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Brungwurt Concerto 1
Vows Unwanted



“Today may very well be the end of the world,” murmured August, Margrave of Brungwurt, in his despair.

“…Good grief, what an inappropriate thing to say on such a joyous day.”

Margravine Maia consoled her husband. August hunched his broad back and spoke weakly to his wife. “Maia… Am I breathing right now?”

Maia bit back a sigh. She was beginning to think that she had consoled her husband more times than she had sighed in the past few days.

“Yes, you are. The breath from your nose is ragged—you seem perfectly healthy, as usual.”

“You must be blind.”

August turned his head away in a little pout. Maia gripped her fan tightly and rode out the urge to yell at him.

Today was the wedding ceremony between Leorino—their youngest son—and Gravis Adolphe Fanoren, the general of the Royal Army and a member of the Fanoren royal family.

The road leading up to this day had been long and winding.

August had originally greatly opposed Gravis’s attempt to make Leorino his spouse, but Gravis had accepted August’s terms and made good on Gravis’s earnest sincerity. When war at last broke out with the neighboring nation of Zwelf, Gravis had made his way to battle as a general. While he was gone, however, Leorino had been kidnapped, brutalized by the enemy, and injured so gravely to the point of near death. In his fury, Gravis destroyed Zwelf, and the many years of discord between the two countries finally came to an end.

And today, Leorino and Gravis would be wed.

The family had watched over the two as they overcame hardship and chose to pursue one another, becoming inseparable. Even August, who’d opposed at first, ultimately came to support the pair. Or rather, that is what he thought he was doing.

The closer they got to the wedding, the more the Cassieux men bemoaned their beloved youngest brother leaving the nest and grew more and more emotionally unstable.

The margrave and his wife left their eldest son, Auriano, and his wife back in the margraviate before coming to the royal capital. Today, they would be attending the ceremony with their second and third sons, who lived in the city.

The stars of the show had not even arrived, yet the Cassieux family men were already inconsolable.

“Oh, my beloved angel! Soon, you will take flight, and for a little while longer, I still breathe!”

Maia fixed her husband with a look. “Dear, when did you choose to become a poet?”

If only he did nothing more than act like an empty husk, but now he was a man who recited bad poetry unprompted. What an irritating turn of events. It was then that their second son, Johan, followed suit and suddenly and dramatically draped his arm over his eyes.

“Never again will the sun rise in our hometown, and forever will the rains of lamentation pour!”

Why the poetry? Maia wished for a downpour of the rains of lamentation over them at once.

“Johan? Both you and your father are dreadfully lacking in any poetic talent. Stop this at once.”

It was then their third son Gauff’s turn to slam his fists theatrically onto his knees.

“This pain! This grief! O rose, who bloomed in the garden of our home, please come ba—”

“Gaaauuuff!”

Maia sharply silenced him, and Gauff fell quiet.

She scowled at the Cassieux men and spoke loudly and firmly so that all would understand:

“Listen to me—none of you are to recite poetry ever again.”

 

The Cassieux family relocated from the drawing room to a ceremony space meant specifically for the royal family. Sitting there waiting was the entirety of the family in question. It was here that the couple of the day would come greet them.

King Joachim approached Maia, who stood and bowed deeply.

“First Cousin Lady Maia.”

“Your Royal Majesty.”

“The Cassieuxs seem rather unsettled today. Your husband, especially—he reminds me of a caged beast.” Joachim said, pointing at the margrave. He looked on with amusement as August paced in circles.

Maia hid her annoyance with her fan and dipped her head low once again. “I must…sincerely apologize for his incivility in Your Majesty’s presence.”

“You need not, I don’t mind. I suppose it’s still hard for the margrave to allow Leorino to call himself a Fanoren. You are handing over your family’s greatest weakness to the royal family. I suppose that would be a tough pill for him to swallow.”

The reason for his attitude was nothing as noble as that. He was anguished simply because he did not want to let Leorino go.

“Your Majesty, my husband acts in that manner due to an incurable illness—he is a parent overly attached.”

“I see. So he simply doesn’t want his little bird to leave the nest. But it seems your sons are unhappy with the wedding as well.”

Maia turned around to see her second and third sons restlessly pacing near the wall, much like August. She placed a hand to her forehead—what stubborn and fussy men they all were. Her worry for what was coming gave her a headache.

“Your family has long mixed with Fanoren blood, yet I see the emotions in the Brungwurt family remain as stalwart as ever,” Joachim murmured in mild admiration.

This was something that constantly crossed Maia’s mind. All the Brungwurt men inherited an affection for their family members that was much too powerful.

Even Maia was sad about letting Leorino go. But the men were so frustrating and dramatic that she had no spare moments to indulge her own sentimentality. Now that she thought back on it, her father was the same at her own wedding. It was times like these that the female parent remained strangely calm and collected—if anything, they were the ones to put all their effort into seeing that the event was carried out perfectly and that they would see their family member off without harm. That was perhaps because it was the women who gave birth—new life could not be created with lip service alone, after all.

“…Women are at a disadvantage, Your Majesty,” Maia found herself muttering.

Surprisingly, Joachim smiled.

“I suppose so. It is always the women who toil. Men rely far too much on women’s tolerance and endurance.”

 

“Gauff.”

Queen Emilia called to the third son.

“Your Majesty, I see you are in good spirits as usual.”

“I am happy to be a part of such a wonderful day.”

Gauff was captain of the Imperial Guard. It was an important post—one that managed the security of the inner palace, where the royal family lived. He often got to see the queen as a part of his job.

Emilia smiled brightly. “The Cassieux family seems to be facing quite the trouble, from what I’ve seen. The same commotion one would see from a family sending their little princess off to the royal family.”

Gauff groaned. The queen chuckled again.

“Your Majesty, we are simply worried for our littlest brother.”

“I know. Leorino is truly a faint and helpless thing. And he does not know how to hide his feelings. He’s much too pure. All of you must be so worried, letting him go when he is still learning how to face the world.”

Gauff nodded. Emilia was natural royalty. As mild-mannered as she seemed, her perception was sharp.

“We are. He…still knows too little to make a home of the royal palace.”

“I know. He’s been a bit too sheltered growing up. But of course, growing up under the hand of Lady Maia means his knowledge and education is that of royalty, but he would be a bit too unreliable to carry out government affairs.”

Dimples formed in her plump cheeks. The queen tapped Gauff on the shoulder with her fan.

“Leorino is like a child…no, a grandchild to me. We’re receiving quite the precious gift from the Brungwurts—I will look after him. You may rest easy.”

“I am truly thankful for your kindness, Your Majesty.”

Gauff bowed deeply again. He could trust the Kingdom of Francour-born queen.

“And you are fine. You’ll have plenty of chances to see Leorino again after this. He’ll be living in Prince Gravis’s palace for the rest of his life.”

In a moment of discourtesy, Gauff gawked at the queen. She smiled back, as though to ask, Have you only just realized that?

“So long as you retain your post as guard, you might in fact see him more than you have before.”

In that moment, bells rang loud and clear in Gauff’s mind.

“Your Majesty, I pledge to loyally serve the royal family as knight for the rest of my days!”

 

It was Crown Prince Kyle who approached the second son, Johan. They were close in age and good friends.

“You’ve been wandering around openly, right in front of the king. I think the Cassieuxs have too much freedom.”

“Would you be able to remain calm in my position, Your Highness?”

Kyle knew all about how much Johan adored his youngest brother; he smiled dryly and patted his best friend’s shoulder.

“I don’t know. There’s no one like him among the Fanoren people. How am I supposed to understand the feelings of a brother-in-law sending his brother off to be a bride?”

“Leorino isn’t going to be a bride!”

Kyle shook his head, exasperated.

“Face reality. Even if the name is going to be different because they’re the same sex, Leorino is still, in practice, going to be my uncle’s consort.”

“Oh…”

Johan clung to the wall, his eyes clouded. He pressed his forehead to the wall and let his head droop.

“Johan? Hello?” Kyle peered at Johan. Johan’s eyes were, indeed, glazed over.

“…We never intended for him to become a royal consort…”

“Hm? Yeah, probably not. Leorino’s still a boy, after all. Not something you’d usually ever imagine happening.”

“Do you know how many times I told him that he should be my princess when we were younger?”

Kyle took a step back.

“That’s…probably not something you should talk about in front of other people.”

Kyle listlessly shook his head.

“Why? Why didn’t it work?”

“C’mon, just… Cheer up.”

Kyle made a rough attempt at encouraging his friend, who was losing his mind from being an overly attached big brother. Johan then turned to look at Kyle—his eyes told him there was something he wanted to say.

“What?” asked Kyle.

“Didn’t you used to really like Leorino at some point, too?”

“Hm? Yeah, I did. No one could hate someone with such an earnest disposition as his. But I had no idea my uncle would snatch him up in the blink of an eye. He beat me to it,” Kyle snickered.

“Leorino is an angel, but his looks don’t betray how surprisingly obstinate and stubborn he is.”

“What? You want to take him away from his role as angel?”

“No. I simply wanted to tell you that he’s a normal kid on the inside.”

Johan’s brows were drawn upward, and Kyle cackled.

“You’re comforting me? There’s no need for that. I was joking when I said I wanted Leorino then.”

When Johan raised his brows even higher, Kyle laughed and patted his shoulder.

“We never had the chance for anything to bloom between us, unlike my uncle. Nothing would have earnestly come from that. That’s all. No need to worry.”

“I hope you find a suitable partner for you one day, Your Highness.”

A faint look of sadness crossed Kyle’s expression.

“I don’t know if I will. I could make that joke precisely because he ended up being someone I didn’t get for myself, even if I did show interest in him for a little while. And he hadn’t been dirtied by anyone’s hand in the truest meaning of the word. That’s all I was really interested in.”

“Your Highness, what does that—?”

“Ah, there’s the trumpets, Johan. They’re going to be here soon.”

 

Leorino wore an outfit Maia had enthusiastically put together for him for this day, and he was heartrendingly beautiful. The accessories he wore, which proved he was now royalty, added a brilliance to his elegance. Gravis, too, as he stood beside Leorino, was so perfectly handsome, he was almost divine.

“Goodness me, what a beautiful pair you make!”

The queen was delighted. Even Kyle, the cynic, looked on the pair with a softened gaze.

The wedding ceremony had begun.

Those who would be joining the royal family anew would be personally welcomed and blessed by the king. On the other hand, those who were leaving their noble families would offer their farewells to their family, and the head of the family would then give permission to leave. Such circumstances were recorded in thorough detail in royal history. The statements and greetings given varied from family to family. Though they seemed to be personal greetings, they were still a genuine part of the wedding ceremony.

The pair kneeled before King Joachim and gave their statements. The king offered a short reply. As Leorino rose to his feet, Gravis casually helped him up. The way they acted around one another offered glimpses into their intimacy.

Unlike the casual atmosphere before the ceremony began, the royal family and the Cassieux family now stood at a distance from one another, and the Cassieuxs could not hear any of the statements. The queen was the one to speak to the couple after the king. Leorino once again bowed his head deeply.

The three Cassieux men, dazed, stared at the sight. The moment the youngest brother appeared on the scene, they had all frozen like statues, perhaps overwhelmed by their own emotions.

Leorino’s hair was pulled back from his forehead, and he looked both gorgeous and mature. His family had never seen him like this before.

However, despite the luxurious clothes, he seemed somehow more fleeting than usual.

“Maia.”

“…I know.”

August gripped his wife’s hand, and Maia squeezed his gently in return. The reality that their beloved youngest son was now going to be nothing more than a distant presence was setting in.

How carefully and preciously had they protected this child. Twice had he almost lost his life. They both knew they had been overprotective raising him. Yet they had still raised him to be loyal to his people and those he loved, like any man of the Cassieux family.

Today, their youngest son would be leaving Brungwurt. It was not a simple case of him finding his independence. Leorino had chosen a path that would never bring him back to Brungwurt again.

“Do you remember when Prince Gravis asked for his hand in marriage?”

“That was quite the chaotic day.”

“It was. That day, I asked Leorino, ‘Would you abandon Brungwurt for Prince Gravis?’ And without a moment’s hesitation, he said yes.”

Maia looked up at August.

“August, dear.”

“…What is it?”

Maia gently stroked her husband’s hand. “He is not abandoning our family name. He is setting off with Cassieux blood in his veins.”

“I suppose he is.”

“I was the same. I am still so very happy that we’ve made it through all these years together.”

“…I see.”

Maia, to finish, patted the back of her husband’s hand. When she looked at her sons, she saw they were pensive.

“That goes for you too, Gauff, Johan. Be proud of Leorino and send him off kindly.”

Johan and Gauff nodded silently at their mother’s words.

“Now, then,” Maia quickly wiped away the tears pooling in the corner of her eyes and stood perfectly straight. “They’re coming. Let us send Leorino off with the full support of the Cassieux family. Let us demonstrate that the authority of Brungwurt will always be here for him.”

“Yes, let’s.”

At that, August straightened his posture. Soon, his dignity as margrave returned to him. Johan and Gauff, too, assumed their regular countenances.

 

Gravis and Leorino approached the members of the Cassieux family, who stood and waited at attention.

Leorino was a bit pale—he was perhaps nervous. But in his eyes was a decisiveness, and his head was held high as he faced forward. He carried himself admirably.

A delicate diadem adorned his pale forehead. In the center shone a precious gem the same color as his eyes.

Maia held her breath when she saw just how large it was, and how brilliantly it glistened. It was tanzanite, which was rarer than diamonds. One could scour the entire continent and still be unlikely to find a gem so large and brilliant. It was perfectly suited to be a part of the king’s crown.

That alone was enough to show just how much Gravis loved Leorino. But it was unlikely that Leorino himself realized just how rare and valuable the precious gem on his diadem was.

Leorino beamed at his parents.

“Mother, Father, thank you so very much for attending the ceremony today.”

But August remained silent, and made no move to reply.

“……”

Maia glanced at her husband and, in the next moment, she held her breath. Her husband was glaring daggers at the man who was to be his son’s spouse. Even though she had just told them to send Leorino off kindly with the Cassieux authority as his support, it seemed he was still intent, after all this time, on picking fights with the groom.

On the other hand, Gravis calmly observed August’s stare. Though he was younger than August, Gravis was still a battle-hardened veteran who had made a name for himself across the continent. He knew very well just how much the Cassieux family adored Leorino. With a raised brow, he silently watched and waited for August to make his move.

Leorino noticed the dangerous aura emanating from his father, and he lifted his brows in concern.

“Father, Vi.”

Gravis spoke to his soon-to-be father-in-law first to ease the perplexed Leorino.

“Lord August, I thank you for your permission to marry Leorino.”

“About that, Your Highness. Would it be possible to rescind that now?”

“August!”

Maia jumped in place. A dry smile drew taut over Gravis’s face, of course, in light of August’s vexing request.

“I’m afraid not. Even if it means making an enemy of Brungwurt.”

But their quarrel would only halt the ceremony in its tracks, and they would never reach the chapel. Gravis patted the anxious Leorino’s shoulder to calm him, then buried the hatchet by taking the first step toward August.

“I implore you, Lord August. Leorino cannot be happy if you do not send him off with joy.”

“Rrgh…”

Maia placed a hand on August’s back.

“Darling, look at Leorino’s face. He’s waiting for your blessing.”

August gazed at his youngest son. Leorino’s eyes were misty. The sight caused August’s own blue-green eyes to water, too.

“Leorino… You’ve decided to dedicate your life to the prince.”

Leorino lifted his head and nodded to his father.

“Yes. I will do all I can to fulfill my role as His Highness’s partner.”

Both August and Maia held their breath at their son’s powerful answer.

“Others may think of me as helpless now. But I will be able to support him one day.”

Gravis smiled down at Leorino. “A promising thing to hear from the one who will be my husband.”

Leorino smiled back at Gravis, then faced his parents and brothers again. “I’ve almost lost my life twice thus far, but I’m still alive thanks to my mother and Doctor Sasha.”

A warmth spread in the chest of every member of the Cassieux family when he said that.

“Mother, Father, and brothers—I may still seem weak in your eyes. But I ask you not worry about me.”

“Leorino…”

“Twice, my life has been tethered back into this world. I have no regrets. I will give the rest of my life to Prince Gravis. Today I will begin my fight against my own weakness and naïveté, but I will do everything in my power to make the Cassieux name proud.”

August could not help himself and cupped his son’s cheeks in his hands. Though he knew they were in the middle of the ceremony, he could not help the swell of emotion in him. Father and son looked at each other.

“Father…”

A tear spilled from Leorino’s eye, and August wiped it away with his thumb.

“Don’t cry, Leorino. Men don’t shed tears before they venture out into battle.”

“Yes, Father.” Leorino nodded firmly. He blinked and wiped away his tears. “Allow me to offer my parting words.”

August and Maia stood up straight. It was time to say goodbye.

“In accordance with today’s wedding vows, I, Leorino Viola Maian Cassieux, will be taking my leave of the Cassieux family. I will no longer introduce myself as a Cassieux, and I will no longer return to you as your child. I give you my thanks for your love and for raising me, and I bid you farewell.”

A tear streaked down Maia’s cheek hearing her son’s goodbye.

Gravis placed his hand on Leorino’s shoulder, faced the Cassieuxs, and made his declaration.

“In accordance with today’s wedding vows, I, Gravis Adolphe Fanoren, will be welcoming Leorino Cassieux into the Fanoren family as my spouse.”

When he heard his son’s dignified farewell, and the powerful declaration from the royal that was to be his spouse, August, too, finally accepted the circumstances.

“As head of the Cassieux family, I humbly offer you my greatest congratulations.”

In time with the margrave, the Cassieux family all bowed at once. The sight was thus etched into royal history.

 

And so came the end of the familial parting ceremony. Next, they would move to the chapel for the final ceremony, where they would exchange vows. In the short amount of time before the escort was to arrive, Leorino stayed by his family’s side and relaxed, his nerves dissipated.

“Oh, Rino… I’m going to miss you,” his mother said.

Leorino sniffled and nodded.

“Me, too. I feel like there’s a hole in my heart, and it makes me sad. But it’ll be okay.”

He placed a hand to his chest and pressed on his heartbeat.

“The memories I have of life as Leorino Cassieux are here, along with my memories of a happy life under your, Father’s, and my brothers’ watch. You’ve given me so much love thus far. Whenever I think of Brungwurt, I am filled with warmth, and strength comes to me from the bottom of my heart.”

Leorino had matured, become a bit more powerfully stout.

“Even if the name I go by or my status in society changes, I myself am the same. I know I can keep living life as myself by Vi’s side.”

He looked up at the man standing next to him.

“So please, don’t worry.”

When he was done, a smile blossomed across his face for his family.

 

“Ooohhh… Leorino…”

August wept in spite of himself.

This was where Gravis and Leorino had arrived after a journey of blood, tears, and loss. Just looking at them standing together at the altar caused something to well up inside of August, and his tears did not stop.

“Good grief, dearest… Weren’t you the one who told Leorino not to cry just a moment ago?” Maia poked her sobbing husband in the knee.

“I said no such thing.”

“You did.”

“I did, did I? Well, I may have. Oh, Maia… Look at how beautiful he is on his special day.”

“Shhh. Can you please hold yourself together for a little— Goodness me, August! Look at this, your snot!”

Maia looked up at her husband and held out the little handkerchief she had hid away in her breast.

“Good grief, look at how your nose runs. What a sorry state for the Margrave of Brungwurt to be in. Here, wipe your face with this.”

August had no reservations about loudly blowing his nose into the finely embroidered handkerchief. Maia clenched her fan—how many times had she done that today, she wasn’t sure. By the time the ceremony was finished, the sticks of her favorite fan would surely be bent.

It was then that she heard the guttural sound of noses being blown from behind her, too.

“My word— Johan! Gauff! You too?!”

Maia whirled around, the blue of a vein bulging in her temple. Just as she thought, Johan and Gauff were sobbing, their eyes and noses bright red. Though they were separated from where the royal family sat, the noise still carried well.

The few attendees sitting in the back watched the Cassieux men with awkward smiles. Among them was Lieutenant General Lucas Brandt and Chancellor Marzel Ginter. Beside them was even Gravis’s valet, Theodor Anhalt.

In the next moment, Maia witnessed an unbelievable sight, and she held her breath. She saw, standing behind the pillar at the far back, Hundert and Josef. With delight, they watched their master standing at the altar.

Maia immediately shot a questioning look toward Theodor. He must have known what it was she had seen. He nodded silently. Lucas and Marzel, beside him, also nodded firmly.

Maia’s heart burned with an indescribable emotion.

Though they were doing nothing more than hiding behind a pillar, commoners were still present at a royal wedding, in a chapel meant only for royalty. This was unprecedented. Gravis was breaking custom for Leorino.

This would most certainly cause a stir if it were made public. But Gravis had given Hundert and Josef special permission, since they would be serving Leorino for as long as they lived, to see their master at their best.

Maia faced forward again and as she held back her tears, she whispered to her husband.

“Honey… August, look at the very last pillar, to the right and behind you.”

August briefly glanced behind him in a manner unnoticeable. His eyes then immediately widened, just like Maia.

“What…? They’re here at the ceremony. Does that mean—”

“Yes, I believe Prince Gravis did this for Leorino.”

August grasped Maia’s hand. They remained silent for a moment, watching the couple at the altar.

“It may be his destiny to walk alongside Prince Gravis.”

“It is… No matter what hardships await him ahead, I know he will be happy.”

August and Maia watched the ceremony unfold.

Then, when Gravis and Leorino recited the short but solemn passages of their vows, the direction of the sunlight changed, and brilliant light poured from the skylight over them and the altar.

Margrave and margravine, still hand in hand, quietly heaved deep sighs of joy.






Brungwurt Concerto 2Resolution of the First Son, Auriano



When the fourth son of the Cassieux family, Leorino, was born, Auriano—the first son—was twelve.

It was determined that his mother was with child the year after a terrible cold snap, a time when relations with the neighboring kingdom of Zwelf were deteriorating rapidly. A disquieting air hung over the country, but the cheery topic of the duchess’s pregnancy brought joy not just to the family but to the people as well.

The cannons of war shook Fanoren, and at last, war began with their neighboring country. As Maia’s due date grew ever closer, the ravages of war crept toward Brungwurt.

The Brungwurt lineage was one of the oldest—if not the oldest bloodline on the Agalean Continent—and could not be eliminated. Just as it seemed Brungwurt would become a real battlefield, second and third sons Johan and Gauff were evacuated to their mother’s home city of the royal capital. Auriano alone remained behind to do his duty as the eldest son, to protect their territory in the off chance something happened to August.

Despite the looming threat of war, Auriano quietly prayed that a little sister be born to their family. He had noticed his mother wanted a daughter, after all.

The three Cassieux brothers were identical to their father. They all had dark brown, almost-black hair and blue-green eyes. Even as children, their features were well-set, and they were all sturdily built. Only the second son, Johan, had somewhat softer features, but he was still more stalwart than a normal boy his age.

