could not even see my own hands. The voices were deafening. They created so much sorrow, and yet they also unleashed so many curses.


      The malice, the evil of it all, swallowed my being. I could not even so much as speak. I simply cast curse upon curse, obeying the orders of each successive emperor.


      “The man stole my ——. See him slaughtered.”


      “My beloved mistress has betrayed me. Kill her.”


      “My friends are suspects. If they are scheming against me, they pay with their lives.”


      “I do not trust the people of ——. Make them extinct.”


      None of the owners of the voices needed to raise a finger. Instead, I moved for them—wait, no! It’s not me!—and did their bidding by way of the box’s magic. I snuffed out lives like they were nothing, with no concern for even age.


      In truth, I—that is to say, I—did not enjoy taking lives. What I liked—or at least, what I once liked—was...the simple shade of trees in the forest. I was allowed to coexist peacefully in that realm with its wildlife, and I enjoyed taking out the feed I brought with me to bring birds to my hand.


      But it was because I had been that person that I lost everything. I loved and adored my grandfather—grandfather? Huh? Who?—but I could not live up to his expectations. I was not the half spirit he hoped I would be. I was nothing more than a puppet, locked in a cage, and powerless to do anything but obey orders. I was no longer human and no longer spirit.


      I was something else.


      None could hear my cries as I warped and changed. My pain and my suffering reached nobody. The life as I knew it ended in solitude, lost in the depths of an unfathomably gigantic box.


      “Ow.”


      Pain pulsed through my brain as I regained my sense of self. Confusion and chaos remained. I was me, but now I was also me. I and I. My thoughts swirled in the darkness. I could scarcely even breathe, but I didn’t have the space or peace of mind to look for comfort—the waves of pain crashed hard once more. It was intense beyond what I felt capable of bearing, and tears flooded from my eyes.


      “But this... It’s got nothing to do with me...” I uttered.


      A few memories slipped by, all of them moments from a distant past. But not a single one of them had anything to do with me, or at least the me that I now was. They were done. They were over. The thing I now was would not have them again.


      And so began the memories of Sixtus.


      Trapped by a sorrow that bore into my very heart, I began to think of it as belonging to somebody else, and emotions began to bleed from me.


      Okay, now I get it. If the other option was being stuck there for all time, I’d want out too.


      It was the first time I felt truly sympathetic for the mage, and in that was a sensation like a step toward hope. Unfortunately, only I felt that particular hope. I woke to Six screaming at me, and it was beyond awkward.


      “You revolting, disgusting peeping tom!” he cried.

    

  

  
    
      11: It Began with a Nightmare


      It was always a terrifying sight.


      It was complete darkness, devoid of any light whatsoever.


      It was forced upon him. He was lost in it. Eventually he lost touch with who he even was in the first place. He was a grown man, an adult, and yet he screamed and cried like a child. He let his temper go completely wild, and yet just an instant later he was laughing for no reason. Eventually, and perhaps inevitably, the life left his eyes, and he cried, the tears clouding his vision.


      What made this all the more painful to watch was that at times he would pull himself together. He would return to himself. There was no salvation in the darkness, no hope, and yet he looked for it anyway. He grasped for it, wherever it might be. But inevitably he was always hammered into defeat and showered in despair, until such a time as he once again found the strength to stand.


      This played out countless times.


      He screamed a single name into the darkness, over and over. In his cries were love, hatred, desolation, and pain. It was hard to watch. He tried to be strong, tried to look for help, but with each passing moment the dignity that made him human drained.


      On this particular night, too, he appeared before me. He said he was scared, and he reached out with a hand for something, anything, even though all that awaited him was nothing. My heart ached.


      He was broken, and he had long lost his mind.


      This was the fate of Sixtus, a half-spirit who had once walked the earth, now a husk of what he once was, awaiting his own end.


      “Master, you’ve broken into a sweat again.”


      I woke to find Luca looking down at me, a damp towel in hand. I realized then that the cool sensation I felt upon my forehead was her wiping my sweat away. I lifted myself up and glanced at the window. It was dark out. My body felt heavy, sluggish, and I poured myself some water.


      “How long was I asleep?” I asked.


      “Not very long. It’s late, but not that late.”


      “I see. Thanks for waking me. You were resting too, weren’t you?”


      “Yes, but in my case I don’t need sleep. That and I can’t stand watching you moan in your sleep.”


      Black Bird was by my side, sleeping like a rock. The bird appeared to be breathing, but honestly I had no idea how its internal systems worked.


      “The dreams again?” Luca asked.


      “Yes, the same as always,” I replied.


      “You get them far too often for my liking. Is it affecting your health? I can try suppressing them a little more...”


      “No, I just break out in a sweat. Other than that I’m fine. No headaches or anything.”


      “I don’t think I’d call it ‘fine’ when it throws your sleep habits out of whack.”


      But as far as physical health went, I was the very definition of healthy. A month had passed since the eye transplant, and I felt better than ever. More to the point, I could now push myself without having to worry that I’d collapse with a fever. Still, it was true to say that I was sweating too much in the evening. I turned my gaze on the nearby water pitcher, but before I could even think, Luca was on me.


      “No!” she snapped. “If you want some more water, use your hands!”


      “Oh, did I almost do the thing again?” I asked.


      “Yes. You have to be careful when you wake—it’s the easiest time to let your thoughts wander.”


      I hadn’t consciously tried to do anything, but the subconscious part of me had been on the verge of casting a spell. Luca had been a great help in keeping the headaches to a minimum whenever it happened, and I was nothing but grateful to her.


      “Waking up is one thing,” continued Luca, “but if you let your thoughts wander and drop your guard, that’s trouble.”


      “I know, I do,” I said, pouring myself some more water, “but sometimes it feels out of my control. I’m so glad you’re here to help, really.”


      “Well, yeah, that’s why I’m here. So, are you going back to bed?”


      “Just as soon as I’ve calmed down a little, yes. I doubt there’s another nightmare waiting for me when I go back to bed. I’ll sleep soundly the rest of the night, I’m sure.”


      I used to look forward to sleep, you know. Alas, it now occupied something of an ominous existence in my life. Even more heartbreaking was the fact that there wasn’t anything we could do about it.


      “And you still don’t know what you dreamed about?” Luca asked.


      She was worried about what I was seeing in my sleep. This question had become just another part of waking from my nightmares—first I had them, then Luca asked me if I remembered them.


      “No, it left my mind the moment I woke up, just like always. I don’t remember anything more than the fact that it was a nightmare.”


      “Okay... But remember what I told you—there’s a very good chance the dreams are directly related to your connection to the box. If you can’t remember them, I’m helpless. Tell me the moment you remember anything, okay?”


      “Got it. But I’m fine now, really. You can go back to your analysis.”


      “If you can’t sleep, tell me. I can always cast a little magic-induced sleep.”


      “Okay, but that’s a last resort. Thanks, Luca.”


      That particular kind of sleep only served to worry everyone, because it made me sleep like the dead. I didn’t want to use it unless it was absolutely necessary.


      Luca disappeared into thin air, and I wandered over to the window and opened it. The cool breeze was bliss for my overheated body. Outside, the world was completely silent. There was nobody out in the garden, but that was to be expected.


      The imperial capital was generally arranged into districts, and outside of those dedicated to drinking, revelry, and parties, silence was a given in the evening. Indeed, if there was ever a racket in the residential district, the house in question received a visit from the local police, or otherwise a complaint delivered by a neighbor’s own personal guards—usually the more intimidating ones. That said, the police usually settled things without issue.


      I looked up toward the sky and at the world’s two moons. Their brightness felt almost blinding, and the stars, too, glimmered brilliantly. It was exactly what one imagined when they pictured a starry sky. More recently, this sight was dimmed by the lamps that stayed on all evening, but in this neighborhood the night sky was still as vivid as ever.


      My body slowly cooled in the night air, and I began slowly clenching my fist and releasing it. The sensation told me that everything was normal again, but just to be on the safe side I put a finger to my nose to check for blood. Now that I’d undergone my eye transplant, I was constantly checking on myself like this.


      I could cast a spell with a thought, and just one month ago I literally had, after which I’d summarily collapsed into unconsciousness. As you’ve probably guessed, it was indeed the button on Reinald’s jacket. When I’d seen the stray thread poking from it I’d had a desire to neatly cut it, and with just that thought I’d cast a spell to do so.


      Cue bloody nose and loss of consciousness.


      Naturally, I hadn’t intended to cast the spell at all. It was nothing more than a passing thought, not unlike what everybody else experiences a million times a day. But with Six’s new eye now in place, my thoughts were capable of stirring up magical energy, thus bringing about the mysterious phenomenon known as magic. Six told me that the bloody nose and the fainting were because my body still couldn’t handle the box eating at my person.


      “Master, please don’t overdo it,” said Luca. “You mustn’t.”


      Her voice drifted out from nowhere in particular.


      “I know,” I replied. “But I’m fine, really. There’s no need to worry.”


      “You keep using that word, ‘fine,’ but you keep making it harder and harder to believe.”


      I let her words pass me by and stretched.


      So, why was the box eating me, you ask? Well, in short, it was because I was compatible with Six. When Six transplanted our eyes, Luca was all set to protect me from what she expected to be an overwhelming tsunami of magical energy. The plan was for her to act as a dam, letting in only a little magic at a time so I could gradually acclimate to it all. But for some reason, the box and I clicked together like puzzle pieces, and that expected acclimation period happened in the blink of an eye.


      That was just the start of it. Right before I passed out, Luca had shouted at me to stop because she’d sensed the magic in my stray thought. That was when she realized what was going on.


      “So there’s a spirit or will that exists within your body and at the very foundation of your being,” Luca explained at the time. “Let’s just call it your soul. Yours showed a compatibility with the box before I even had a chance to protect it or reinforce it. What makes this really troubling is that with a mere thought, you can do everything the box-head can.”


      “You...don’t make that sound like a good thing,” I noted.


      “It’s not usually easy for humans to use the box. It’s the opposite, in fact. Like I said before, it’s harmful to humans. It’s a special kind of toxic—the kind that would ordinarily swallow you up at a mere touch.”


      So there was that, and then there was the fact that I wasn’t even a mage to begin with. Think of magic as water for a second—the box was an inorganic object, and so tremendous amounts of water could flow through it without issue. Me? I was a weak, fleshy human, and as far as taps went my water capacity was nonexistent. Too much at once and I’d burst.


      “We have no idea what kind of output we’re talking about when it comes to an ordinary person,” said Luca. “That’s why I wanted to take things nice and slow, a little at a time...”


      “I-I’m sorry.”


      “It’s my fault for not seeing it coming. But it’s okay—little by little you will get used to using it, and eventually you won’t be fainting all the time.”


      Luca was worried about me having fainted the one time, and there’d been no future incidents since. Still, the truth was the truth—the transplant had opened a path between the box and I, and one slipup was all it might take for me to destroy myself. Perhaps it might be easiest to imagine it this way—I was nothing more than a level one character suddenly in possession of endgame-level magic.


      This was no laughing matter, and Luca had been forced to improvise to keep my magic levels in check. Thanks to her, I wasn’t accidentally casting spells left, right, and center every second. All the same, a little lapse in concentration—like, say, when I’d just woken up—was something to be careful of.


      The nightmares didn’t help, I might add.


      According to Luca, the box and I were on the same wavelength, and the security measures Luca had devised weren’t working to their fullest. She made it look like it wasn’t an issue, but I knew that behind the scenes she was scrambling. I really wanted to be able to do something about it myself.


      And yet the dreams were a problem all of their own.


      I’d told Luca I couldn’t remember them, but that was a lie. I remembered all of them. On the one hand, I thought it was fine to open up to her, but I just didn’t think they were related at all to the security measures she was working on. I was sure of it, in fact. I didn’t have any hard evidence, of course, but now that I was connected to the box, I was allowed glimpses inside of it whether I wanted them or not. They were all just flashes of the distant past—I wasn’t sure what I would have said about them even if I did share them.


      I was sure that Six would be furious if he knew. His whole tirade after the first time was a lot to deal with, and I didn’t think it would make a difference if I tried to explain that I was just a passenger. It wasn’t like I had a choice. Anyway, all of this meant that after a month of dreams, I felt closer to Six.


      I wasn’t sure I liked it.


      “And to top it off we’re seeing each other more and more often now...” I muttered to myself.


      In terms of magic, that’s pretty much the long and the short of it, so I’ll leave it at that. My skin felt icky. I would have killed for a bath, but knew that I’d only wake somebody up. I sluggishly crawled into bed and slept straight through to morning. The sleep-in put me on the backfoot.


      “Ugh, you’re practically sleepwalking! Wash your face right this instant! Come back when you’ve returned to the land of the living!” demanded Marie the moment she saw me.


      Now that Marie had moved in, she had quickly made herself just another part of the Conrad household. Whether this was good or bad depended on the circumstances—she always spoke her mind and took no prisoners when she did. But even then, she made fast friends with everybody. I’d had a feeling she’d be fine when I first invited her to live with us, but I hadn’t expected her to be quite so strict on my daily snack limit.


      That part of things was...painful.


      “A courier will be here from Garnier with ribbons and other accessories, and you’ll need to pick out what you like by noon tomorrow,” Marie said.


      “Yes, okay. Erm, have you had breakfast already?”


      “Long ago, dear. Chelsea, stop that. Come over here, please. Let’s not play with our food, shall we?”


      Our servants were always hectic in the morning. Whenever Geoff was lending them a hand with this or that, more often than not it was Marie who looked after Chelsea. As of this moment, Chelsea was moaning in protest while Marie chased her around and wiped her mouth.


      Chelsea’s former lover had, perhaps unsurprisingly, visited us in an attempt to talk to her. I had Geoff and Hil greet him at the door, and he left as pale as a sheet. Marie had lived in peace since.


      After I washed my face, I stepped out into the corridor and caught Wendel just as he was leaving for school.


      “Morning,” he said. “I’m going to meet up with Emil after school. We’re going to Lady Saganov’s house for Jill’s training.”


      “Morning, Wendel. Please tell Emil I said hello.”


      “Got it. See ya!”


      Hil set off after the young master to see him safely to his destination.


      Emil and Jill were now living with the Kirstens, as had been arranged previously. According to Wendel, who caught up with him regularly at school, Arno had arranged a private tutor for Emil who was the epitome of strict. So strict, in fact, that Emil never left a session without a cut or bruise of some kind.


      Oh, I realize you might be getting entirely the wrong idea, so allow me to clarify—Emil’s new private tutor was teaching him the ways of swordsmanship. Emil had professed a desire to learn the martial arts, and Arno had obliged. Once, long ago, Arno would have frowned upon Emil wanting to pursue such a passion, but it was clear that he was now putting his younger brother’s wishes first.


      The training of Emil’s dog, Jill, was being overseen by Lady Saganov, Nika’s mother. We’d been introduced before the training actually started, but I only learned later that she was a famed instructor in Gnodia.


      It was a busy morning for the staff. There was cleaning, washing, seeing Wendel off, and a whole host of other chores. This was the bustling nature of our household in the morning, and the only person with absolutely nothing to do, who simply relaxed among the chaos, was...well, me.


      “Oh?” I uttered.


      Claude sometimes showed up at our house, and of course Marie was a breath of fresh air, but in the dining room I met with yet another visitor we were getting more and more used to seeing.


      “Hey there,” said the young man. “Hope you don’t mind me popping by. The food here is the best.”


      That visitor was none other than Lord Gerhard Bahre’s grandson, Robin. Rio was all smiles as he placed food on the table. It had become clear recently that our cook simply loved being able to try his hand at new dishes, and even more than that he adored anybody who would happily eat them. That was why he’d immediately taken a liking to both Robin and Six. And it wasn’t like the extra cooking was a burden—I’m sure he’d have happily invited Six and Robin over himself if I allowed.


      “Good morning,” said the woman sitting beside Robin. “Please excuse Robin.”


      “Why don’t you join us for breakfast, Maisie?” I asked.


      “Wendel offered me breakfast earlier, and I gratefully accepted.”


      With Wendel gone, Blacky chose Robin’s attendant Maisie as his playmate. Maisie had in fact been with Robin on the day I’d gone to pick up Blacky...along with all the other items the military had requisitioned. Maisie was slender at a glance, but nonetheless formidable—she was both assistant and bodyguard.


      Robin was the sort who saw his body as an investment and was only too happy to stuff it with food. Voracious is the word for it. He devoured even a thick slab of bacon in as little as three bites. Still, his manners were impeccable. It was a sight to behold, I can assure you. Just watching him made me hungry.


      I sipped at some freshly squeezed juice, which only further tickled my appetite. The buttery scent of our usual bread only added to it, and then I noticed that Rio had even baked some bread with dried grapes. Today the loaf was on the softer side, but sometimes Rio baked firmer, chewier loaves as well. Then there was the homemade strawberry jam, the sausages, the thick slabs of bacon I already mentioned, and the eggs. And let us not forget the cheese and the vegetable soup.


      Yes, I agree—luxurious is putting mildly.


      “It’s unusual to see you here so early in the morning,” I commented. “Are you off duty?”


      “Yep. Today’s my day off. I was just going to laze around at home, but grandpa sent me over here. Figured I might as well enjoy breakfast while I was at it.”


      “But why are you still dressed in uniform?”


      “It gives me right of way when I’m out on the streets. The vast majority of the capital’s citizens are nothing if not kind, and they respect a uniform when they see one.”


      So he was taking advantage of the perks of the uniform. Rather bold, I had to admit.


      “But wow, this jam!” exclaimed Robin. “It’s amazing. Don’t suppose I could get some to go, could I?”


      “Rio,” uttered Maisie, a slight scolding to her tone.


      “I can only spare a little, but sure,” replied Rio. “But it’s dead easy to make yourself, so I’ll write down the recipe and send it to you later. That way you can start making it at home and have a ready supply whenever you need it. And if you’ve got a sweet tooth, then make sure you mix it with a healthy helping of butter. It brings out a richness you won’t find otherwise!”


      “And this white stuff is tasty as heck. What is it?”


      “That’s homemade too. It’s the most popular spread in the household at present.”


      The spread in question was a sumptuous mix of milk and sugar, boiled down to condensed milk. It was a favorite among all—myself, Marie, and Chelsea included. Recently, Wendel had taken some and gorged on it with his friends, and he’d been scolded fiercely for it.


      “And here I was thinking that you were just as weird as grandpa when it comes to your dietary habits,” Robin remarked, shooting me a look. “Your breakfast is surprisingly ordinary.”


      “I only ask for tailored breakfast ingredients when we only need to make it in small quantities,” I said. “But rice is exquisite, you know.”


      “Please don’t tell me you’re one of those people that enjoys that rotten bean stuff...”


      I asked for Japanese food about once a week, and usually just a single serving for little old me. The breakfast menu was made up of white rice, miso soup, pickled vegetables, and eggs done tamagoyaki style. It was the most wonderful, satisfying experience, let me tell you. Rio needed just a little time to perfect his special natto, but it had been panned by everyone in the household bar myself. It was so unpopular, in fact, that at one point somebody mistook it for refuse and almost threw it out.


      Rio himself was quite fond of Japanese cuisine, and so it was largely just the two of us who consumed the stuff, though occasionally we were joined by Six. That said, ever since Six had practically hoovered all the riceballs, Rio was more careful about serving too much Japanese fare.


      “And what does Lord Gerhard have to say?” I asked.


      “Nothing about work,” replied Rio. “He pretty much pushed me out the door and told me to go check in on my cousin.”