The youngest brother was born the morning after the tragedy at Zweilink. Auriano thought back on when the third son, Gauff, had just been born—this last brother would most certainly be like any other boy in the Cassieux family, a baby that would look plenty like the rest of them. But what he saw in the morning light was a pale little baby who seemed to shine in his beauty.

 

Zweilink was successfully recaptured by the Royal Army, preventing Brungwurt from being turned into an active war zone. The war itself continued, but since they managed to avoid danger for the time being, Auriano was given little time to rejoice over the birth of his little brother and was sent to spend uneasy days with his other brothers.

Roughly eight months later, the three brothers were finally able to return to their homeland.

When they did, it was strange. There was a warmth over Brungwurt. The land had been restless, and the boys remembered a darkness that hung over it before they departed—they were shocked. Their father, August, greeted the three of them with a bright smile.

“Auriano, Johan, Gauff! You’re back!”

“We are, Father!”

Though they all knew their father was safe, seeing him in such good health and spirits for the first time in a long while brought tears to their eyes.

“You’ve persevered through it all well. Your father is very proud of all of you.”

August gently scooped his three sons into his arms and quietly held them there for a little while.

“It’s all right. The war is over now.”

“Father, Father… We’re so happy to see you again, safe and in one piece.”

“Me too. We’re home, Father.”

“Johan, Gauff… I’m so sorry to have caused you such unease.”

Gauff shook his head.

“Auriano was with us, so I was okay.”

August squeezed all three of them painfully tight one last time. He could see the worries that had pooled in their hearts were slowly dissipating. When they were all calm, the boys asked the question that had been on their minds.

“But, Father, why are all the citizens and the whole castle so merry?” Johan asked.

August gave yet another joyful smile.

“You’ll find out soon enough. I think it’s about time you meet the angel of Brungwurt.”

August’s normally stern expression had thawed. It was a look on him that the three brothers had never seen.

“Father, you’re acting kind of…,” Auriano timidly remarked.

August replied to that, too, with his joyful smile.

“I don’t mind. Now, come quickly, we’re walking fast.”

Their father was in too good of a mood. Auriano glanced around to find that the typically solemn house stewards also wore relaxed smiles. This puzzled the brothers—what had happened?

 

Still in their traveling clothes, the three were guided to the nursery, where their youngest brother was.

“You met him when he was born, didn’t you, Auriano?” August remarked. “Leorino is so cute. Johan, Gauff, you’ll be endeared to him at first sight.”

Their father led the way with light steps, like he was about to break out in dance at any moment. Leorino was indeed an angelic baby, but their father was so delighted, it was as though he had never seen any other to Leorino’s degree.

“Leorino… That’s a good name. Leo… Leo, huh? He sounds strong,” Johan murmured.

August whirled around and shook his head.

“Call him Rino, Johan.”

“But Father, he’s a boy, right? Rino sounds like the nickname for a girl.”

Auriano protested, but August still shook his head.

“He’s Rino. That’s what we settled on for his nickname. I would not blame you if you forgot about ‘Leo’ once you saw him.”

Auriano could not comprehend what his father was saying. Johan and Gauff, too, seemed confused.

“Well, you’ll understand when you see him for yourselves.”

“Understand what?”

“That he is clearly less of a Leo and more of a Rino. You understand, don’t you, Auriano?”

Of course not. But August did not notice the uncertain looks his sons were giving him.

“He may grow to be more like a Brungwurt boy, more like a Leo in the future. But we will call him that when he gets there. For how, he is most certainly a Rino. You’ll immediately understand.”

What was happening to their father—and Brungwurt, for that matter?

Auriano and Johan got answers to their questions right away. And they understood where exactly the strange warmth that had settled in Brungwurt was coming from.

 

“Leorinooo! It’s your fatheeer!”

The moment they stepped into the nursery, August rushed to the little crib by the window.

“Sir! I thought I asked you not to make such a fuss in Master Leorino’s room!” scolded the wet nurse. But one look at the grin on August’s face showed that he was not particularly intent on replying.

Their mother, slender like a goddess, stood and waited for her sons.

“Mother!”

“I missed you, Mother!”

“Auriano, Johan, Gauff, welcome home. You all look well. I’m so glad to see you all.”

The boys rushed to their mother. They each received firm hugs from her, and when the tension in their hearts was finally eased, they indulged in the happiness of being one as a family again.

The war was over. Peace had finally returned to Brungwurt.

“Now go say hello to Leorino. August, show him to them,” Maia said, exasperation in her voice as she addressed her husband who hovered over the crib.

“Ah… Yes, right. I should do that.”

The moment he shifted aside, Auriano, Johan, and Gauff’s eyes went wide. Snugly sitting there was a creature so pale and soft, the likes of which none of them had ever seen. Auriano’s heart stirred. Leorino had been a beautiful child when he was born, but he had been so wrinkly in the first hours of his life. Now he had rounded so cutely, his cheeks so soft, and had grown into cherubic adorability.

“This is…Leorino,” Johan murmured.

“Yes. He’s your little brother.”

Maia placed a hand on each of the boys’ backs, urging them closer to the crib. All three held their breath.

“Brother… Am I seeing things correctly here?” Johan whispered, rubbing at his eyes.

“What is it, Johan?” Auriano asked.

“I see a creature shining so brightly. Is this…an angel? It’s an angel, isn’t it?”

“Johan…?”

“Look at him, he’s an angel. There’s an angel in our house. Incredible. He’s so cute…”

It was their father, August, who flared his nostrils and nodded firmly in response to his second son’s murmurings.

“What did I tell you? We have an angel in the family now,” he said proudly.

“You did. I see you had an angel, Mother, Father.”

“Heh. Isn’t Leorino cute, Johan?”

Auriano and Gauff approached the soft, helpless baby.

As Auriano approached to see Leorino closely, he saw the baby’s hair and skin were truly almost white. His whole body shone. His cheeks were rosy, his lips pointed. His cries sounded like those of a kitten, and he was happily proclaiming something to them. He was, indeed, an angel.

“Aaauuugh!”

“Brother, look!” Johan exclaimed. “The angel is welcoming us home!”

“Is…is he? Is that what he said?”

Johan was thrilled. In that moment, Auriano’s and Leorino’s eyes met.

Leorino’s eyes were unbelievably big. Their color was wonderful, too—it was like a ray of dawn cast through a twilit lavender sky. It was the color of the moment night and morning brush past one another.

“…How beautiful his eyes are.”

They were the color of miracles—nothing clouded them as he stared at Auriano. For a short while, he stared, absorbed in the innocent baby’s eyes. August clapped Auriano on the shoulder.

“The morning Leorino was born, we received word that Zweilink had been recaptured.”

“I remember, Father…,” Auriano replied. “Perhaps the dawn of that day has come to live on in his eyes.”

Maia listened to her husband and her eldest son speak as she moved to hug her second and third sons from behind.

“You will need to grow stronger as the continent’s bonds of peace and tranquility that will protect Brungwurt.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Auriano,” she said. “You will walk in your father’s footsteps and protect this land. Leorino’s eyes are proof of hope. You and your brothers must preserve the peace of Brungwurt…of Fanoren—so that these eyes never cloud.”

“Yes, Mother.”

 

“Awaaa…”

Leorino waved his hands about, wriggling around energetically. August was all smiles.

“Yes, my angel. What is it?”

“Awawaaa!”

“What’s that? You want me to hold you? There we go… Here! The cuddle you’ve been waiting for!”

With a positively gooey smile, August lifted Leorino high into the air. Leorino squealed with delight and flapped his hands and feet.

“Lord August, please do not be so rough with him!” the wet nurse scolded.

“I know!” August yelled in reply. “But Leorino demanded a cuddle, so I had to oblige!”

Leorino was simply making noises as he looked at the people who had come to surround him.

“There you go, Leorino. You’re so cute. My, you’ve started to drool.”

The wet nurse offered a cloth and Maia promptly took it, then handed it to August.

“Use this to wipe Rino’s mouth,” she said.

“Oh, I don’t care at all. Let him drool! Because even his drool is cute!”

August was practically worshiping his youngest son’s drool.

Auriano was still in shock. The war was still going on when he left. His father was not like this when Leorino had just been born, so he had not once imagined he would see his father so head over heels.

“Would you like your big bwudders to hold you now? Hmm?”

Auriano was a total loss for words, hearing big bwudder come out of his stern father’s mouth. Johan immediately held his hands out.

“Father! Allow me to hold Leorino! Come here, Leorino! Come to your brother!”

“Yes, Johan! Hold the angel!”

Johan carefully cuddled the baby handed to him.

“Ohhh! How prettily his drool sparkles!”

Johan was enchanted; he rubbed his face against Leorino’s drool-covered cheeks. “My turn!” Gauff insisted, reaching out his hands to hold Leorino. But Gauff was only six, and holding the baby would not be easy for him. The rest of the family watched on with smiles.

 

Did this child really charm all these people just by drooling?

 

Auriano feared for his youngest brother’s future. But Leorino had no way of knowing how his oldest brother felt; he was in a terrific mood, sociably greeting Johan and Gauff despite meeting them for the first time.

Auriano was struck by a pang of unease. He could not help the feeling that this white and fluffy creature had already taken the teeth out of the impregnable Castle Brungwurt.

 

Rgh, I won’t lose, though! The eldest son needs to stay strong!

 

But Auriano’s logic was mere dust in the wind in the face of an innocent babe.

“Here, Auriano. Hold him.”

“Oh, no, I— Whoa—”

The small, squishy lump was placed in Auriano’s arms.

He panicked for a second, but he quickly readjusted himself to hold the baby more firmly. He already had two younger brothers. He knew how to handle babies. But Leorino in his arms was indeed squishy, small, and helpless. Auriano’s eyes met Leorino’s once again. Leorino had not yet fully opened his eyes when they first parted ways, but now it seemed he was fully taking things in visually. His pure and innocent eyes stared intently up at Auriano.

His little hand thwacked against Auriano’s cheek.

“Awa…ou!”

A shock tore through Auriano. Those eyes, wreathed with thick, white-gold eyelashes, peered up at him.

His world changed. This baby knew nothing of the world yet, but it still seemed like the drool on his smiling face shone brilliantly.

Auriano gazed down at the baby in his arms.

“I heard you, Rino…,” he murmured. “You said my name. What a smart child.”

Maia and the wet nurse exchanged glances. August and the boys clapped with delight.

“He said your name, Brother!” Johan exclaimed. “I’m so jealous! Of course he’d say your name first! Well done!”

“Oh, yes!” August exclaimed. “He indeed said your name! Leorino’s taken to you quite readily. I’m so jealous, Auriano!”

Leorino’s little fingers reached out to Auriano’s cheek once again.

Auriano gently gripped his hand. It was small—so small—and chubby.

“Ooou. Daba, abaaa!”

Auriano nodded with conviction.

“I see you’re asking for favors already. You want me to hold you forever? I see, I see.”

“Is that what Rino said, Auriano?”

Maia lightly thwacked her eldest son on his shoulder. But said eldest son’s world consisted entirely of his newborn baby brother.

“Auriano?” she repeated herself. “Are you listening?”

“I am. There, there, Rino, what cute demands you have of me.”

“You are not listening to me.”

Auriano held his littlest brother tightly. This child’s existence alone was proof that peace had come to Brungwurt.

It would not be long before Auriano would inherit Brungwurt, a point of strategic importance on the Agalean Continent, from his father. He understood that this was a crucial duty he would have to shoulder as ruling lord of the region. And so, in preparation, he put his all into his training and his studies. But now, in this moment, he understood why the Brungwurt men had to be strong.

“…I will protect you from all the troubles of the world.”

Family was everything. His father was a great man who protected this land as its ruler. His mother was loving. His little brothers were cute. And now he had yet another treasure he had to keep safe.

“Father, leave Rino’s future in my hands. Rino will be no one’s bride. Is that all right with you?”

As the next margrave, Auriano resolved to carry responsibility for this fluffy angel’s entire life.

When he said this, his father, his brother Johan, and even the young Gauff all nodded firmly.

“…Madam, did Young Master Auriano claim he would not let Young Master Leorino be anyone’s bride?” the wet nurse asked.

“He did,” Maia replied. “But technically, that will never happen, so it’s all right.”

“Are we sure? Are you sure we’ve not mistaken Young Master Leorino’s sex?”

Fortunately, Auriano could not hear the conversation between his mother and the wet nurse.

He pressed his finger into the smooth, squishy cheeks of the baby in his arms. Leorino squealed in laughter.

“Aaau!”

Warmth spread through Auriano’s chest. He was home at last. The war was over. And the angel that had been born that day was smiling.

He knew it—Brungwurt was, indeed, paradise on earth.
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Brungwurt Concerto 3Worries of the Second Son, Johan



Johan managed to return to the margraviate after being forced to evacuate to the royal capital during the war roughly six months after his younger brother, Leorino, was born.

After three brothers with darker features, the last one born was a baby of white-gold hair and violet eyes, and Johan was captivated at first sight.

Typically, when a child looks so different from his siblings, the mother is often suspected of cheating. But no one, not even his father, had any shadow of a doubt as to his lineage, because Leorino had inherited his maternal grandparents’ features. He had inherited his grandmother’s pale blonde hair and his grandfather’s purplish-blue eyes, but Leorino’s hair was even paler, and his eyes were like a slice of the dawn sky.

But of course, even though he did look so different, his father never suspected his mother of infidelity. Johan’s parents were a rare case of a happily married couple, and they were so close that no one even thought to question if she cheated.

It was not just Leorino’s complexion—the shape of his face was just like his mother’s, too.

Maia hailed from a ducal lineage from the royal capital. She met her husband before coming of age and married into the Brungwurt family as a sheltered and naive young noblewoman. Though she did display inner strength as the daughter of a duke should, she was typically a magnanimous, beautiful girl. Johan had often been told he looked like his mother, but it was nowhere near the degree that Leorino did.

Despite how obsessed Johan was with his youngest brother, the time they lived together was not all that long.

Due to the war, Johan was unable to see Leorino for a little while after he was born. And just as Johan finally got to see him, he reached a milestone in his own growth the following year—he turned ten, halfway to adulthood—and had to attend secondary education in the royal capital.

Since then, he could only fawn over Leorino the few times he returned home each year.

Leorino was bigger every time he went home, and he was even more adorable every time Johan saw him.

This vexed Johan. He wished he could see every moment of the boy’s growth up close.

All of Leorino’s big brothers were head over heels for their littlest brother, but Johan was especially insistent on staying by Leorino’s side whenever he was home, to the bewilderment of his family.

 

“I’ve no way to fill the hole in my heart for the times I can’t see Leorino.”

Hundert, Leorino’s personal chamberlain, looked to Johan, who held Leorino on his lap.

“What was that you said, Master Johan?”

“I’ll start work with financial affairs in the royal capital starting next year. Do you understand how sad I am, Hundert?”

“Do you mean to say you will be seeing Master Leorino even less?”

“Exactly. You get me… All the time I’ve spent with Leorino thus far scarcely adds up to a year. I can’t bear the thought that I won’t be able to watch every moment such a cute child grows up…”

“That is indeed very sad.”

“Haah… If only there was a way to record his growth…”

“Very well,” Hundert said. “As your humble servant, I shall see what I can do for you, Master Johan.”

“Hundert…?”

Hundert nodded. He then vanished, leaving Master Leorino with Johan. After a short while, he returned with a basket, filled to the brim, and big enough that he needed to cradle it in his arms to carry it.

“Oh, those are my clothes,” Leorino pointed at the basket and murmured. Hundert had filled the basket with all the clothes he could fit in it, from Leorino’s baby clothes to more recent items, and brought it to Johan.

“Here is a record of Master Leorino’s growth.”

“I see… You’re a genius, Hundert.”

Johan’s eyes glimmered.

“Hundert? Brother Johan?”

Johan placed Leorino down before the line of clothes Hundert had carefully laid out.

“Leorino, will you help your big brother make some memories to celebrate his starting a new stage in life?”

“Hm? O-okay…”

“Good. First, this one.”

Johan held up a piece that was a bit smaller than Leorino was now—an outfit meant for toddlers. It was a pure white dress that perfectly complemented Leorino’s angelic features.

“Now, Hundert, tell me in detail how adorable Leorino was at this moment.”

“Of course, Master Johan.”

Baby clothes lay scattered before a boy just about to become an adult. Standing in the center of it all was Leorino. Unfortunately, there was no one around to calmly comment on how the entire situation came across.

“All Leorino’s clothes are really frilly, aren’t they? For instance, look at this one. Mother likes this kind of stuff, doesn’t she?”

“You have a good eye, Master Johan. That item was specially ordered through a purveyor for noblewomen in the royal capital.”

“I had a feeling she’d do something like that. She’s definitely chosen clothes that perfectly suit Leorino… Oh, I remember this dress!”

Leorino curiously watched Hundert and Johan’s heated conversation.

Johan lifted a light blue dress and held it up to Leorino. “I know this dress. You wore this at your six-year-old debut party last year.”

Leorino nodded. “I did. Mother told me to wear it, but Grandfather and Grandmother were visiting from the capital, so I was a little embarrassed to wear a dress.”

Johan grinned. The way Leorino so bashfully talked about that time was unbelievably adorable.

“It’s okay, and it’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It suited you perfectly.”

“But…but, Brother, don’t girls wear dresses?”

“Do they? Well, maybe boys don’t really wear dresses in Brungwurt, but there are men who dress all showy in the capital. It’s nothing to concern yourself over.”

Leorino knit his brows.

“But I still think it’s weird for me to wear a dress.”

“But it suits you, so it’s fine.”

“If it suits me, then is it okay for any boy to wear a dress?”

“Of course it is. That’s not a problem at all. Is it supposed to be a problem? Oh, what about this lavender dress? Ah, yes, it would have matched your eyes perfectly. Tell me the details of this moment, Hundert.”

Hundert nodded confidently.

“Well, you see, he could have blinded us all with how adorable he was. Master Leorino was indeed our violet-eyed angel in that moment.”

Hundert was also relaxed when it came to Leorino.

“I braided his shining hair that day under orders of Lady Maia, which made him seem a bit more grown-up than he normally appeared, and then I added the finishing touches with purple roses, and he was just so…! Even the eldest Lev boy was thrilled. He said, ‘There’s a princess!’”

Johan jolted at the final statement.

“…I can’t ignore that. The eldest Lev boy—that’s Rolf, isn’t it? Hundert, how old is Rolf?” Johan questioned Hundert, his gaze sharp.

“Rolf is the same age as Master Gauff, so…he would be thirteen this year.”

Johan’s eyes snapped open in shock. When Leorino saw this, he began to pace around his older brother.

“He’s already a teenager. He’s essentially a grown man. Father is much too lax to allow dangerous men near Leorino!”

“Johan, Rolf is kind. So don’t worry—”

“Rino! Don’t tell me you’re close enough to call each other by name?!”

Leorino leaped at his brother’s menacing attitude.

“Rolf has always been Rolf, Brother.”

Johan sighed and scolded the defenseless Leorino.

“Leorino, you must be modest when you interact with people past a certain age.”

“Modest…? What’s that?”

Leorino’s little head was desperately trying to understand his older brother’s lecture.

“In short, you must never act in a way that will encourage them to expect things from you. In the slim chance they make a mistake, that would cause trouble for you both, wouldn’t it?”

“Expect things from me? Make a mistake?”

Leorino was befuddled, completely unable to comprehend what his brother was saying to him.

“Master Johan, you mustn’t teach him any more than that. It is not yet time for him,” Hundert promptly warned Johan.

Johan gasped in realization, and then nodded honestly.

“R-right. That’s true… Then listen to me, Rino. Be honest. Who’s more important to you—me or Rolf?”

Leorino had no idea what the context was supposed to be, but at least he could answer this question honestly.

“I like you more, Johan. But I don’t hate Rolf.”

“Little brother of mine… Where did you learn that devilish phrase?”

Johan gave a sad sigh. In a panic, Leorino clung to Johan.

“I like you the best, Johan! I love you more than Rolf!”

Johan lifted Leorino into the air, then pressed his face against Leorino’s soft and squishy cheek.

“Oh, Rino! You’re so cute! You’re going to be my princess from now on, okay?!”

“I’m a boy, so I can’t be a prin— Aaahhh!”

Johan lifted Leorino high into the air.

“Hundert! Help meee!”

 

“Johan, what are you doing…?”

Then, the eldest brother, Auriano, appeared.

The second brother was holding their youngest brother, spinning around in the middle of a scattered pile of little clothes. Auriano tilted his head—he had no idea what sort of situation this could be.

“Hey, Brother!” Johan said. “Want to join in?”

“J-join…? Join what?”

Auriano was flustered.

“I’m burning the record of Rino’s growth into my mind.”

“Rino’s growth? What do you mean? Put him down first. You’ve dizzied him.”

Indeed—Leorino’s face was bright red, and his eyes were dazed. Johan quickly set him down. But then the eldest brother swooped in and snatched him up.

“Hey, you just wanted to hold him yourself,” Johan said. “Give Rino back.”

“No.”

Auriano held Leorino’s head to his well-built chest and gently patted his back.

“This isn’t fair, Brother. It’s not fair. I want to hold him like that, too.”

“You fool. It’s your fault for going overboard. Rino is built differently from us. You cannot handle him roughly.”

Leorino sat limply in Auriano’s arms.

“Are you okay, Rino?”

Leorino let his head fall onto the stalwart shoulders of his eldest brother, and then nodded slightly. With his eyes still damp, he looked up at Auriano and gave a little smile.

“…Yeah, I’m okay. Thank you, Brother Auriano.”

“Ooooohhh…! Good. So long as you’re okay!”

Auriano’s fierce countenance, a gift from his father, quickly melted.

Johan had a feeling that Auriano, the eldest, was the most extreme about Leorino, despite the calm front he put on. But Auriano would surely say, “You’re the one person I don’t want to hear that from” if he told him. Either way, they were both head over heels for Leorino.

“Rino, you’ll ruin your health playing with Johan. Let’s have tea over there, the two of us. You must be worn out, aren’t you?”

“I am. I want tea… But I also want to stay with Johan.”

His moist eyes rested on Johan, though he leaned against Auriano.

“Let’s have tea together over there, Johan.”

The angel smiled prettily, inviting him to join them. Bells of benediction loudly rang in Johan’s head.

Auriano rubbed Leorino’s back and then stared over his shoulder to give Johan a stern look.

“Johan, if Leorino ever finds himself in the capital, he’ll be relying on you. You understand this, yes?”

Johan thumped his chest and vowed to his brother, “Of course, Brother. If he’s ever in the capital, I’ll protect him.”

The Brungwurt margrave’s authority was great. Johan was convinced—no one could steal away this angel from the steel walls of the Cassieux family, even in the royal capital. He could find worth in even a lonely life in the royal capital if it meant protecting their angel.

 

Eleven years later, the angel of the Cassieux family would head to the royal capital.

But in that moment, Johan could not even imagine that the most powerful man on the Agalean continent would so quickly abduct their angel.
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I have a brother six years younger than me.

But he has been wearing frilly clothes since he was born, so maybe he’s my sister. His name is Leorino, and I don’t know if it’s a manly name or a cute name. Everyone calls him Rino, not Leo. He’s soft and squishy.

I heard boys and girls are different down there, so I wanted to check, but when I tried to look in his clothes, big brother Auriano got really mad at me.

He said that’s a precious and sacred place for both boys and girl and so I can’t ever look or touch it.

So I don’t know if Leorino is a boy or a girl.

I want to find out.

It will be sad because if Leorino is a girl, then we can’t play together anymore.

God, please make my little brother a boy.

 

“…I wrote that diary entry when I was seven.”

Gauff had called it his dark history; he offered the diary he had written four years ago for his childhood friend, Rolf, to read.

Rolf took it to read through, and as a particularly delicate expression crossed his face, Gauff was unsure whether he should laugh.

Rolf was Gauff’s childhood friend—they were the same age. He was the son of Captain Lev of the Brungwurt Margraviate Autonomous Army, which Gauff’s father ruled over.

“Sorry for making you read that. Ugh, what should I do with this? I guess I could throw it away.”

“No, it’s funny. Why not just keep it? You could show it to Master Leorino one day.”

Gauff would be reaching his teenage years soon, and he would go to school in the royal capital. He was presently clearing out his personal effects before leaving. Rolf had been dragged along to help with the boring cleanup because Gauff had offered to give Rolf whatever he didn’t want to keep.

“When did you find out Master Rino’s actually a boy?”

“I snuck a peek when the wet nurse was changing his diaper.”

“Okay. So…does he have one?”

“Yeah. He does.” Gauff nodded emphatically.

“I see… My old man’s gonna kill me if he finds out you told me this.”

Rolf’s face was red.

“But also, your writing was way worse than mine back then, Master Gauff.”

“Obviously—I was seven. I can write better now, you know. But I also let my big brother Johan take care of things that require thinking, because I’m gonna join the Imperial Guard in the future.”

Rolf immediately pouted. “Man, you’re lucky you’re the third son.”

“You’ve got it rough, Rolf. You’ve gotta take over the Lev family.”

Rolf was the eldest son, which meant he was supposed to follow in his father’s footsteps and join the Autonomous Army. When Gauff thought of it that way, he felt a lot more at ease being the third son. When he graduated from school in the royal capital, he would stay there and join the Imperial Guard.

“Yeah, guess I can’t make Josef follow in my dad’s footsteps. I just gotta do my best.”

Rolf dropped his gaze out the window. Gauff approached him and looked down into the garden, too.

They could see Leorino sitting neatly, playing by himself. Right next to him, Rolf’s little brother Josef was, for some reason, sprawled out on the ground.

Both Gauff and Rolf pointed at their little brothers at the same time.

“What’s Master Rino doing playing by himself?”

“Wait, Jo’s not sleeping on the ground, is he?”

They observed their siblings for a short moment. Leorino got to his feet, picked a flower, then crouched back down in his original spot. He tore up the flower and laid the pieces over the ground, stood again, and picked another flower. The expression on his face was a serious one, and it looked as though he was trying to make some sort of pattern on the ground with the flowers.

“Really, what is Master Rino doing, though?”

“I have no idea.”

Leorino was five, and it was still unclear as to what his sex was meant to be. He wore a white dress, his platinum blond hair shining in the sun. This was the taste of his mother, Maia. No one minded, since the look suited him well, but Gauff was a little worried—what was going to happen if he just grew up like that?

“Hey, Rino!” Gauff called from atop the stairs.

Leorino looked up. “Brother Gauff! Rolf!”

When he found the two of them, he beamed with his unbelievably cute face. He waved his little hand at them, and he truly seemed like he was giving off his own light. Smiles crossed both Gauff’s and Rolf’s faces—they both knew that calling him an angel was an understatement.

“He’s so cute. Why does Master Rino sparkle so prettily like that?”

Rolf, by Gauff’s side, was moonstruck. Gauff punched his childhood friend in the back.

“Rino, what are you doing?” he asked.

Leorino answered his brother in a high voice, “I found ants! I thought they might want the flower nectar!”

He was apparently placing those flowers on the ground to give the ants some nectar.

“What an angel…”

Rolf grinned; Gauff hit him again. But Gauff understood how he felt. Leorino had just turned five, and he was better able to express himself with words. Everything about him was adorable.

Gauff was worried about his little brother’s future—if he grew up like this, beautiful and still androgynous, then his life would be a trial.

“What’s the pattern you’re making with the flowers?!”

Maybe there was a special meaning behind it. The flowers on the ground were somewhat tattered.

“These flowers…a…ap! I’m going fo…when I find…oop!”

What he said vanished behind a gust of the wind, and Gauff could not hear him well.

“What? What did you saaay?!”

Leorino cupped his little hands around his mouth and shouted again as loud as he could. Truly, whatever he did was adorable. An endearing warmth filled Gauff’s chest—Leorino himself was practically a flower.

“This is a trap! When the ants take the nectar, I’m going to follow them, and when I find the colony, I’m going to dump water over it! And get them all in one fall…? One fell swoop!”

“Why?!” both Gauff and Rolf shouted at the same time. The flowers laid out on the ground were a trap to find the ant colony and flood it. Leorino’s adorability belied fiendish ideas.

Leorino shouted again, “Um, there are ants on Mother’s favorite roses! So I promised to chase them away!”

Both Gauff and Rolf grinned—at the end of the day, he was cute.

“What he’s doing is nasty, but Master Rino is still such an angel.”

“Yeah. Flooding the whole colony to kill them all is kind of…you know. But still!”

While Leorino hopped around, busy with his ant traps, Josef was, for some reason, curled up on the ground, quietly snoozing away.

“Rolf… Are you sure Jo isn’t dead?”

“Nah, he’s not sleeping. He’s always like that. He’s like a cat.”

“Really?”

“He says the world’s slow, so he just closes his eyes. Weird, like always. I don’t think the old man’s too happy with him, but he says to let Josef do what he wants.”

“Hmm… I guess it’s okay, since they’re both doing what they wanna do, right?”

Josef was near Leorino in age, so they were brought together as playmates. Their relationship was similar to Gauff and Rolf’s, but unlike their older brothers, who often engaged in play battles with swords, Leorino and Josef did not so much play together as they separately did whatever they wanted, but never apart. They still stuck together, so perhaps they got along well enough.

Josef had placed his wooden sword beside his head. Gauff got a little worried, so he turned to Rolf to check.

“Hey. Josef would never hit Rino with his sword, would he?”

Rolf’s brows lifted, perplexed by the question, and then shook his head.

“I think it’s okay because Master Rino doesn’t have a sword. The margrave’s given him permission to keep it with him, though.”

“Oh, okay.”

“…Forgive him, Master Gauff. Despite what he’s doing, he’s still trying to protect Master Rino.”

“I know that. Josef’s strong enough that he can guard him, even though he’s a child. I’ve been so busy getting ready to go to school in the capital that I haven’t been able to spend much time with them… Yeah, I get it. He’s all grown-up, protecting him for us.”

Leorino was hunched over, staring hard at the ground, and he slowly began to plod along. It seemed he had found the ant he was looking for and was now following it.

“Don’t leave the garden, Rino!” Gauff shouted.

When he saw his little head nod, he went back to sorting his things.

 

“Well… Guess we should go get them. They’ll be cranky if we don’t play.”

“Yeah. But man, things are gonna be so boring when you go the capital, Master Gauff.”

“I know. It would’ve been so much more fun if I got to go to school in the capital with you.”

Gauff and Rolf stepped out into the garden. But the other two boys were not in the spot they last saw the white head of hair.

“Where’d they go?”

Waist-high hedgerows had been planted throughout the garden to make walks more enjoyable. It was easier to see over the whole garden from the upper floors, but the two little ones would not be so easy to find from the ground.

“Master Rino was chasing ants, so he’s probably walking around closer to the ground.”

In that moment, a child’s voice tore sharp through the garden air—“Master Rino!”

It was Josef’s voice. Out of the corner of his eye, Gauff saw Leorino’s personal valet, Hundert, who had been waiting at attention in the cloister, rush forward. Gauff’s eyes went wide.

“Rino!”

 

What is he…? Why did he go out that far?!

 

At some point, Leorino had come from the garden to a spot beside the archway that led to the outside corridor. That would have been fine if that were the only change, but standing before Leorino was a man Gauff had never seen before.

Leorino stared wide-eyed up at the man. A terrible feeling settled in Gauff. Goosebumps bloomed over his skin in fear.

“Who is that?”

His awful feeling was correct. The man grabbed Leorino’s torso with both his hands and lifted his little body up.

“Dammit—! Rino! Anyone!! Is anyone around?! We have an intruder!”

Gauff couldn’t see the man’s features from far away, but everyone in the margraviate knew Leorino. Anyone who laid a hand on him clearly had sinister intentions.

Gauff and Rolf dashed toward him at the same time. They drew the swords at their hips. These blades were much lighter than the ones adults used, but they were not for children. They were live steel that could draw blood.

 

We’re big. We have the skill. We can fight!

 

Josef’s tiny frame leaped toward the man.

“Josef!”

The man attempted to thwack Josef away with one hand, but he could not manage it while holding Leorino. It was then that another man appeared behind him. Gauff was sure of this—they were intruders, clearly here to kidnap.

The man grabbed Josef and threw him. Josef was still only eight years old. He stood no chance against the strength of a grown man. His little body was hurled straight into the hedgerow.

“Josef!” Rolf cried.

Hundert was next to leap at the man holding Leorino. But the skinny attendant was mercilessly kicked to the ground.

“Hundert! Dammit… Someone! Someone, please come! Intruder in the garden!”

Gauff shouted again. The man carrying Leorino held onto him even tighter. It didn’t seem he had any intention of hurting Leorino, but was still handling him roughly, and Gauff screamed.

“Rino! Dammit— Rolf, do you recognize that man?!”

“No, I’ve never seen him before!”

Josef got to his feet again, and he leaped at the man at lightning speed one more time. He was holding something—his wooden sword.

“Josef!” Rolf shouted. “Give it everything you got! Get him!”

Josef flew at the intruder, blocking the way. He swept his wooden blade to the side. The strength of his jump almost made it impossible to believe he was still just a child. The speed of his swing made it hard to see the arc of the tip of his blade.

There came a sharp crack. Gauff heard it, too.

“Gah…!”

The sweep of Josef’s wooden blade connected with the man’s temple in a flash, and as his feet touched the ground, Josef thrust the sword into the man’s stomach. The man collapsed on the spot.

Though his strength was only that of a child, no one’s skull would remain unharmed after being hit with a wooden stick at that speed.

The man carrying Leorino panicked when he saw his partner in crime defeated. But ultimately, he chose to abandon him. He tucked Leorino under his arm and ran.

“Rino!”

Gauff and Rolf finally reached Josef and the incapacitated man. The man did not even twitch. Perhaps his skull had been broken, and his life was already forfeit.

“Hundert! Quick, report to Father!”

“Understood!”

Hundert got to his feet and, with unsteady steps, ran off.

“Good job, Josef!”

A branch or something must have scratched Josef when he had been thrown into the hedge—there was a trail of blood from his temple. But his sharp eyes fixed hard in the direction the man had gone.

“Jo! You’re hurt!”

Josef shook his head.

“I’m okay! I’m gonna chase him!”

“Hey—wait! Dammit! Rolf, go call for backup from the guards! I’ll chase after Jo!”

Gauff put backup in Rolf’s hands because Rolf was the son of a military captain—he knew where the soldiers were stationed throughout the castle better than Gauff did. Rolf nodded.

“I’m trusting you, Rolf!”

“Yeah, hurry! Oh, wait! Josef, do you want my sword?!”

Just as Josef was about to run off, he stopped in his tracks and whirled around. Rolf held it out to him with a word of warning that it was a bit heavy, but Josef claimed he would be fine and took it.

“Can I kill him?” he asked.

Both Gauff and Rolf nodded. They need not care for the life of the criminal who was kidnapping Leorino.

“Let’s go, Jo!”

Gauff’s eyes locked with Josef. They nodded, and ran off at top speed.

Brungwurt Castle was vast. The castle walls were layered in steps, starting from the outer wall and ascending toward the center. The walls themselves were a passageway where one could ascend via carriage to the lord’s residential palace in the center. It was not easy to get into the garden.

But considering how solid the castle’s defenses were, the areas around the lord’s residential palace, which included the garden, were typically only frequented by familiar faces. In short, if one managed to skillfully sneak all the way into the center, security was thin there. That was where the kidnappers struck.

“—Jo! The wound on your face is gonna—press on it! Are you really okay?!”

As Gauff ran, he undid the scarf around his neck and handed it to Josef. Josef took it without a word and wrapped it around his head as they ran. The way he tied it was clumsy and silly-looking, but Gauff was not going to laugh.

Josef was three years younger than Gauff, but he was unbelievably fast. The skinny boy dashed forward like an animal, and Gauff ran as hard as he could to keep up.

“Jo, that’s gonna scar your pretty face.”

“I’m a boy, so I don’t care if I get a scratch on— There he is!”

They spotted the dark silhouette on the passageway just below them. They could catch glimpses of the platinum blond head over the man’s shoulder, but it would quickly vanish again. The boy’s little frame was being violently jostled around, and Gauff was overcome with worry. He was such a delicate kid.

The man came to a junction in the path. The boys could see him hesitating over which route to pick.

“Sorry, Master Gauff, but I’m running ahead!”

Even though Gauff was running at full speed, it was still too slow for Josef.

“Got it! Go!”

Josef nodded and sped up in a blink. Gauff was built differently from a regular person, and he was more physically skilled than average, but he was no match for Josef’s speed.

Josef leaped off the side wall.

“Wha—?! Nooo! What are you doing?!”

Josef flung his tiny self through the air without hesitation. He’d leaped from the wall, which was twice as tall as an adult man, to close the distance between himself and the kidnapper in the blink of an eye. It was a high enough jump that he would be seriously injured if he landed incorrectly.

“You’re kidding me! Be carefuuul!!”

Gauff was so scared, he thought his heart was going to leap out of his throat.

Josef lowered himself and leaped again, and this time landed right in front of the man. Josef held a sharp blade at the ready before him. The kidnapper carrying Leorino stopped in his tracks.

“You did it!” Gauff shouted with glee.

At the same time, he heard the footsteps of the guards ascending the passageway. They were doubtlessly the backup Rolf had called for.

 

He got all the way to the bottom to get backup so quickly! I knew you could do it, heir to the army! My best friend!

 

“Yes! Josef, keep biding for time!”

The man would not be able to escape now. However, Leorino was still held hostage. That was the problem. Either way, Gauff knew all he had to do now was catch up, so he swallowed and ran as fast as he could.

At last, he caught up to the man after running as hard as he could. It was hard to breathe. His chest felt like it was going to burst.

Josef was not out of breath at all. With the spirit of an inferno, the eight-year-old boy held his sword at the ready and intimidated the man.

“Huff… Huff… Damn you! Give me my little brother back!” Gauff shouted from behind. The man’s attention shifted to him just ever so slightly. That was the moment. Josef silently leaped into the air and swung his blade into the side of the man’s head at an incredible speed. It was the same spot he’d hit the first man.

“Gaaaaah!”

Blood gushed out of him. The man screamed and tossed Leorino from his arms.


 

No! Rino—! I gotta make this!!

 

Gauff threw aside his own sword and slid beneath the smaller boy.

“—Oof.”

Leorino fell into his arms. Gauff had hit his own back and shoulders pretty hard, but at least he made it in time.

He’d finally saved his little brother. He held him so, so tightly.

“Rino…! You’re okay now! It’s me, your big brother!”

He peered down at the little face, and those pale cheeks were sopping wet. The little boy had been so tense from fear this entire time, but once he heard Gauff’s voice, he began to tremble.

“Wah… Waaaaaah! Hwaaaaah…!”

With a voice so thin and pitiful, Leorino broke out into tears. Gauff felt so bad for him, he squeezed his little brother one more time.

His little brother was so helpless and small. Though the precise moment for it had passed, Gauff, too, began to tremble—he was so glad Leorino was safe.

“Rino… Leorino, it’s okay now. You’re okay. That was so scary, wasn’t it?”

“B-b-brodder… Bro— Th-the ants… Daddyyy! Mommyyy…!”

With trembling lips, Leorino began to fervently call for his parents. Though he was five and rather well-spoken for his age, he had reverted to poor speech.

“It’s okay, it’s okay. Father’s going to be here soon. And you’ll see Mother soon, too. It’s okay.”

“I’m—I’m sowwy… Gau…”

Gauff patted his back, and Leorino’s little hands clung to him.

 

Oh, poor thing. He must’ve been terrified.

 

What if Leorino really had been kidnapped? Gauff had no idea what the culprit could’ve wanted, but the thought of them getting past the castle walls filled him with nothing but fear.

The kidnapper’s limbs were twitching. The live steel that had been thrust against the side of his head was incredibly sharp. He was probably going to die soon.

Josef staggered toward them. Gauff beckoned him over.

“Jo! Josef, come here.”

Josef had displayed terrifying skill with his sword; his slender hands were shaking.

“Are you okay, Josef? You’re not in pain, are you?”

Gauff gently brushed his hand over the wound on Josef’s temple, over the messily bound scarf around his head.

“I’m glad Master Leorino is safe… Urgh—”

“It’s because of you that he is. Thank you for saving Rino.”

Tears poured from Josef’s eyes when he heard that.

“I was with him, and yet… I’m sorry… Waaah…”

No matter how talented he was at handling the blade, he was still only eight. There was no doubt that watching Leorino get kidnapped in front of his eyes had been a considerable shock.

Even now, though it was all over, Gauff felt a fear so intense it made him nauseous.

As Gauff kept petting Josef’s sandy hair, he eventually crumbled and began to cry. Leorino, too, was sobbing into Gauff’s chest.

As the blond children clung to him, Gauff, too, felt like he was about to cry.

 

No, I’m not going to. It’ll be chaos if I do. C’mon, me, you can keep it together, you’re a son of the Cassieux family.

 

“Look, backup’s here. You did really, really well, Jo. Thank you. You’re okay now.”

As Josef sobbed, he glared at the criminal who twitched as he took his dying breaths.

“The man… He’s still alive. I’ll finish him off,” Josef said.

“No, wait,” Gauff stopped him. “It’s your fau— It’s thanks to you that he can’t fight back, you know? They’re gonna interrogate him, so you don’t have to finish him off, okay?”

He did not have the heart to tell him that the man was probably going to die soon. With reddened eyes, Josef nodded.

“More importantly, Jo, we need to take care of your wound. Can I look? …Oh, good, looks like most of the bleeding’s stopped.”

There then came Rolf shouting for them. Rolf and Josef’s father, Lev, came rushing toward them. When the reliable adults came on the scene, Gauff could feel all the tension finally leave his body.

 

I guess this means it’s over now… Damn, I hurt everywhere.

 

“Rolf told us what happened. Gauff, Josef, you both did so well.”

August fell to his knees and placed a hand each on Gauff and Josef’s heads as they remained sprawled on the floor.

“It wasn’t me,” Gauff said. “Josef saved him.”

August nodded deeply, then tightly wrapped his arms around Josef’s shoulders.

“Josef, you did well. Your strength is the pride of Brungwurt.”

Josef broke into tears again.

August turned around and nodded. Lev cradled his trembling, curled-up son in his arms and soothed him. Josef’s narrow shoulders shuddered.

“It’s…it’s my fault.”

“Why do you say that, Josef? You were scared.”

Josef lifted his head from his father’s chest and gazed sadly at Leorino.

“I decided that I was gonna be the one to protect him, but…Master Leorino got kidnapped anyway.”

Josef wasn’t scared. He was crying out of regret and frustration. The grown-ups seemed impressed by his heroic spirit. A bit of the blood from the wound on Josef’s forehead had smudged onto Lev’s shoulder.

“How is Josef’s injury?” August asked.

A fatherly look crossed Lev’s face. He peeked under the cloth wrapped around Josef’s head, then turned to August with a look of relief and nodded.

“He’s all right. It’s likely just a scratch and not very deep.”

“I see. But have Willy take a look at him anyway, just in case. Your precious son got hurt.”

“Oh, none of that. A wound taken from protecting Master Leorino may instead be a mark of his pride. You did well, Josef.”

Lev petted his son’s head. Josef nodded slightly and finally stopped crying. The adults were relieved.

 

Gauff’s eyes met Rolf’s. Rolf smiled back, relieved.

“Thanks, Rolf.”

“Don’t mention it. I’m glad Master Leorino is safe.”

Leorino was still clinging to Gauff until August scooped him into his stalwart arms.

“Come here, Leorino.”

The moment his father’s arms came around him, Leorino began to bawl.

“Man… I’m done.”

When Gauff handed the light, but weighty life back to his father, this time, every last drop of his strength left him, and he sprawled out on the ground.

Leorino clung to August with his little hands.

“Daddy… Da, wah… Daddy…! Wah!”

“I’m so glad you’re okay… Your big brothers kept you safe, you know.”

August held his youngest son tightly, his hands trembling. Between sobs, Leorino desperately attempted to explain himself.

“I’m—I’m sowwy, I—I chased…a-ants… The ants… Brudder said I—I couldn’t…leave the garden… So—I—”

It was hard to understand what he was saying, with how hard his lips trembled as he spoke, but Gauff got the general idea.

Leorino was telling his father—to the best of his ability—that it was not his brother’s fault, that it was his own fault, and he was apologizing for it. Such a young child had no need to apologize. It was the guards’ incompetence that allowed an intruder into the garden.

“Father, Rino did as I instructed. He did not leave the garden.”

August nodded. He must have heard the details from Hundert.

“Rino, you were trying to chase the ants away from the garden for your mother, weren’t you? What a good boy.”

“I just… I was just…looking at ants… I’m so…wwy…”

“I know, you were scared.”

August continued to quietly rock the small boy. Leorino’s sobs slowly hushed.

With Leorino still in his arms, August gave orders to the guards. The dying kidnapper was taken away. He had stopped moving, so perhaps he had already left this world.

Rolf offered Gauff a hand to help him to his feet. Rolf also brushed the dirt off his back.

“Thanks,” Gauff said. “Where’d Jo go?”

“Father took him. His wound isn’t that deep, but since it’s near his eye he’s getting Doctor Willy to look at it, just in case.”

“Okay.”

Once things began to settle, August called Gauff over. When Gauff saw the look of relief on his father’s face, he realized how truly glad he was that he managed to keep his little brother safe.

“I’m so proud of you, Gauff. You truly did well.”

August pulled him in and wrapped an arm tightly around his shoulders. Gauff was a little embarrassed, but he noticed how his own unease vanished when his great father hugged him.

“It really is all thanks to Josef. I was just running after him,” Gauff said.

August nodded.

“Still. You calmly gave orders to Hundert and called for backup. You have skill rivaling a full-fledged warrior. And Josef’s swordsmanship is unparalleled. You made the decision that you could be successful with Josef, and you chased after the intruder. It was a brilliant decision.”

Gauff respected his father so much; his chest swelled with pride to be so lavishly praised by him.

 

Lev returned after leaving his son with the doctor.

“Was Josef okay?”