      Thanks to Claude’s efforts, spice trading had put us on very good terms with the Bahre family, and the bonds were strengthening. Falkrum already had a history and working relationship with the Tuna domain, and so our trade endeavors were going remarkably well. With the land that Reinald had given us in Falkrum we had begun work on wine production, and we already had future export locations lined up thanks to the Bahre family. In return we’d introduced them to our local connections in Falkrum.


      All of this was to say that it wasn’t uncommon for us to receive messages from Gerhard that were work-related, and not just centered on our shared love of Japanese ingredients. Still, even then it was decidedly rare for the Bahre lord to simply want to check up on me. Robin knew this too, and he had clearly read the deeper meaning in his grandfather’s orders.


      “But I’m not just here to indulge in your delicious breakfast,” he said, draining his glass of juice in a single gulp. “If grandpa sent me here, it’s because he feels it’s safe for me to share some insider information.”


      “Insider information, you say?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.


      “Yep. Bertrando has decided to enter the fray, so to speak.”


      It took a few moments for the words to sink in. The air around Robin shifted too—he’d looked the very portrait of casual ease as he ate a few mouthfuls of bread, but he was noticeably more serious now.


      “You don’t mean with regards to the Bahre family succession, do you?” I asked, incredulous. “He’s the least interested in it. He said as much himself.”


      “Yeah, and all the rest of us are just as surprised as you, believe me. But more recently he’s been saying that he’ll throw his hat in the ring. The family has been plunged into chaos. Not that anybody can tell from the outside, however.”


      To hear Robin tell it, there’d been big changes in the Bahre family over the last month. Outside of Bertrando, there were two other potential Bahre heirs. His siblings, essentially. With Bertando sitting on the sidelines, the battle had been between the other two and, according to Robin, it had been one heck of a power struggle. In the end it was Gracie, the elder sister, who’d emerged victorious. The losing side of that battle—Bertrando’s brother—had thus fled north. Gerhard saw things for what they were and recognized Gracie as his heir apparent—the family thus assumed there was a new lord on the horizon.


      But it was right around this time that Bertrando—who until now hadn’t shown any interest whatsoever in becoming the family lord—announced that he would, in fact, try for Gerhard’s position at the head of the family. You can imagine the massive stir it caused.


      “Bertrando told everybody he didn’t care. And not just outsiders, but everyone in the family too. Grandpa and I had all but given up on him. Then out of nowhere he just changes his mind. Gracie never believed him, mind you, and she’s always seen him as an enemy, so it didn’t really make any difference to her.”


      “But why would Bertrando go and make a declaration like that so suddenly?”


      “Beats me. But I don’t think that’s what grandpa wanted you to know. What’s more important is that Bertrando’s announcement has left Wilhelmina in fits.”


      I nodded quietly, reading between the lines.


      “Oh, I see...” I uttered.


      “Yeah, that’s the state of things.”


      “And it was the other brother who had the emperor’s backing, yes?” I asked.


      “Mm-hmm. But it won’t be easy for him to return from the north following such a defeat. Gracie had the princess on her side. You have to imagine it stings, given that everyone thought that the whole thing was all done and dusted.”


      Bertrando was the only sibling to have no backing whatsoever. He occupied a neutral position. Wilhelmina’s faction would have breathed a sigh of relief, fully believing that their horse had the race in the bag. Bertrando’s emergence as a new dark horse, then, would have sent shock waves through their ranks. Robin explained that both factions were frantically trying to make inroads with Bertrando—the emperor’s openly, and Wilhelmina’s covertly.


      “Bertrando seems to have shut them down,” Robin continued. “Left for the outskirts of the capital, stating he was maintaining the peace.”


      “I think I understand the general picture now, but...Lady Gracie supports the imperial princess, yes? Why would she see Bertrando as a threat? For all intents and purposes he’s got nobody behind him.”


      Robin couldn’t quite believe what I’d just asked. He scratched the back of his head, a troubled knot in his brow.


      “Not entirely true,” he said. “But I guess the inner workings of the military aren’t easy to parse when you’re outside of it. They don’t want secrets leaking either.”


      “Robin, the two of you have closer ties now,” said Maisie. “Don’t you think it’s your responsibility to explain things more thoroughly?”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” replied Robin, looking a little apologetic. “So you’re right in thinking that Bertrando doesn’t have much in the way of military support. Gracie could easily call upon enough soldiers to at least double the forces under Bertando’s command.”


      “I sense a but coming,” I nudged.


      “But if it came down to battle, Bertrando would still win,” Robin stated.


      He spoke every word with supreme confidence. I was shocked. I couldn’t comprehend it. From here, Maisie took the reins to explain the true state of things.


      “Both Bertrando and Gracie lead their own private forces,” she said. “It’s true that with the support of Princess Wilhelmina behind her, Gracie can call upon a much greater number of soldiers. However, you have to bear in mind that these soldiers belong to other domain lords in the region. While some of them may indeed be capable soldiers in their own right...the truth of the matter is that they will not be easy to command.”


      “So you’re saying it’s an issue of leadership?” I asked.


      “No, because even a great commander can still easily lose a battle of sheer numbers. And this is Gracie’s advantage. In Bertrando’s case, the mercenary... I mean, the military forces under his command are, well, they’re unique.”


      “He’s anything but your usual military man,” added Robin. “Even you must have heard about the imperial knight corps’ tenth squadron.”


      “Well, naturally I’ve heard the rumors, yes...”


      “Almost the entirety of his squadron is loyal to him. Think of them like a private army. If push came to shove, they would follow Bertrando’s orders over those of the empire.”


      “Is that...allowed?”


      “Doesn’t make a difference—it’s the fact of the matter.”


      Except that...the facts pointed to that being a huge issue. We were literally talking about soldiers who would follow the commands of a single man over the nation they were supposed to be loyal to. As far as Robin was concerned, there were two factors at play—the authority of the Bahre name and Bertrando’s individual efforts.


      “A lot happened in the past, and it led to Bertrando’s mercenary party being consumed by the greater imperial military,” said Maisie. “There weren’t as many mercenaries around at the time, and the empire believed that by absorbing those soldiers into its ranks, they could bring them into line. Even then, however, they still saw Bertrando as their preferred leader.”


      Robin nodded in agreement. He was a big fan of Bertrando himself, and he was on a very similar wavelength to those who had remained loyal to him. Maisie went on, her calm, collected expression standing in contrast to Robin’s quiet excitement.


      “By the time the imperial military realized its mistake, Bertando had cemented himself as indispensable. He climbed the hierarchy and secured an established rank among Gnodia’s powerful—even the emperor kept tabs on him.”


      “I suppose with him as a potential heir to the Bahre family, it makes more sense to talk him around than to drive him out...?” I asked.


      “I cannot guess at how the emperor thinks, but it wouldn’t surprise me if that was a part of it.”


      “The way you speak tells me you might not openly stand among the ranks of the usual imperial soldier, Maisie.”


      “My mother and father served Bertrando. They thought it better I follow in their footsteps than end up just another mercenary.”


      Bertrando acted as if he were indifferent to the idea of power and influence, but he had set everything in place to ensure that he could hold his own if it came to it. When he entered the imperial military he put his experience to use, sending some of his men to other squadrons to create bonds that could be strengthened. It was these grassroots efforts that now made it impossible to know how many troops he had at his command.


      As a small aside, Maisie also told me that mercenaries were not always welcome or liked among the ranks of the established military. This included Bertrando himself, apparently. Though largely unknown to the greater public, it wasn’t uncommon for former mercenaries to be sent to the distant outskirts on bandit hunts because those in positions of power despised them.


      “Former mercenaries are often given the dirty work because of where they came from,” said Robin, “and more often than not, it means that they’re looked down on. But because Bertrando looks out for people in such positions, it’s not so bad. His friends remain tight, and others want to keep joining him thanks to his connection to grandpa. He’s managed to win a lot of people over to his side.”


      “And then those people open up new connections, and on it goes...” added Maisie. “Ordinarily, only imperial citizens can become soldiers, but some among Bertrando’s squadron have joined via the back door, so to speak. You could say that a system came into place that allowed Bertrando to build such an environment.”


      “And as far as Gracie is concerned, she has absolutely no idea when Bertrando might launch a surprise move on her,” added Robin.


      It’s just as I thought. The members of distinguished noble families cannot be trusted outright. There are always schemes, squirming like a pit of snakes beneath the surface.


      And just like that, I found it much more difficult to simply believe the conversation I had heard between Gerhard and Bertrando when I first met them.


      “But what could have motivated Bertrando to change his mind?” I asked.


      “The situation wouldn’t be so fraught if we knew. From what we can tell, though, it doesn’t seem like he’s doing it to help support anybody else.”


      Robin took this moment to bring to mind a question that was clearly bugging him.


      “And, uh...by the way, what’s with the mountain of boxes at your front door?”


      “Pay them no mind,” I said bluntly. “They’re going to be returned.”


      “Even the reams of ridiculously expensive silk?”


      “Expensive? Yes. Necessary? Hardly. They’ll be gone by your next visit.”


      Robin’s question was in reference to gifts that had been flooding in over the last month. When I’d said that I didn’t want any of it, the servants had kindly placed it by the front door.


      “But the seal on those boxes... I’ve seen it somewhere...” muttered Robin.


      He was searching his memory banks, but I wished he wouldn’t. Unfortunately, it didn’t take him any time at all to connect the dots.


      “Ah, the Lubeck family. Whoa... Oh, because of the proposal, huh? That dirty son of a... The only reason the women go gaga over him is because his face was carved by the gods themselves.”


      “Robin, not another word,” warned Maisie.


      Don’t mind me, Maisie. Chew the boy out, make him drop the topic entirely.


      It probably wouldn’t have mattered. Robin completely ignored her.


      “So are you going to marry him?” he asked.


      “No!”


      It came out far more aggressively than I intended, but I didn’t see that as my fault.


      “Hmm. I see. I mean, I’ve never gotten very close to the guy, but he’s not the type I want to get friendly with. Best of luck getting him out of your hair, though—it’s not going to be easy with such a distinguished family.”


      “It hasn’t been so far, that’s for sure...”


      I cleared my throat, hoping it might end the topic of conversation, but alas it did not.


      “Why not give him a good punch to the jaw and tell him you hate him?” asked Robin.


      “I’d only be too happy to—over and over, a million times—if it meant he’d back down.”


      “So you haven’t?”


      “I tried something along those lines, thinking it would help. I was fully prepared for the negative blowback too.”


      Even now I remembered it as clear as day. I was out shopping a few days after Lubeck’s proposal when by...coincidence, he happened to run into me. I was out in a fancier part of town, lined with stores on the level of Garnier. Lubeck broke into a smile and was quick to take my hand. The area filled with screams of dismay and squeals of delight. I imagine the former came from young women thinking something along the lines of Why would my darling Lubeck take the filthy hand of such a disgusting woman?


      I could see things going downhill from that very moment. I threw all logic out the window—I had to respond. I had to act. My first impulse was to draw his ire. I did not care what came out of my mouth—all I cared about was embarrassing him before everybody in the vicinity got the wrong idea about us. I wanted everybody to think I was entirely unsuitable for the man. Ideally, they’d even come in and tear us apart.


      Unfortunately, however, Lubeck saw right through my plans. Before I could even cock my fist back he had his hand calmly covering it, a placid smile on his face.


      “Oh, my beloved Karen,” he said. “How fateful that we should meet here like this. It’s as if the emperor himself has brought us together. Perhaps this is what it means for two hearts to walk as one. But then, I’d expect nothing less of my fated bride and the woman who has my heart.”


      “Eep.”


      “Oh, is it that you’re so bashful you’ve lost the ability to speak? My dear beloved, won’t you sing for this smitten man a few verses of the ballad of love?”


      “No, I...actually...have shopping to do...” I muttered.


      “You’re so adorable when you get embarrassed like that, my love.”


      On the one hand, I was impressed. That he could mistake my terror for bashfulness was in and of itself quite the feat. Or perhaps when it came to me he simply did not care?


      Honestly, I had no idea which it was.


      It wasn’t as simple as just fleeing either. And when Lubeck saw me completely ignore his smile, he took to speaking the sorts of words that some might have called “a confession of the heart” but that I thought were more accurately described as “creepy disgusto-words.”


      “Unfortunately duty calls, and so regrettably I must take my leave,” Lubeck said in closing. “But just let me say that my heart already yearns for the next time we meet, and I pray it will be a far more fitting location for our love.”


      And after a kiss on the back of my hand, he was gone.


      Let me tell you—the rest of my day out shopping? Completely ruined. I had a dark cloud hanging over me for the entire day. And to make matters worse, I returned home to find the Lubeck family’s official proposal waiting for me. All I could do was laugh, but unfortunately I only made poor Wendel think that I’d finally gone insane.


      I’d been waiting for the proposal and was quick to send a polite refusal at once. That refusal letter was summarily ignored. To add insult to injury, the family had already agreed to me becoming the lord’s future wife. I had hoped that at least one member of the family would object to the idea, but alas, it seemed that the decisions of Walter Kurt Lubeck were final.


      Whateley’s opinion was thus:


      “While a marriage between our families is unimaginable, should it come to pass I see rather confined, mostly suffocating days in your future, Lady Karen.”


      It was the steward’s subtle way of letting me know that I was screwed. In any case, once the proposal had arrived, gifts followed. They came every few days. Our servants were regularly returning them. We couldn’t accept a single thing, and so we had to make a list of everything that arrived and that we sent back. Thus the cycle of pointlessness continued.


      “Ugh,” muttered Robin when I finished regaling him with my personal tragedy.


      “I’m dying here,” I said. “I just want someone to save me from all of this. I don’t even care who at this stage.”


      “Hmm,” murmured Robin. “How about asking grandpa, then?”


      “I thought about it, but it sounds like he has his hands full with all this succession business. I don’t want to burden him with anything else.”


      Gerhard had also let slip in his letters that he was seeing a doctor and was prone to fevers. He had his good days, but he was getting on in years and growing weaker in his old age. I didn’t want to push him.


      Robin didn’t feel the need to consider any of this, however.


      “Don’t be a fool,” he said. “He’s usually got nothing to do. Just ask him.”


      “But isn’t he unwell? I keep hearing that he’s caught a cold or otherwise in bed with a fever.”


      “Oh, that. Yeah, well... Look, he’s fine, so just write to him. Ask him for help, and hopefully he’ll go all out and make a big show of it.”


      “He doesn’t strike me as the sort of man to go all out...”


      Robin shot me a look of genuine pity, as if to say that ignorance truly was bliss.


      “He’s placid now, but don’t forget that grandpa is the Bahre family lord. He had to fight his siblings for the spot, then adopt three children of his own only to set them against one another so that one could follow in his footsteps.”


      “Yes, and I know that; it’s just so difficult for me to see him that way. For me he’s always been a fan of the arts, and someone only too happy to teach me all about delicious new foods.”


      “He chews me out all the time...” Robin muttered.


      “It might be because there are so few Lord Gerhard graces with his presence, relatives or otherwise,” noted Maisie. “He gave you quite a lot of advice when you decided to join the military, didn’t he?”


      “Yeah, that’s true...”


      “In any case, if we stay too much longer we’re only going to take up more of Lady Karen’s time. You’ve duties to uphold, and you mustn’t slack off.”


      “Do you have to give me that lecture here, of all places?”


      “I’m under the lord’s strict orders to ensure that you don’t dawdle.”


      Robin was still in the mood to hang out, but Maisie saw that he was dragged away. With the two of them gone, however, I was, in a word, entirely idle. I took a moment to think back on Conrad’s recent efforts.


      Putting aside my own personal matters—read as “box-related”—the biggest issue facing the family at present was that of Martina. As of today, she still had yet to visit the Conrad home a second time. She had asked us to share her story with the servants, as we knew she would. Our servants, for their part, took the news with remarkable calm.


      Everybody got along with Martina, and so the general consensus was that what had happened wasn’t her fault. Still, it was complicated, and some admitted that they would need some time before they could approach her as they once had. When asked if it would be easier to fire her, however, nobody could readily agree to the idea. Wendel had also been hesitant to cut her from our employ, and so after some deliberation, we decided to have her work in the countryside for the time being.


      By countryside, I of course mean the land we received from Duke Tuna. Martina’s job there was to support the establishment of our trade activities. She’d also be working as an intermediary, which would have her serving primarily in the Tuna region. The work was difficult, to be sure, but Martina agreed to it readily and set off at once.


      The most calm of all our servants when it came to Martina was our gardener, Ben.


      “The children are never at fault,” he said simply.


      His words buoyed me, and I believed that a day would come when Martina and our household would be reunited.


      Speaking of Ben...


      Unlike Whateley, who was recovering smoothly thanks to a lighter workload, Ben’s condition was getting progressively worse, to the extent that he was visibly weaker. Even then, however, gardening remained his life and livelihood. It seemed cruel to take that from the man, and so all we could do was have a doctor see to him regularly and monitor his health. Hil took to working the garden under Ben’s guidance and grew a green thumb in no time. Humphrey and Geoff remained on guard duty.


      This new state of things showed just how comfortable Geoff had become at Conrad and the firm place he now occupied within it. He had always worried about Hil having only one arm, and he felt that a shovel was a far better fit for his remaining hand than a sword.


      Seeing as we’re on the topic of guards, Humphrey had grown into a strong, trustworthy guard to the point that he was almost a completely different person to the one we’d encountered at Conrad. It felt very much like he had shed the skin of the young man who had abandoned Wendel and myself to save his own hide.


      Emil was doing well and enjoying his new life with Arno, and I was fortunate enough to get regular updates by way of Wendel, who saw him at school each day. Luca and Black Bird turned up whenever they felt like it, and everybody had grown totally used to the pair. It had even gotten to the point where Claude sometimes gave Luca a little pocket money, which she delighted in.


      We were getting along better and better with our neighbors, and it wasn’t uncommon for Elena, Marie, and me to get together for tea or some other small event.


      “Hmm...” I murmured. “I guess I’ll see to a little work.”


      There were jobs waiting for me to get to them, but first I thought I’d take a short post-breakfast break. I didn’t have plans to be anywhere, and if I was going to be at home all day, then there was no hurry. Maybe later I’d go pick up Wendel after school, or perhaps go out to the garden and work on the flower beds.


      Ever since my eye transplant, I had only been attending meetings and entertaining guests when absolutely necessary. This wasn’t so that I could go out partying and doing whatever I liked, but rather that I was working on acclimating myself to my new magical capabilities. After all, we had no idea when I might bump into a mage who could see through the spell hiding my new eye.


      That, and let us not forget that Lubeck was always somewhere out there, lurking in wait...


      I bet everybody just thinks I’m bedridden again, though...


      Blacky was somewhere on the first floor, probably asleep. Charlot was asleep, curled up right in front of me. I looked at her and thought about what to write Gerhard.


      “If I’d asked Reinald for help, would he have helped me?” I mused aloud.


      I’d essentially shut the door on that idea myself, but Reinald certainly would have been easier to ask than Gerhard. The reason I couldn’t ask him now was rather simple—he was no longer in the imperial capital.

    

  

  
    
      12: A Creeping Premonition


      I thought back to a month ago, when Reinald had left. He’d mentioned it on the day of my transplant, though I’d accidentally interrupted things with a spell, which had resulted in me almost being consumed by the box in which Six was trapped. Anyway, the emperor had ordered Reinald to complete three impossible tasks, one of which was essentially a two-parter—reopening trade with the Allied Nations of Yaw and recapturing a stronghold city currently under their control.


      That the two tasks were bundled into one was by design—the general belief was that by reopening trade routes—thus reestablishing diplomatic relations—a path opened to recapturing the stronghold city. Regardless of how difficult the task was, Reinald couldn’t just turn down a direct order from the emperor. It was do his best or die, essentially, so Reinald set off for the stronghold city.