“Yes. His wound seems to be no more than a scratch. His eyes are all right, too. I apologize for the worry caused.”

“Lev, I’ve thought about it, and I want Josef to be Rino’s bodyguard in the future,” August said.

Lev hummed. “I am truly grateful for the consideration, but…the boy is a difficult one, as I’ve warned you. He’s much too sensitive to perceived hostility and he cannot suppress flares of impulse.”

“I don’t mind,” August firmly shook his head. “I have no plans on ever allowing Leorino to hold a sword. Josef would never turn on anyone who would not point a blade at him, no?”

“It is likely, but…”

“Lev. Your son is going to become the greatest swordsman in all of Fanoren. His eye and skill are exceptional—you must not let them rust. And I believe giving him a purpose for his blade will help calm his impulses.”

Gauff nodded at his father’s words.

“I think my father is right, Lev,” he said. “Josef works really hard to protect Leorino in his own way when they’re together. I think he acts, thinking it’s his mission. He put his life on the line for Leorino this time, too. There’s no better bodyguard for him.”

Rolf pleaded with his father, too.

“Father, Josef would never harm Master Leorino. He’s been afraid of himself ever since the incident. He always has his eyes closed because he doesn’t want to hurt anyone. But I think he should be okay now. He won’t hurt an ally. You should give him a reason to live.”

August watched father and son converse, fully satisfied. He reached out and patted Rolf on the head. Rolf would be following in Lev’s footsteps, and he indeed had level-headed observation skills.

“Right now,” August began, “Josef is at the whims of his godsent talent. But as Rolf says, he will likely calm down as he grows up. Josef is a Brungwurt treasure. We should look after him, no?”

“If you insist, my lord… Then I will gladly pass on the position to him.”

“Thank you. Leorino is our angel here in Brungwurt. Let Josef’s blade protect him for the rest of his life.”

It was in that moment that Josef’s fate was decided; he was to become Leorino’s bodyguard.

 

Leorino rested in August’s arms, dazed.

He had worn himself out crying. He’d temporarily reverted back to his baby self—now sucking his thumb despite having stopped the habit a long time ago. Gauff held out his hand to him, and Leorino tentatively reached out and gripped his finger.

“Tank you, brudder.”

He spoke like a baby, but his gratitude found its way to Gauff.

 

Oh, he’s so cute. He’s like a wilted flower now, but I’m really glad he’s safe. The angel of Brungwurt… Our cute little brother.

 

Gauff stroked Leorino’s cheek with the back of his finger. His chubby cheeks were damp with tears.

“I’m so relieved, Rino. You’re okay now.”

“Yeah.”

Leorino nodded with a tear-stained smile. His long eyelashes, wilting and heavy with tears, trembled.

 

The men who plotted the kidnapping died before they could be questioned due to the deep cuts Josef left on their heads. Their motives for the kidnapping attempt remained unknown. But one could make guesses.

Cassieux blood was valuable.

Brungwurt faced the Kingdom of Fanoren’s northwestern border, and it touched the borders of the Kingdom of Zwelf, the Kingdom of Francoure, and the Mercenary State of Gdaniraque. It was a key location that could reshape the balance of power on the continent.

On top of that, the Cassieux family was rich with Fanoren royal blood. If any member of the family were taken hostage, then it would be blackmail against Fanoren on two fronts.

Or perhaps it was simply money. One could lead a plain life with simplicity and fortitude, but anyone who put their mind to demanding ransom would be promised an astronomical sum. And so, Gauff and his brothers had been trained thoroughly in martial arts and swordplay. But Leorino, who was lithe and more like his mother, was different.

Margrave and margravine grew even more overprotective of Leorino, and it was not long before they stopped letting him outside the residential palace.

 

Gauff would soon be leaving for the royal capital.

Before his departure, he met with Josef and Rolf. There was a faint scar on Josef’s temple. It was unfortunate, Gauff thought, because he had such a pretty face otherwise.

“What’s Master Leorino gonna do?” Josef asked.

Gauff could only offer a strained smile. “Man, you should ask Mother… I mean, I couldn’t let him out of my sight for a while after that, so I get how she feels, but…”

“Is it that bad?”

Gauff nodded. “Mother’s been a wreck ever since. She doesn’t want Rino taking a step outside of her room. Father’s been trying to calm her by telling her that’s not healthy for him, but she gets really anxious when they’re apart… Until she calms down, he’s not allowed in the garden. They let him play inside the castle.”

“Is Master Rino better now?”

“Yeah. He’s gotten a little scared of adults, but he’s starting to forget about it.”

“I see…”

They looked around to see guards standing in each of the four corners of the garden. No longer was it the sort of place where children could play as they pleased. Josef seemed somewhat sad about that.

 

Man… I hope Leorino and Josef get to play without a care in the garden again sometime.

 

He hoped there would be another time when his beloved flower and cat could play leisurely in the garden together again. Gauff thought about urging his parents to allow them before he left for the royal capital.

“Jo, I know it’s another thing for you to worry about, but take good care of Rino, okay?”

“I will. I’ll make sure he’s safe whenever I’m with him.”

“You watch over Rino, too, Rolf.”

Josef gazed up at his big brother, then turned to Gauff and shook his head.

“My brother likes girls, so he’s been sneaking out of the castle a lot recently. I don’t think you should rely on him.”

“Hey! Josef! Why’d you say that to Master Gauff?! I’m gonna be captain of the Autonomous Army one day. You can definitely rely on me!”

That was one ruthless little brother. Gauff reached out to pat Josef on the head, but he slinked out of reach.

“Why’d you run? Are you a cat?”

“I don’t like people touching my head.”

Typical Josef—Gauff smiled. When he realized that he would no longer have interactions with Josef like this, he grew sad.

“Keep working on your swordsmanship, Jo,” he said.

“…Okay. You don’t have to tell me twice.”

Josef would become the best swordsman in Fanoren one day.

 

Yeah. I gotta do my best, too.

 

“I’ll be training at the royal capital, too. I’m gonna get strong enough to match you, so we should spar when I come back.”

Josef’s head snapped up and he stared at Gauff. The look in Rolf’s eyes, too, said he had a word or two for him.

“But, I… Whenever I fight someone…”

Gauff knew why Josef hesitated.

“It’s okay. You’ll know how to hold yourself back eventually. Just think of me as Rino, okay? And you can go easy on me.”

“I couldn’t think of you as Master Leorino, Master Gauff. You’re not alike at all.”

“Oof… I guess you’re right, though.”

“And I would never turn my blade on Master Leorino.”

That was heartening to hear. Gauff smiled—Josef was as strong as an entire army, even if he was just a child.

“Then think of me as an enemy holding Leorino. You managed to hold back during that fight, didn’t you?”

Ultimately, even when Josef did hold back, the culprits died, but Gauff set that aside for now.

“Think of you as an enemy holding Master Leorino…?”

“Yeah. The whole reason you went easy on those kidnappers was because you didn’t want to hit Rino.”

Josef fell into quiet thought; it was hard to tell what he was thinking about.

Gauff and Rolf both watched him. And when Josef finally looked up, he said—

“Got it. So I need to hit you in a place where I can kill you with one hit.”

“No!” Gauff and Rolf shouted at the same time.

That wasn’t holding back—his conclusion that he needed to make a fatal blow in one hit was brutal.

 

Man… The days Rolf and I would chat as we watched over Josef and Leorino are coming to an end.

 

“Josef, be a good friend to Leorino forever.”

Josef nodded firmly at Gauff’s request.

Gauff hid his pain behind a smile.

Boyhood was ending. Gauff would soon begin attending school in the royal capital, and when he graduated, he would join the Royal Army. And after that, he would likely live out the rest of his days in the capital. Outside of occasional visits home, and barring extreme circumstances, Gauff would never live in Brungwurt again.

It was only now, when he thought about how he would be leaving home, never being able to see how his little brothers would grow up, that he felt painfully reluctant to leave.

Brungwurt was so full of love and peace that he found himself making a wish: may these moments last forever.

 

But no matter where I go, I’ll always be watching over all of you.

 

Gauff would recall the vow he made that day in the not-so-distant future.

When he would finally become captain of the Imperial Guard of the Kingdom of Fanoren, he would be there to watch over flower and cat in the royal palace, in all ways imaginable, for the rest of his life.
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There came the sound of metal clashing and clattering. The servants all leaped in surprise.

What echoed across the elegant dining table was the second and third sons dropping their cutlery onto their plates as they heard what their father said.

“Father… What did you just say?”

Sitting around the dinner table were the margrave and margravine, who had both come to visit the royal capital; the fourth son, Leorino, who had come home after a bit of a dispute with the king’s younger brother; the second son, Johan; and the third son, Gauff.

When the second son, Johan, asked his question with a quivering voice, August replied with displeasure.

“I said, Leorino is to be the spouse of Prince Gravis. We have just made official arrangements with His Highness.”

“Oh my goodness…”

Even Maia was, surprisingly, staring in wide-eyed shock.

“I had a suspicion when I saw how he was with Rino, but… My, His Highness works fast.”

“Maia… I am sorry I never told you, but His Highness has been asking for Leorino’s hand in marriage for quite a while now, in fact.”

“He has?! Good grief, why did you not tell me about such an important matter?!”

“Well… There were a lot of reasons. I’m sorry.”

While Johan and Gauff watched their parents converse out of the corner of their eyes, they sat frozen.

“Father… The way you say it makes it sound like, uh…His Highness is going to take Leorino as his wife.”

With a look of regret, August turned to look at his second son.

“He is.”

“What do you mean, he is?”

Johan was a sore loser. The third son, Gauff, was also still in shock.

“Like I said,” August repeated himself. “His Highness will be taking Leorino as his wife.”

“You’re kidding, right? Not Lord Julian?”

August sighed. “I am not. Prince Gravis will be taking Leorino as his wife.”

The second and third sons at last understood that their father was not jesting. Slowly, they awkwardly turned to look at their youngest brother.

“Rino, are you hearing the nonsense Father is spewing?”

“This is because you go out and spend the night elsewhere without permission. Father’s finally lost his marbles.”

“Hey! I have all of my marbles yet!” August shouted, but the two ignored him.

“Leorino, you’re marrying the king’s younger brother…?” asked the brothers.

With bright, sparkling eyes and a bright smile, Leorino nodded.

“Yes. I am. I hope I have your blessings, Brother Johan, Brother Gauff.”

The heavy table shuddered. Johan and Gauff were shaking it without realizing.

“Johan, Gauff! What uncouth behavior!”

Maia immediately cautioned her sons on their manners. Johan flew off the handle—now was not the time for manners.

“Mother… Mother, how can you be so calm?!”

Maia sighed. “Good grief, Johan. Did you not see Prince Gravis and Rino together earlier? Our cute little Rino loves His Highness, and His Highness loves Rino.”

Every man of the Cassieux family held their breath. But Rino alone nodded to corroborate what she said.

“Plus, Rino has already given his heart and body to him.”

Maia was ruthless.

“Maia! Please!”

“Mother, how vulgar!”

“Enough fantasies, Mother!”

With his fork still held tightly in hand, Johan slammed his fist onto the table.

“Our Rino… Our Rino has been… No! I could never say it aloud!”

Leorino stared up at his father with a calm, neutral expression. But the attendants at attention behind him were whispering among themselves, “His father’s face, his father’s face…”

“The men in this family are truly overprotective. Oh well. You can read it plain as day on Rino’s face. There’s no way he could hide it.”

She sighed deeply. Leorino offered a reassuring smile.

“It won’t show on my face anymore after what you’ve taught me. You’ve no need to worry.”

“Very well. You’re still thinking about the terrifying look on your father’s face, aren’t you? Very well done.”

“Yes. I will never act inappropriately in front of others when I think of my father’s face.”

The youngest son’s words destroyed August.

Johan jolted upright and asked Leorino, “Rino… Is what Mother and Father said…really true?”

“Yes.”

“Are you… Are you really going to…marry the king’s younger brother?”

“Yes. Father has given permission, so I’m delighted to gratefully accept His Highness’s proposal.”

Leorino’s smile shone. It was, in fact, almost as though it glittered brightly of its own accord.

“—This is war!” Johan suddenly shouted. The outburst sent the servants jumping with fright once more. “Father! Now is the time we pay off our ancestors’ grudge! Now is the time we bring the bloody hammer down onto Fanoren for invading Brungwurt!”

No one expected Johan to bring up their ancestors’ grudge from two centuries prior.

Of Leorino’s older brothers, Johan appeared the mildest. But despite his looks, he was the one in the Cassieux family who was most extreme when it came to his little brother.

“Yeah!” The third son, Gauff, stood with a knife in hand. “Father! I will quit the Imperial Guard and create a separate wing of our Autonomous Army!”

“Gauff?! C-calm down, the both of you!”

However, August’s dignity held no weight. Leorino’s innocent strike was still taking its toll.

“How are we supposed to stay calm like this?! Ignorant Leorino and the king’s younger brother?! The prince is old enough to be his father! And…with such an intimidating man at his side, how will I ever get close to Rino ever again?! Dammit!”

“The devil’s in your mouth, Gauff.”

“Urgh… Mother, please don’t look at me like that! Very well. I will accept punishment for using foul language! But… Dammit, this is a nightmare!”

Gauff tore at his hair. He stood, knocking his chair over as he did so, and then marched over to Leorino, who was gawking at his panicked brothers. Then Gauff gently lifted Leorino with his burly arms.

“Wahhh! B-Brother Gauff!”

“Leorino! We’re going home to Brungwurt right this instant! Hundert, prepare the carriage!”

“Whaaat?! Why?!”

Overwhelmed, Leorino struggled in an attempt to escape his brother’s hold.

“No, I’m not going home! I’m staying by Vi’s side! Gauff, you idiot! Let me down this instant!”

“No! If you remain in the royal capital, then this means war with Fanoren!”

“Wh-what are you talking about?! Are you insane?! You know that isn’t the answer! Gosh, Johan, you’re speaking nonsense!”

Leorino stared at his second brother with wide, pleading eyes. Johan nodded solemnly.

“Leorino, you will spend the rest of your life in Brungwurt. I will also quit my job and return to Brungwurt.”

“Not you too, Johan…”

Leorino was dumbstruck, forgetting to fight back.

“Gauff!” Johan shouted. “Take Leorino away from here!”

“Yes, Brother!”

Leorino was shaken around like a stick in his big brother’s arms. But having just eaten, it was akin to torture for him.

“Bleh… No, Gauff, stop shaking me… My dinner’s coming back up— Hurgh!”

Leorino held back his nausea, pressed a hand to his mouth, and groaned.

“Johan! Gauff! Stop this at once!”

The sharp, shrill, booming voice froze Johan and Gauff in their tracks.

“That’s enough.”

Everyone present in the dining room turned to look at the margravine. There stood Maia, her eyes colder than frozen sweets.

Though she was small and slender, what rose from within her was enough to overpower everyone else.

“M-Maia…”

“Mother—”

As the men began to calm, they looked a bit uncomfortable. Maia heaved a deep sigh.

“Good grief. What an honest shame all the men of Brungwurt are.”

Johan and Gauff turned pleading eyes to their father, but August was rendered completely helpless in the face of his wife’s anger. Though they were like bear and cat in terms of physicality, once Maia got angry, her power surpassed appearances. She, of course, was the former noblewoman of a duke’s family, in whose veins flowed royal blood.

“Johan, you saw them, too, didn’t you? You’re too late.”

“Too late…?”

“I will say it as many times as I need to—Leorino has already given his heart and body to His Highness.”

“No…”

“Prince Gravis was serious, so he’s come to take Leorino. You have no hope against him.”

That was precisely what the brothers had been afraid of. All of this held an entirely different meaning than if they were to become relatives with another, regular noble family. The king’s younger brother could easily carry Leorino away and keep him from the Cassieuxs for the rest of his life.

“Mother…”

Maia waved her hand, her signal to give up, and then drank down the wine in her glass. She shot a sharp glare at her husband beside her. August cowered in fear.

“Eep— Maia…”

“You too, August. Give up.”

She then turned her gaze to Leorino in his brother’s arms.

“Isn’t that right, Rino? They’re too late.”

“Too late?”

“Yes. The men in this household are sore losers—you need to set reality straight for them right now. You and His Highness have already consummated your relationship, haven’t you?”
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Leorino nodded solemnly to Gauff, who still held him, and the pale Johan.

“Yes. We have already— Gah!”

Gauff slumped to the floor.

“You’ve done it… You already did it… Wh-wha…?”

Johan also lay face down on the table, his shoulders shuddering. Leorino suddenly recalled that his mother taught him intimate affairs were secrets not meant to be made public.

“I’m sorry. I take back what I said.”

His brothers found a ray of hope in his words and lifted their heads. August did, too.

“Th-then you haven’t done anything yet!”

“No, we’ve kissed.”

The men’s eyes rounded at the shocking reply. Leorino nodded to ease his father and brothers’ minds.

“Wh-what? When…?”

Leorino was not sure what answer he should give.

“When? Umm, the first time was at the Palace of Defense, the second time I saw His Highness.”

In that moment, August tumbled backward in his chair.

“Father?!”

“Goodness, August!”

There came another clatter, and Leorino looked to see his second brother, Johan, with his forehead thumped against the table, unmoving.

“Master Johan!” Johan’s personal valet cried.

Gauff, who was slumped on his knees with Leorino still in his arms, collapsed onto the floor.

“B-Brother Gauff?! Hrrgh!”

Leorino fell on the floor with his brother.

“M-madam! Master Leorino is being crushed under Master Gauff!”

Maia covered her mouth.

“What is going on…?”

With the help from a servant, Leorino wriggled against the floor to escape his brother’s weight.

Though this was meant to be a private family dinner, it ended in pandemonium.

“…This is hell,” murmured a servant behind Maia.

“It certainly is…”

Maia pictured what the wedding ceremony might be like if this were to carry on, and she sighed deeply.
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“Goodness me. The men in this family go into a frenzy with matters regarding you, Rino.”

At dinner, when the engagement between Leorino and Prince Gravis was revealed to the family, things grew hellish, to put it lightly.

Maia left her useless husband and sons behind and retreated from the dining room with Leorino.

“What’s wrong with my brothers? I know the matter of the engagement must’ve surprised them, but they seemed to be in a particularly bad mood.”

Maia sighed faintly.

“…Rino, you’ll need to be a little more of an adult.”

“But I am an adult.”

Maia looked at her son, a childishness in him that would not leave him despite how he saw himself, and she sighed again.

“You’ll need to relearn how to be one before you become royalty.”

“Of course. I’d be happy to have your instruction, Mother.”

“Indeed… Come with me. You have time before bed, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

Maia led Leorino into her private quarters.

 

“Sit there.”

“Mother…? Are you angry with me?”

Maia sat in front of Leorino, her gorgeous features twisted. He was alarmed—this was unusual for how elegant she typically was.

“Leorino. Though not to the degree of August or your brothers, I was still genuinely shocked when I heard about His Highness’s request.”

“Were you…? I suppose you would be. It must have been truly surprising.”

“It was indeed. And I would say it was a bit more than just a little surprise.” Maia’s blue eyes stared hard at her youngest son. “You and Prince Gravis are nineteen years apart. Are you serious about this?”

Leorino nodded. There had been a huge gap between them as people to begin with, and he had a feeling they would never bridge their gap in age. He was just happy to be by Gravis’s side.

The deep wrinkles between Maia’s brows finally eased when she saw how happy her son was.

“Well…when I first met August, I was seventeen and he was twenty-seven. I thought about how far apart we were in age at first, but once we began living together, it didn’t matter.”

Though Leorino wondered if his parents’ relationship could be compared to his relationship with Gravis, he still nodded obediently.

“Prince Gravis and I may be far apart in age, but I feel as though we have a lot of things in common. All I want to do is fulfill my role as his spouse to the best of my ability.”

“I see.”

August had told Leorino not to reveal the memories of his past life to Maia. And so all he could do was express the complicated feelings he had for Gravis in vague terms. That irritated him, just a bit.

“Then,” Maia continued, “how did Prince Gravis propose to you?”

“Huh?”

“His proposal. He proposed to you, did he not?”

“…Umm…”

Maia’s brows snapped downward in anger.

“Goodness, Rino, don’t tell me… I hope you did not get carried away by temporary pleasure and vaguely agree to something His Highness did not even properly put into words?”

His mother’s quiet threat made Leorino jump.

“No, um, he did actually put it into words.”

“…And what did Prince Gravis say?”

“Er, um…”

“My darling Rino, what did His Highness say? Recite every word of it. Go on.”

Leorino could feel the cold sweat on his back.

“Because depending on what he said, I may speak to His Highness myself.”

“No, actually, um…”

Leorino recalled what Gravis said when he proposed.

“His Highness said, ‘I want the right to put you by my side, both in name and in reality.’”

Maia’s fan creaked in her grip. Leorino flinched.

“…That cannot be how His Highness Prince Gravis proposed to you. Is that all of it? Even August was firmer in his wording than that.”

“W-well, no. He also said, ‘Leave the Cassieux family and call yourself a Fanoren as my spouse.’”

This time, Maia’s anger became obvious in the grimace over shapely brows.

“That is nothing more than an explanation of royal marriage law! I can’t believe this Prince Gravis. One would think him to be experienced at his age, but he’s too much of a dry old stick. Even August would be much better than him, for goodness’ sake.”

“N-no, wait!”

Leorino was on the verge of tears. He wanted to protect Gravis’s reputation, but he also wanted to keep his secrets. And he wondered why his mother kept comparing them to her relationship with his father.

“I would like to keep the rest a secret between me and Prince Gravis…”

“No. This alone is a shock. As your mother, I also have the right to know what Prince Gravis’s true intentions are, not just August. Am I wrong?”

When she said that, he realized she was worrying for him—that alone weakened him. With no other choice, he said to his mother—

“He said…‘I want to make you happy.’”

Those were Gravis’s words, a wish straight from the heart, no unnecessary frills. Leorino recalled the moment when Gravis had said this to him, and tears filled his eyes despite himself.

“He also said, ‘I just want you by my side, smiling.’”

Though time had passed since he’d heard those words, he savored them—how earnest they were.

“…And I replied, ‘I want to be by your side.’”

He wanted to be with Gravis for the rest of his life. He wanted to keep that lonely soul company and make him happy.

That was not Leorino’s wish alone. It was also Ionia’s, whose soul lived on in him.

 

Maia watched carefully as Leorino falteringly put his thoughts into words.

“…Well, he’s no August when it comes to charm, but I’m impressed with Prince Gravis.”

“All right— Hm?”

What did Maia just say?

She nodded. “Very well. I will allow you to marry.”

Leorino did not have the courage to correct his mother, but only the King of Fanoren could give official permission.

“I was thinking of putting my mother to work if it happened that His Highness was not attaching to you the importance you deserve.”

Leorino went pale. Maia’s mother Eleonora was ranked high enough within the royal family that she was permitted to call herself a princess and was someone whom the king could not ignore, even if she happened to marry down into the family of Duke Wiesen.

“But it seemed he was genuine about his proposal. And you acknowledge it as well. And so, I shall say no more.”

What was Maia going to do to Gravis had Leorino not given her a satisfying answer?

She smiled.

“And you seem to be happy.”

“I am—so happy.”

Leorino nodded firmly.

“Very well, then. I shall watch over your happiness with His Highness.”

At last, Maia’s usual kind smile returned to her.

 

“…And that’s what happened with my family the day you proposed to me.”

Leorino was telling his spouse what happened that day, last year, when he returned home.

He told him about the commotion at dinner when he had recounted his engagement with Gravis to his family and the entirety of the tense conversation he had with his mother afterward.

With a glass of wine in one hand, Gravis listened to Leorino talk. He occasionally pressed his fist to his mouth, as though suppressing the urge to burst out in laughter.

“I knew I’d caused discord, so I had a feeling they would not take it so easily, but…I see. So that’s what happened with the Cassieuxs that night.”

“Yes. I was really worried I was going to be forced back to Brungwurt.”

Gravis chuckled as he reached out to brush Leorino’s cheek.

“Your family loses all of their self-control when it comes to you.”

Leorino was unsure what to say to that. Ultimately, all he could find in himself was a neutral reply.

“I’m very thankful my family has given me so much love.”

“Yeah. You are loved.”

Gravis’s eyes kindly softened. He scooped Leorino up and placed him on his lap.

“Heh. The Cassieuxs are so overprotective.”

“Vi…”

“But every right to protect you belongs to me now. When I think about how vexed your family must be deep down over this, I…”

“You?”

“…find it rather amusing.”

Gravis laughed, then downed his drink in one gulp. Leorino looked up at his spouse in surprise.

“Amusing? You think it’s amusing?”

“I do. My wine tastes even better when I picture what Margrave August’s face must have looked like in the moment.”

Leorino tilted his head to the side at just how cheery his spouse was. He tried to take a better look at his face, but their eyes would not meet unless Gravis looked down. Even when he sat on his lap, his head only reached the tip of Gravis’s chin.

Gravis then rested his chin on Leorino’s head. It hurt, but Leorino silently withstood it. There came a shudder from the point on his head where they touched—Gravis was laughing again.

“Vi… Are you drunk?”

“No. Not from the wine. But I am drunk on the happiness of this moment, having you in my arms as my spouse.”

It was unusual for him to be so generous with his words of affection; Leorino blushed. He was so unbelievably happy.

“Vi…”

Gravis pressed his lips to Leorino’s forehead.

“You have no idea how much of a miracle it is to me to have you in my arms, smiling.”

Gravis’s arms circled him as Leorino continued to listen.

“I always wonder if I’m worthy of your love.”

“Vi! Why do you say that?”

Leorino could not help himself—he threw his arms around Gravis’s neck without thinking.

“Every day, every hour I see you, I want to pray that you will never leave me again.”

The heartrending admission that spilled from above threatened to drown Leorino in sorrow. There was still a loneliness that clung to Gravis’s heart—loneliness that not even Leorino could wipe clean.

Leorino cradled the man’s head.

“I’ll always be by your side, Vi.”

Leorino wished he could chase away the darkness in Gravis. He wished he could keep his solitude company. He wished he could give every ray of dawn in the world to Gravis.

“Of course. Stay with me.”

There was no separation in their future now. There was no one to tear their souls apart. If Gravis ever doubted, then Leorino only had to show him that the path they were to walk was filled with light. He only had to take hope in his hands and show him that this time, they would walk a path filled with joy and laughter, together.

And so Leorino discarded his anxiety and his grief and filled his heart only with happiness, and he smiled at his beloved spouse.

“It’s almost as though you’re proposing to me again.”

“Then I will propose to you an infinite number of times if it means keeping you by my side.”

Gravis cupped Leorino’s cheek with his large hands. Up close, the starry sky in his eyes shone and glimmered beautifully. Leorino shuddered in delight.

Gravis smiled softly. His gaze was sweeter, more sorrowful than it usually was.

This was the first time Leorino had seen his partner so earnestly giving voice to his emotions. Leorino studied him—he was surely drunk.

“We cannot live in willful ignorance of our sins. But you alone give me a future.”

“Vi…”

“It’s unbecoming of my age, but…hm, I believe I’m feeling hope.”

Gravis laughed again. When a tear spilled down Leorino’s cheek, he made sure Gravis did not see it.

 

I am happy, too. I’m so happy you’ve overcome all your hardships and can smile like this now.

 

Isn’t that right, Ionia? The man of our destiny is laughing, you know.

 

With a wordless voice, he spoke to the redheaded man deep inside of his soul.

The moment was peaceful. Their smiles were carefree. These were precisely the things both Ionia and Leorino, who had inherited Ionia’s feelings, wanted to spend their lives giving to Gravis.

“I love you, Leorino.”

“I love you, too—from the bottom of my heart.”

“All I want for you is to be healthy and smiling by my side.”

“That’s easy. All I want from you is you smiling too, Vi. That alone will keep me happy and healthy.”

The two smiled at each other.

“I’ll ask you a million times: Stay by my side, forever.”

“Of course I will.”

Till death do them part.

As Gravis quietly showered him with words of love, Leorino reached up and answered him with a kiss.
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Today was another day Leorino spent on Gravis’s lap.

Everyone around them had grown used to the sight by now, too, so Leorino was no longer embarrassed by it. He was always on his spouse’s lap in their private quarters in their villa.

“Here, you said you liked pfirsich. Eat.”

“Okay… Haum.”

Little slices of pfirsich were tossed into his mouth. His eyes shone as he tasted the cold sweetness. Gravis’s eyes softened when they did.

“It’s so goo— Mmf.”

“Eat more.”

Another was tossed into his mouth. The cold, smooth flesh of the fruit went down smoothly, and quickly vanished from his mouth.

“Vi, um— Mmh!”

And another. Leorino could not chew fast enough to keep up. He wished Gravis would slow down a bit. As he wondered if he should protest, he looked up at Gravis with wide, pleading eyes.

“Have another piece.”

But Gravis looked like he was having so much fun—how could he complain? Leorino ultimately opened his mouth again.

“Mmgh.”

Leorino’s personal valet Hundert also seemed to be happy seeing him eat so much.

“Isn’t it lovely, Master Leorino? The royal capital is rich with pfirsich!”

There was affirmation in Leorino’s eyes. The way he munched on the fruit, his cheeks filled with them, made him look like a squirrel.

But while everyone around him was enjoying the comfortable mood, Leorino was thinking about something else entirely.

 

No one thinks it strange when I sit on Vi’s lap anymore.

 

Leorino did not always sit on Gravis’s lap to begin with. Partners though they were, Gravis was still royalty. He would never do something so disrespectful. Leorino always consciously chose to sit properly either at his side on in the seat across from him. And yet for some reason, Gravis would always reach out to him with his long arms in the middle of a conversation to hold him.

It had to be a nearly unconscious impulse for his overprotective spouse to pick up Leorino at this point, but if he was not careful, Gravis would leave the inner chambers of their villa still holding him.

Every time Leorino pleaded with him—he had to walk sometimes, otherwise his already weak legs would only grow weaker—Gravis agreed and acquiesced, but the next thing they both knew, he was carrying Leorino again. Rinse, repeat.

Leorino noticed that beneath Gravis’s unconscious impulse to surround him was the fear that he might lose Leorino again.

Was he falling ill? Was he losing any weight? The man was constantly checking Leorino’s breath, his temperature, his weight.

 

I need to stay healthy so I don’t worry him…

 

Though he’d been having fewer dreams of Zweilink as of late, he still often fell ill with fever.

God could only give people vessels to hold one life at a time. The price Leorino paid to shoulder a life as fierce as Ionia’s was weighty, and his health was constantly failing.

To him, sleep and food were obligations. He was doing his best to eat as much as he could and preserve his strength so he could live with his spouse for as long as possible.

 

I can’t seem to gain any weight, though…

 

Leorino sighed, making sure no one noticed. But his spouse did.

“What is it? Are you tired?”

Leorino laughed. Yes, he was frail, but Gravis was too overprotective.

“Eating pfirsich is not enough to tire me out.”

Gravis was also aware that he often went overboard with how protective he was. He gave a strained smile and a nod, and then gently stroked Leorino’s hair. To be honest, while the motion made him happy, it was starting to feel like Gravis was coddling him like a child, and Leorino had complicated feelings about it. He was fighting hard every day to get Gravis to treat him a little more like an adult, but it was not going so well.

 

“What did you do today?”

“I spoke with Ebbo. I know you said you’d go public with your Powers, but even though spreading this information might be easy in the royal capital, getting word out to the more remote commoners is going to be difficult. We were wondering if there was a good way to go about it.”

“I see.”

Gravis was overprotective and never let Leorino out of his sight. In contrast, Gravis did not generally speak against Leorino’s thoughts. He let Leorino think and would offer a helping hand if asked for one. He valued his opinions.

“Once you have ideas, you should speak to Ginter. Even if I am the one to ultimately approve them, you will learn quite a lot by debating with him.”

“All right, thank you. I’ll do that.” Leorino nodded earnestly.

“You’ll be all right. All of you will accomplish it.”

Gravis’s large hand blanketed Leorino’s cheek.

And yet, he still continued to coddle him. Leorino gave up thinking.

No matter how much he fought back, nothing could close their nineteen-year gap. No matter what, he could not forget his pride. He needed to think not whether or not they could be equal, but if they could be themselves around each other. Whether they were happy together was much more important.

 

That’s right… It’s a miracle that we’re together now, so…yeah, I won’t think about it. I know we’ll stay together forever, happy and healthy!

 

Leorino smiled and wreathed his arms around his partner’s neck.

“Thank you, Vi. I love you. I’m so happy I get to be with you.”

Gravis’s eyes crinkled at Leorino’s blossoming smile.

“All I want is for you to be happy.”

The valets quickly picked up on the sweetening atmosphere and hurried to clean up the silverware, and then left the room.

Gravis and Leorino were alone. They gazed into each other’s eyes, equally drawn to one another, and their lips met.

“Mm…”

“You’re sweet. You taste like pfirsich.”

Leorino’s lips obediently parted, and the heat of Gravis’s tongue began its sweet invasion. Gravis was so skilled in his kisses; Leorino oozed.

As Gravis’s tongue leisurely explored the inside of his mouth, Leorino’s own smaller one took the initiative to meet him. A sharp, beautiful sensation of pleasure jolted up his spine. Gravis, feeling his spouse shiver at the ecstasy he provided, chuckled low.

“No… You’re the sweet one here.”

Gravis slowly lay the slender man in his lap onto the sofa. Leorino’s violet eyes were glazed with sensuality as he gazed at his spouse with expectation.

The older man’s heated lips, tongue began its journey down his pale throat. Rapt, Leorino bared his neck, submitting to the beast that would consume him.

“More, please. I like this, Vi… I love it…when you do this to me.”

Leorino handed over his body to Gravis, and Gravis began using his right of ownership to the fullest.

Before long, their clothes were discarded, and all of Leorino’s delicate bits were comfortably exposed. Gravis’s dexterous fingers and tongue caressed every erogenous inch of Leorino, and he melted.

 

Oh, it’s good… This feels so good…

 

Leorino gasped lightly, relishing the ecstasy given to him.

Gravis was going to bring Leorino to climax with his fingers alone, but Leorino, a slave to desire, begged for penetration with tears in his eyes.

“Do it… Do it, please. Please, jostle me. Use what’s between your legs to get me where it feels best, deep inside of me, Vi.”

Leorino reached up, on the verge of tears. Gravis grasped his thin wrists and placed the hands around his neck. Leorino clung tight, and Gravis easily lifted his tiny frame onto his lap.

“I see you’ve learned to speak dirty.”

“Can you please…? Am I being selfish? But I’m so happy when you love me.”

“I am loving you.”

Leorino shook his head in protest. He accused his partner of being a bully.

“No, that’s not what I want. Do it properly with your groin. Um, and make me come while you’re inside me.”

Gravis covered his eyes and burst out laughing. Affection swelled in him—he had made Leorino too earnest with his desires. And at the same time, he found it simply too funny.

“Oh, you win… I am no match against you.”

As proof of his agreement, he embraced Leorino’s soft limbs, pressed their lips together, heightening the sensuality of it all.

Leorino shivered, knowing he would soon be pried open. His arousal and expectations mounted as Gravis rolled his tongue and fingers over the pointed swells on his chest.

Gravis took the time and the care to open Leorino all the way to his depths, a gesture of leisurely indulgence. Once he was loose enough, Leorino spread his slender legs, exposing the bud at his rear in an invitation to ravage him.

“Vi… Hurry, love me.”

“You’re getting better at begging.”

Gravis’s abundance pressed into Leorino’s loosened threshold.

“A-ah, ah…”

The tip was enough to send a jolt down Leorino’s back, and at the same time, nectar spilled from him in a sweet climax.

By the time he’d taken all of the other man inside of him, Leorino was lost in his ecstasy.

With his insides gently massaged as both of the points on his chest were softly rubbed, Leorino gave a cry, arching his back. His chest had been fully developed as an erogenous zone now. To have his rear ravaged as his chest was played with was the way he loved to be caressed the most, and it brought out the most natural, desperate cries from him.

“A-ah… No, I— Ah, ah—”

“You want me to love you, don’t you?”

“Yes… Yes…”

“Then it isn’t no, is it? Tell me it’s good when it’s good.”

Gravis whispered his love into Leorino’s ear, over and over. The sweet poison numbed Leorino’s mind, and over and over again he was pushed to his apex, and came down.

“Vi… Vi… It’s good— A-ah… It’s so good… I love—I love you…”

It was not long before they climaxed at the same time.

 

At some point, they had moved to the bed. Leorino, held against Gravis’s bare chest, attempted to steady his ragged breathing when a question he had been thinking about suddenly came to him.

“Vi,” he began. “Do you…want children?”

Leorino looked up, and to his surprise, his spouse’s eyes were rounded, but the hand stroking his hair did not stop.

The heat on their skin had vanished in the afterglow, and what settled between the two of them now was a soft warmth. Leorino absolutely loved these moments.

He grasped one of Gravis’s large hands and began nibbling on the fleshy part at the base of his thumb.

“What?” Gravis said. “You’re hungry?”

“Perhaps I am… This bit here always looks so tasty.”

“I would feed it to you if we were starving in remote snowy mountains, but for now, stick to regular meat. I’ll have some prepared for you right away.”

With his teeth still digging into the skin, Leorino shook his head.

“I don’t think I could eat meat right now.”

“Then what can you eat?”

Leorino thought. He recalled the smooth fruit and how easily it went down.

“If I can’t have your hands, then maybe pfirsich.”

“You really like them. I’ll have more prepared for you later. Eat as much as you want.”

His spouse truly spoiled him. At this rate, he would be spoiled into debauchery. As Leorino thought about how careful he should be asking for things going forward, he nodded.

Gravis circled back to the question Leorino asked moments earlier.

“You asked me if I wanted children?”

“Yes. Do you… Did you want them? Regardless of you having me as your spouse.”

Gravis immediately shook his head.

“I suppose I don’t. I used to believe it was my obligation as royalty to extend the Fanoren bloodline.”

“I see.”

Gravis hummed as he thought.

“I am more sexually interested in the same sex. I can sleep with women and I have, but I only find myself desiring men. I suppose that might be because of my physique… I would break a regular woman.”

Though Leorino had decided he would not get jealous over the past, thinking about how Gravis had lusted after plenty of men and women left an uncomfortable feeling in his chest.

“What about you?” Gravis asked. “Have you ever wanted to sleep with a woman?”

Leorino thought for a moment.

“No. Just before I became a teenager, I, um…had a dream about Ionia having sex, and I remembered what happened even after I woke up, and I sort of realized that I would rather a man have his way with me if I were to ever engage in those sorts of affairs.”

“I’ll have to thank Lord August for keeping you locked in Brungwurt.”

Leorino pouted in surprise. “Perhaps there were those out there who wanted to do things to me, but I would not have so easily let them.”

Gravis laughed. “Hard to believe there was a time you were sobbing when that man chased you.”

“I’m not like that anymore. I’ve experienced many things, and I’m an adult now.”

“Heh. Look at you, insisting on being so worldly. Why, what is it you want to ask?”

Leorino continued. “Being attracted to the same sex in your sex life is different from wanting children, right? Are you sure you don’t want them?”

“You’re rather persistent about this.”

Leorino shook his head. Even he did not understand why he so stubbornly stuck to the topic.

“Do you want them?” Gravis asked.

“You can’t answer a question with another question, but…I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it.”

“It’s interesting you bring it up after I’ve fucked you so much, but I suppose you yourself are still a child in a way,” Gravis teased him.

Leorino huffed. “I am not a child!”

“Yes, I know. I’m joking. I would never do something so lewd to a child.”

When the true meaning behind those words hit him, Leorino went bright red.

“But your family raised you with a lot of love. I’m sure they would adore any children you had.”

“I would never bind myself to anyone besides you, Vi. Ever since I got Ionia’s memories back…you have always sat in the core of my heart. I have never thought of another life, so I don’t know.”

“I see,” Gravis said to Leorino’s earnest response, and then once again enclosed the skinny frame in his arms. They embraced one another firmly.

Leorino rubbed his forehead against his husband’s arm, and finally murmured, “I received word that Brother Auriano’s child was baptized.”

Gravis’s fingers gently played with the hair at the back of his head.

“Is that why you’ve suddenly asked me about children?”

“…”

“Did someone say something to you?

“No. I just…feel bad for Prince Kyle.”

Prince Kyle’s coronation would be soon. Kyle had broken all precedent and would be crowned as a single man. Leorino must have been stressed by the news of his nephew’s auspicious milestone in light of the sensitive question of succession, Gravis mused.

“Maybe…I should have been born a woman.”

Hearing his misplaced worries, Gravis chuckled low and bumped his head against Leorino’s.

“I wouldn’t have minded if you were man or woman, but…if you were a woman, you may not have survived when you were kidnapped to Zweilink, and we likely would not have seen each other again.”

Leorino nodded. He may be right. Had he been a weaker woman, he would not have escaped that stronghold.

“Despite how helpless you may be, the reason you managed to survive until I got to you was because you are a man, and because you fought with that sword.”

There was no greater praise to Leorino’s ears.

“Vi… Thank you.”

Gravis blanketed Leorino and pressed his lips to his in a deep kiss.

“Mmh… Ha—ah…”

Gravis licked away the thread that bound their lips, shifted down to kiss Leorino’s chest. He pecked at his nipples, still flushed and peaked, and rolled the tip of his tongue over them.

“These little points will never produce milk.”

“Vi… Vi…”

Gravis’s rough fingertip shamelessly played with Leorino’s loosened hole.

“If you had been born as the child-bearing sex, the life created as a result of our lovemaking would have been too cute to bring outside.”

Leorino closed his eyes.

It was bittersweet. There was no such thing as a perfect world. No matter how much Fanoren needed a successor, Leorino was male, and he would never conceive a child.

“You will never bear children. But whether you can does not change your value to me.”

Even though Leorino was not of the sex that could have children, Gravis loved him as his spouse all the same. Leorino could not help himself, and clung to his partner’s chest.

“I love you more than anything in the world, Leorino.”

Even in times like these, Gravis never called Leorino “Io.” That was what he had given up in order to love Leorino. And Gravis gave him all of that by loving him more than anything in the world.

Their lips naturally met, and once again, they slowly became entangled in one another and, with gentle motions, pushed one another to higher highs.

 

Several days later, Gravis offered Leorino an invitation.

“Would you like to go see your nephew?”

Leorino’s eyes glimmered.

“You’re taking me to see him?!”

“Yeah. I’ll have Theodor and the rest of them put together the agenda, so just hold tight. Let’s go meet your nephew.”

“Thank you! According to my sister-in-law’s letter, he’s a very well-built child.”

Gravis had heard from Leorino that the child looked just like his father, Auriano. The future margrave was a big man, just as well-built as Gravis was.

“Most babies are cute.”

“Of course.” Leorino nodded happily.

 

The day Leorino had been so eagerly waiting for was a sunny one. The two of them bounded over to Brungwurt.
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“Prince Gravis, Prince Leorino, welcome.”

Leorino grimaced at his brother Auriano’s stiff greeting.

“Prince…? Brother, please call me Leorino here, as you always have.”

“That would be terribly rude of me.”

His eldest brother was the serious type. But when Leorino’s brows arced upward in sadness, he relented in a panic and called him “Leorino.”

“We’re here to see Aulivert,” Leorino said. “We’ve been so excited to meet him!”

Erina approached, her son in her arms.

While holding the baby, she knelt to the two of them in an informal greeting.

“Prince Regent Gravis, Prince Leorino, welcome to Brungwurt.”

“Lady Erina, thank you so much for bringing a treasure into the Cassieux family. How have you been faring?”

Erina had slimmed back down. She was glowing even more now that she had become a mother.

“I’m doing perfectly well. Thank you very much, Your Highness.”

“Please, call me Leorino, as you always have.”

Erina smiled.

“I can’t do that. I hope you understand, Your Highness. One’s daily habits always come out when it matters the most.”

Hearing a former daughter of a duke say so made it impossible for Leorino to say anything in protest. But he spotted a teasing hue in his sister-in-law’s eyes. Leorino did not fight back against her insistence on preserving etiquette.

“Then please, at least call me by a more casual title.”

“Very well. Then I will call you Master Leorino in private situations.”

Leorino could not help himself; he clasped his hands together.

“I know it’s quite abrupt, but would it be all right if I said hello to Aulivert?”

“Yes, of course. Please, take a good look at him. My mother-in-law says he’s quite the large baby.”

It only took one look for Leorino to become obsessed with his adorable nephew.

He had thick, dark brown hair, a characteristic of the men of the Cassieux family, and his eyes were bright blue, like most babies. His rosy cheeks and fat, rounded limbs showed he was healthy—he was such a cute baby. He did not fuss. He simply looked up at Leorino with innocent eyes.

“Hello, Aulivert. I’m Uncle Leorino!”

Everyone in the room smiled awkwardly. It was the truth, but it was a title that did not quite match Leorino.

Aulivert was handed to the wet nurse and then placed in his crib. Leorino tottered along behind the wet nurse, simply unable to leave the baby’s side. He motioned for Gravis to come with him, so he, too, joined in watching the baby for a while.

“Look, Vi. Look at how adorable he is. He’s so soft and energetic.”

Leorino watched the baby carefully. He then looked at his eldest brother, who waited behind him, and then looked at his sister-in-law in the same way. Then, he looked back at the child. He searched for Erina’s kinder features in Aulivert but found no trace. Leorino voiced how impressed he was.

“Aulivert truly looks exactly like Brother Auriano.”

Erina laughed.

“He does. When I saw him after giving birth, I thought to myself, ‘Goodness, I’ve given birth to Master Auriano.’”

“Shh, Erina. Don’t make such jokes in front of the prince regent.”

“Oh. My mother-in-law was shocked, too. The first thing she said when she saw Aulivert was, ‘Is that Auriano?’”

Gravis, too, laughed out loud when he heard the story. A friendly atmosphere settled over them.

Leorino continued to observe the baby with sparkling eyes.