      “You’re nothing if not carefree, huh, little guy...?” I muttered vacantly.


      Black Bird had its head burrowed into Charlot’s stomach as the cat lay basking in the sun. Charlot was used to the bird now and cared not a single iota—she went right on napping.


      “But just what are you? Isn’t it about time you let us know?”


      I poked at the pitch-black creature’s backside with a finger. It felt feathered to the touch. I’d discovered after my transplant that I could now feel the presence of magic. I still had yet to meet with any mages in person, but whenever Six arrived he brought with him an energy—something that was the true definition of terrifying. I instinctively recognized it as bad for humans.


      I’d always imagined magic as a misty haze or a wavering mirage, but actually you couldn’t see the stuff at all. Color sometimes arose as a result of expelling magical energy, but that required vast amounts of the stuff, and so usually it was invisible to the naked eye. Well, that was what Instructor Luca told me, anyway. All of this was to say that the energy of the box—which was dark to a point that it eclipsed even the color black—was on a level entirely of its own.


      As for Six—the inhabitant of said box—he was always looking at me with a puzzled, uncomfortable expression on his face. By now I’d already apologized for unintentionally peeking at his memories, and though he’d begrudgingly accepted that it was unavoidable, it weighed on him nonetheless.


      I was in my room, writing out a letter to Gerhard. Thinking about it inevitably led me to Reinald’s current predicament. The impossible task he’d been assigned essentially amounted to cleaning up the emperor’s mess. And while you could say that Karl had inherited said mess from the emperor preceding him, his reign had only seen Arrendle and Yaw’s relations further sour.


      In the end it all came down to the empire’s aggressive nature. It was like an unstoppable, ever-spreading force that crushed its smaller neighbor states and annexed them. Such was the empire’s appetite that even with a desert separating them, it had its eyes on Yaw and its territory. Unsurprisingly, this both worried and bothered Yaw and all their neighbors.


      Diplomatic relations had existed before the Emperor Karl, but they had since been completely severed, and by Karl himself, no less. To summarize the emperor’s blunder, Karl had ordered the execution of several of Yaw’s goodwill ambassadors, whose only job was to promote exchange with their home. To make matters worse, the leading ambassador had hailed from the clan with the most influence among Yaw’s allied nations. The whole country was, unsurprisingly, incensed.


      The conflict had ended with Yaw taking the stronghold city and cutting all diplomatic ties. The emperor wanted it back, but any hope of negotiations was dead in the water. Official exchange between the nations was no different.


      Occasionally one did see merchant stalls run by Yaw citizens selling various foreign goods, and this was tacitly permitted. Claude told me that crushing these merchants entirely wouldn’t stop the demand for the medicines and spices produced across the desert, and the larger the profit to be made, the more black market dealings. Managing and regulating it all was quite the effort, and so rather than deal with any of it, the emperor instead chose to skim a portion of the merchant’s earnings as tax.


      That the emperor was willing to allow for such trade seemed to indicate that his preference was for restoring diplomatic relations. Not that he wanted to wade through that muddy cesspool himself—after all, he had a crown prince to shoulder with that burden.


      The stronghold city at the heart of this could be thought of as a relay station that once linked Yaw and Arrendle. In terms of its actual role, it was like Conrad with regards to Falkrum. The stronghold city was some ways from Yaw’s capital and geographically advantageous for the empire. The empire could have taken the stronghold city with a large-scale military offensive if it so chose, and the fact that it still hadn’t was something of a mystery.


      On this particular topic, there was much in the way of speculation. Some said the empire had been more focused on Falkrum, others said that the empire was already dealing with Yaw in secret, and yet others said that the emperor had his hands full with domestic affairs. People were happy to throw around ideas, but nobody knew the truth.


      More recently, however, a faction within Yaw had expressed a desire to rekindle diplomatic ties, and the crown prince had been dispatched as Arrendle’s official representative. The emperor sending his own prince was meant to symbolize that Arrendle was taking the matter seriously, but Elena and Haring didn’t like it.


      “We didn’t have to send the prince just because Yaw demanded it,” Elena had grumbled, complaining to me over tea. “There are villages on the way to the stronghold city, and if not them you could always pitch a tent in which to hold a meeting. The emperor is confident that nobody will harm Prince Reinald while he’s at the stronghold city, but it’s been twenty years since Yaw took it.”


      “Politics, lifestyles, principles—much has changed in the decades since Yaw took over,” Haring explained. “This is not to mention those who feel like the empire simply abandoned them. If you ask me, it looks a lot like the emperor simply doesn’t care what happens to his son.”


      Both had requested to accompany Reinald on his visit, but Moritz had ordered them to remain on leave. Among the members of his circle that I knew, Reinald had taken only Nika with him, and the two had set off with the soldiers under his direct command. That left Moritz in Gnodia, whose job was to oversee Reinald’s duties while he was gone.


      It was a capital without its prince, and it was not long before trouble erupted in his absence—Princess Wilhelmina’s faction became noticeably active. This had Reinald’s own faction up in arms, and Duke Lily Ingrid Tuna called it the coming of a new wind. Where once she had been fine to remain in her own domain, she now marched her forces boldly into the capital. Duke Tuna’s own civil servants almost fainted at the sight of her military in the midst of mobilization.


      “Duke Tuna!” one had cried. “What is the meaning of this? S-Surely you aren’t seeking vengeance against the emperor?!”


      “A most amusing take on things,” she’d replied. “But what a splendid suggestion. One that a loyal subject like myself wouldn’t even dream of.”


      “Do you take me for a fool?! Moving your forces like this will only result in you being tried for treason!”


      “Surely you jest. I’m not that naive. I wouldn’t announce to my enemy that I’m going to punch them before I actually strike. I have but one reason for mobilizing the adorable troops at my command.”


      “Then why? What reason could you possibly have? Surely you must know that even you won’t sway the emperor with any attempts at humor...”


      “Isn’t it obvious, my dear? I want a holiday, and I’m bringing all my favorite attendants with me!”


      Some version of this conversation may or may not have occurred in this way, rumors being what they are. Regardless, it was difficult not to feel for that particular civil servant.


      In any case, Duke Tuna set off, and she was nothing if not noncommittal about what she was up to. Sometimes it was an excursion, sometimes it was a training exercise, and sometimes it was part of water governance on the outskirts of the capital. In any case, her forces eventually settled within Gnodia proper. Her troops set up tents and stationed themselves in the outer suburbs, acting as the duke’s fierce, watchful glare and establishing stability once more.


      Unsurprisingly, the duke was later called upon to explain her actions, but she made it clear that she was merely aiding Reinald in his water management efforts, and that her troops were part of the workforce dredging and expanding the channels that connected to the imperial capital’s lake. Because the prince himself sent a letter confirming this, she escaped with a stern warning and a slap on the wrist.


      The duke’s actions—and by extension, Reinald’s—had only sparked further hostility, but it was clear that they’d chosen to be bold because they were all too aware of the risks that came with Reinald leaving the capital.


      All of this brought Wilhelmina’s and Reinald’s factions into stark relief. The emperor’s faction remained silent throughout. None of this had split the general populace just yet, but the military was reportedly being impacted by the tension between factions. Duke Tuna’s forces were regularly coming in from the outer suburbs, and the anti-imperial forces—which had fallen on hard times of late—were energized by it all. Rumors spread that soldiers were on edge, and as a result the air among the districts grew heavier.


      One noticeable example of this was the notice we received from Wendel’s school, indicating that its students would be sent home earlier for the foreseeable future. It indicated that a ramping up of the succession conflict could result in classes being cut short, or even schools being closed for a time.


      Thoughts like these swirled in my mind as I concluded my letter to Gerhard.


      “As detailed, the Lubeck family is causing us no end of trouble, and while it pains me greatly to have to bother you with this issue, I seek your counsel and pray you might offer some advice,” I uttered, reading aloud.


      I signed the letter with my name, sealed it with wax, then took a breath.


      “I wonder how he’s doing,” I mused to myself.


      “If you’re curious, why not visit?”


      “Six, how many times do I have to tell you not to enter my room uninvited?”


      And just like usual, he’s giving me that look the moment we meet...


      I was used to Six sneaking in like this, and so I now responded more with vague annoyance than anger. Still, Six didn’t like being scolded, and he floated upside down, pouting all the while.


      “Ugh,” he groaned. “You realize that I’m considerate about my entrances, I hope? I never arrive when you’re getting changed or in the bath. That I reschedule when you’re indisposed is worthy of praise, in my opinion.”


      “Isn’t that worse? You’re practically spying on me.”


      “Must you nitpick? Naked people are all the same to me, you or anybody else. I’ve no desire for a human partner, and so I feel practically nothing at the sight of a naked body.”


      “Okay, let’s make one thing clear. How you feel about seeing a naked body means nothing. You’ve chosen a male form for yourself... Correction—you’ve chosen a human form for yourself, so regardless of how you feel about it, it changes nothing for me.”


      “You make things so difficult.”


      “This isn’t about me. It’s a common, run-of-the-mill human reaction. This is how it works.”


      “Nobody else has ever gotten mad at me. Not Reinald, not any of the others.”


      “Don’t go comparing the two of us like that. And besides, I guarantee that Moritz despises your surprise entrances.”


      “Oh, now that you mention it...” Six murmured.


      It was like he’d had an epiphany. I had a feeling that as far as Reinald and those around him were concerned, they’d long given up on saying anything because Six just never listened.


      “You were here just two days ago,” I noted. “Are you sure it’s okay for a palace mage to visit so frequently?”


      “I’ve got nothing to do. Karl and Wilhelmina haven’t asked for anything, and Reinald is gone. But I can’t just stay at the palace—the place vexes me so badly I fear my head might explode.”


      “In simpler terms, you mean what exactly?”


      “I’m here to hang out. With you.”


      “Well, thank you for your clear and simple answer. But if you’re only here to hang out, might I ask that you take your leave?”


      “You’re horrible. It may only be a temporary arrangement, but I am your teacher. Half of the reason I’m here is to check in on my hapless pupil.”


      He didn’t make much of a believable case for himself when he was floating in the air like a man draped across a long sofa, but the truth of the matter was he really was my teacher. I could use magic now that I had Six’s eye, but I still required Luca’s support. Unfortunately, her understanding of magic was largely intuitive, which didn’t make her a great teacher.


      We also couldn’t just ask any old mage to teach me the ropes. Six had mages under his watch and command, but we didn’t want any of them knowing that a human had gained access to the source of his powers. The quickest and easiest option, then, was for Six himself to teach me. It helped that he was both willing to do it and motivated to keep things secret.


      The truly surprising part of all of this was that when Six got serious about it, he was an incredible teacher. I had Luca’s help, of course, but it was largely thanks to Six that I’d developed as much as I had in such a short time.


      “And how much better have you gotten at what I taught you?” Six asked.


      “Well, I’m getting the hang of deflecting attacks, hiding myself, and removing myself from people’s perception. But I still get headaches whenever I do it.”


      “I guess it’s impossible to fully block me from eating away at you. But given a little time that little witch of yours will heal you good as new, so there’s that. Ordinarily you’d get a buildup of something like magic dust, and when you couldn’t hold any more of it your insides would go...pop. How fortunate you are to have your own dedicated internal housemaid.”


      “Well the whole reason I’m learning magic is because I literally can’t do anything without her.”


      “Indeed. And that’s why I’m here.”


      Everything I’d learned from Six was, in a word, self-defense. It turned out this was important when it came to how we were going to destroy the box. Six and Luca had always planned to teach me how to defend myself, but Luca said that the box had extremely tight defense systems—no attack spells would work against it anyway.


      As for straight up, old fashioned physical attacks, those would work against the box, but only if certain conditions were met. When Six had appeared from the hole in the box, the emperor had set a defensive barrier in place that Six was powerless to interfere with. If one wanted to destroy the box via purely physical means, they would need considerable manpower and to remove the barrier. To achieve those conditions, you needed magic.


      These conditions meant that at present, the box was essentially indestructible. Destroying the box, then, meant destroying the ruins it called home.


      “We’ll interfere with the ruins from the box,” explained Luca. “In other words, we’ll break it from the inside. That’s the quickest way to do it.”


      The box was, to put it simply, the one part of the ruins that could be turned against it. Imagine for a moment a laptop or desktop computer. If that’s too hard, a smartphone will do. Picture the ruins as the protective cover around all the electronics, within which lies the CPU that powers its systems. At present we had no idea where that CPU was, but we had a way to access it remotely—the box. Think of that like a screen. The plan, then, was to send a virus by the name of Luca in through the box to wreak havoc from within.


      Luca had volunteered to go in herself. Nobody else had her knowledge of languages, which was the biggest timesink. As for getting to our destination, the only way was through the Tower of the Eye—every other potential route was too well protected by the barrier.


      Now I know what you’re probably thinking—if that’s the case, and if you’ve got Six’s eye, why aren’t you looking for a time to sneak in and destroy the damn thing asap?


      Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple. According to Six, something existed in the box like a prior installation which attacked intruders on sight. It worked completely against Six’s own will. Basically, it was a self-defense system, or an antivirus.


      “The systems aren’t stupid,” Six said. “Best go into this assuming you only have one shot. The moment you try to destroy the ruins, there is absolutely no telling what that will mean for me or me. Now, if it’s just me who happens to go wild you may have options, but if the ruins themselves target you as a threat, all bets are off. You have to be able to defend yourself. That’s why we’re starting with these spells.”


      “You make it sound like there’s the ruins, and then there’s you, and you both operate independently,” I noted.


      “That’s pretty much the truth. It’s an ingrained system that works regardless of what I think, and originally it was the main system. I was like a supplementary addition. I’m like a collared dog that just obeys orders, except that I have a shred of freedom of expression.”


      If that feels like too much, allow me to summarize the key points.


      One—to destroy the box, we had to find a way into Gnodia’s depths, where the ruins were located. Two—to achieve that, I needed to enter the Tower of the Eye. Fortunately, we had secured a route through the house next door. Three—upon entering the Tower of the Eye, we had to destroy the barrier around the box. And four—with the barrier gone, we could then upload our virus to the ruins.


      What made all of this more complicated was that the systems of the underground ruins were written in languages from my former world. This meant that conventional “viruses” were useless, but with Luca on our side, the language side of things was sorted. She seemed confident she could handle things.


      It was my job, then, to protect myself from the box—both physically and mentally—while Luca worked her magic. On the face of it that sounded simple enough, but it was actually quite the undertaking—let us not forget that the simplest of spells caused me headaches, nosebleeds, and sometimes even complete loss of consciousness.


      If we got Six out quick, great. But Luca wanted to be doubly sure, and even now she was in the midst of making sure our virus worked like it was supposed to. Her caution was proof that the wall we were attempting to break through was thick. Even Six himself said there was no way to know exactly what we’d be up against down there, and that we had to be prepared for the unexpected. And so I slowly—read as: at a snail’s pace—did what I could to master magic.


      By this time, we had already discussed the matter of what happened after Six was released. The mage made no attempt to hide his disdain for the entire human race, and so we’d come to an agreement—Six promised not to harm myself, Reinald, or any of the imperial citizenry.


      “On the name of the great Sixtus, who bridged people with the moon, you have my word,” he’d promised.


      It was an odd way to word it, to be sure, but at least he seemed serious about it.


      “For a young woman without a single shred of a hint of any aptitude, that’s not bad,” said Six now, commenting on my progress. “And how about a smile, hm? I just complimented you. Getting compliments from me is rare enough, let alone getting them from both sides of me.”


      “Yes, okay, thank you.”


      I had always wondered about the way in which Six sometimes referred to himself—as though he were one person on one occasion and somebody else the next—but since receiving his eye, I had a firmer grasp of it.


      “I can’t help noticing your little friend hasn’t made an appearance,” muttered Six. “I assume she’s busy at work getting things prepared?”


      “I’d watch that tone,” I warned. “She’s doing all of it for you, you know. And anyway, what did you even mean by suggesting I go and meet Reinald myself?”


      “Huh? The words speak for themselves, don’t they?”


      “You make it sound like it’s a stroll to the park, but I have nothing to do with what’s going on over there. Imagine the rumors that would spread if I just left for the stronghold city. Tensions are already running high here in the capital, and Moritz has already made things crystal clear...”


      Yes, that’s right, Moritz had come to the Conrad home to personally make his message known. It happened just before Reinald left. He leveled a cool gaze at me, spoke his piece, and left just as swiftly as he came. Sofie came to check up on me just as he was boarding his carriage. His personality bugged her, it seemed.


      In any case, it wasn’t like I could just reach the stronghold city by a hop, skip, and a jump like Six seemed to think. As curious as I was about how Reinald was doing, I was merely worried about him—I had no reason in any official capacity to go and see him.


      “Yes, but look. I understand what you’re saying. I do,” said Six. “That’s why I’m suggesting you do it on the sly.”


      “Secretly leave the capital, you mean?” I asked, incredulous.


      “Indeed. But I’m not saying you just do it via a different gate than usual.”


      “If not that, then... Oh, do you mean the waterways?”


      This was not the correct answer. Six didn’t even seem to think I had to leave the home.


      “Magic,” he said, raising a finger. “Just one spell and you teleport yourself to the stronghold city.”


      There was reckless, and then there was this.


      Black Bird leaped into the air in shock. It landed flat on its fluffy little back, but even after bouncing on Charlot’s stomach, the cat budged not an inch. The bird seemed astounded, and its blank gaze swiftly flew from Six to me and back again. It had become far more expressive of late, but I still had zero idea what it was thinking.


      “Look, putting aside whether I do it or not, why are we even discussing this?” I asked. “I can’t wrap my head around what you even mean.”


      “Huh? Don’t you like the guy?”


      “I won’t deny it, but that and this are different matters.”


      “Whoa, you admitted it.”


      “Oh, shut up. What’s the point in playing stubborn with you anyway?”


      Six had cottoned on to my unrequited love. I want to say it was because of the eye transplant. He didn’t rub it in so I let it slide, but that didn’t stop him from shooting me with a mischievous grin. I didn’t like it. Fortunately, that was when there came a knock at the door.


      “Whateley is waiting downstairs. Are you done in there? And excuse me for saying, but you appear to be having a conversation? What’s going on?”


      It was Marie. Just as I rose from my chair, I heard a commotion on the other side of the door.


      “No, wait. Chelsea! We don’t go barging into other people’s rooms without permission...”


      She was with Chelsea, a fact that was made obvious when Chelsea let herself in. Geoff’s younger sister gazed around, her eyes filled with curiosity. She rarely came up to the third floor, and perhaps it offered surprises. She seemed hesitant of Six at first, but as he floated upward she reached out excitedly to touch him. At first he tried to brush her off, then paused slightly as he noticed something. His expression immediately softened.


      “Oh, you mustn’t do that, my little princess,” he said. “I’m no good for girls like you. Horrible, in fact. You’d best leave before some of my bad influence rubs off on you.”


      Six never seemed to care much for a person’s age or standing, and to my surprise he showed Chelsea no ire, instead floating up to a corner of the room and out of her reach. Chelsea muttered and moaned as she reached out for him, and I noticed Charlot snap awake and slink quickly into the safety of the nearby shadows. Unlike Blacky, Charlot had not been raised as an indoor cat and was nothing if not picky about the people she liked to be around.


      All of this put Marie in quite the spot. She hadn’t been expecting to see a guest, and naturally she expected visitors to arrive via the front door. All the same, she recognized Six as an imperial mage, and while her shock was evident, she was still as spirited and powerful as ever.


      “I do wish you’d say something sooner when you have guests,” she said sharply, taking Chelsea by the hand. “You know it messes with the schedule.”


      “You’re right. I apologize.”


      “I’ll have some tea brought up, but must you insist on continuing your discussion in this sty you call a room?”


      “Don’t mind me,” said Six. “I’m used to clutter.”


      Usually you would have expected someone in his position to have offered an apology. Six, however, cared not for how anybody felt, ever, and I suppose some part of me had simply given up—this was simply the way things were.


      And for the record, my room was not messy nor was it a sty. Yes, there were some books piled up here and there, and a few knickknacks lying around, but that was just par for the course. And the only reason I had a mountain of books was because Six and Luca kept on giving me new things to read!


      “Perfect timing,” said Six. “I’ll have Rio whip me up something, and we can head out for a stroll.”


      “Wait, please. I don’t really feel like going out,” I said.


      “Consider it a lesson. Cast a concealment spell on yourself. You’re with me today, so you’ll be fine.”


      One thing you learned when you spent time with Six was that your life was far more complicated when it revolved around his whims. I quickly neatened my dress and grabbed my hat.


      “Slowpoke,” Six muttered, munching on a loaf of bread in a paper bag.


      Let it be said that if there was one thing you needed when dealing with the box, it was patience.


      Before we left, I took a deep breath and settled myself. Then I muttered the magic words just as I’d been taught them. I felt an invisible film envelop my body as the spell took effect. Six told me that magic words were only necessary in the early stages, and that with time they’d become unnecessary.


      I felt a throbbing in my temples from the exertion and felt the heavy weight of expectation with it. At some point I would have to be able to cast spells without incantations, and while I’d set my mind on it, the whole thing still felt like a burden.


      Who could have ever imagined when I’d been reborn that I would one day come into direct contact with magic, a phenomenon that always felt so far away and so very distant.


      The rays of the sun prickled at my skin. It was refreshing to be outside, however, and it was nice to breathe some fresh air. I hadn’t realized I’d needed it until now.


      “It feels odd to be out walking with you like this,” I mused.


      “I’ve always gone for walks, you’ve just never known about them,” Six said in reply. “But I always have a concealment spell going, as will you. Don’t let your concentration slip. That white hair of yours is eye-catching, and we can scarcely have a conversation if everybody’s staring at us.”


      “Yes, I know, and I’ll do my best,” I said.


      But honestly, it just felt...a little weird to be walking side by side with Six. He looked like any other upstanding young gentleman out on a stroll, and I just couldn’t shake how strange it was. In any case, there weren’t many people out in the morning, and nobody took any notice of either of us.


      “You’ve taken quite the liking to Rio, I see,” I noted.


      “He readies me food without my even asking for it, he never complains, and he treats me to flavors from all sorts of different countries. And he does it all for free, to boot. He’s the perfect person, he truly is.”


      “Why, thank you. Hearing praise for our cook brings me great joy.”


      It should be noted that I was the one paying Six’s tab, though. I was tempted to mention that the household’s food intake had more than doubled thanks to his indulgences, but I knew better—Six would only fire back with some comment about how he was teaching me magic out of the goodness of his own heart and not asking for even a coin for the generosity.


      “In any case, about the matter at hand. Instantaneous teleportation is a bit too much too soon, don’t you think?” I said. “I’ve got my hands full just casting this concealment spell.”


      “But it’s not impossible, not by any means,” replied the mage. “As much as I hate to admit it, you and I are compatible. And yes, your fleshy body is pitifully weak and that’s a concern, but getting to the stronghold city and back isn’t outside the realm of possibility. Not with the little one’s help, anyway.”


      “I’m curious, and I’m intrigued, but I’m not so daft that I’ll just flee the empire on a whim.”


      “You’re not that important. Nothing’s going to happen if you disappear for a while. You’ve got smart people working for you. The lord of a family doesn’t have to be outstanding or especially gifted. By and large they only need to be trusted by those working under them and act as the knot responsible for tying all that work together. The lord of a family is just the pillar that holds everything up, if you will.”


      “Yes, yes. I am only too aware that I lack Sir Reinald’s presence and Mortiz’s clerical excellence. Balancing it all isn’t particularly easy for me, but I am working on it!”


      “Oh, quit your pouting. Look at it the other way—your current position allows you great mobility. And isn’t it just perfect that you happen to be cooped up at home anyway? All the easier for your staff to inform anybody curious that you’re under the weather.”


      Six was pushing it, and now even I could read the writing on the wall. Not that he’d been trying especially hard to hide it in the first place.


      “You want me to go to the stronghold city, don’t you?”


      “Ah, so you finally sniffed it out, hmm?”


      “You claimed you were only here to hang out. It’s weird that you wouldn’t simply drop the issue. What are you after?”


      Six let a smile creep to his face, but...it disappeared a moment later when he noticed a man approaching us with a dog. We gave them an especially wide berth. The dog seemed very interested in the mage and somewhat reluctant to leave without investigating him further. Fortunately for Six, the dog’s master pulled his pet along and they let us be.


      “You really can’t stand dogs, can you?” I mused.


      I knew the reason for it now, and so there was a certain softness to my words.


      “They’re just so... Ugh, in any case, I owe you an explanation...”


      He could have jumped straight into it, but instead he first paused for effect.


      “You’ve cottoned on, so let’s start with the smaller stuff. And by the way, this is all out of the goodness of my own heart,” he said, referring to his other half, “so whether you believe me or not is up to you.”


      It was such a strange thing to say. I didn’t get a good feeling from the guy, and my hair stood on end—before I knew it, I was instinctively preparing for bad news.


      “The little girl at your place, she hasn’t long left.”


      Little girl? Who?


      Usually I’d assume he means Luca, but this is different.


      I thought back to what had happened when Six arrived, and how he’d been when we left the house. There were only a very few people he could have been talking about, but I just wished he hadn’t said it so casually, like he was going to follow it up with “Shall we grab a bite to eat somewhere?” This was something you wanted to be prepared for, not shocked by.


      “Chelsea...?” I uttered.


      “Ah, yes. That’s the one. Her.”


      Six looked up at the sky, kicked absently at a few stones on the path before us, and walked on. When my senses kicked back into gear, I ran to catch up.


      “W-Wait,” I called out. “Why bring Chelsea up like that?”


      “No reason, really. I saw her up close, and it became clear to me. She’s going to die at some point in the near future, I’m certain of it. I don’t entirely understand it, but it sure looks like that’s the way things are going.”


      I couldn’t wrap my head around it. There was something about his tone. Ordinarily I would have told him to knock it off. Scolded him for the tasteless joke. Instead, I felt only creeping doubt and panic. I could not simply brush his words off as lies—if anything, I believed them. It might have been different before, but now I was changed—I could not ignore this, and my body seemed to pulse as though it were on high alert.


      “S-Stop. I mean... I probably... I don’t... I don’t doubt what you say, it’s just... Why Chelsea? She’s on medication, but the amount is carefully administered. Her doctor assured us that outside of that she’s the picture of health. And she is. She’s healthy. She’s not like Ben, she’s...”


      Was it possible? Was she, like Ben and Whateley, suffering from the effects of the box? Six shot me a sidelong glance and chuckled, but it was quieter than usual. In his smile I saw a certain sorrow—a solitude.


      “No, it’s not the ruins. She’s fit and healthy, and so its effects won’t harm her. It’s not something that is easy to describe either, because it lacks a fixed shape. And it’s not something I feel,” he said, speaking of his usual half. “It’s something I feel. And it’s been a while since the feeling struck. It came as quite the surprise, actually. Still, there’s no mistaking it.”


      Six knew that Chelsea was in good health. He knew that disease or illness wasn’t about to erase her from our lives. So how could he say with such certainty that her time was running out? That she was going to die?


      “This is something I’ve only experienced a handful of times,” he said, sifting through old memories, “and the memories are like wispy phantoms now. I can hardly say much with any certainty.”


      “Then say what you can,” I replied. “Please.”


      “Hmm... It’s almost like a sense you get. There are people who are completely healthy, nothing out of the ordinary, but you can feel it, like ‘Ah, this one doesn’t have much longer.’ They’re just living out their ordinary lives, but their connection to this world is tenuous, fragile. What binds them here is unraveling. According to my grandfather, some spirits have the ability to sense when a person’s time is coming to an end.”


      He spoke as it was just somebody else’s business, and I suppose, at least as far as he was concerned, it was exactly that. I asked Six if there was anything that could be done to stop it, but the answer was a flat no.


      “I felt it, I decided to tell you. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s not something you can fight back against. Gramps said that in the past, even the spirits who could feel the end eventually avoided sharing the information.”


      Six explained that anybody who was told that their time was up panicked—naturally. They wanted to survive, to live, and were willing to fight for it. Unnecessary conflict could easily spring up as a result of such revelations, and those with the power to do so could easily start wars. The spirits thus made a point of saying nothing, even when it was somebody close to them, and instead stayed at their side until the end.


      So why had Six told me?


      “I had long thought that the spirit side of me was gone,” Six mused. “I told you because I was surprised to find that it was still there, I suppose.”


      “Wait, what?! But you just sprang that on me! Out of nowhere! What am I supposed to do with this...?!”


      “Alas, I don’t have anything else to say about the matter.”


      Try as I might, I was unable to pull anything more from the mage now that he’d made his premonition. I knew it was pointless to push him any further, but also he’d just told me that Chelsea was going to die. It wasn’t like I was just going to nod happily and say, Jolly good. I suppose I’ll just sit here twiddling my thumbs, then.


      “And nobody’s ever proven such a premonition wrong?” I asked.


      “Not that I know of, no. And just to be clear—because you seem to be misunderstanding the point—neither I nor I can see the future. I’m just telling you what I felt—that a person’s thread to this world is effectively unraveling. I didn’t say it because I wanted to save anyone.”


      “You can’t save them, and you won’t save them, but you’ll inform me that they’re getting booted from the land of the living,” I said, stunned.


      “Yes. I told you that spirits eventually decided to keep that information to themselves, didn’t I? I think originally they shared the information, perhaps to allow people a chance to say their goodbyes to those they loved.”


      And that was that. His interest in premonitions and Chelsea was gone. Nothing I could say would change that. Not anymore. In the end Six simply shrugged, his smile telling me that he thought my panic odd.


      “But look, if you want to try something, be my guest,” he said. “Just know it’s more than likely that her fate is already sealed. Please, don’t ask any more questions. I merely told you what I felt.”


      In which case, the conversation was over. The glimpses I’d been offered of the Six of old—the spirit before the box—were gone. He was the box now, and the box would offer me no advice.


      Did I have any options? Could I just tighten security? Should I explain things to Geoff? Would it make a difference? Thinking about it only left my temples aching all the more. I wanted to turn back immediately and head home, but my conversation with Six wasn’t quite over yet.


      “Now, let’s talk about why I want you in Estaverde, the stronghold city. Firstly I need you to be my eyes. Secondly, I need you to check on Reinald. Worst-case scenario, you protect him—even if he’s in the middle of work—and you make him return home.”


      “Protect him? What a weird thing to say. The very idea is absurd...”


      Six scratched the back of his head, as if remembering something that bugged him.


      “Oh... Okay, let me start at the beginning. Firstly you need to explain to Reinald that my situation isn’t good. I need you to tell him to hurry back.”


      “But I thought we had something of a grace period to work with. That’s the whole reason Reinald decided to leave, and that you let him. Just how bad is it?”


      It struck me as worrying that Six had opened with a person’s death, and that he’d specifically referred to it as “the smaller stuff.” The mage did seem to have his reasons, however—he motioned to me with a finger, and I leaned my ear in closer.


      “I’ll be honest—a lot looks pretty grim. Remember what I said about there being a chance that I might be sealed away even faster than expected...? Oop, no shouting or screaming, please, or you’ll lose control of your spell.”


      I hurriedly covered my mouth with my hands and spun to look around the immediate vicinity. Fortunately, nobody took any notice of us. Six’s eyes narrowed into slits.


      “Ugh. How I hate humans,” he muttered, thrusting his hands into his pockets. “I think it’s because of how hard Karl is pushing the Institute of Magic, but perhaps what they have of Ern’s remains has done them well also. I’m gradually losing the abilities that make me who I am. It used to be that I could just leap to Estaverde in an instant, but even that’s not possible anymore.”


      “So the sphere in which you can operate is shrinking...?”


      “If Karl ordered it then I could still do it, but I can no longer do it of my own free will. I have freedom about as far as the outskirts of the imperial capital. I can still lie too.”


      “But it’s so sudden. Were there any signs it was coming?”


      “None. I’d have said something otherwise. A few days ago I visited to teach you magic. Do you remember?”


      I nodded. Of course I did. Six sighed.


      “For me, that happened just moments ago. As weird as it sounds, I actually felt tired... I closed my eyes for just an instant, and the next thing I knew, it was today.”


      Six knew that he hadn’t just fallen asleep and gotten up to something that he no longer remembered. Upon digging into the matter a little, he discovered that one of Karl’s personal mages had run an experiment of some sort. He didn’t know any of the particulars, but he knew for certain that it had to do with his being sealed away.


      In other words, the situation was far worse than he’d thought.


      Look at it this way—Six didn’t even have a physical body. Getting tired simply wasn’t something that happened. That was why he quickly assessed the situation, gathered his thoughts, and came to visit me.


      I now knew that the situation was indeed grave.


      On top of that, rumors were circulating that an unknown party was plotting Reinald’s assassination. That said, it bears mentioning that Six seemed entirely unbothered by this particular issue. For one thing, Reinald had Nika by his side. For another, this was not the prince’s first rodeo, nor the first time people had set their sights on ending his life. That was how Six saw it, but naturally I couldn’t stay quite as calm. Nonetheless, Six had clearly shared the rumor with me for a reason.


      “You’re awfully calm,” I remarked.


      “Panicking won’t turn the tide in our favor,” replied Six. “In any case, after much thought I’ve decided that our best option is sending you to Estaverde.”


      “I recall you looking rather panicked when you threw your little tantrum about being sealed away not so long ago.”


      “That was then. Even I am capable of growing and adapting, you see. There are only two ways out of this—either I am sealed away, or I escape. It’s high time I accepted it.”


      There was something so...human about Six in that moment. He was still as misanthropic as ever, and his general attitude was as it always was, but sometimes—just sometimes—his expression would reveal something more.


      “And I gather you can’t simply send a messenger?” I asked.


      “We could send a warning, yes, but telling him to make use of mages? Not so simple. Reinald knows they have their place. He knows the role they play for the nation, but he’s never been a fan of the mystical arts. He’ll steer clear of them wherever possible.”


      “I had a feeling that might be the case. He really doesn’t like it, then? Magic?”


      “He’s the sort of guy who would rather accept death and put it down to his not being adequately prepared. I’m not going to nitpick the guy’s principles, and ordinarily I’d welcome the end of Sistine’s bloodline, but just not right now.”


      Six spun and tossed a small object at me.


      “Huh? This bracelet...” I uttered.


      “You weren’t using it, so I took it.”


      “How about not just stealing people’s things?!”


      It was one of the two bracelets Reinald had given me. A treasured piece of jewelry, to put it bluntly. It had been lost in Conrad only to resurface by some miracle thanks to Martina. It should have been safely locked away in my accessory drawer, in my room.


      And now Six was calling it “magical protection.”


      “Give it to Reinald,” he said. “He doesn’t have to wear it; just tell him to keep it on his person.”


      “How could you? Couldn’t you have chosen something else?”


      “The jewel in that bracelet was something I gathered from somewhere very secret. It’s special, meaning it’s very compatible with me. I don’t feel confident leaving everything in your hands and your hands alone. This will at least ensure he doesn’t die, but that’s more of a perk than the point.”


      Six said that the jewel had other uses, but he didn’t want to go into the details. All he would say was that it was a safety net for the worst-case scenario.


      “To be honest, I really didn’t want to have to make it, but we need to be prepared for the worst,” he said, repeating himself.


      “I know I’ve mentioned this already, but I do have to ask—if you’ve gone as far as preparing this, is it really necessary that I go to the stronghold city?”


      “Yes. The bracelet is nothing more than an object. It can’t make any decisions. We need a living, breathing person for that, and you’ll be my eyes on the ground. With you there we can get a grasp on the situation through my eyes, and that’ll make things easier for Moritz and the others.”


      The negotiations with Yaw worried Moritz. Apparently there were people over in the stronghold who could be made allies depending on how Reinald did, and accurate intel was a must in order to make the most of the circumstances. Long distance communication came with a huge lag, and real-time updates were a necessity for emerging victorious and unscathed.


      “On a related note, it’s likely that anything sent to where Reinald is will be inspected. Get the bracelet to him now, great, but he’ll still have to pass through a checkpoint as he nears Estaverde.”


      “Okay, so they’ll search him. But all they’ll see is a bracelet, no?”


      “Yaw do not allow any mages or magical objects into their nation. That’s their policy, and it’s got nothing to do with Karl. Nothing magical goes in.”


      “But if mages aren’t allowed in, that means I’m not allowed in.”


      “That’s why you’ll bypass those pesky checkpoints. Once I teach you how to do it, you can blink there in a flash. No inspections necessary. Once you’re in, Reinald will create some kind of cover for you. The way I hear it, security is tight on the outside, and lax within.”


      We’ll get back to that particular point later. It’s enough to know that getting to Reinald via ordinary means wasn’t easy, and that there were only a few ways one could slip into Estaverde.


      “Moritz and Lily are trying to get a firm grasp of what’s going on. They need a clearer picture, and they won’t move troops without one. So in that case, we make use of a piece on the board that nobody even thinks we can play.”


      “In other words, without a military to count on, you’ll lean on me.”


      “You’re a lousy excuse for a mage, yes, but you’re unique and unregistered. I hate to say it, but in that respect you’re best thought of as our trump card.”


      I could have done without the “hate to say it” part, but I let it slide and we moved on to discussing the protection side of the equation. In Estaverde, Six wanted Reinald protected and on his way back to the imperial capital asap. Six expected this second part to be difficult. It wasn’t helped by the fact that he felt Reinald’s life was in danger.


      “So by going to Estaverde, I’m able to give you live updates on the state of things around Reinald. If you can pass that intel to Moritz, he has more freedom of movement.”


      “We don’t have to rush per se, but it’s a matter that must be addressed. All of this plays into how things work out down the road.”


      “Essentially, I’m a messenger. And a messenger needs a message. So what would you have me tell Sir Reinald? Given everything you’ve told me so far, I have to assume it’ll carry some weight.”


      Why else would Six resort to relying on a “lousy excuse for a mage”? Six grinned at the interest he saw in my eyes.


      “It’s worth mentioning that I already received Moritz’s permission to send you on this mission.”


      “And why would the two of you agree on such a thing before even asking the person in question?”


      “Because we knew that when you heard the message, you wouldn’t refuse.”


      “A potential assassination is already quite the explosive piece of intel, I’ll have you know.”


      “Oh, little mage, that’s just the beginning. The assassination isn’t explosive. That’s little more than the tiniest of sparks next to this.”


      Six smiled and let a moment pass before dropping the bombshell.


      “Karl and Wilhelmina have joined forces. There’s no turning back now.”


      And as it turned out, Six was completely, utterly, and entirely correct. His words were all I needed to hear to decide that yes, I was going to the stronghold city of Estaverde.




      To be continued...

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: In the Days Before a Certain Domain’s Destruction


      Walter Kurt Lubeck, vice captain of the imperial knights’ first squadron, occupied a rather cramped room at an inn in the Conrad domain, located on the outskirts of Falkrum Kingdom. He looked out the window, taking in the sights as the muttering of his comrade drifted to his ears.


      “Ugh. What else is there to do in the countryside besides sit and twiddle your thumbs as your swordsmanship rots away? The only good thing about this place is that it acts as a relay station with Latoria, but there’s zero point to staying for any prolonged period of time.”