“He’s so small… He’s so small now, but he’s going to get as big as my brother one day. Babies are amazing.”

Leorino slowly held out a finger and gently poked his nephew’s little palm. Then, with surprising strength, Aulivert gripped Leorino’s finger.

“Vi, look! He’s holding my hand. He’s so strong!

Gravis’s large frame hunched over to peer at the baby. Interested by the appearance of a new person, Aulivert turned his innocent eyes to Gravis.

“I wonder if he’ll say my name,” Leorino whispered, entranced.

“Do they speak when they’re that young?”

Erina smiled as she watched the two so eagerly observing her baby.

“My, Master Leorino. You too, Prince Gravis. Aulivert won’t be speaking for a while yet.”

Gravis and Leorino exchanged glances. They were not sure how children were supposed to mature, since neither of them had interacted with babies before.

“When do they start speaking?” Leorino asked.

Auriano replied, “You started speaking very young, Leorino. You were about Aulivert’s age. And the first thing you said was my name.”

Erina turned a dubious look to her husband and the prideful tone he used.

“Did Leorino really speak that early? And he said your name?”

“Yes. He did. When I was holding him, he said my name over and over again—Au, Au. He was already as cute as an angel then.”

That had likely just been baby babble. But his wife was smart, and said nothing.

“Aau!”

In that moment, Aulivert also made the au noise. Both Auriano and Leorino’s eyes sparkled.

“Aau!” Aulivert shouted and waved his arms about. He even showed off the accomplished skill of grabbing his own feet. Leorino’s eyes watered with delight and excitement.

“Did he just say your name, Brother? Or was he calling Father’s name?”

Incidentally, Leorino and Auriano’s father’s name was August.

Auriano folded his arms and hummed.

“How brazen he is to call me and Father by our first names. But that means he shows promise.”

The brothers looked at one another and nodded, and then turned their attention back to Aulivert.

Erina gave a deep sigh. She turned an apologetic look to Gravis, who was watching the other two with a wry smile.

“Madam Erina, is Aulivert really speaking?”

“No, Your Highness. Unfortunately, the baby is just making noises.”

Gravis hummed and tapped his hand to his chin. After a moment of thought, he said, “I thought Leorino was the only one who walked to his own beat, but I suppose this must be a general Cassieux trait.”

“Erm, well… My husband is very reliable in normal situations.”

Gravis offered the apologetic woman an understanding nod.

He had fought alongside Auriano in the battle that took place in the forests past Zweilink. He knew that he had the capacity and the skill to be the next margrave. But his personality was another matter entirely.

“I only learned after marrying into the family that everyone in the Cassieuxs get a bit…strange when it comes to the brothers or children—perhaps because their bonds as a family are so strong. My father-in-law was like an entirely different person in Aulivert’s presence.”

Erina sighed.

Brungwurt once ruled a key location on the Agalean continent, and their blood was unique. They were of a different character to the people of Fanoren. They were honest, calm, averse to affectation, and cherished their allies and families more than anything else.

However, it had been more than two centuries since they were incorporated into Fanoren, and no matter how much royal Fanoren blood mixed with the old Brungwurt royal family, their character was still very much alive and well.

“Aau, wee!”

Aulivert cheerfully babbled again. With a sparkle in his eye, Leorino turned to look at his spouse.

“Did you hear that, Vi? I think he called your name!”

“Did he? I can’t tell.”

“He did. This child might be a rare early bloomer!”

Auriano approved.

“No, Aulivert. There is nothing more disrespectful than calling the prince regent by his nickname.”

“Oh, that’s right. Don’t do that, Aulivert. You shouldn’t call His Highness like that. Here, try saying Uncle Gravis.”

“You must address him properly when you grow up. But it’s all right, I suppose. It is an honor to have the prince regent as your uncle. Here, try again.”

Erina gave yet another deep sigh as she watched the brothers’ excitement. She glanced up at Gravis, making sure they hadn’t earned his displeasure. She could not see any particular anger on his face, but his thoughts had always been hard to read.

“I deeply apologize.”

“No, I don’t mind.”

If anything, Gravis watched the brothers with fascination. Their love as a family was truly powerful. Auriano, too, had called Gravis “Aulivert’s uncle.” How could he acknowledge a man like him as family? He found that so amusing, a part of his heart felt tickled. This was different from when he was with Ionia. This was a special feeling he had only when he was with Leorino.

Perhaps this is what family was.

Gravis was born in the darkness and had walked on the path that had been laid out for him through it. For a man like him, the light of “family” was much too bright. He even felt guilty for walking down this path with Leorino.

“Wee… Aa, aa!”

Aulivert squealed happily again. The brothers grasped one another’s hands.

“Brother! Aulivert is truly gifted!”

“Yes, he is!”

Erina sighed for the third time. The servants had told her that when Leorino, the youngest brother, had been born, that there had been a huge fuss over him. And now in the opposite position, Leorino himself was turning out to be a perfectly obsessed uncle.

“Oh, but he called Vi by his nickname again… Aulivert, that’s rude. He might be family, but you must understand the difference between ruler and subject.”

“Oomoo aaa!”

Leorino furrowed his brow and began to scold his six-month-old nephew. Auriano hurriedly nodded in agreement, but all the baby did was wave his chubby hands and feet around.

Leorino sighed. “He’s stubborn. He truly is my brother’s child.”

“Auubwaa!”

“Aulivert, do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Bwaaa!”

Leorino looked at Gravis apologetically.

“Aulivert still doesn’t understand the way of the world.”

“He is a baby.”

“That’s right. No matter how intelligent he may be, Aulivert is still a baby.”

“I am not sure what I’d do if a newborn babe acted on its best behavior in my presence.” Gravis smiled and forgave him.

Gravis approached the baby again. He placed his hand on his little head.

He was glad he visited Brungwurt. Leorino seemed happy to meet his nephew, and the distress in his heart had seemed to clear. As Gravis observed his nephew, who would certainly be well-built in the future, he started to feel something akin to love fill him.

Even if they would never have children of their own, they could still watch over the next generation.

The country was the same. Their leader did not have to be from the direct line of the Fanoren royal family.

Gravis thought of his own nephew, who was a lot like him.

Kyle would be taking the throne alone. From the depths of his heart, Gravis prayed he would find happiness and love.

There was no such thing as a perfect world. There would be hardships ahead. But even if their bloodline did not continue, the country still had a future. Gravis, as he was now, could believe that if they all kept walking together, they would find a road that led to the future.

It was all because of Leorino that he could now have hope for the future again. Though his hands seemed gentle and powerless, they had still reached into Gravis’s depths and embraced all of the distrust and despair hidden there.

There was truly no other soul like him.

Gravis sank into thought as he gazed at the baby. Leorino gently smiled up at Gravis to watch him.

“Let’s watch over this family until Aulivert grows up.”

“Let’s. This country will be a better place once he grows up.”

Gravis gently stroked the tiny baby’s head again.

Leorino and Auriano smiled at each other at the sight, and then they both reached out, from opposite sides, to grasp his little hands.
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Destined Souls 1Ebbo Steiger



The man’s name was Ebbo Steiger. He was born in a small village in the south of the Kingdom of Fanoren.

Ebbo was always a child of bigger build even when he was very little. When he was six, he was already the size of a child twice his age. Though he was not particularly brawny, he still did not have the physique of a normal child his age. That said, he lived in a rural farming village far away from the royal capital. No one thought his development strange; they all accepted him as a child who was simply bigger than the rest.

His mother was the first to notice his special abilities.

It happened when he was seven. In hindsight, Ebbo’s mother had scolded him for something silly, that he had been failing to look after his younger brother properly. Ebbo had gotten irritated that he was being unfairly yelled at, so he slapped his mother’s arm away.

If he had an excuse, it was that he had resisted her simply to signify his intentions. But in the next moment, his mother’s body went flying and collided with the wall.

When his younger brother saw his mother sliding to the floor, he began to bawl. Ebbo, shocked by his own strength, stood there.

 

It was after that.

Ebbo became aware that he housed incredible power, even though he was just a boy. He was afraid of his own unusual strength, and he was constantly keeping it in check. But it was too late—his mother was afraid of her son’s abnormal strength and kept her distance from him. Ebbo was always treated like empty space, and his mother only ever doted on his normal little brother.

Ebbo’s solitude deepened. But in accordance with his naturally patient personality, he neither told anyone about how lonely he felt nor complained about the way his mother treated him.

Ebbo turned eleven without the gap between mother and child ever closing.

 

It was a hot, hot summer’s day. It was an unusual day, because Ebbo’s mother had asked him to run an errand for him. She’d asked him to take a package to his uncle, who lived in the closest large town to their village.

Ebbo was delighted that his mother was finally relying on him for something. It would be a full day’s walk, but he knew if he completed this errand successfully, it would make his mother happy. That thought alone drove him to wholeheartedly accept his mother’s task, even though he had not once left his village in his life.

Despite his age, Ebbo was already built like an adult male. His facial features were young, but he did not look like a child, so there was little worry of him getting kidnapped. He was enthusiastic about his task.

By the time he reached his uncle’s house, the sun had long set. Though he felt timid in the large town, which was completely different from his village, he still knocked on his uncle’s door, which clicked open before long.

“You’re late. Long time no see, Ebbo.”

Even though he was seeing his nephew for the first time in a while, his uncle did not smile. He gestured with a jerk of his chin to come in. Ebbo was intimidated by his uncle’s behavior, yet he still stepped inside. It was his first time in his uncle’s house, and it felt so small. The kitchen was right by the entrance, and in it was a small desk and chair.

Ebbo stared with wide eyes. Standing there were two rough-looking men.

They looked Ebbo up and down, appraising him.

“This is your nephew? You said he’s barely a teenager—he’s built well.”

His uncle nodded at the men.

“Yeah. He’s big, and he’s strong. Whaddya think? Can ya use him?”

Ebbo had a terrible feeling about this. He could feel his knees shake when he heard his uncle’s reply.

Ebbo was only eleven. He was a child, not even a teenager yet, and even if he helped adults, he was not considered a part of the workforce. Though he was physically as big as an adult man, he was still a child at the tender age where he should be cherished and protected by his family.

“Uncle… This is from Mom.”

Though he was afraid of the men, Ebbo wanted to complete the task he had been given as soon as possible, so he handed to his uncle the cloth pouch that his mother had given him. His uncle glanced at it, then looked away, uninterested.

“You take that with you. Whatever’s in there will be your personal effects.”

“…What?”

His uncle snorted and held out a hand to the men. “Give me the money. He’s sturdy, use him as you like.”

The men nodded. One produced a jangly pouch of coin from his pocket and handed it to his uncle.

It was then that Ebbo understood his mother’s real business. She didn’t need him. His mother wanted nothing more but to discard a monster like Ebbo.

His uncle, the broker, took the money with delight.

“Transaction complete. We’ll take him. C’mon kid, let’s go.”

Ebbo did not resist when the men grabbed his arm. Instead, he turned to look at his uncle.

“Uncle,” he said. “Are you going to give some of that money to Mom?”

His uncle scowled and nodded. He promised to give her half.

Ebbo returned the nod.

It was the last thing he could do for his mother, who he would likely never see again. He wanted as much money made from selling him to be given to his mother. He prayed his uncle would keep the promise.

Ebbo steeled himself and clutched the sack his mother hand given him. Then, the man who had grasped his arm placed a heavy hand on his head. Timidly, Ebbo looked up at him. The bearded face of the man who clearly made a living in hard labor was hard to read, and Ebbo did not know why he put his hand there.

“Kid— No, tell me your name. How old are you?”

“Ebbo… Eleven.”

The man nodded. The dull shine deep in his sunken eyes likely came from a place of compassion for Ebbo.

“You may be big, but you’re still a kid.”

And so, Ebbo was sold as a productive unit to a laborer’s company. Ebbo was worth six months of food for his family.

 

The labor company that made their livelihood developing untouched lands had bought Ebbo as a worker.

Ebbo worked his hardest alongside the other men. They moved from harsh environment to harsh environment, day after day, developing land.

After about three years, he managed to repay the money the men had bought him for. He was fourteen. Afterward, they began to pay him a salary, though it was not much. They were rough men, but they were not lawless.

Though they were a bit awkward about it, the men still worried over the boy, sold by his parents before he was a teenager. They never spoke kindly to him or offered him solace, but instead they paid money to the hardworking boy and showed him the road to independence that would lead him out of his life of slavery.

Working on undeveloped land was grueling work. They cleared roads where there were none, carried material, built the roads. They faced plenty of dangers—they were attacked by wild animals and fought off death in bad weather. The relationship was too heartless to call it a replacement family, but eventually, the men did come to think of Ebbo as an important ally.

But Ebbo’s heart was parched and starved for love.

 

Ebbo worked just as hard afterward, slowly saving money. By the time he came of age, he was so much bigger than everyone—no one else was at his eye level. His superhuman power would have been feared as that of a monster if he were in a normal environment. However, to the men who worked the cruel, hard labor in remote areas, it was something they gratefully relied on. Perhaps it was better for Ebbo that he grew up around men who were not afraid of his strength.

When he came of age, Ebbo at last quit his job of developing the wilderness.

He had no intention of ever returning to his birth village. He would be lying if he said he did not hate his mother for selling off her son to feed the family for six months. But more than that, he was afraid of expecting any sort of love and only being met with disappointment again.

He was free. He decided to go to the royal capital for a fresh start.

He had spent his entire life on the outskirts of the kingdom. He did not have an education, since he never had the chance to go to school, but he already had seven years of experience with hard labor. That, plus his abnormal strength. Ebbo reckoned he would find somewhere to work.

At last, he was truly free. That was what he thought.

 

It was when he was on his way to the royal capital. It was the day after a torrential downpour. There was a group dressed in uniforms that clearly marked them as the Royal Army blocking the road and making a fuss over something. The cavalry was stopped, too. The horses roamed restlessly, leaving no space for those traveling on foot to continue forth.

Ebbo sighed. What trouble this was.

He strained his eyes to see the center of the commotion. A wheel had come off one of the wagons. The soldiers were doing their best to unload the cargo from the tilted wagon. But considering its angle, there was no safe place to get footing on the wagon bed, and they could not get the cargo down.

Ebbo turned to see a good number of travelers on the road had been brought to a standstill.

With another sigh, he pushed his way forward. His large frame moved the soldiers aside, and he proceeded. The crowd parted, and Ebbo came to stand behind the cart.

The soldiers were shocked by the appearance of a sudden intruder. He was extremely well built, but when they looked closer, they noticed his young features.

Ebbo put his hand on the wagon, eager to fix this before they decided to inquire.

“H-hey, you! What are yo—?”

“I’ll lift this for you.”

There were still a number of soldiers and plenty of cargo on the wagon bed.

“Hold this for me,” Ebbo said, tossing his bag to the soldier behind him. He ignored the soldiers’ commands to stop and grabbed the wagon bed. He sent his strength into his hands, and his arms, as thick as a grown man’s thigh, flexed, fat veins impressing on his skin. The nearby soldiers’ eyes rounded at his fierce muscles.

“When I give the signal, we lift this together.”

“B-but there’s still cargo on the—”

“You can’t unload when the cart’s like this. We’ll just lift it.”

“O-okay…”

He spoke as though this wasn’t a big deal at all, and so the soldiers decided to place their bets on this massive savior, and all grabbed the wagon bed. Ebbo did not need their help, but things would get complicated if he said that earnestly.

He exhaled deeply.

“Here we go!”

“Hup— Whoooaaa!”

In the next moment, the soldiers of the Royal Army witnessed an unbelievable miracle.

The massive young man lifted a wagon that ten soldiers had been unable to. The soldiers were not helping—if anything, they were unable to keep up with his vigor, and they ended up dangling from the wagon.

Ebbo lifted the wagon high into the air, then put it back onto the road with a thud. He let go and sighed.

Everyone stared up at the massive young man with shock. Ebbo just wanted to leave as fast as possible before anyone could start calling him a monster.

“…I’ll take my things back.”

The soldier who had been holding onto Ebbo’s scant possessions stared up at him in astonishment.

“My things.”

Still dazed, the soldier held out the young man’s things. His hand was shaking. Being subject to the frightened gazes of those thinking they’ve seen a monster for the first time in a while, Ebbo made a realization about himself: his power was, at the end of the day, heretical in this world.

“Goodbye.”

Everyone was still stunned in shock, and they would have seen the young man off without a word.

“Wait, young man with the power.”

Ebbo turned around, and standing behind him was a man clad in particularly fine military clothes.

“I want to speak with you.”

Ebbo would later learn that had been the current (at the time) general of the Royal Army—General Stolf.

It was the moment of fate that would lead Ebbo Steiger to joining the Royal Army.

 

Ebbo’s captain smiled, having listened patiently to the story of Ebbo’s past.

“I see… So that’s why you joined the army.”

Between them, a collection of sticks crackled as they burned.

Sitting opposite Ebbo was the captain of the Special Forces, Ionia Bergund.

Ionia and Ebbo had come to the Baedeker Mountains on a mission. When they went off together to scout, they encountered a sudden blizzard.

The Baedeker Mountains were like Ebbo’s backyard. He recalled that a cave he’d often used when developing the area was nearby, so they took shelter there.

Outside raged a fierce snowstorm. The sheer power behind it meant the snow would certainly accumulate.

The cave was comfortably warm enough, thanks to the fire. Some dry leaves and sticks had blown in and gathered at the back of the cave. When the two rolled in to escape the blizzard, they lit the collection of dry sticks and leaves and warmed themselves up.

“I had no idea this mountain road was also one you built.”

“…It wasn’t as though I built it alone,” Ebbo muttered, embarrassed, and Ionia smiled slightly.

“I know. But I bet your Power was worth the strength of ten men during cultivation. We should be thanking people like you for their backbreaking dedication to the development of our country.”

Ebbo could find no words to say in response to Ionia’s generous praise. It was the first time in his life someone had ever said anything like that to him.

Ionia knew everything about Ebbo’s Power. That was because everyone in the special forces unit that he captained all had Powers.

Ionia was also of common birth, but he was an officer who had graduated from higher education in the royal capital. He also had a Power that terrified everyone. His overwhelming Power to destroy made him suited to leading a group of them.

When Ebbo had been placed under Ionia’s command, he first learned that there were other people like him.

Ebbo hated his own unusual strength as something out of the ordinary, but meeting everyone brought him such joy that it made him shake. He was not a monster. No—even if he were a monster, Ebbo now had monster allies at his side. After losing his family at eleven, he now had people with whom he could share everything. He had nothing to hide from any of them.

 

“But…it’s so painful to imagine,” Ionia muttered.

“What is?”

Ionia, gazing at the flames, quietly answered, “You were a boy, barely a teenager, and you had to work to build roads in these harsh mountains where there were barely even footpaths. It’s so painful.”

Ebbo’s heart ached. Hearing his superior officer worry for a boy sold off at eleven years old, he swallowed the hard lump that crawled up his throat.

Ionia looked up, gazing at his subordinate across the flames. He smiled quietly.

“I need to thank God that you’re safe and that you’re with us.”

Ebbo decided to take this chance to ask the question he had been always wanting to ask.

“What about you, Captain…?”

“Hm? What do you mean?”

Ebbo wet his lips. “…My mother sold me as something she did not want. She was terrified of my power, so I believe she wanted me out of her sight.”

Ionia pursed his lips. The flames reflected on the thin film over his violet eyes. Encouraged by the silent invitation, Ebbo continued talking.

“I understand now, after all this time. I have a supernatural power strong enough to kill easily. I understand now…why my mother was afraid.”

“No. The one who was truly afraid of that was you. You were afraid of your own Power, weren’t you?”

“Captain…”

Ionia nodded. “I understand well the fear of possibly harming your family because of your superhuman strength. Ever since I murdered a person with my Power, I’ve been afraid of touching my family and getting worked up emotionally.”

Ebbo gazed at the violet eyes in return.

“Captain, if I may… Were you treated like a monster, too?”

“A monster? I guess so. But I was more blessed than you were, I think. My parents understood.”

“…That’s good,” Ebbo murmured, his head drooping.

“You parents treated you horribly, but you can still say that to me. You’re kind.”

Ebbo looked up. Ionia was smiling gently.

“Ebbo, your kindness always cheers me up. I’m so glad we get to fight alongside one another.”

Ebbo’s head drooped again in response to his captain’s generous praise. He had no idea how he was supposed to respond.

No one had ever held any interest in his heart. No one had ever showed any curiosity toward what he was feeling or what he was thinking. For the first time in his life, someone had commended his nature.

Ionia continued to talk about his past.

“Even if others were weirded out by me, I’d never been persecuted because of my Power.”

His gaze was distant, as though he was recalling scenes from his past. His lustrous red hair shined an even brighter red in the light of the fire.

“But…yeah, I guess, ever since I killed that attacker when I was a student, people started to overtly call me a monster.”

And they would continue to call him a monster. Only Ionia and his men understood how agonizing that was.

“Did…it pain you, too, Captain?”

Ionia did not respond right away.

The hues of daybreak were deep in the violet of his eyes. The captain was always gazing at the sky, and Ebbo always imagined what those beautiful eyes saw.

 

Ebbo recalled the time he first met his younger captain.

Ionia Bergund was a man with the body of a svelte warrior, perfectly described by the phrase like steel. His flaming red hair and violet eyes were an eye-catching color combination, and he had been a presence almost impossible to ignore ever since Ebbo was assigned to the unit.

In contrast to his showy looks, Ionia himself was a taciturn and austere man. Since he was not afraid of taking on the harshest of missions despite his education as an officer, his men trusted him deeply. He exuded no sense that he would either be consumed by selfish wants or calculate things for his own benefit. The man’s heart was selfless—he clearly lived and breathed for a purpose.

At the same time, there was deep despair and world-weariness that did not fit his age behind his eyes. It was a color of despair that only those who had tasted loss knew. Ebbo simply could not help but see Ionia as a fleeting existence, one at risk of vanishing at any moment, despite the strength he held.

What on earth could keep alive and motivate a man who was this disappointed with life? Ebbo believed that if he could find out, he might be able to find a reason for his own.

 

Ionia remained quiet for a moment, but finally began to speak.

“I guess it’s a given I would be… Because I had a dream that would never come true.”

His voice was almost drowned out by the crackling of the fire. But Ebbo heard precisely what he had said.

 

A dream that would never come true.

 

Ionia’s gaze wandered, as though he was searching for something beyond the blue-gray of the night sky. But the world outside of the cave was dim, closed off by the snow. They could see nothing.

Ionia’s head suddenly dipped, and he laughed quietly.

“Maybe it’s my…our fate to be treated as monsters because of our powers. But we still have hearts. We have emotions—joy, sadness—right here in us. Love, too… And it’s lonely.”

Joy, sadness, and love.

Ebbo was still yet unsure if love truly existed. He doubted the day he would find love would ever come. But the way Ionia spoke meant that love indeed existed somewhere out in the world.

“Are you still lonely, Captain?”

Ionia laughed.

“Ha-ha. Look at us, two men having this cheesy conversation.”

“I suppose you’re right.

“But…I don’t know. I guess you could say I was lonely, but since I know this is my answer, I think I’m okay with it.”