      “You think so?” mused Walter. “I can’t say I share your ire.”


      “It’s too peaceful. Everybody’s so lax. So easygoing. They’re soft, pathetic. All of them.”


      “Yes, there’s a neat blanket of peace over the land, but everybody is bright and happy—adults and children alike. Proof that the domain is well governed, I’d say. The city is so loud and busy. So much hustle and bustle. Don’t you long for a calm like this once in a while?”


      “I don’t care about the people. Or any of it. It makes for slapdash soldiers.”


      “That’s the bee in your bonnet?”


      It was indeed a quiet, countryside location, but Conrad was a busy trading hub, and many made use of its inn. The rooms were old and none would have called them spacious by any means, but all the same they were part of the reason so many merchants stopped by—the domain was renowned for its hospitality and comfort.


      Despite it being on the kingdom’s frontier, Conrad kept its gates largely open to visitors. It was not a domain kept under lock and key. Its distance from the capital meant its people were wary of newcomers, but Walter sensed that it had maintained trade ties with Latoria for some time. At the very least, the margrave appeared to place high value on trade with visiting merchants.


      Walter had only been in Conrad two days, but the inn’s baths, toilets, and of course its rooms were kept impressively clean. Freshly washed sheets were provided daily, and each morning the innkeeper served bread straight from the oven together with fresh vegetables. The flavor of the local soup was a little too strong for Walter’s tastes, but even then he still quite liked the bright smiles he saw on the local people.


      “You should relax a little, Sir Meysenbug. That’s very much what the captain had in mind when he assigned you this mission. Nobody’s going to punish you for simply indulging in the lifestyle a little.”


      Meysenbug offered only a snort in response. Clearly he did not like Walter’s advice. He threw on his cloak and left, but Walter knew him to be a conscientious man—undoubtedly he was leaving to do further reconnaissance.


      “Oh dear,” sighed Walter. “I wonder if he even understands our mission.”


      Walter would have preferred Meysenbug keep his excursions to a bare minimum. The man was initially here as a merchant, but he couldn’t quite hide the pride that came with his being an imperial noble and knight. He had a strong elitist streak and little if any respect for Falkrum and its people. As such, he was never truly convincing—no matter how hard he tried, he could never quite hide the disdain that seeped from his every pore. It was for this reason he’d been made to act as one of the caravan’s guards, but even then Walter could see how uncomfortable the inn staff were around him.


      “I suppose I should be thankful that silent, sullen types aren’t uncommon among travelers,” Walter mused. “He’s no end of trouble for the captain either.”


      Meysenbug hated Walter. This was in part because Walter hailed from a distinguished military family, but more than that it stemmed from the fact that Meysenbug despised Baldur, whom he saw as a rival. Meysenbug was forty-two, which put him around the same age as the captain of the imperial knights, but he had lost in the fierce competition for promotion where Baldur had won, and fate had not been kind to him since.


      Walter, meanwhile, was still in his twenties, and yet he had already won the favor of both Baldur and the emperor. To add insult to Meysenbug’s injury, Walter had also been promoted to the rank of vice captain. Meysenbug could not hide his ire—it was bad enough calling Walter a colleague, let alone a superior officer. It was humiliating and depressing, and Walter was made to know just how much on many occasions.


      “But at least he is diligent in his work, I will give him that much.”


      It was a comment he never would have uttered to Meysenbug’s face.


      Walter closed the blinds. He wanted to avoid being seen, as it had already caused trouble. Just a few days ago he had left the inn and forgotten to cover his face with the hood of his cloak. He hadn’t been seen by many, but rumor spread like wildfire in small country towns. His good looks were well known even in Arrendle, but here it was only the blink of an eye before the whole town knew. Walter could no longer go out without people trying to catch a glimpse of him—mainly the young ladies.


      Walter knew he was handsome, and he enjoyed being complimented for his looks, but at present he was in the midst of a task assigned to him by a man for whom he held the utmost respect. Standing out was to be avoided, and Walter felt that his slipup was a mark against his character.


      “Meysenbug won’t get us any decent intel,” he muttered to himself. “How I wish I could have brought Zamuel along. Alas, it only would have ruffled Meysenbug’s feathers all the more.”


      As it turned out, Walter was right. Meysenbug returned in a sulk—having failed to acquire any intel of worth—and even attempting to engage the man in conversation was pointless. Walter later learned from one of the merchants who’d accompanied Meysenbug that his attitude had left the locals avoiding contact with him except when absolutely necessary. It was no wonder then that Meysenbug stunk of booze. Walter thought the easier option was for the man to simply change his frame of mind, but in his opinion one saw the simplemindedness of youth.


      When night fell, Walter got changed and left the inn. His footfalls were surprisingly quiet for a man of his size, and none staying at the inn heard his exit. The domain patrols were set to a fixed schedule and somewhat rambling in nature—Walter was thus seen by none as he easily made his way to the edges of the Conrad domain.


      Were this the imperial capital of Gnodia, the guards on duty would most certainly have questioned him, but a lack of vigilance meant little here in the countryside. On the one hand Walter could hardly believe it, and yet on the other he was grateful for the mobility it afforded him.


      Walter had heard that the Margrave of Conrad was once a warrior of great renown, but it seemed that not even the strongest of soldiers won the battle of time. Or perhaps it was simply that the emperor’s policies had worked a charm and summarily defanged a once fearsome beast. These days many labeled the margrave a lecher for taking a young bride. Perhaps it was true that all men, regardless of age, could still fall prey to avarice.


      Walter stood in the shade of a tree and let his thoughts wander on the matter for a time—conveniently purging from his mind his beloved emperor’s own undeniable fondness for women—until he heard the flapping of wings above him.


      “Hey there, vice cappy. Work goes swimmingly, I assume?”


      The voice came from an owl, perched on a branch, but the talking animal did not surprise Walter.


      “I wondered who they would send,” he replied quietly, arms crossed. “Is that you, Zamuel?”


      The owl did not reply right away. At first it raised its head curiously, then gasped.


      “Oh, my apologies. I’ve been going by Samuel of late. The ‘S’ makes a world of difference, and I’d all but forgotten the old moniker.”


      “Getting too lost in your work is hardly praiseworthy behavior.”


      “I’m not causing the captain any issues, so let it go,” replied the owl. “Like I’ve ever done a bad job. So I’ve got a different name now—I’d hardly label that a fiasco.”


      “Fair point. I was out of line. I apologize.”


      “As long as you’ve learned your lesson, fine. I’m admittedly partial to people who can admit to their own mistakes.”


      Ordinarily, the owl’s behavior wouldn’t have been tolerated. It had, after all, just gotten an apology from a superior only to gloat in response. The attitude was Zamuel’s weakness as much as it was his strength. He did not often appear at the palace and worked under Walter as an intelligence operative. It was decidedly rare for a person of the lower class to be assigned to the first squadron—let alone one so arrogant—but such was the man’s value. As Zamuel had said himself, he was a man known for getting the job done.


      “And how are things over here?” asked Zamuel.


      Walter did not need to ask for any clarification—he knew what Zamuel wanted and the larger point of their conversation.


      “We can acquire a map of the domain easily enough, but a map of Conrad estate won’t prove so easy. We’ll have to make do without.”


      “Oh? Weren’t you given rare medicines and spices for the express purpose of getting in good with the margrave? Didn’t that get you anywhere? Whenever I’ve had the same, I’m summarily invited to dinner.”


      “We’ve nobody on the ground with a silver tongue quite like yours. A business deal we can arrange, but entry to the manor? Impossible. The steward is too sharp for any funny business—we won’t get in without an introduction.”


      “Flattery won’t get you anywhere.”


      Zamuel cackled with laughter, but he lowered his voice and went on before Walter had a chance to say anything more.


      “And what a wonderful opportunity it would have been to see the new margravine. I’ve heard she’s stunning, and that the margrave is smitten. He hasn’t paraded her around like a new treasure, then?”


      “He’s not that stupid...though admittedly I wish he were.”


      The margrave’s new wife was the younger sister of Lady Saburova, now the king’s beloved mistress. But according to other merchants in the area, the margrave was very strict about allowing people into his home—generally speaking, he allowed associates only.


      Naturally, a counterfeit letter of introduction could have been written up, but Walter didn’t know if it was necessary to go to such lengths. Yes, the Conrad manor was built at a location that allowed it to look over the surrounding area, and it was well equipped to deal with intruders too. But these advantages also came with drawbacks—namely the fact that it wasn’t well suited to dealing with evacuation. The manner in which Conrad was constructed hearkened back to its original purpose—it was essentially a sentinel for Falkrum, whose job was to keep an eye open for any suspicious Latorian movement. To flee Conrad, in other words, would put the nation in peril. Its manor, then, was built so that in the event of a Latorian attack, its inhabitants would settle in and hold them back, even at the cost of their own lives.


      “Are you interested in Margravine Conrad, Zamuel?”


      “Surely you jest.”


      There was something obnoxious about the owl’s cackle. No doubt Meysenbug would have been infuriated. Walter could picture the man gritting his teeth, a blue vein pulsing at his temple.


      “I’ve already got my hands full and I’m head over heels,” said Zamuel. “Not only is my girl just adorable, but she’s also as egotistical as I am! If I cross her she’ll follow me to the ends of the earth to crush my balls into dust.”


      “Save your bragging for one who’ll listen. Why were you sent?”


      “Oh, right. It looks like they’ll be able to make you enough stuff to break down the walls. As much as was planned for. I’ve been told that you’re to keep a lookout for the best places to attack.”


      “Hmm. Understood.”


      “And I’ve a message from the captain too: the entire Conrad family is to die.”


      The words were practically tinged with ice, they were so cold. Walter nodded, his expression as calm as always.


      “Did he say anything else?”


      “Just that you’re free to do it however you see fit. Oh, and you know, something about Latoria moving in once we’re done to take the place...”


      “Which is to say we’d best slaughter all the residents while we’re at it.”


      Zamuel’s expression was unreadable in his owl form, but in his silence it was obvious that Walter’s words caused him to grimace. It was this kinder side of Zamuel’s personality that had kept him from climbing to a rank that matched his abilities.


      “You really are as ruthless as they come, huh? But I’ve done my part. You’ve got your message, so my job’s done. The rest is up to you.”


      “Tell the captain to expect good tidings.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Piss off to you too.”


      This was yet another reason Zamuel didn’t fit very well into the military. But not a single other knight in the first squadron could get away with the same crass attitude—simply put, nobody could match Zamuel for what he was capable of. His verbal pokes and prods were little more than water off a duck’s back for Walter, however. He returned to the inn and went to bed.


      A few days passed.


      “Why are we still here?” grumbled Meysenbug. “We’ve learned the lay of the land. We know there’s no way into the manor. There’s no point wasting any more time here. All we’ve left to do is pay the merchants.”


      “Alas, I am to confirm the details in person,” replied Walter. “I do apologize for the inconvenience, but I’ll need you to stay just a little longer.”


      “Damn it! Cowards, the lot of them!”


      “The orders came from Captain Baldur, by way of the emperor. The nation’s future is at stake, and you know as well as I the cost of failure.”


      The mention of the nation’s supreme ruler dulled the edge in Meysenbug’s words. He could be as annoyed as he wanted at the length of their stay, but his opinion on the matter meant nothing. Walter was considering a withdrawal himself, but it was then that an opportunity presented itself. It happened in the morning, at breakfast, and it came by way of the innkeeper chatting with her staff.


      “They say she’s heading out on a walk with the lord’s son. Do you think they’ll drop by? I’d love to ask them for some medicine for my grandmother.”


      “I’ll let them know if I see them, but I’ve heard that the margrave himself won’t be far off.”


      “Oh, so they’ll likely return home together. The margrave won’t let the boy stay out all day.”


      “And if he doesn’t, I’ll head to Doctor Emma myself.”


      The moment he heard that the Conrad family were out for a walk, Walter threw on his cloak—his face well hidden by his hood—and headed out. It was all too easy for Walter to work out where the Conrads were—the whole town was talking about it. He didn’t even need to ask anybody directly—he merely listened to the conversations around him and quickly put it together. This was the chance he had been waiting for, but when he arrived at the manor’s gates one of the guards there spoke.


      “Leaving already? I thought you were staying a little longer.”


      “Er, no,” replied Walter. “I heard word around town that the margrave’s new wife was out on a stroll. Many have praised her beauty, and I have to admit that the rumors are most intriguing.”


      The guards were amicable sorts, and all they could do was chuckle at the honesty that Walter fed them. They let him stay, in no small part due to the fact that he’d bought them their drinks just a few days ago. Perhaps it was not so uncommon for merchants and the like to want to catch a glimmer of the reclusive margrave and his wife.


      “The margravine is indeed beautiful, and all the young ones tend to focus on her. Everybody is charmed by a beautiful young lady, but young master Wendel’s bound to be quite the catch when he grows up. My seven year old daughter just adores him.”


      “In which case my interest is piqued,” replied Walter. “We’re headed to Falkrum’s capital soon, and this is sure to make for great conversation.”


      “We’ll let you stay here so long as you don’t get any closer. Just make sure they don’t spot you, yeah? Wouldn’t want them catching you gawking.”


      “Thanks. This’ll make for such a great story.”


      Walter thus secured a seat at the viewing party, so to speak, and as it turned out the margravine was indeed stunning, even from a distance. She was with the margrave’s son and a maid, the three of them chatting while they sat at a rocky outcrop. It was hard to see them as stepmother and stepson—they were far too close in terms of age—and they struck Walter as far more like siblings or friends as the sun shone down upon their bright, happy conversation.


      Walter needed to be closer to better ascertain the details of their faces, but he was allowed no closer. And yet, the heavens saw fit to grace him with yet another opportunity—to Walter’s surprise, it turned out that the margrave himself was coming to meet his son and wife.


      The gatekeepers received word of this in advance and made Walter leave, but he saw no need to hurry or panic. He calmly returned to the inn, opened the curtains, and kept his gaze outside. Soon enough, the Margrave of Conrad passed in front of the inn with his wife and family in tow—more than enough time for Walter to commit all of their faces to memory.


      “The old man has little reason to wield his sword out here...” mused Walter.


      It was a sense he got, now having observed the margrave more closely. Walter was told that the man was growing weak and relied on medicines to see out the rest of his life. From what Walter could see, the reports of him being mostly bedridden were likely true—he was thin and frail, and Walter thought it unlikely the man could parry even a single blow from his sword.


      By his side was a middle-aged woman—his physician and common-law wife. She was the mother of his heir, and Walter was surprised to see that she and the margrave’s young wife appeared to be on friendly terms. She looked kind and was well regarded among the townsfolk.


      Behind the margrave and his physician were the trio Walter had seen earlier. They looked as though they could have been the margrave’s children, but the dark-haired girl was in fact his wife. Seeing her closer now, Walter felt that there was no sadder thing than for such a beautiful young woman to simply shrivel away in the distant countryside.


      Her glossy dark hair and her carefree grin brought the hint of a smile to Walter’s own face. Many of his comrades believed him completely uninterested in women, but this was in fact not the case. He was interested in women, and he could not deny that the margravine was every bit his type. That being said, Walter was not the sort of man to let a woman—attractive or otherwise—interfere in his duties.


      “And now, there can be no mistaking the Conrad family,” Walter remarked. “Staying a little longer proved beneficial after all.”


      He had already been given descriptions of the family and their unique characteristics, but there was nothing surer than seeing them with his own eyes. He carved each face into his memory to ensure that he knew full well each life that was to be snuffed out, and then he turned from the window, his work done.


      When Walter next returned to Conrad, it was to see his mission to completion...on the day that Conrad burned and bled and ultimately fell.




      The very idea of playing a part in the fall of Conrad made Walter’s heart flutter, and it was with this excitement that he entered Conrad, not long after the wall had come down. It was his second time here now, but it was also a domain transformed—everything it had once been was now a distant dream, its houses alight as screams pierced the air through the smoke and flame.


      “It is a tragic thing for a place of such beauty to become the stuff of nightmares,” Walter mused. “Oh, and do watch where you step, Sir Meysenbug—too close to the flames and you might breathe in some of their toxins.”


      “I know that,” spat Meysenbug in reply. “Take care of your own damned self—I won’t be held responsible for your life should you lose it.”


      “Worry not, I’ve an antidote at the ready.”


      Walter and Meysenbug were upwind, standing upon rubble as they directed the mercenary troops at their command. To look farther up was to see the debris that had once been Conrad’s walls. Once a hallmark of the domain’s defenses, the thick, once sturdy walls should have been near indestructible. Now they were little more than ruins, dust and sand swirling in the air around them.


      “Oh dear, you don’t look very well, Sir Meysenbug. I’m quite fine confirming the necessities on my own, so do feel free to continue leading things from the outskirts, should you wish.”


      “I don’t need your concern. It is my duty to see the emperor’s orders accomplished.”


      That he referred to the orders as the emperor’s and not Captain Baldur’s was a glimpse into Meysenbug’s heart. Still, the frown that knotted his brow was not due to the fact that he was standing side by side with a young man he detested. Rather, it was a gloom that had its claws in him—he had been tasked with an invasion, and he had a front-row seat to exactly what that looked like.


      Downwind, the still burning fires spread poison through the air. The starry evening sky was clouded by their smoke. The screams of agony were inescapable even if one tried to ignore them. The residents of Conrad didn’t stand a chance, writhing and suffering as they attempted in vain to escape. The smarter and more fortunate among them noticed something amiss and scrambled upwind. Perhaps some of them sought to warn the margrave. Alas, all that awaited them was despair.


      “Help... Please...”


      A mother begged for help, her son clutched in her arms. He was no more than ten, his head drooped low, his body deadweight. Both were covered in ash and horrible burns, and it was a wonder the mother even had the strength to stand, let alone walk. She could barely see, but she pushed on if only for the sake of her child.


      All she had left now was to beg for help. The circumstances meant little to the mother now—even with the invaders bearing down on her, she did not realize her fate. Or perhaps she did notice, and perhaps she did know, but even then she reached out, hoping against all odds. All she cared about was getting her son to a doctor as soon as possible.


      “My father...” she rasped. “He is at the manor... Please, tell him... We need...the doctor... My son—”


      The mother’s pleading was cut short, her prayers ended with a single slice from Meysenbug’s sword. She crumpled to the ground, her son still in her arms, and Meysenbug knelt to feel for their pulses.


      “They would have died had you just left them,” said Walter, a hint of displeasure in his voice. “There really was no need to sully your blade with their blood.”


      “They might have been uncivilized, but they were still just a woman and her son. To have them leave this world without pain is but a small mercy.”


      “How very kind of you, Sir Meysenbug. To think you would dirty your own blade with the blood of a child in the name of mercy.”


      “There was no need to even touch him,” muttered Meysenbug, standing to his feet.


      He took a moment to stare at the corpses. There might have been pity in his gaze. Perhaps sympathy. Whatever it was that creased his brow, it was Meysenbug’s alone.


      “The boy was already dead,” he concluded. “The poison killed him.”


      “The love of a mother for her son,” mused Walter. “A beautiful thing. Under the rule of a generous lord, the people are simple at heart.”


      “Stop talking, Walter. Just shut up.”


      “I realize you have your own thoughts on the matter, Sir Meysenbug, but this mother and son were able to die together. Isn’t that the better outcome? Had one of them survived, their future would’ve been bleak.”


      Meysenbug knew that to talk morals with Walter was a fool’s game. He turned his back on the smiling vice captain to at least momentarily erase him from view.


      “We’ve no time for this, so shut up and keep a tight leash on these mercenaries,” barked Meysenbug. “The battlefield may be strewn with corpses, and it may be a battle already won, but we are still in the midst of battle. Do not let your guard down.”


      “Yes, indeed. And the mercenaries are nothing if not wild. I daresay it would have been better had you buoyed their ranks with some who were a touch smarter.”


      “You speak of fantasies,” snapped Meysenbug. “It is not easy to assemble the kind of fool who will happily commit massacre and slaughter.”


      One condition of the attack on Conrad was that all the mercenaries be Latorian. However, when the mission was revealed to be not battle but outright merciless murder, many refused the job. Meysenbug had been in charge of recruiting the hired help, but he’d been on a strict deadline. As such, at least half of the assembled mercenaries were of the more vicious, entirely unscrupulous variety. Meysenbug thought it a very thin silver lining that most of Conrad’s people had died from the poison—he’d seen nothing in the way of rape and other indignities in writhing or dead townsfolk.


      Still, to steal from the dead... Could anything be more contemptible? Yes, we had to allow it to get the Latorians on board, but Lubeck, too, inspires little confidence. How can we call this the glorious work of the imperial army and its knights?


      If Walter had been able to hear Meysenbug’s thoughts, no doubt he’d have had his own reasons to voice. But with time of the essence, the two knights marched onwards toward Conrad manor, their path a portrait of hell itself.


      The roofs over many houses had crumbled inward. Furniture was aflame. Those who had run to the margrave—adults, children, the elderly, man and woman alike—lay dead and covered in blood. Wherever one looked, there lay only despair. In the rubble and the corpses were a single word, a single question—why? The blank gazes of the dead stared off into nothing, their vacant eyes a portal into ruin.


      Walter walked on, driven by a fate the emperor had deemed so, and none stood in his way. A group of mercenaries who had been slaying the last of the survivors held their swords upon his arrival and pointed to three bodies at their feet. They reported that Conrad’s eldest son and the margravine had been killed, and that they were currently in pursuit of the younger son and the margrave’s common-law wife.


      “And the margrave?” asked Meysenbug while Lubeck checked the bodies. “Is he dead?”


      “Not yet. He came outside for an instant to check on his son but must have realized it was already too late. He hurried back inside.”


      “Are you telling me you let him get away?!”


      “N-No, but for an old man he’s absurdly strong. A number of our soldiers have already fallen to his blade. You told us he was just a feeble old man. In truth he’s anything but.”


      “That intel was a basic reference, nothing more. It’s your job to respond to shifting tides, is it not?!”


      The mercenary fell silent, but he was clearly unimpressed by Meysenbug’s rage.


      “I need to confirm something,” said Lubeck from behind them. “Are there any escape routes outside of the way we came in?”


      “We have soldiers stationed at all the areas you told us about. They haven’t let any escape.”


      “Is there any chance some of them could be lying?”


      “Lying?” replied the mercenary, disgusted. “Look, it doesn’t matter how dirty the job is. You pay us, we do it. That’s the deal. I can assure you that my mercenaries have done their job. I can’t speak for the other louts you hired.”


      “And the others you’re pursuing? What of them?”


      “We’ve no idea. They’ve simply disappeared. But they had to have escaped from somewhere.”


      The mercenaries were currently assigned to taking down the margrave—still cooped up in the manor—and chasing down the last of the Conrad residents. Given that there was a special bounty on the heads of the Conrad family, it wasn’t likely that any mercenary would have helped them escape.


      “An oversight on my part,” muttered Walter. “I assumed that there were no other escape routes. Oh, dear...the captain is going to have some stern words for me upon my return.”


      “Walter!” barked Meysenbug. “You’ve confirmed the bodies?!”


      “Yes. That’s the margrave’s son. His common-law wife is dead too, but the young woman is just a maid.”


      “A maid?! And you’re certain?!”


      “I checked them myself. There’s no mistaking it. That means the margrave’s youngest son and his wife are still out there, on the run.”


      “What are we paying you for?!” barked Meysenbug.


      His shout was enough to send the mercenaries scattering like a nest of baby spiders. There was still work to do and money to be made, and each mercenary ran for their own reasons, leaving only their captain and a few others.


      “We sent a few of our soldiers to the outskirts of the domain, and hopefully they’ll catch the last of them.”


      “Then I’ll hope for the best,” said Walter. “As for me... Yes, I suppose I’ll help make sure things are wrapped up here.”


      None stopped Walter and Meysenbug from walking into the manor. Both wore swords at their waists, and all knew that they were not merely for show.


      “I’m told you have quite the manor outside of the capital,” continued Walter. “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, would you mind looking around for any hidden rooms or escape routes? If the margrave did indeed help his staff to escape, you might be the best equipped for locating how he did so.”


      “Understood. I’ll take a look.”


      In this way, Meysenbug discovered the tunnel that the margravine and a few others had used to escape. Mercenaries were sent to pursue them, but on his way back to meet with Lubeck, Meysenbug met with a most unpleasant sight.


      It began with the less scrupulous mercenaries lighting a small fire in the kitchen. The fire itself was of no real concern—it was the snickering laughter that drew him. He found the mercenaries with their blades pointed at a group of servants. He realized then that the staff had locked themselves behind a door, and the mercenaries had flushed them out by making them think the manor was in flames.


      The maids were no older than Meysenbug’s own daughter, and they stood begging for their lives as tears ran down their faces. But the people to whom they pleaded were, as Meysenbug himself had put it, “the kind of fool who will happily commit massacre and slaughter.” Each servant had their neck sliced open, one after the other, and for all his hatred of foreigners, even Meysenbug could barely stand it.


      And yet, he was powerless to do anything. He thought to raise a hand in an attempt to stop the mercenaries, but instead he clenched his fist and walked away. It was then he heard a slight moan. It came from an old man who had fallen. Meysenbug knew at a glance that he was a servant of high rank, but a moment later he recognized the old man as the family steward. He’d spent some time in the steward’s company during his last visit, when he’d come posing as merchant security in order to learn the lay of the land.


      Clearly the steward had been cut down by the mercenaries and fallen unconscious. For a brief few seconds, Meysenbug felt conflict swirl within him. He had no connection to the steward and was not in his debt—the old man had merely been kind enough to serve him a warm cup of tea. It had been nothing more than that, but even then Meysenbug had been impressed—even in the countryside, there existed stewards capable of a good cup of tea, he thought.


      “Hmph,” snorted Meysenbug. “Well, Lubeck only has himself to blame for leaving me to my own devices.”


      The knight hefted the old man onto his shoulders and carried him to a spot he was fairly confident the mercenaries wouldn’t notice. The excess movement left the steward bleeding, but Meysenbug wasn’t about to heal him.


      “Your fate is death anyway. Better an old man die in peace than to end his life as a toy for a heartless mercenary.”


      It was a sort of quiet protest—a chance for Meysenbug to ensure that not everything went according to the young vice captain’s plans. He would never know that his actions would later have a huge impact on the life of the Conrad magravine.


      Meysenbug strode up the stairs. He did his best to pay as little attention as he could to the corpses strewn across the manor. When he arrived on the second floor, he found Walter, sword unsheathed, in the midst of battle with an old man.


      “Oh, Sir Meysenbug,” he said.


      There was a certain rhythmical feel to the vice captain’s words. He did not turn to Meysenbug, but there was no anger in his voice. Walter found joy in the discovery of a worthy opponent, or otherwise when he was up to no good. He held himself with remarkable calm, and occasionally he spoke of things like love and peace, but at his core Walter was likely insane.


      “You’re no better than a rabid dog...” Meysenbug muttered.


      The beaten, battered margrave of Conrad was covered in cuts. And while he was indeed frail, he maintained a firm grip on his sword. There was still life in his eyes. Meysenbug could see by the fresh corpses—both mercenaries and Conrad guards—that the battle had swung like a pendulum.


      No doubt that Margrave Conrad was a fine warrior...or at least, had once been a fine warrior.


      “We don’t have time for games,” Meysenbug spat. “Make it quick.”


      “Understood.”


      Walter cut an imposing figure in the room. He was not unlike a wall himself. As his blade cut downward on an angle, the margrave somehow managed to parry it. He lacked strength but was not without technique, and it was this that saw him survive Walter’s follow-up strikes. The shock of Walter’s blows would have racked any ordinary pair of hands, but it was the margrave’s experience—and that alone—that saw him survive.


      Had this not been a battle to wipe out an entire people, Meysenbug would have thought the margrave worthy of praise. Instead he merely let out an awed sigh, though with it came a shiver of disgust.


      The reason for that was, of course, Lubeck.


      “Amazing,” the vice captain remarked. “If only fate had seen us cross blades in your prime. What a marvelous duel to the death it would have been!”


      “I’m not particularly in the mood for conversation,” grunted the margrave.


      Walter moved in for another attack. The margrave kept a keen watch on the movements of his arms and legs, waiting for his moment.


      “To think this was the work of the empire,” he spat. “That I did not notice war in the air shows I’m getting old.”


      Walter blocked the margrave’s way like the most imposing of walls, but if the old man had any chance at all, it was in the way Walter appeared to be toying with him. Deep in the clutches of ecstasy, Walter leaped at the margrave, his sword aimed to drive straight through the old man’s throat. The old man did well to hold his ground, but the pendulum of the fates swung toward the imperial knights.


      The gap that existed between the two warriors was perhaps marked by time—one was active, the other long retired. By purposely leaving openings, Walter could more clearly see through the margrave’s counters and reply with blows of his own, swung at full strength. Such was the shock of each of Walter’s strikes that the margrave’s hands were left shattered.


      “All this punishment, and yet still you hold fast to your blade,” uttered Walter, impressed. “Remarkable. Let it be said that you are truly extraordinary—a warrior who does not know what it means to deteriorate.”


      Walter stepped in, the final blow at hand. But it was at this point that a dagger came flying toward him from the side, breaking his concentration.


      “My lord, run!”


      It was a guard, thought by all to be dead, trying in vain to see his master’s life saved. Each heaving breath threatened to be his last, but he had found one last shred of strength—and with it launched a last-ditch effort to create an opening. He died just seconds later, but it was enough time for the margrave to run into the next room, Walter left stunned where he stood.


      “He’s getting away,” barked Meysenbug.


      “My apologies. I appear to have gotten carried away.”


      “Will you pursue him?”


      “No. I’ve no further interest in the man. Let the sullied have at him.”


      Mercenaries were on standby in the hall, and it would be their blades that ended the margrave’s life. He had killed quite the number of their comrades, and they were only too happy to break down the door and stamp out the Margrave of Conrad’s life to avenge their fallen friends.


      The margrave’s was a hero’s death. Even after his last breath, his hand still clutched tight to his sword, and even in death he refused to release his weapon from his grip. Meysenbug scanned the room in which the margrave had died, his gaze settling on the mercenaries as they tried to pry a ring from his fingers.


      “We’re pulling out!” he barked, stopping them in their tracks. “Get your things together and get out! Right this instant!”


      The mercenaries obeyed reluctantly while Meysenbug clucked his tongue.


      “A sign of respect, I take it,” asked Lubeck, “to the hand that, even now, clutches tight to its sword?”


      “What are you even talking about?” spat Meysenbug. “We’re leaving. We’ve no idea what might happen should we overstay our welcome.”


      “Before that, however, we must locate the margrave’s younger son and his wife.”


      “They fled through the manor’s hidden tunnel,” replied Meysenbug. “Mercenaries have been sent after them, but there’s nothing either of us can do from here.”


      Walter’s eyes went wide. They were in the midst of a domain invasion, and yet in the moment he looked crestfallen. Cowardly, even. It irked Meysenbug.


      “They fled?” Walter asked.


      “They did, and there’s nothing more we can do but pray that the mercenaries do their job. All the more reason for us to depart quickly and leave anybody lagging behind.”


      The men exited via the destroyed wall—the same way they’d entered—and left Conrad. On the way, some mercenaries arrived claiming to have the head of the margrave’s common-law wife, but ultimately it was realized that the head belonged to some other woman, and it was summarily left to rot in the forest somewhere.


      It would later come to light that the margrave’s youngest son and his wife were picked up by none other than one of the emperor’s own sons. Having failed in their task to wipe out the entire Conrad family, Meysenbug turned his thoughts to the matter of how to ensure the blame ended at Walter’s feet.


      The emperor expects perfection, and we cannot know the full price of this failure. Still, putting aside Baldur’s overly optimistic expectations and Walter’s failures, I hope to be rewarded for getting my hands so dirty. Perhaps a chance to get the young one a truly splendid present. No doubt his siblings will want their own when they learn of it too. So, what to get them all, I wonder...?


      “Sir Meysenbug.”


      Watler’s quiet words stirred him from his thoughts.


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      The two men trotted onwards; their work was done and their horses headed home. There was no need for any further discussion. There was nothing else to be said. Still, with the job now behind them, Meysenbug was in a good mood.


      “The Conrad offensive is done, but in truth Captain Baldur assigned me one more task,” said Walter. “It is covert in nature, and I wish to ask your counsel.”


      “Hmph, so he saw fit to put you in charge, did he? Such is the nature of your relationship, I suppose. I can only assume it is something dark, gloomy, and otherwise undesirable. Whatever it is you want to ask, take it elsewhere—it’s nothing to do with me.”


      “Quite the contrary, Sir Meysenbug. This is a mission I simply cannot complete without you.”


      “Hmph. If you’re asking for help, a flat refusal is all you’ll find here. I have my son’s coming of age ceremony to attend in Gnodia.”


      “It’s nothing particularly difficult, Sir Meysenbug. It won’t take long at all.”


      “What does it—”


      “—entail?” was what Meysenbug tried to ask, but he was cut off by a slow heat he felt in his stomach. Blood filled his throat. He was unable to breathe, and all the strength seemed to leave his body as he began to topple from his horse. Walter was clutching the horse’s reins now, and he smiled. In his hand was a thin blade, its tip stained red with Meysenbug’s blood. There was a gentle calm to Walter that Meysenbug felt he was seeing for the first time.


      “You are suspected of conspiracy, Sir Meysenbug,” said Walter. “My mission is to ensure that all imperial traitors are slain.”


      “But...that...”


      “Can’t be? I assure you it is. You leaked intel regarding our attack on the Falkrum nobility.”


      Meysenbug had always seen Baldur as a rival, an enemy. He’d watched and waited, looking for a moment in which to take his place as leader of the imperial knights and captain of their renowned first squadron. This was where he had chosen to make his move, but Baldur had never much cared for Meysenbug either, and so he had entrusted Walter with the man’s murder.


      When Meysenbug hit the ground, his sword and his belongings were taken—including anything that might be considered a keepsake.


      “It is a pity we did not have the time to look into who you leaked the intel to,” said Walter as Meysenbug lay dying. “My orders are my orders, but if you hadn’t leaked that information we could have returned home together, and the worst we’d have had to fear was whatever fierce lecture awaited us. That it has come to this shows just how disappointed the captain is in your thoughtless actions.”


      They had come here in disguise, dressed as passing travelers, and without anything to identify his body, Meysenbug would be considered nothing more than just another unfortunate death on the road. When Walter was done gathering all of Meysenbug’s things, he smiled. Meysenbug could only gurgle gibberish in response as he fought to speak.


      “So long, Sir Meysenbug. Your family will be told that you died valiantly, fighting for your nation in a foreign land.”


      And with that, Walter Kurt Lubeck left, humming as he went. Meysenbug’s fingers dug into the ground as he watched Walter’s figure disappear into the distance. But no matter how much he scratched into the earth, the dirt gathering under his fingernails did nothing to erase the pain that pulsed from his stomach. An enraged, vengeful moan leaked from the edges of his mouth.


      “You won’t...get...away...with this...” Meysenbug grunted.


      Alas, his words—strained as they were—never reached the young vice captain. In fact, Walter was delighted as an entirely different understanding dawned upon him.


      “How remarkable,” he mused. “To think that there are those in this world capable of escaping the emperor’s wrath. If that is not what we think of as destiny, then what is, I wonder?”


      Walter saw the emperor as an absolute power. An existence beyond denial. He was the most pure of all people, and he moved with a confidence powered by unwavering faith. He saw Walter for exactly what he was at his core, embraced him, forgave him his sins, and accepted him with love. He was an unquestionable power, and Walter adored him.


      The imperial knights’ first squadron, too, was made up of only those most loyal to the emperor. It was their duty to see his every wish granted, and as such he knew that none escaped their fate.


      “I can scarcely believe it,” Walter mused. “How very precious. How I long to hold her in my arms.”


      The margravine had left a deep impression upon the knight. Whether through sheer coincidence or the devil’s luck, she had escaped what should have been a predetermined fate—a fate decided by none other than the emperor himself. Walter thought of her—of the glimpses of her personality he’d been privy to, and the way she looked when she smiled. The act filled him with great joy.


      And in among those memories he found himself thinking that if the hands of fate were guiding his way, then surely his path would cross with the margravine’s once more. It was with this belief swirling in his heart that Walter returned to the imperial capital, alone.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: The Days in Which I Was a Herald


      Aoi Tsujimoto was your everyday company employee—a nondescript office clerk at a business that neatly fit within the category of “small and medium sized enterprises.” Her work was routine and ordinary, and there was no need for her to visit other businesses like those in the sales department—she simply arrived at the office each morning, and she stayed there for the entirety of her working day.


      Because her company was located in the countryside, Aoi commuted by car. She came to work in her assigned uniform, spent a little of her time here and there chatting with coworkers or otherwise listening to their issues, and always smiled politely when in the company of her older or otherwise more scheming coworkers.


      Her salary—much like the economy—wasn’t anything to brag about. Anybody who lived in the city would have recoiled in sheer shock at Aoi’s pittance of an income. Still, she lived with her parents and the rent was low. More to the point, Aoi occupied a world in which to ask for a pay rise was to receive the curt reply of “better find a new job.” She didn’t believe things to be quite that simple, but such was life—Aoi muttered her complaints and the days went by.


      She was alive, and she lived, but could anybody have imagined where that life would go?


      “Klara, are you okay?”


      When Aoi next came to her senses, she saw a woman looking over her. Aoi was in bed, and the woman was by her side, nursing her with a worried look on her face. Around the bed were a number of other people, all just as worried. At the sight of Aoi opening her eyes, however, they let out sighs of relief.


      “Oh thank goodness,” said one.


      “I’m so glad she’s safe,” said another.


      None of it made any sense. Aoi’s panic only served to further worry the woman by her side. Meanwhile, the others talked among themselves.


      “What now? She doesn’t seem like herself.”


      “The heat hasn’t let up since yesterday. Could be that all that time in the sun cooked that brain of hers. The best thing for that is some chilled water. The priests said to let her rest in the shade.”


      “Oh, yes. You’re right. I’ll get her home right away.”


      “Then let me carry her. Just tell me where to go.”


      “Thank you. Thank you so much. Let’s head off!”


      Aoi was lifted up and carried away, but the “home” she arrived at only left her with more questions. It was not the Japanese-style home she was used to at all—it was a small square building built from white stone. A quick glance around showed that all the other houses in the area were of the same construction.


      But it wasn’t just the houses that were off. Aoi was an adult in her twenties, but she was now so small that a man had easily hefted her into his arms like she was nothing. She couldn’t believe how pale her skin was, nor the dark blonde hair that fell as far as her shoulders.


      All of it pointed to one thing—she was not the Aoi Tsujimoto that she remembered.


      Aoi was laid down on a bed, after which a number of people came to check in on her, claiming to be her grandparents, her older sister, and her younger siblings. Aoi simply could not work it out, and this confusion stayed with her for a few days until she was finally ready to admit to herself—reluctantly—that she had arrived in a different world.


      “Is this like the fantasy version of a body swap film...?” she murmured to herself.


      “Klara?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing.”


      “You’ve already helped enough. You just take things nice and easy, okay? You’ve only just recovered.”