Ebbo did not understand what he meant.

“And being with all of you puts me at ease.”

“With us?”

Everyone had Powers. Ebbo was surprised—though they were all familiar with one another, he had no idea they had a relationship that brought Ionia ease.

“Yeah. I can’t ever visit home much in these circumstances. I guess…right now, all of you are like my family.”

Ionia smiled. His violet eyes shone warmly.

Family. The word dripped into Ebbo’s heart.

“We probably won’t be able to get back to base until tomorrow with this blizzard. We should probably sleep soon. Let’s gather a few more sticks, first.”

Ebbo nodded. He gathered all the sticks pooled at the back of the cave to the fire, and threw about half in.

“Let’s just hope the fire keeps until morning.”

 

The cold woke Ebbo. The fire was dying. He searched for the nearby sticks to feed to the fire, but the half he had set aside was gone.

Ionia, lying on the other side of the fire, was awake. Ebbo gazed at him.

“Captain, the fire.”

“I fed the rest to the fire. It’s a fight against the cold from here on out. But…it’s almost dawn. The storm has weakened, so we’ll probably manage if we endure for just a little longer.”

But as he said that, Ionia was clearly shivering from the cold.

“Oh, I know. Ebbo, let me into your bosom.”

“Wha—? C-Captain?”

“Sorry. I don’t have as much meat on me as you do, so this cold does a number on me. I might freeze to death.”

Ionia wriggled over across the ground. He settled next to the confused Ebbo and stuck his back against Ebbo’s chest. Something in Ebbo’s heart stirred wildly at the unexpected warmth and Ionia’s faint scent.

“Don’t be getting ideas about your captain, now.”

“…I will not.”

Ebbo was heterosexual. His orientation was not to the same sex. But still, he could not help his erratic heartbeat. That was how brilliant a presence Ionia was.

“And also… Oh, let’s put our cloaks together and lay them on top of us.”

Ebbo nodded, then lay both of their cloaks on himself and his superior officer, who had snuggled into his space. Ionia then chuckled quietly.

“…What is it?” Ebbo asked.

“Oh, no, I just thought about how at your size, a cloak is basically a blanket. Yeah, this was a great idea. It’s so warm.”

His officer’s innocent remarks caused Ebbo to ease. He was right—from his chest, where they connected, and into his stomach, he slowly warmed.

 

They quietly shared body heat and waited for morning. As they did, the smoldering fire eventually vanished. It was not yet dawn.

Neither Ebbo nor Ionia slept.

For some reason, Ebbo was thinking about his younger brother, whom his mother would not let near him after he had injured her. What sort of man had he grown into? When Ebbo thought about it, he recalled Ionia was his brother’s age.

Ebbo wrapped his arms around Ionia—something told him he was allowed to do this. He wanted to give him more of his heat.

After a little while, his captain’s shoulders began to shudder slightly. Ebbo asked nothing. Instead, he held on just a little tighter.

“There’s so much snow here… You can’t really see the stars at all,” murmured the redheaded captain. His voice was damp.

“…You’re easy to be around,” Ionia continued. “Even beside you, I don’t have to worry about you hurting me.”

Ebbo squeezed just a bit tighter once again.

Ebbo was the same. He did not want to hurt anyone. All he wanted to do was protect. He wished he could use his Power not to harm but to keep safe those he loved.

But for both Ionia and Ebbo, that was a wish that would never come true. They were warriors. They were obligated to use their powers to fight. Their abilities were Powers meant for killing enemies.

“Yeah… You’re warm.”

Ebbo’s life has been full of sad and lonely pockets. He doubted Ionia’s life had been any more peaceful than his.

It was at this moment that Ebbo knew clearly—the ones he wanted to protect were his redheaded captain and the rest of his comrades.

Ebbo had always wanted family. He wanted something that he would tolerate unconditionally, and that would tolerate him unconditionally. Something that he could protect with his whole body and spirit, and would do the same for him.

Ionia had just said that everyone in the squadron was like his family.

He believed he had found himself a family not related by blood. And this was the first and last night he would spend alone with Ionia.

 

“Protect the family.” Ebbo’s ardent wish did not vanish even when his entire body was engulfed in flames in the battle of Zweilink.

He returned from the brink of death, and a little while after his consciousness came back to him, the doctor with curly hair told him that everyone in the special forces unit—everyone besides Ebbo and one other—died in battle.

Ebbo’s wail in that moment tore at his raw, burnt skin and soaked his bandages and bed with blood and pus. The tears of despair he shed were absorbed by his bandages and never fell.

Ebbo saw the end of the war from the edge of his infirmary bed. Once his long recuperation period ended, he quit the army. Afterward, he drifted about aimlessly. Now that his large frame was covered in cruel scars, he was feared no matter where he went.

After drifting from place to place, Ebbo finally settled in a small remote village.

Many of the villagers had perished in a cold spell just before the war, so they lacked workers. They took Ebbo in as valuable manpower. And as they got to know his gentle disposition, the villagers came to accept his terrifying scars, too, once he told them that they were badges of honor sustained in the battle of Zweilink as a former soldier.

Ebbo had found a new home. And, at long last, he had found love in this little village.

Though he looked horrible now, he had found himself a woman who single-mindedly loved him—a widow with a gentle smile and poor vision.

The woman would never describe anything as dirty or sullied—her core was pure and kind. Her gaze was always just slightly off when she smiled at him, and at some point, he found himself earnestly loving her. She relied on him at first as a heavy lifter, and eventually found an endless well of kindness inside of his massive frame.

Together, they slowly cultivated their love, and eventually came to own a little home of their own outside of the village. Ebbo built it. It was small, but the door was large and the ceiling was high—a house just for Ebbo.

Ebbo cherished with great care this irreplaceable love he had finally found.

They were happy. And at long last, husband and wife were blessed with child.

 

Ebbo lost his third family.

His slim wife was much too small to bear his child.

He turned to the heavens and wailed as he held the bodies of his baby, who had been unable to be born safely, and his wife, who had been unable to give birth. He screamed and screamed at the sky, throwing up a lifetime’s worth of sorrow that he had so desperately tried to endure.

How long was this lonely existence going to continue? Was there any point to a life burdened by all this sadness?

For the first time in his life, Ebbo cursed God. But no matter how hard he screamed, God did not answer.

A man that had lost everything only had one thing left to do. Once again, he threw himself into battle in search of a place to die.

For nineteen years, until learning why he had endured all of his loneliness and despair, Ebbo simply existed.

 

The wounds he had sustained at Zweilink healed, and when he finally returned to the royal capital after cleaning up in Zwelf, Ebbo was immediately brought to the villa.

As he stood, dumbfounded, at the entrance to the luxurious villa, he heard irregular footsteps in the distance.

“Ebbo… Ebbo…!”

Slim, pale fingers reached toward him.

Ebbo fell to his knees on the spot.

“Ebbo…!”

In a panic he caught the small frame that had thrown itself onto him with all of its strength.

His gaze turned to the young man’s partner—he was not sure if he was allowed to do this. But the man gave Ebbo a nod.

Gently, he wrapped his arms around the slender young man, so as not to break him with his unusual strength.

“I’m so glad you’re okay…”

Those achingly nostalgic and beloved violet eyes peered closely at Ebbo’s. They were wet with tears.

“You came back to us safe and sound.”

His hands cupped Ebbo’s face, now aged, wrinkled, and covered in scars; the young man’s glistening eyes softened, and he smiled with genuine joy. His slender fingers brushed over Ebbo’s face and body over and over again. Ebbo shivered under the gesture—it was as though he was caressing Ebbo’s very life.

“Welcome home.”

His short yet gentle words, a phrase meant for family, settled over Ebbo.

“…I’m—I’m home.”

“You are.”

“I’m finally home…Master Leorino.”

“You are. Welcome home.”

Leorino turned around, telling him that everyone had been waiting for him. The men watching the two quietly both smiled and nodded when he said that. They approached Ebbo and Leorino, still tight in a hug, to welcome Ebbo home.

Ebbo could not speak. The last one to approach him was Gravis, who reached out and tightly gripped his shoulder.

“I’m glad you made it back, Ebbo.”

Ebbo’s whole body shuddered in a flood of emotion he could not describe. Leorino’s skinny arms held tighter around his neck, as though easing the shudder.

“You really are welcome home, here… Oh, it’s really you, Ebbo.”

“…”

Ebbo could not withstand the indescribable feeling. The corners of his eyes stung hot. But he could not afford the small chance that he might hurt Leorino with his terrifying strength. He balled his fists tightly, holding back. Leorino laughed.

“It’s okay. You won’t hurt me, Ebbo. Because we’re—”

He was whispering.

“—family.”

Ebbo shuddered again and looked into Leorino’s eyes. His violet eyes shone with the same warmth as they did on that night in the snowy mountain.

“Captain…!”

Leorino looked nothing like the redheaded man at all, yet tears pooled in his violet eyes, and he responded kindly, “Yes?” And then, a smile blossomed over his face.

“It’s just like that one time. Oh, Ebbo… You’re so warm.”

 

Captain… Captain Ionia!

 

It was in this moment that Ebbo realized his lonely journey, which he had assumed to be endless, had now come to an end.

At the end of the long path, he had finally returned to his family.
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Marzel Ginter, chancellor of the Kingdom of Fanoren, smiled at the valet, Theodor Anhalt.

“Mr. Valet, I hope our beautiful Prince Leorino is having a comfortable time at the detached palace?”

Theodor met the calm blue-gray eyes and nodded with a light expression.

“Yes. His condition has been relatively stable as of late. He is healthy in both heart and body.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

Marzel was genuinely delighted, and though it was unusual for Theodor, the corners of his mouth lifted faintly as he nodded.

“It seems he has slowly grown used to life at the villa, which relieves us as well.”

“All of it is as a result of your hard work.”

The chancellor’s praise only earned him a shake of the head from Theodor.

“No. It is all due to Prince Gravis’s care. Due to his summoning of trusted attendants and bodyguards, Prince Leorino has remained comfortable in an unfamiliar environment.”

“You never change, do you?”

The valet had given the perfect answer; the chancellor chuckled to himself.

That was because he knew it was not practiced humility, but that Theodor genuinely believed what he said. From childhood to now, this Theodor Anhalt had always and thoroughly placed Prince Gravis ahead and above everything and anyone else.

“Devoted, as usual.”

Theodor took that as a quip; with a stern expression, he threw up a wall between them. As Marzel watched him with a smile, he reminisced.

Theodor had been born to a family that believed firmly in bloodline purity, which was deeply entrenched into Fanoren. Marzel’s parents, in fact, were also of a bloodline purist family. And so, due to their family’s connection, they had known each other since they were little. They were what one might call childhood friends.

Marzel quickly began to question his family’s principles and emotionally put distance between them. Theodor, on the other hand, was different. He had been chosen as a potential personal valet for the second prince—Gravis Adolfe Fanoren, who was two years younger than him—and began living in the royal palace from a young age. And because of that, his bloodline purist ideals developed in him with no outside interference.

 

The attendant and bodyguard Leorino had brought with him from House Cassieux were both commoners.

In the past, a commoner would never have hoped to set foot in the rear palace, where royalty lived. Everyone who worked there was nobility. They were typically the third daughters or sons of middle to minor nobles. It was unprecedented to have the most valuable of the attendant roles—personal valets and bodyguards—held by a commoner.

Theodor wondered when his thoughts had changed and Marzel stopped being so concerned with status.

Though it was Gravis who decided to break palace custom in order to protect his spouse, in actuality, it was Theodor who had to deal with the countless objections and criticisms that popped up behind the scenes.

He was constantly putting in every effort, both in public and private, day and night, putting together a comfortable environment for his master and his master’s spouse to live in.

“You humble yourself, but it’s still something you accomplished for the princes. You should be prouder.”

Theodor furrowed his brow uncomfortably at Marzel’s praise, but he quickly reset his expression.

“I have come to speak to you today to discuss readjusting Prince Gravis’s duties for next month.”

With a wry smile, remembering Theodor was never the type to earnestly take compliments, Marzel asked what his business was.

“Well, I haven’t heard anything from the prince regent.”

Theodor shook his head.

“Of course not. This is not related to his duties but to a private matter, so I have come to speak to you personally.”

“Oh?”

“Prince Gravis would like to clear his schedule next month for ten days.”

Marzel, surprised at the request, cupped his chin with a hum.

“Ten whole days? Hmm… I’d rather refrain from such a thing normally, but I’ll hear the reason why first.”

Theodor seemed relieved that the chancellor did not reject him outright.

“This is to make time for the princes to spend alone with one another.”

“Oh… Okay? Are they planning on going on a honeymoon of sorts?”

It was meant to be a joke, but Theodor nodded in affirmation.

“It is nothing as grandiose as a proper honeymoon, but…yes, I suppose you could think of it that way.”

Marzel gazed at him in awe.

“Prince Gravis, going on a honeymoon. To think the day would come that I receive this sort of report from you.”

Theodor smiled faintly. His icy aura warmed slightly.

“Prince Gravis’s hopes are modest. Since Prince Leorino rarely gets the chance to venture outside, he hopes to bring him to different spots before things get busy with Crown Prince Kyle’s coronation.”

Marzel could sympathize with the desire. Theodor, too. That was why Gravis had been so busy.

“I see… That makes it a lot harder to say no.”

“Yes. Prince Leorino has rarely spent any time outside Brungwurt Castle, his residence in the royal capital…or the royal palace.”

The both of them thought of the beautiful, ephemeral young man who had just become royalty.

Both in his hometown and in the royal capital, Leorino had rarely gone outside. On top of the kidnapping risk that came with his exceptional beauty and bloodline, the aftereffects of his serious injury meant he could no longer walk around as he pleased.

And now that he was royalty, he rarely ever left the villa. He bore the names of both the Cassieux family and the Fanoren royal family, both of which greatly influenced the relationships of power on the Agalean continent, which meant he no longer had the freedom to act of his own will.

There were likely people who were jealous of Leorino and thought that he was a young man who lived in great luxury with no effort, but reality was not so. No one on the continent could compare to his beauty, his bloodline, or his upbringing. His fragile body prevented him from doing what he wished. All of these things served as the fetters that bound Leorino.

“…Poor thing,” Marzel murmured.

Theodor responded wordlessly.

Now, the both of them knew how much Leorino bemoaned the frailty of his own body, how much he sought freedom, how much he struggled for it. But he had accepted every facet of his fate and chose to give up on his freedom for his partner.

“Prince Leorino will have to be a caged bird for the rest of his life. That he seems happy despite that is our one saving grace.”

“Prince Gravis’s heart is in constant pain.”

“Even if Prince Leorino’s in an environment he’s satisfied with, hm.”

“Yes. But I’m afraid there’s no helping that. Prince Leorino’s condition will never truly improve so long as he retains Ionia’s memories.”

Marzel outwardly frowned.

“Ionia was the one who disposed of all the corruption lurking in our country… And his memories are going to torment His Highness for the rest of his life.”

They fell silent for a moment.

“Ionia’s memories were our glad tidings—and our hope,” Theodor said. “But to Prince Leorino, they are a taxing weight that plague his mind and body. If he is to bear this weight for the rest of his life, then it is Prince Gravis’s wish to dispel whatever other worries that may cloud his heart. I, too, would like to make his wish come true.”

“What is freedom, Theodor?” Marzel asked. “Despite his situation, Prince Leorino seems perfectly free to me.”

“Marzel…”

“Maybe it’s because his heart is free. And maybe because Prince Gravis is by his side.”

Indeed—Leorino did not have physical freedom. But he seemed perfectly happy when that smile bloomed over his face, with love as the foundation of his heart and Gravis at his side.

“But that is exactly why I would like him to see a new world with Prince Gravis.”

So long as Leorino had Gravis, his spouse, with him, he had no limitations on his actions. So long as Gravis allowed it and Leorino wished it, they could go anywhere. And so, Theodor wished for Leorino to see plenty of different worlds for himself.

“And that’s what Prince Gravis wants, hm?”

“Yes.”

Fanoren’s symbols of peace were Leorino’s smile and his health.

“May I have your thoughts, then?” Theodor asked.

Marzel nodded and worked out the affairs to come.

“Of course. The princes will not be holding a formal celebration for their marriage and are spending time together quietly. And all of the issues that have arisen since the end of the war have finally calmed. I would love to secure some time for them to spend together, but…I am uncertain I can guarantee ten whole days to allow Prince Gravis’s absence from the palace.”

Theodor did not argue; he promptly offered a compromise.

“Then, how would seven days do? I realize this may be a bit of a stretch for the Palace of Administration, but Prince Gravis will return each day for a fixed time. How does that sound?” Marzel nodded. “In terms of time, we will accommodate him. It should be fine so long as we have an hour of his time. I will make sure the conditions for approval remain at the minimum while he is away.”

At last, relief colored Theodor’s expression.

“I must visit the Palace of Defense on a separate occasion, so would it be all right if I speak with you regarding time off at any point?”

“Yeah. I don’t mind.”

Marzel nodded. That settled the matter.

“Thank you,” Theodor said. “In that case, I will return with more detailed scheduling at another time.”

“Wait, Theodor.”

Just as the valet was about to turn on his heel and leave, Marzel grabbed his arm to stop him.

“What is it?”

The two men’s gazes settled on one another for a moment. Marzel let out a sigh. At the next moment, he removed his chancellor’s mask and spoke to his childhood friend privately as a man alone.

“I was just thinking about how long we’ve known each other, Theodor.”

“Marzel…”

“You’re doing a lot to help Prince Gravis be happy. Aren’t you glad he’s alive?”

Marzel knew the crime Theodor had once committed.

But all he could do in the nineteen years and change that had passed since was watch Theodor suffer in guilt.

Marzel’s hand slid down his arm and grasped Theodor’s slender hand. Theodor wavered.

“Marzel…”

“Please, just stay here a little longer.”

The cool, thin sensation of his hand, one he had not felt for quite some time, spurred on his memory.

And then, he remembered who had suffered and who had struggled in their sad, young days.

 

Marzel was the firstborn son of the prestigious Ginter family, which often produced chancellors.

His upbringing was strict, as he was to become the next chancellor. His father in particular harbored a deep-rooted inferiority complex since he had been unable to assume the position, so the education he gave Marzel was harsh.

From a young age, Marzel was intelligent and capable. At the same time, he was much too honest.

The position of chancellor was not a hereditary one. And yet the Ginter family had a hold on the title. This was ambition that had greatly strayed from a noble’s authority. For some reason, neither Marzel’s father nor his grandfather understood that if neither Marzel nor his little brother had the wits to shoulder this great country’s governance, then they would not be able to become chancellor. Why did their elders believe that blood alone could guarantee their future?

His family’s ambitions were essentially obsession, and Marzel despised them from the bottom of his heart. Marzel’s noble soul despised selfishness, and so he would one day be drawn to the very manifestation of selflessness.

 

When Marzel started attending higher education, he began looking forward to the day his childhood friend, Lucas Brandt, who was one year younger than him, would start coming to school. The family of Count Hexter, Lucas’s home, was a military bloodline that often produced generals. There was little doubt that Lucas would be joining the Royal Army after graduating. And because of that, Marzel secretly plotted to join along with his childhood friend, something totally unbefitting the bureaucratic Ginter family.

His little brother could work toward the position of chancellor. His little brother was flippant, but he was not stupid. He would surely be delighted to play along with his father and grandfather’s ambitions. And with that thought in mind, Marzel began to find joy in the future betrayal of his family.

A year later, Lucas joined the school. And it was through his childhood friend that Marzel met Ionia Bergund.

Ionia stood out. His garish coloring of flaming red hair and violet eyes coupled with his conspicuous build—and the unusual fact that he was from a commoner’s family—made him an unavoidable presence.

At first, Marzel got close to him simply because he was curious as to what kind of boy his best friend had become utterly infatuated with. But the more he got to know Ionia, the more captivating a person he became, and Marzel’s heart stirred.

Ionia’s colorful exterior belied a quiet character.

Marzel had grown tired of greedy people, and so he was instantly charmed by him. Though he never saw him romantically, Ionia carved himself a place in Marzel’s heart as a dear and cherished friend. His birth had nothing to do with anything.

As he remained in Ionia’s presence, Marzel noticed something: It was not as though Ionia was selfless. Instead, his heart housed great conviction. It was one year later that he learned why.

 

The second prince, Gravis Adolfe Fanoren, began attending school one year after Ionia and the others. It was extremely rare for a royal to attend. On the first day, Ionia gazed at the noble boy prince as he walked with a powerful, but lonely gaze. The prince, in turn, looked at Ionia, as though responding.

In that moment, when Marzel saw the powerful surge of emotion that erupted in their eyes, he was shocked. Starlit eyes shone with fervent passion; joy and despair colored violet.

Marzel understood. All of Ionia’s heart belonged to the black-haired prince.

The prince and the son of a blacksmith—what sort of relationship did they have, really?

But Marzel had a sense, from the way the prince watched as Lucas dragged Ionia away, that Ionia’s feelings were not one-sided.

 

Lucas, Ionia, and Prince Gravis—their feelings for one another sat along the border between love and friendship, and as they grew from boys to men, their feelings changed into something more intense and dangerous.

Lucas began to torment himself, Ionia suppressed himself and escaped into selflessness, and Gravis, three years younger than the both of them, his feelings vaguely straddling the line of love and friendship, only felt more and more possessive of Ionia.

As Lucas’s best friend, Marzel could have perhaps put a stop to it as their feelings raced toward destruction. As his childhood friend, as his best friend, as his vassal, he could have offered advice.

But Marzel wanted to see this to the end. He wondered if he would find what he was missing in the place the three of them ended up. And so, he stuck to being an onlooker.

That was Marzel’s sin.

At the time, he had no way of knowing what sort of destruction they were headed for.

 

There was another person on Marzel’s mind. That was Theodor Anhalt, the second son of Count Moreau, who came to school at the same time as the second prince. He was a slender boy with a handsome face, two years younger than Marzel. He, too, was a childhood friend.

The family of Count Moreau was a distinguished noble family who had produced many attendants that served the royal family over generations. Attendants who served the royal family were completely different from attendants who served nobility. They held rather high standing within the royal palace, too. Like the Ginter family, the Anhalt family was staunchly proud of their lineage. Both families believed in birthright privilege and got along well, so Marzel knew Theodor from childhood, but they were not as close as he had been with Lucas.

Theodor had been raised in the royal palace in order to become the second prince’s valet. Thus, he was a haughty and rigid boy who did not have as strong a plebeian air as regular nobles did, as though he were royalty himself. Theodor was pure of culture and, unlike Marzel, was raised to be a trueborn believer in birthright.

Theodor hated that Ionia, a commoner, kept approaching the prince, his master. He occasionally clashed with Lucas over the matter. Even Gravis scolded him for taking his discriminatory attitude toward Ionia too far.

But Theodor was a proud and particular boy. He did not mean ill. It was due to his upbringing that he was poor at voicing what lay deep in his heart. He had a laudable personality, one overflowing with the spirit of service for his master. Marzel had known Theodor forever—in his eyes, it was almost as though Theodor was completely at a loss as to what to do with Ionia.