      “Oh, sure. As soon as I’m done here I’ll go out and play.”


      “Nothing makes a mother happier than a daughter who’s happy to help out around the house, but don’t forget your friends. Laila was worried sick about you.”


      “I just don’t really feel like going outside...”


      The body Aoi found herself in was around ten, which was, simply put, too young. Klara’s friends were all too immature, and the vast divide that was their mental ages made hanging out with them unbearable. Aoi felt far more comfortable helping her new family do chores or otherwise watching over the kids that were now her siblings.


      “Grandma is running low on medicine, right?” said Aoi. “I’ll go get her some more.”


      “There’s no need to rush; we’ve still got some in the cupboard!”


      Klara’s mother was worried. Her daughter had only recently awoken after fainting and was now only too happy to help around the house. Aoi could have smoothed over this confusing and unnatural change by acting more like the child she now was, but at the time she was far more concerned with better understanding her predicament.


      Still, for all the ways Aoi let her adult personality show, she was still stuck in the body of a child. When she went out running errands, she looked like nothing more than a girl doing her best to help her parents and family. Her friends all agreed that she was now a good girl, through and through.


      After getting grandmother’s medicine, Aoi remembered what her mother said about playing with her friends, and so she stopped to sit by the roadside for a time. The spot was little more than a small open space that allowed others to pass by. The mountain capital of Rito was, as its name alluded, located in a mountainous area, and many of its paths were steep. The houses, too, were terraced, almost as if they were built one on top of the other. Fenced areas lay at the end of stray paths to prevent people from falling, and it was on one such fence that Aoi sat, her legs swinging freely. Above her was a clear blue sky, the sun’s rays shining down upon the capital’s people. It was not humid here like it was in Japan, which made it all the more bearable. Fresh springs could be found flowing throughout the town, and these helped to keep the people cool. Together with the white stone buildings that dotted the mountain, the only word for it was picturesque.


      If Japan had a tourist destination like this, it would be jam-packed, I bet.


      Oh, how I wish I could go home...


      Aoi was of two minds about her situation. On the one hand, she missed her family and wanted to see them. At the same time, however, the idea of starting over in a new life appealed to her. The mountain capital was prosperous, and wages were fair. It had clear rules when it came to labor—people worked during their set working hours, but in the evening the shops closed. The new face Aoi owned also happened to be rather cute—Klara seemed destined to grow into a beautiful young lady. Aoi thought that if she could just get used to life here, she might one day be as beautiful as a Hollywood starlet.


      Nearby, a man and woman were talking. It was a strange topic of conversation.


      “Look,” said one. “The priests are back in town again.”


      “By order of the king, I wonder? They’re going around asking people if they noticed anything out of the ordinary yesterday. The guy who lives opposite me was over the moon to see them.”


      “They might be worried because the next herald still hasn’t shown, but it’s enough just to have our voices heard, you know?”


      “Don’t be silly, the herald is an absolute as far as the priests are concerned. Stop speaking nonsense.”


      “Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’d feel more at ease with the herald around too.”


      Rito was a perplexing nation. The king was the most powerful figure in the country, but after him it was the priesthood that the people most revered. At the top of the priesthood sat the high priests and the heralds, who were something like children of the gods—people in whose bodies resided the souls of the mountain capital’s founders. It was a cultural set of values that Aoi (and Klara) could not completely comprehend, but she was smart enough to know better than to criticize the local way of life.


      “It’s so weird,” she muttered.


      It had only been a couple of weeks, but Aoi was already starting to feel more comfortable in her new home. She didn’t mind life in Rito, perhaps because in Japan she had always felt that her place in society was comparable to that of office cattle. But as she was listening to the rumors and parsing them for information, her vision blurred. It only lasted around thirty seconds, but she didn’t like the way it felt. Somewhere in her mind Aoi saw a little girl crying. She rubbed her shoulders as if to comfort herself, but for some ten to twenty minutes after her vision had cleared, she was entirely incapable of understanding the words of those around her.


      “What is going on...?”


      Eventually language returned to her, and Aoi returned home. A priest was leaving the house when she arrived, and they shared a few words. Aoi made sure to be appropriately childlike.


      “Mom,” she called out. “What was a priest doing here?”


      “He heard about you collapsing the other day and came to make sure you were in good health. I hope you thanked him when you saw him.”


      “I don’t know about any of that, but I thanked him anyway.”


      “How many times do I have to tell you to be on your best behavior around the priests? Anyway, it’s all fine. Thanks for helping out with the medicine. You’ve done enough today, so go outside and play. Why not go and find your sister?”


      “Nah. She never shuts up.”


      “Oh my... In that case, perhaps help out grandpa and grandma at the field?”


      “Now that’s my kind of fun!”


      Aoi had to be careful not to mess up the dynamics at home, but everybody was kind, and it was heaven for her. She still had no idea why she’d ended up here in this other world, but she thought that if she could at least live freely and enjoy her new life, then perhaps that was enough.


      This mindset helped her adapt quickly, and in a few months she was just another part of life in Rito. Outside of the odd dizzy spell she had no problems communicating, and fortunately the dizzy spells calmed after two months.


      She no longer felt like Aoi Tsujimoto.


      She felt like Klara.


      But that was when things changed. It started with a nightmare, and while Aoi was aware it was a dream, she had absolutely no control over it. In it she saw a young girl hunched down into a little ball, crying as she covered her face.


      “Mother...” sobbed the girl. “Father... Where’s my sister...?”


      Unable to bear it any longer, the girl wailed loudly. Her body began to fade and, just like that, she was gone. That was the dream in its entirety. And even though it was just a dream, Aoi felt horrible upon waking. She felt guilty even though she hadn’t done anything. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the girl in her dream sounded the same as the girl she saw during her dizzy spells.


      It was odd, but Aoi knew that the best way to beat a bad start to the day was with a big breakfast. She left her room rubbing her eyes to see her mother staring at her in shock.


      “Who...in the world are you?” she exclaimed.


      Aoi had expected the usual “good morning.” So had the rest of the family, all of whom stared at Aoi’s mother in shock. Her father and siblings were bewildered, Her grandparents seemed to freeze, their expressions tense. The home was about to explode with panic when Aoi’s grandfather grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her outside. There was a grave look in his eyes.


      “Grandpa, why are you looking at me like that? Why are we heading to the temple?”


      But they did not stop at the chapel where people gathered to offer prayers—instead they went straight on to the hallowed district in which the priests lived. The area was off-limits to Rito’s ordinary citizens, and a priest at the entrance led Aoi and her grandfather inside, to a small chapel that, ordinarily, only those of high standing ever saw.


      The rest of Aoi’s family—minus her mother—were quickly gathered at the chapel. They knelt before a single priest, their hands clasped tight. The priest was dressed in lavish robes.


      “We shall take the herald into our care,” he said, looking down at Aoi.


      Aoi looked around, confused as her grandfather nudged her toward the priest. She tried to talk, to ask questions, but nobody listened.


      “Wait, I don’t...” she sputtered. “What’s going on?”


      “While the herald attempts to tell a different story, all of you understand, I hope. The herald simply did not wish to see you hurt, and so she took it upon herself to act like the Aoi you knew.”


      “Yes,” said Aoi’s father, on the verge of tears as he stared down at his feet. “We understand. But high priest, will my wife’s memories ever return? It is an honor for us to have received a herald, but the very idea that she will never remember her daughter. It’s just...”


      “Alas, it is the judgment of a higher power. Klara’s body was simply the most compatible with the herald on this particular occasion...though we understand that for you it is nonetheless the sudden loss of your daughter. To aid you in the healing of your spirits and minds, the priesthood offers its support.”


      Having said this, the priest put a gentle hand to Aoi’s grandmother’s shoulder as she wept.


      “We will ensure that you face no other hardships in your life,” he continued. “I apologize that this is the best we can offer as both apology and thanks, but I pray you understand.”


      “High priest, Klara... Klara...” uttered Aoi’s grandmother.


      “The power of the herald has seen her soul sent to the heavens,” said the priest. “There is no suffering for her now. Klara is one with the gentle light that will forever watch over your family.”


      The people that had once been Aoi’s family offered only deep bows—as if to a stranger—and then left. Aoi’s father and grandparents avoided eye contact with her, but her elder sister shot her a hateful glare, such was the pain she felt.


      “Why...?” Aoi muttered.


      “That is the question we would like to ask you,” said the high priest.


      His voice was noticeably different now that Aoi’s family was gone. In it was pressure and expectation.


      “I will admit that we erred,” he continued, “but to hide among the people, masquerading as just another ordinary citizen, is...rather unbecoming, I must say. It took us a good long time to see your safe arrival here.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “What do you mean? There’s no explanation to give.”


      The priest was in his thirties, which was comparatively quite young. He was handsome and very popular with Rito’s younger women. Aoi had heard that many donated to the priesthood because of him specifically. People often spoke of his kindly smile and gentle manner, but in addressing Aoi he was as cold as ice.


      “The fact that you can still communicate, even with Klara gone, shows the extent of your affinity,” mused the priest.


      “I still don’t know what you mean...”


      “All I am saying is that we know you are not the girl once known as Klara.”


      “How...?”


      “You would ask me how? Really? Surely you heard people talking about the heralds while you were living among them.”


      Aoi could no longer pretend like she did not know, though admittedly she still wasn’t sure how to react to what was happening. Stunned and lost, Aoi was taken by the priests to live among them. She would never see her former family ever again.


      In her life at the temple, Aoi was assigned a caretaker—a young priest by the name of Finis.


      “We understand that you were brought here from a place known as Earth.”


      His words left Aoi speechless. She never imagined they would know the name of the planet she once called home.


      “How do you know about the earth?” she asked.


      “Because the first heralds also hailed from Earth. You may have only heard about them within the realm of fairy tales, but Rito was built by the people and spirits who chose to gather around the heralds. Their names are known only by us, but I can tell you that the first went by the name of Riichiro Yukimura.”


      It was a Japanese name. It had to be.


      “And where is that herald now?” Aoi asked.


      “He founded the mountain capital, and it was where he lived out the rest of his days. We continue to hold ceremonies as a means of soothing the souls of the first great heralds.”


      It didn’t add up. There wasn’t any connection between soothing a soul and summoning Aoi. But when she pressed her caretaker on the issue, he responded sharply.


      “Listen carefully—you cannot say another word of what I am about to tell you to anybody, ever,” he said sternly.


      “Wh-What? Why all the pressure all of a sudden...?”


      “It’s not pressure—it is worry. I do not wish to see you come to any harm, Lady Aoi, but others may not feel as I do. Namely Priest J’datharr, who was particularly excited about this summoning...”


      “He’s the two-faced slimebag, yeah?”


      “Stop that! You never know when someone might overhear you!”


      “Hmph. Just tell me already.”


      Since she came to the temple, Aoi’s attitude had gotten worse with each passing day. Many frowned upon her lack of manners, but Finis was different—he understood that her rage was a result of her having lost her freedoms.


      “When the first herald left this world, we began calling upon others from the other side in an effort to maintain peace of mind among the people. Ordinarily the herald’s soul is summoned into the body of a child prepared for the ceremony, but this time there was a mistake...”


      “And you’re saying that’s how I ended up in this body?!”


      “Yes.”


      “But why did my mother lose all memory of her daughter? Was it something to do with the girl I saw in my dreams?!”


      “Well... The loss of memory is a part of the process of a herald’s soul occupying a new body. That is simply how it goes.”


      “And the dreams?”


      “Though the exact circumstances are difficult to grasp, there is a precedent. It’s possible that the girl you saw in your dreams was Klara, the original owner of your body. She disappeared when her body became yours. I believe that...in her loneliness, she took her mother’s memories with her.”


      “You mean you don’t know?”


      “The high priest and others of his rank may know more, but I sit very much on the lower rungs of that ladder.”


      Aoi did not feel like Finis was hiding anything from her. Under different circumstances she would have pressed him further, tried to learn more, but Finis’s explanation left her crumpling to her knees. She realized only vaguely that Finis was struggling to keep her on her feet, but her thoughts were entirely elsewhere.


      “That girl was the real Klara...?” she whispered.


      But she was no older than ten or twelve. Did she really vanish, just like that, without her family ever even realizing a thing...?


      But that would mean...I stole her life from her.


      That’s why Klara’s grandparents both looked like they were hiding the pain they felt... It’s why her sister looked at me with such hatred...


      Aoi was white as a sheet as Finis spoke.


      “Your summoning was an accident,” he said. “Klara’s family has been awarded more than enough in the way of reparations, but the most you can do is live for both you and Klara. Will you offer your prayers for the sake of our people?”


      He worded it as a request, but it felt far more like an order.


      Aoi’s daily life changed completely. She woke early in the morning, did prayers, studied more about the mountain capital, and learned etiquette. Once she was accustomed to her new role, she was sent to visit orphanages and inspect towns and villages. Aoi became a symbol for the people of the mountain capital—she became a model of their ideals.


      At a glance, it was a life that many envied. Though her outfits were limited in range of design and color, Aoi was always dressed beautifully. Any work or chores that might damage her skin were handled by the priests. For all intents and purposes, Aoi appeared to live a completely stress-free life. This, however, was only how things looked on the surface. Beneath it Aoi felt herself breaking down, and each day was a fierce battle in which she struggled to mask her empty gaze behind a smile.


      On top of it all, she was made to meet with high priest J’datharr for reasons she could not fathom. Their tea sessions were always scheduled for the same day and time, and they were unbearable. Gone was the heartless man who’d greeted her into the fold on her first day at the temple, replaced by a man who was so kind as to appear a different person altogether. He played the part of the priest beloved by all and was always impeccably polite, but the contents of their conversations confounded Aoi.


      It was around this time—when Aoi was about twelve—that she grumbled about it to Finis, who was six years her senior.


      “Why does J’datharr keep asking me about my home world all the time?” she moaned. “He won’t stop. I’ve told him over and over again that I handled little more than basic administrative tasks in my work on earth, but he won’t let up.”


      “The high priest governs the temple,” replied Finis, “and it is his duty to report to the king. He is getting a sense for how close you are to the founding herald and to what extent you can soothe his soul.”


      “Ugh, not this again...”


      Finis was the only person she could lean on, but she was sick of him talking in such platitudes. And while ordinarily she would have responded with a snide remark or two, on this particular occasion she had reason not to.


      “You’re so pale,” Aoi remarked. “Are you getting enough sleep?”


      “What a strange thing you ask. If I’m pale, it’s because my exam is coming up and I spend almost every waking hour preparing for it. But I am not overexerting myself, as your care is also one of my duties.”


      “But it’s your dream to become a high priest, isn’t it? So I guess you’re on the right track.”


      However, Aoi would not know the truth until a few months later, at one of her regular meetings with J’datharr.


      “You have accomplished your duties as herald,” he said, “and so I suppose it is time.”


      “Time for what?” is the question Aoi would have asked, except that when the high priest had finished talking, a number of temple knights surrounded the table, their swords drawn and pointed at Aoi.


      “Why...?” she managed to utter.


      “You are so blind. So unaware. A course correction is in order. Which is to say that you are a failure.”


      J’datharr’s eyebrows creased into a frown. He placed his elbows on the table and rested his forehead upon his clasped hands.


      “You have a basic education,” he continued. “I expected much of you, given that, but instead you are only able to give us that which we already know. You have been unable to give us even a shred of some new piece of insightful information.”


      “I...”


      “Being born among the general populace meant that many learned of your person early on, but we should have done this long ago. And look at all the wasted years we’ve to show for it, Herald Aoi.”


      Though she did not really understand what the high priest was saying, Aoi knew that her life was in danger. She immediately attempted to flee, but in her twelve-year-old body she did not stand a chance and was quickly captured. She struggled against her binds, but J’datharr paid her little mind. Instead, he leisurely poured a cup of wine.


      “Wh-What are you doing...?” Aoi asked.


      “In this wine is a fast-acting poison,” replied the high priest. “It’ll save you from any suffering. You don’t have to drink it, but the alternative is a sword to the heart. Personally, I’d prefer to avoid seeing the body of one our citizens run through so mercilessly.”


      Mercilessly, he’d said. The gall.


      “You were a failure, and that’s unfortunate,” he continued, “but you deserve praise for your efforts in your role as herald. As such, we will grant you an honorable death.”


      Aoi was ordered to drink the wine, but she couldn’t bring herself to even touch it. She was trembling as a knight forced the cup into her hand.


      “No!” she screamed.


      “You are a shame among the heralds of the great mountain capital. Accept your fate with grace and beauty. You are among those who shared a home with Lord Yukimura.”


      Just as the cup was reaching her lips, a different voice cut into the proceeding.


      “Mercy, please! I beg of you!”


      It was Finis.


      The knight’s hand paused. J’datharr, too, had clearly not expected this interruption. He fell into a grave silence as he looked down at Finis, the young priest’s forehead pressed into the ground.


      “Finis? What are you doing here? I told you already—you’re not supposed to be here.”


      “I ask only that you reconsider taking the herald’s life!”


      “Finis?”


      “I know full well how she has been evaluated thus far. I understand that she can offer us no wisdom we do not already have and that she has no further value. That being the case, it is only natural that you, the high priest, would decide that her time with us has reached its end.”


      “Indeed, and you knew just as well as the rest of us that there was a good chance her time with us would be short. You understand the circumstances.”


      “I do. I did. But no herald in our history has ever thrown themselves into their duties like Herald Aoi.”


      “Yes, she was proactive in visiting the orphanages and greeting our people. I am told it was you who recommended her for the duty.”


      “And the number of citizens who adore and revere her has only grown since. To lose her now would only send their hearts into disarray. They are already worried by news of distant wars—they need the stability that Herald Aoi brings.”


      Aoi could not believe it. She could not tear her eyes away from Finis while he begged.


      “I am fully aware of the anxiety racking our people. That is exactly why we need to hold another ceremony and summon a new herald. You understand the time it takes to call upon those our capital needs...”


      “Then please, do not take her life. Let her be, even if it is only to act as a bridge from one herald to another.”


      The young priest’s suggestion clearly irked the high priest. He had not let any such displeasure show on his face until this moment, but Finis did not see it, his forehead still pressed into the floor.


      “What did you just say...?” uttered J’datharr.


      “When the next herald arrives, and they are ready to take up their duty, I will ensure that Herald Aoi is hidden from sight. She will not appear in a public capacity ever again.”


      “Finis, you can’t be serious...”


      “I am prepared to give up the priesthood should it be necessary.”


      J’datharr groaned. Aoi had always known the high priest to be a man who made decisions quickly and decisively. He was a man of conviction, and yet in this moment he struck her as uniquely human, lost in an ocean of confusion and uncertainty. It was a long time before he finally opened his mouth to speak again.


      “You have always been loyal to our teachers, Finis. You have served me well, worked tirelessly, and never once betrayed me. Never did I imagine you would waver from our side.”


      The only sound in the room after J’datharr spoke was the dull thump of Finis’s head as he lifted it briefly, then smacked it once more upon the floor.


      “But if this is the extent you would go to for her, then I will allow Herald Aoi the life she has lived until the arrival of her successor.”


      “High Priest!” cried Finis.


      “But only on the condition that her existence afterward is kept secret,” the high priest continued. “Should a single stray rumor reach my ears from the people of the capital, I and the priesthood will have no choice but to consider both of your lives forfeit.”


      “Y-Yes, I understand. I will see to it that the Herald does too!”


      “Then take her and go, before I change my mind.”


      The knights released Aoi and Finis took her by the hand. His forehead was red, and Aoi imagined it stung quite badly, but Finis paid it no mind. As he was pulling her toward the door, however, J’datharr spoke once more.


      “Wait. Not so long ago a section of our depository of forbidden books was found in disarray. Evidence indicates that whoever was in there looked through our records of the heralds. I don’t suppose you know anything about that?”


      Aoi felt Finis’s grip on her hand tighten.


      “Nothing, high priest,” he replied.


      Whatever J’datharr might have felt about the young priest’s short reply, he did not let it show, and instead he waved the two of them off.


      “I have given you a chance,” he said curtly. “You will not get another.”


      “You have my eternal thanks.”


      The relationship between the two priests was one Aoi could never truly fathom. What she did know, however, was that in this moment a crevice had opened between the two men—a divide that filled Finis with sorrow.




      Aoi’s life had been spared, but she now found Finis weeping and apologizing.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Truly. I wanted to free you from this country, but alone I could do no more than this.”


      It was here that Aoi learned the truth of the mountain capital. Rito summoned heralds from Earth one after the other, but it was only those who provided the nation with beneficial information that were given the special privileges. Those who failed to do so were executed, and in this way the cycle had continued for generations.


      “Why are you telling me this?” Aoi asked, her own eyes puffy with tears.


      If what Finis was telling her was true, then she had been summoned for no other reason than Rito’s convenience. Her life—and whether it continued or ended—was theirs to decide. Finis, too, had also known the fate that awaited her. On the road ahead she saw only despair.


      “In the beginning, I simply believed everything the high priest told me,” said Finis, resigned to sharing the whole truth, “but when I was made an attendant to a herald for the first time—with you—I came to realize that you are capable of feeling just like us. I could no longer believe so easily that your execution was justified.”


      “And that’s why you went through the forbidden books?” Aoi asked. “That’s why you went through the prohibited records?”


      “However cruel the truth was, I believed you deserved to know. But I do not know if it is right.”


      “Becoming a high priest was your dream. You knew you might have to throw that away...and yet even then you saved me?”


      “Funny, isn’t it? But I... I simply did not want you dead,” replied Finis plainly.


      It was an awkward answer, as unclear as it was uncertain. Aoi felt horrible. Hopelessness gripped her. She had survived, and she was alive, but this nation deemed her unnecessary. She did not even know if she could trust Finis, and yet before she knew it the two of them were hugging, crying in one another’s arms.


      At the age of sixteen, Aoi left the temple. Upon learning that a new herald was set to make their debut, Finis and Aoi departed from the capital. Finis became a humble priest at a countryside temple, and though his dreams of promotion would go forever unfulfilled, he had come to accept this. And if the rumors were to be believed, it was none other than J’datharr who arranged his new duties.


      The wider public were told that Herald Aoi had passed away due to illness. There was much grief among the general populace, but the herald who followed brought to the capital new agricultural technology, and as the lands flourished and prospered, Aoi was summarily forgotten. Still, she felt no jealousy nor any other hard feelings.


      “The new herald doesn’t know, I presume?” she mused.


      “No more,” replied Finis with a scolding tone. “Don’t even think about it.”


      “I know. I won’t go near the place again. I don’t want to go back anyway.”


      Aoi eventually married Finis, and the two started a family. The idea of a priest marrying was admittedly strange for Aoi at first, but as it turned out it was only a small portion of the highest-ranked priests that remained celibate their entire lives. Finis’s face was as red as a tomato on the day he proposed, and Aoi could only roll her eyes.


      “Really? All this time and you’re still not sure of yourself?” she chuckled, accepting his proposal.


      Occasionally priests came to visit and check on them, but nobody ever raised any eyebrows, and no assassination ever needed to take place.


      Decades passed, and Finis passed away. Aoi sat in a chair, unable to move as freely as she had in her youth, and listened to the joy that echoed in the voices of her excited grandchildren. Life was easy now that the running of the house could be left to her children, and Aoi spent her days reminiscing on the past. She decided she could never tell her children the truth of the world they lived in, no matter what.


      “It was the herald summoning that killed me and brought me here,” she mused.


      It was an insight that came through much thought. To the best of her memory, the young woman she had been—Aoi Tsujimoto—had not fallen ill and died of illness, nor had she met with any unfortunate accidents before awakening in Klara’s body. Finis had told her that the ceremony summoned a soul from its body, and so Aoi did not have any doubts as to what had become of her original body.


      “How very sad...”


      She was long past holding grudges. The temple had put her to work, but Finis had brought her great happiness. Aoi accepted the new life she had been given, but all the same her heart ached with a certain nostalgia. However boring and humdrum her previous life had been, it was still her life, and with it was the family she had grown up with. And now that she was a mother herself, Aoi truly understood how Klara’s family must have felt to have lost their daughter.


      No matter what Aoi did, the light, throbbing ache in her heart never left.


      “It would have left poor Klara’s parents in tears...”


      Aoi saw out the rest of her days in the countryside. Hers was a quiet, peaceful life, and the only proof that she had ever been a herald lay quietly among the priesthood’s forbidden books—a collection of records that would later be burned to ash by order of the emperor of Arrendle.


      In this way, Aoi’s life was an example of one of the very few times that a herald had ever escaped the fate Rito had planned for them.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: In a Neat, Tidy Room


      The room was clean, and yet it felt empty and desolate. But of course it did—the imperial knights had taken almost all of Ern’s possessions when they ransacked our house. What they had left fared no better—clothes had been torn to shreds, and any furniture that looked like it might hide something was taken apart on the spot. Anything that could not be repaired was thrown out.


      The room’s vanity and chest of drawers had somehow survived the ordeal, along with a desk that now had a drawer with a busted lock. There was no sign of Ern in the now empty vanity—it had once contained brushes and perfumes and the like, but all of it had been confiscated.


      “I bet they took even the stray hairs she left lying around,” I grumbled.


      The knights were working to stop the destruction of the box in which Six lived. Still, the emperor was obsessive to the point of insanity, hence the ransacking of our usually safe and secure abode. It was infuriating. Just stepping into Ern’s room was like bathing myself in the feelings all over again, and so I made a point of avoiding it because of how much it depressed me. Sometimes, however, on days like this one, I simply found myself there. But as usual, the emptiness of the space only served to crush my spirits.


      I took a seat on Ern’s old bed and stared vacantly out the window. I glanced at a lonely-looking wooden stand once meant for coats, upon which hung a lone hat. It was very cute, and not usually the type of thing you’d have expected Ern to own. But that wasn’t surprising—I’d bought it myself because I wanted us to have matching hats.


      “Why the long face? Is this what they call being down in the dumps?”


      The room was empty save for the girl’s voice, but it didn’t shock me. A few light particles danced in the air with flower petals, and then the girl appeared. She wore a frilly dress and an adorable grin, and she was quite cute herself, though she could be pushy at times.


      “Luca,” I said.


      “Hello there, master. Did we meet yesterday?”


      “No, it’s been two days. You didn’t respond at all when I tried talking to you yesterday.”


      “My sensors don’t always register when you’re not in any trouble. But wow, two days? It’s pretty tough to get a sense for how time passes out here. That means I might have broken my promise to Wendel.”


      “Yeah, he had a good sulk about it. Said you promised to play with him. Do make a little time for him when you have a moment.”


      “Those are few and far between of late. I’m working hard on analyzing the ruins even now while I’m chatting with you.”


      I giggled.


      “Thank you, Luca. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to tell Wendel that you’re very busy, and for good reason.”


      “Me, worried? Pshh.”


      Luca loved Wendel, but her inability to admit the fact was a trademark of her creator.


      “More importantly, Rosanne and the others are talking about you being in here,” Luca said. “What are you even thinking about? You’ve been here for more than an hour already.”


      “No way. An hour? Already?”


      “Oh dear. Were you so lost in the past that you forgot how much time was passing in the present?”


      “It didn’t...quite feel like that, no.”


      “So what? You were thinking about something?”


      “Hmm... The opposite, I suppose. I wasn’t thinking about anything. I didn’t want to think at all.”


      “Ah, you’re referring to the term ‘spacing out,’ am I right?”


      “Yes, exactly.”


      “You just love being unproductive, huh?”


      Luca had gone through my memories and—perhaps thanks to her growing by way of my magical energy—had a deep understanding of who I was. Emotions were something of an unknown variable for her, so her understanding was far from complete, but in many ways that just made her more human. Her expressions and their constant shifting also made her easier to talk to.


      “It’s not just you, though,” continued Luca. “Whateley and even Wendel sometimes just sit around doing nothing. Whenever I ask about it they say they were just spacing out or drifting off or something like that.”


      “Sometimes it’s important that we put our thoughts on hold,” I said.


      “That’s a tough concept to grasp. But I wonder if someday I’ll need a moment like that too?”


      “Someday, maybe. When it comes to sheer learning, nobody can hold a candle to you.”


      “Yeah, okay then.”


      She nodded, satisfied by my answer. It was then that a stray thought hit me—a question.


      “Luca,” I said. “You draw magic from Reinald too, right?”


      “Yep. What I can’t get from you, I draw from him.”


      “And you can watch the people from whom you draw magic, right? Does Reinald ever space out?”


      Yes, it was in every way a question drawn from my own personal curiosity, but Luca didn’t mind and answered straightaway.


      “Whenever I check in on him he’s always doing something.”


      “Even when he’s alone?”


      “He tends to read through documents he leaves in his room, or books, or otherwise accounting ledgers and whatnot.”


      “So he never has time to rest...?”


      “Well, sometimes he undresses.”


      “H-He undresses?”


      “Just his shirt. When he does push-ups and chin-ups.”


      Oh. She meant exercise. Good.


      My imagination had spiraled out of control in the moment, and my face had flushed red as a result.


      “He eats, he sleeps, he works out, he works,” continued Luca. “I don’t think he has time to space out like you do.”


      “He never sleeps in?”


      “Maybe he’s the early-to-bed, early-to-rise type? Then again, even when he stays up all night he’s careful to make sure he gets adequate rest. He’s way healthier with his lifestyle than you and Wendel.”


      “Well, color me surprised,” I remarked. “I always pegged him as someone who didn’t get enough sleep.”


      “Why would you think that?”


      I don’t know. Some kind of preconceived bias?


      I think it was that Reinald struck me as the kind of person who worked tirelessly, You know, the sort who thought sleep was for the weak.


      “When you never miss a training session, good eating and sleeping habits are essential,” said Luca. “He’s not the sort of person to slack off in that regard.”


      Didn’t he ever, I don’t know, just lose himself in a hobby or something? Either way, Luca said that she didn’t watch Reinald often, and that her observations came largely from when she’d first started syphoning magic from him.


      “I showed myself to him once and he didn’t seem to like it,” she explained. “Every other time I watched him he wasn’t up to anything interesting, so I just got bored of the guy. Now I just leave him be and take the magic I need when I need it. I don’t have to go checking on him or anything.”


      “But... Wait. Are you telling me you literally visited him before?!”


      “Well, duh. There’s a path between the two of you. It’s not much of a link, but I can still pop up and say hello.”


      “This is the first I’ve heard of that!”


      “Because it’s the first time I’ve mentioned it,” Luca said casually. “But that’s why I know what I know. Other than that, I’ve only peeked at a few memories via his magical energy. Interested?”


      Now this was a bombshell. Then again, it made me think back to when she’d described him as “a man who needs not the feelings of others, and craves them not.” I felt there was perhaps a connection there.


      “No, I don’t want to hear about them,” I said, shaking my head.


      “Oh? They’re not all that interesting, but they’re intriguing all the same.”


      “I know you’re saying that because you know I want to know more about him, but the thought is enough, Luca.”


      “I can tell you about his past love life if you like.”


      “I’d like to hear about that even less than the other memories.”


      “More’s the pity. Your expression is always shifting and changing when it comes to Reinald. I was hoping I might see more of it.”


      I didn’t much like the idea of being her plaything, but what did she even mean that my expression was always changing? I was always especially focused when I was around Reinald, so I had to assume Luca was wrong.


      “And such a pity you can’t see yourself more objectively,” commented Luca.


      “Are you sure that Six hasn’t been a bad influence on you?”


      “Completely and utterly impossible.”


      Clearly I wasn’t the only one lacking in an objective viewpoint. Luca’s face puffed up as she pouted and spun away from me. It was nothing if not unbearably cute, but I also found myself wondering where she’d learned the expression. As I was thinking about it, Luca’s eyes fell upon Ern’s hat.


      “Did that hat belong to Ernesta?” she asked.


      “Oh, yes. Yes it did. I don’t know how, but somehow it escaped confiscation.”


      “Hmph. And you don’t wear it, master?”


      “No. I gave it to Ern, after all...”


      It was something I wanted her to wear. Still, I didn’t mention this to Luca. I wasn’t sure how to explain it. She floated up toward the hat and looked at it from a number of different angles, little flower petals occasionally floating around her as she did so.


      “You always have wonderful taste in dresses, but I quite like those flower petals too,” I commented.


      “They’re a nice touch, right? I think they’re the perfect way to bring out my charm.”


      “Where’d you learn to do that?”


      “The anime and manga in your memories, master.”


      “I can scarcely recall...”


      “It’s like what I said about languages—you don’t have to have actively remembered it for them to be a part of your memories.”


      “Are the dresses from manga too, then?”


      “I’m not sure. But the cute outfits and whatnot aren’t really my thing, per se—I think that’s much more due to Ernesta’s influence.”


      Huh?


      “She didn’t hate this kind of thing, you know,” Luca continued. “I think I inherited this from her.”


      And with that, Luca plucked the hat from the coat stand and put it on her head. It was far too large for her petite little head, but with the help of a little magic it sat neatly in place.


      “Well, how do I look?” Luca asked.


      For a moment I was at a loss for words. I knew that she was her own person, but even with a much younger appearance, she was the splitting image of my best friend, right down to the bold, boastful grin. I felt like I was in the midst of an illusion.


      “It’s...” I uttered.


      I heard a gunshot. I felt the shock of it rocket through my arms and shoulders. Through a mess of sticky, dark red hair I saw the gaping hole in Ern’s head, fragments of her skull scattered across the floor. I remembered the panic of trying to pick them up and the blood that quickly covered my hands.


      And yet, at the same time, I saw her grin, ever confident, and it made me want to cry.


      It was like I had forgotten to breathe. Forgotten who and where I was.


      “It’s not a good look?”


      Luca floated closer to me, the uncertainty in her voice shunting me back into reality. She was playing with her hair, her eyes wavering with doubt.


      “No, it’s wonderful. It’s just... It’s so cute I was taken completely by surprise.”


      “Really?”


      “Really. Truly. It looks great, though admittedly it’d be better to wear outdoors than here inside.”


      Luca’s shoulders slumped. Clearly my long silence had left her doubting my words.


      “I mean it,” I said. “Look, if you think I’m lying then let’s show it to somebody else in the house. I guarantee you they’ll say the same as I did. We can even go for a stroll outside while you’re wearing it.”


      “Don’t be silly, master. You were right there with me when the box man said that wasn’t allowed. The only place I’m allowed outside is the garden.”


      “Then we’ll go to the garden. Ben and Hil will be out there, so we can see them first. Maybe afterward you’d like to dig around in the dirt a little?”


      “I wonder what soil smells like...”


      Operation Improve Luca’s Mood was a success. Before it dropped again, I offered her my hand.


      “Oh?” Luca uttered, reaching out for it while she floated back down to the floor. “Come to think of it, Ernesta quite enjoyed holding people’s hands like this, though in the end she forgot. I don’t mind it either.”


      “I see.”


      I had reached out to her in an attempt to brighten her mood, but I realized in that instant that really it was my mood that was brightened as a result. I left the room together with Luca, but I had the sense now that I had overcome something—it was a feeling like I was better equipped to handle it from here on out.


      “Thank you, Luca,” I said.


      “You’re so weird. I haven’t even done anything.”


      “So what? I just wanted to say it.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      With volume four, we see much of the cloudy mystery of the story’s opening come to light. It’s also where magic makes a more prevalent appearance, having mostly lurked in the background until now. Shiro46’s illustrations help the story really come to vivid life, and we also saw the emergence of the nation in which reincarnation originated—a story point I’d been aching to write for forever.


      Alas...that particular nation has long since crumbled into nothing. Is it a silver lining that the nation still has its few descendants, left as they are in a world where rebirth is now not even the distant past, but essentially extinct?


      This book also contains a short story related to something mentioned in Karen’s conversation with Nadia and Sandra. Namely, this one:


      “Perhaps the heralds enjoy their pranks. On occasion, some would simply watch over the people for a time and say not a word of their arrival.”


      It’s very foundational, world-building stuff, and at first I wasn’t sure if it was okay to write it, but my editor happily gave it the okay, and so I happily went about writing it. It’s a story I’d long thought about putting to paper, so to have it actually complete feels great. That said, you have to think that Aoi is among the more fortunate of Rito’s long line of heralds. One of the most difficult and troubling tasks for the priests at the time would have been explaining heralds like Aoi to future generations, and as such, all they could do was try to explain that these heralds had decided to quietly watch over their people.


      In the short stories you get insight and background. Spirits, Nadia, the emperor, incidents seen from different angles—it’s a chance to see more of the world than just what you get through Karen’s eyes.


      Returning to the main story, Ern was a character who wasn’t clear to me at first. She ended up doing a whole lot, but when she first appeared I wasn’t sure exactly how big a role she would play in things. But story beats kept coming up and surprising me, even before I wrote them, and in the end they coalesced into the defining conclusion to the last volume.


      There was a more peaceful ending, in which Karen and Ern go traveling together, but I’m not at liberty to talk about it. For those of you who are curious, do get into touch with the editor’s office to request a short story collection. Feel free to drop me a line on social media to let me know what you thought of the story too.


      Speaking of things that weren’t set in stone, Karen’s age wasn’t made clear back when I was first writing the story online either. That was because I had the idea in my head that the calendar and hours in a day differed. That was how it was in my mind, at least, but by the time of novelization the passage of time and the seasons matched with those of our own world.


      During novelization the main story went through much in the way of workshopping and editing, and the one easygoing part of all of this was the animals. I have a cat myself, and I decided from the outset that cats would remain true to their nature, and they would not change their ways no matter what strange magic existed around them.


      Blacky is very smart, and fond of both children and visitors to the house. Charlot, meanwhile, is more reserved and much more particular about attention. Not an easy feline to read by any means, but a big fan of Karen nonetheless.


      Before I actually had cats myself, I always thought that the idea of one that was friendly was preposterous. Now, having met a great many different types of cats, I see that some want to be spoiled, some are wise, and well...they just come in all shapes, sizes, and personalities.


      I’ve never had a pet dog, but I often think about how I’d like one. Whenever I see a video of one, I can’t help thinking about it.




      As for what’s next, big things on the horizon for Reinald. Conflicts will come to a head, and Karen will have to take another bold step forward. You’ll also get more on Lubeck’s obsessive infatuation and revelations regarding Karen’s friend, the mysterious little black bird. Lots to look forward to I hope.


      I look forward to writing you all again in volume five.


      August, 2022


      Kamihara
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With Luca and Black Bird entering the fray, everything got so much livelier! Then there was the
mountain capital and the truth about reincarnation, and a certain annoying guy’s obsession levels,
which are way off the charts. But in and among all of the twists and turns, my favorite part has to be
“A Farewell to the Girl I Once Knew.” Karen accepting her fate and settling her resolve is something
so special I can’t quite put words to it.

Karen wanted to be free of all ties, and she longed for a life of complete and total freedom, but she
had to let that dream go. She has people around her she wants to protect, and the mission her best
friend left her. When Karen came to terms with this, and settled her mind on a new future, I thought
back to everything she'd been through and everything she'd overcome. It hit me square in the feels.

With Ern’s passing Karen starts nearing the heart of things, and I hope you enjoyed it!
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