 

The chance to speak alone with Theodor came when a dinner party was held at his house.

Marzel had no choice but to attend, since his father commanded it, and he was growing fed up with this gathering of birthright privilege believers. It was then that he found Theodor, who was accompanying Count Moreau. Since Theodor typically lived in the palace, Marzel rarely ever had the chance to see him.

Marzel grabbed Theodor and practically dragged him out to the veranda.

“It’s been a long time since we’ve gotten to talk alone together like this.” Theodor, illuminated by the moonlight, remained unruffled. “We always see each other at school.”

Marzel smiled wryly. Theodor was always such a spoilsport, never wanting to open up. The boy was like hard glass.

“But we don’t really get the chance to talk, do we? You’re always with His Highness, and we’re not even in the same year.”

“You will be graduating soon. Will you be headed to the Palace of Administration?”

“No. I’m planning on joining the Royal Army after graduation.”

Theodor stared hard at Marzel. Marzel watched as those pale blue eyes swam with mixed feelings.

“So you will not be pursuing chancellor work.”

“Nah. A skilled person more suited for the role should take it instead.”

“But the Royal Army… What point is there in mixing with commoners? That is not the place you should go if you hope to move up in the world.”

Marzel laughed. “Even if I went to the Palace of Administration, it’s not like my family’s guaranteed to take over the seat of chancellor.”

Theodor pursed his lips. “You wish to remove yourself from bloodline purists.”

Marzel responded carefully, so as not to break the stiff boy’s heart.

“Some parts of birthright privilege should be respected. But my ideas are different from that.”

“Is it…because of that commoner? You too? That commoner…”

That commoner was Ionia. This was his chance—Marzel stared straight into Theodor’s eyes and asked him outright—

“Why do you hate Ionia so much? On the surface, the gates to the palace are also open to commoners in Fanoren. I’m not going to disavow you for believing in bloodline purity. But if you can’t accept others’ viewpoints and coexist with them, then you’re going to conflict with your master Prince Gravis’s mindset one day.”

Marzel looked away and bit his lip.

“I know. My mindset is already different to that of His Highness.”

“Then can’t you see Ionia’s nature and his loyalty toward His Highness for what it is?”

Theodor’s head drooped listlessly. “I do. Even I am always with Prince Gravis.”

Marzel frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I am telling you that I understand the man’s heart and his loyalty to His Highness.”

“Then why? Why do you detest Ionia so much?”

“Because his attachment to His Highness is greater than anything either of us can imagine.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“What’s wrong…? All of it is wrong, of course. His Highness seeks Ionia Bergund not simply as a friend…but as something deeper.”

Theodor, too, had realized that Gravis loved Ionia romantically.

“Ionia Bergund is His Highness’s human shield, a commoner, and a man. Are His Highness and Ionia supposed to have any sort of future together?!”

Marzel could say nothing.

“If he chooses Ionia, then he completely cuts himself off from the path to this country’s throne!”

Marzel gazed at Theodor.

Those who believed in bloodline purity wanted to oust Crown Prince Joachim, the son of a lesser noble concubine, and hand the crown to the second prince, Gravis, who had a nobler bloodline. Theodor, too, wanted Gravis to take the throne.

“It’s easy for you to pursue your ideals. But what will happen to this country? What of Prince Gravis’s future?”

Theodor’s nails dug unconsciously into Marzel’s arms. Marzel lay a hand over his balled fist.

“Even if Crown Prince Joachim’s lineage is inferior to Prince Gravis’s, he’s recognized as the first prince by royal law. It’s the law that stated Crown Prince Joachim is going to be the next king.”

“But—!”

“Theodor! Use your head! Don’t be so tied to your family’s values that you mistake what truly would be for Prince Gravis’s sake!”

“But even you understand that he would be the perfect person for the crown of this country! It isn’t just his lineage. Are you telling me I must helplessly give up on his natural disposition for the throne?!”

“Is that the future Prince Gravis really wants?!”

“I don’t know! But I cannot give up on him. I have spent more time at his side than anyone else…and so I cannot give up on a future where he takes the throne.”

Something pooled in Theodor’s eyes. Marzel couldn’t help himself; he scooped up those slender shoulders into his arms in a hug. For a brief moment, Theodor clung to Marzel, but then pressed his hands to his chest to push him away.

“Forget what I’ve said. Please, this conversation does not leave this place.”

“Don’t worry too hard over it. No matter what, I’m on your side… Just don’t forget that.”

Marzel belonged to a family of chancellors. Even though he was not yet of age, he was quite knowledgeable on the inner affairs of the royal palace. As a future servant to this country, he was painfully aware of how Theodor felt.

It was clear to everyone the sort of capacity Gravis had as master. Gravis would be the perfect person to sit at the apex of this country. It would not be unusual if the queen and everyone who believed in bloodline purity held the same fantasy—that was how brilliant the prince was.

“Marzel… If I ultimately end up betraying him, would you still truly be on my side?”

“Theodor…”

“Never mind. It’s nothing.”

Theodor wiped away the emotional, reddening swell of his eyes and left the veranda.

 

There was an assassination attempt on the second prince during mock training. Ionia had been Gravis’s shield and sustained severe injuries that put his life in danger.

A dark and heavy atmosphere enshrouded the school after the incident. And at the same time, word of Ionia’s Power swept through the students. His Power could crush into dust anything he touched, and it turned the enemy into blood and chunks of flesh. The state erupted with rumors, and people began to whisper about Ionia with fear, calling him a monster.

Marzel went to see Ionia after he regained consciousness. Someone got there before him. Standing in the hallway was Theodor’s lonely silhouette. For some reason, he stood with his hand on the door, his head low.

“What are you doing here?”

Theodor looked up.

“Marzel…”

From the slight crack in the door, they could hear a boy talking. Gravis was in the room. His voice seeped out to them.

 

“I’ve made up my mind. I won’t let it end here. I will never let you go, not even after graduation.”

 

Ionia’s reply was weak. What they heard next was a heavy sigh.

 

“Remember. The blood on your hands, the blood from your own wounds, it’s all mine.”

 

Marzel held his breath at hearing Gravis’s hidden passion voiced. When he looked at Theodor, he saw the slight hand he had on the door was trembling.

“I…don’t know what’s right anymore,” Theodor murmured.

“Theodor…”

All Marzel could do was gaze at his childhood friend. Tears pooled in Theodor’s pale blue eyes as he looked up at Marzel.

“No matter what path he chooses, His Highness will never be happy. If he chooses Ionia, His Highness cannot remain royalty. But I know if His Highness abandons his responsibilities as royalty, he will most certainly regret it. The weight he bears is much too great to live on love alone.”

So he had no future. Was there no future where everyone could be happy?

“Theodor—”

“I am…much too powerless to support Prince Gravis.”

Everyone was hurt. Even Theodor had lost his place, wandering aimlessly.

Marzel beat himself up for his insolence for wanting to remain an onlooker, for wanting to see where this went.

 

Marzel graduated early. He brushed off his family’s vehement opposition and joined the Royal Army. His grandfather essentially proclaimed he was disowned and told him that the family estate would be going to his little brother. That was what Marzel wanted, in fact.

Marzel turned down an offer from the army’s General Staff Office and deliberately joined the Combat Division. That also came from a place of repulsion toward his family.

But the future was not as bright as he had imagined.

“Ginter, here is a list of cadets who will be joining the Combat Division next spring. I’d like some of them to train under you.”

His officer handed him a list.

He flipped through the pages. At the very end, he saw Ionia Bergund. Marzel was shocked. Wasn’t Ionia supposed to be Gravis’s personal guard?

With a trembling finger, he traced Ionia’s name. The moment he saw where Ionia would be dispatched, his eyes snapped open wide. It said mountain troops. Every student who graduated from higher education were all candidates to be officers. For one to be sent straight to the mountain troops was unprecedented. It was clear there was some sort of force at play trying to rip Gravis and Ionia apart.

A furious storm raged in Marzel. He had a guess as to who had brought about this situation.

 

Marzel visited a separated palace, grabbed Theodor, and forcibly dragged him into an empty room.

“Wha—? Marzel, what is the meaning of this?!”

“You told someone about Prince Gravis and Ionia.”

The light in Theodor’s eyes wavered. That convinced Marzel.

“Who did you tell?”

“…”

“Say it! Who did you tell?!”

Marzel was genuinely furious. With his head still hung, Theodor placed a fist over his mouth. His fist was trembling.

“Why, Theodor?”

Theodor cried. His teeth dug into his fist, desperately trying to bite back his sobs.

“I cannot say… I can’t tell you.”

Marzel scowled.

“Listen to me, Ionia was sent to the mountain troops. He’s going to be dispatched to the Baedeker Mountains. It’s a grueling unit that can only ever come back to the capital once every few years. Cadets from the school are never assigned to that unit!”

Theodor stared up at Marzel with wide eyes. His thin lips quavered.

Marzel hung his head in deep despair. “Did you want Ionia out of the capital that badly?”

“N-no… No, I—I didn’t…”

Theodor’s damp eyes were heavy with regret and agony.

Theodor had wondered if he should remove Ionia out of excess concern for his master. To whom had he left that decision? Marzel had an idea of who it could be. There was no doubt Theodor had spoken to Gravis’s mother, Queen Adele. He had also heard rumors about a fiancée for Gravis being chosen soon.

“Why…?! You knew they’d be torn apart if you spoke to the queen!”

“I couldn’t choose…either path.”

When Theodor said that, Marzel let go of his shoulders. The young man in front of him had been at the mercy of the ideals his parents had instilled into him, and he looked so pitiful in Marzel’s eyes.

After so much thinking and worrying, Theodor had been unable to decide what the right path was for his master. Even Theodor was only eighteen. He was an inexperienced young man, one who was barely of age.

“You’re so stupid…”

The indignation he felt for Theodor was gone now. Theodor’s lips trembled. Marzel cupped his hands over Theodor’s pale cheeks.

“Couldn’t you have talked to someone…anyone? It didn’t have to be me.”

“I couldn’t… It was too much for me to—” Theodor swallowed the last of his sentence.

“Do you still truly think that what you’ve done was for Prince Gravis’s sake?”

“…”

“You took away Prince Gravis’s one salvation… You took away Ionia.”

At last, Theodor covered his mouth with his hands and swallowed a sob. However, tears he could not hold back began streaming down his cheeks.

“You said last time… Are you truly on my side?”

A murmur of despair, suppressed. Marzel was shocked.

“You said… You said you would always be on my side!”

“Theodor, I’m sorry—”

“I-if you’ll excuse me.”

Marzel could not chase after him. He intensely regretted unilaterally pressuring Theodor like this. And after that, he lost sight of Theodor.

 

Ionia was stationed in the remote mountains, far away from Gravis. There were many, many days he did not see Lucas, either. Ionia’s assignment was hidden within the Royal Army, and his unit and dispatch location were treated as top secret. His location was cleverly hidden from Gravis, who would not hinder their separation.

Two years later, a cold snap swept over the Agalean continent. In the year following, the war with the neighboring country of Zwelf began. Marzel was dispatched as rear support to a camp near the Baedeker Mountains in the northwest.

One day, two messages came to Marzel.

One was word that a large-scale battle had broken out at the fortress of Zweilink on the northeastern border, and that there had been many casualties. The other piece of news was a private letter from Lucas.

All it said was Ionia died at Zweilink.

Marzel gripped the letter in his fist and held back his screams as he cried. Never in his life had he cried that hard.

The battle of Zweilink was an atrocity—the soldiers died horrible deaths. He heard rumors that the entire fortress had been engulfed in a sea of flame and that the bodies were burned so badly, it was impossible to tell them apart.

Lucas, Ionia, Gravis—the path they had walked ended with Ionia’s much-too-early death.

With a cruel sense of loss in his chest, Marzel stood in the midst of the conflict with Zwelf, which grew only fiercer by the day.

Marzel defended one of his men in battle and suffered terrible injuries. One injury was severe enough that it was unlikely he would be able to continue as a soldier. He believed it was his punishment for being an onlooker.

 

After the war was over, Marzel retired from the Royal Army. He could have gone straight to the Palace of Defense to work in a supportive role, but once his wounds were healed, he transferred to the Palace of Administration.

There was something he needed to do to atone for what he had done. And for that, he needed power. Great power, at that.

Marzel decided to aim for the position of chancellor. That he ended up pursuing the future the Ginter family wanted for him by pure circumstance could be called nothing else but the irony of fate.

He saw Theodor for the first time in a long time in the Palace of Administration. Up until that point, he had been so busy with his own recovery and supporting Lucas through his despair following Ionia’s death that he had completely forgotten about Ionia.

Marzel was shocked—Theodor’s eyes were muddled with despair.

Ionia had died. And Theodor, having gone to the queen about Ionia’s existence, was partly to blame. How hellish could it have been for a loyal valet to serve Gravis while knowing full well the sins he had committed?

Marzel could not help but call out to him, and Theodor sluggishly lifted his head to look at him. His proud and clear, pale blue eyes were now darkened and hollow.

“It’s been quite some time. I heard you had been injured.”

“I was, yeah. I’ve recovered, but I couldn’t stay in the Royal Army.”

“I see. Will you be working in the Palace of Administration now?”

“Yeah. Annoyed things ended up how my dad and granddad wanted them, but what can ya do.”

“I see. Goodbye.”

Marzel felt sickened by the ritualistic exchange. Without thinking, he lashed out at Theodor, grabbing him by the arm as he attempted to pass. Theodor stared down at the hand on his arm and furrowed his brow.

“Let me go.”

“I want to talk to you, Theodor.”

Theodor tilted his head.

“To me? Why?”

“Just a little chat. I want your time.”

Marzel wanted to support Theodor because, in a way, what burdened them was the same.

The sin of intervention versus the sin of observing. Perhaps what had torn Ionia and Gravis apart was Theodor seeking counsel from the queen. However, Marzel was not completely innocent, either. But that was not quite it.

The complicated web of causes and effects had led to an unthinkable fate. That was all Marzel could see this as now. He had to think of it in this way—otherwise, his childhood friend would eventually end his own life.

“Very well. One day, then.” Theodor nodded with empty eyes.

But that promise did not immediately manifest.

After a long bout of illness since before the war began, King George had finally fallen into critical condition. Plus, with the second prince’s activities during the war, the dispute over succession between the legalists and bloodline purists grew complicated.

One day, Second Prince Gravis, who had remained silent this whole time, officially announced at a meeting that he had no intention of assuming the throne. This also signified his separation from the queen dowager.

In that moment, the first person whom Marzel thought of was Theodor.

They had no choice but to respect Gravis’s decision. But when he imagined how the young man who had sinned in order to push his master to the throne was feeling in that moment, Marzel’s heart stung.

Spurred by restlessness, Marzel searched desperately for Theodor.

He luckily found Theodor late at night and dragged him into an empty room.

Theodor fought back faintly, but Marzel’s persistent comfort eventually had him crouched on the ground, shoulders shaking. Marzel squeezed his thin frame tightly, blanketing him in an embrace.

“Don’t cry, Theodor… His Highness’s decision belongs to His Highness. It’s not your responsibility.”

“I’m not crying. I have no right to shed tears ever again.”

“Don’t say that.”

Theodor shook his head. “This is the future we’ve come to, after I pulled them apart that day… I sent Ionia to his death, and I could not even lead Prince Gravis to the throne. I am well aware of the depths of my own sin.”

Theodor lifted his drooping head and gazed at Marzel. Just as he said, there were no tears in his eyes. Instead, they were blotted out by fathomless despair.

“Everyone makes mistakes. It isn’t your responsibility alone.”

“No, it is my fault. I killed Ionia. And I led His Highness to despair.”

“Theodor—”

“Royal or common—none of that held any meaning in the face of his happiness, and yet… Everything you said to me that day was right. How…how foolish can I be to only notice this now that I have lost everything?”

“Theodor!”

Theodor laughed. The smile on his handsome face was much too painful, and Marzel deeply regretted that he had cornered Theodor and criticized him that day.

“What have I done…? The one home for Prince Gravis’s heart is…”

Marzel held Theodor tightly.

“It’s broken. I broke it. I…”

No. It was Theodor who broke. He was broken. His heart had hopelessly broken.

“If I were to give my life up…would Ionia come back?”

“Theodor!”

“Marzel, please, tell me. Would Ionia come back if I died? Would that save Prince Gravis from his despair?”

With clouded eyes, Theodor clung to Marzel’s arms.

“Please…punish me.”

Theodor’s cracked and breaking heart needed comfort—and punishment. A merciless punishment.

Theodor began to stir, attempting to wander from Marzel’s arms.

“Anyone… I care not who.”

In that moment, an overwhelming, terrible feeling pierced Marzel’s entire being.

He could no longer remain an onlooker after this. He could not let go of this man who had committed a grave sin out of his selfless heart. He could not let go. He would not.

“…No, don’t go.”

If Theodor were to break, then Marzel would just have to break him with his own hands, his own arms.

“Marzel…”

“No.”

He should break down to his core. And, at least in this moment, he should cry.

As those wishes came to him, Marzel pulled his childhood friend close.
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Destined Souls 3Kyle Alexis Fanoren



It was hard to tell what age Kyle was when he realized this world was a cesspit of the absolute worst.

Perhaps it was when he was too young to form memories. Or perhaps it was when he was old enough to correctly understand what was created as a result of relations between men and women.

For the crown prince of the Kingdom of Fanoren, Kyle Alexis Fanoren, the world was always a thin layer of skin away from him. Within that thin but infinite rupture was a question he would never find the answer to.

 

Why did innocent women have to have their legs torn open and birth children as proof of the crime?

 

“What’s wrong, Kyle? You’re quite out of it today. Bored of conversation with your mother already?”

Kyle snapped back to the present and lifted his head with a faint smile.

“…No, Mother. My apologies. We were talking about my coming-of-age ceremony next month, weren’t we?”

An innocent smile lifted Emilia’s plump cheeks. Kyle smiled back in turn. As he did, the voice in his heart muttered to him.

 

Mother, there have been times that I’ve cursed you for being a whore when looking at that compassionate smile of yours.

 

Emilia studied her son’s face, then breathed a sigh.

“You truly resemble Prince Gravis when I look at you like this. I suppose that’s Fanoren blood.”

Emilia, unable to truly separate herself from her nature as an innocent princess, spoke what was on her mind.

Kyle smiled. “I truly look nothing like His Majesty, do I?”

Emilia smiled brightly.

“I suppose not. You never resembled King Joachim. And I’m certain King Joachim looked a lot like his mother, Queen Mother Brigitte. His features are so gentle.”

“Ha-ha, that must be the case. Perhaps it would have pleased you if I looked a little bit more like my father, Mother.”

Kyle’s wish would never come true. If anything, he looked more and more like his uncle as time passed.

That would make him look more like the previous king. The king who ruled over this cesspit.

“Does it displease you that I don’t look like His Majesty, Mother?” he asked.

At his son’s question, Emilia tilted her head curiously. “Even if you don’t look like King Joachim, that is still proof that Fanoren blood runs thick within you. It is not a bad thing for one who will assume the throne. You’ve also grown to be well-built and so handsome—as your mother, I am very happy.”

With a smile, Emilia nudged the cup of tea that he had yet to touch toward Kyle.

Every time he saw his mother smile, an invisible sin weighed on his back.

“Prince Gravis is also very similar in demeanor to the previous king. About half of his facial features come from Queen Dowager Adele. Though he is a man, he’s rather beautiful.”

Had his mother ever thought about why uncle and son looked so similar?

Kyle looked at his hand. To be more precise, he looked at the glove he always wore over his hands. The seam at the tip of his thumb was starting to come apart.

The final bastion separating himself from this shitty world was coming undone.

 

I’ll need to get new gloves prepared.

 

“And you know, Your Majesty spoke with the chancellor about choosing candidates to become the crown princess.”

When his mother said that, Kyle lifted his head.

“…What did you just say?”

Emilia smiled.

“Your fiancée. I was about your age, yet to come of age the year I became engaged to His Majesty. You will need to choose a princess sooner than later.”

Kyle went pale. The time had finally come.

“…But Uncle Gravis is not yet married,” Kyle protested in his desperation.

Emilia shook her head.

“You and Prince Gravis are of different standing. You are the crown prince, first in line to the Fanoren throne. It is your duty to create heirs.”

Kyle immediately ground his teeth and desperately held back the impulse to shout.

 

She doesn’t know. Her father-in-law violated her behind the bedchamber doors over and over, and he impregnated her with me.

 

Kyle’s hands could see the pasts of anything he touched, and they revealed the truth carved into his mother’s body.

Emilia had unconsciously committed adultery. So long as Kyle lived, her sin would forever stand before her.

And only Kyle knew the truth of what demon it was that his mother’s body craved. The seed of that demon took root in Emilia’s womb and the life that bloomed from it would have to take a spouse and create heirs.

God’s vicious farce made Kyle furious.

His anger was not toward his mother. It was toward himself.

Ever since he learned the truth, Kyle had never been able to forgive his own existence.

 

Kyle sipped his tea, which had completely cooled. This was the tea he was always served in the queen’s room. It was supposed to have been made of the highest quality, but he tasted a bitterness that ground at his back teeth.

Emilia was sensitive to her son’s expressions.

“Oh, has the tea cooled? Shall I pour you a new cup?”

“No, mother. This is enough… I’ll be going soon.”

“Is that so?” Emilia tilted her head sadly. “And this is the first time you’ve visited your mother in a while. How careless of me.”

Kyle wanted to throw his teacup against the wall.

His mother the queen had poured him this tea herself, and the thought made his stomach lurch. The queen showed him love as his mother, even though her son had no right to be loved. He wanted to throw it all away.

 

I have no right. I am the proof of the sin you unknowingly committed.

 

“I can’t not finish the tea you’ve poured for me.”

The queen smiled at her son’s consideration. If he lifted the cup any higher, he felt like he might spill what little was left in it. He gently placed it back on the saucer. He could not break his mother’s favorite tea set—so delicate, made in Francoure.

There was no shadow cast over his mother’s happiness as queen, and he knew he could not break that. That was the one thing he had ever prayed for in his life.

He held back his shaking, took a quiet breath, and then holed up all those emotions in the depths of his heart.

“Were you happy marrying His Majesty, Mother?”

Emilia seemed surprised by her son’s sudden question.

“Goodness, I was wondering what you were going to ask. That’s an unexpected question from a cynic like you.”

“Ha-ha… Well?”

Kyle did not miss the fraction of a second where Emilia’s cheerful smile clouded, but the bright expression returned quickly. It was the compassionate smile of a queen, one that ached his heart.

“I was blessed with you, the perfect heir. Of course I’m happy.”

Kyle smiled at the answer, then stood.

“You’re going already? We’ve still much to talk about.”

“Pardon me, but I’m not interested in marriage talk.”

“Kyle! Think seriously about this. You are the crown prince.”

He brushed off her words as he lifted her hand to give his parting respects.

“Mother, you may bring the topic up to me now, but I will not accept it.”

“Kyle, why…?”

“My uncle is yet to marry, too. If you want me to marry, then use your responsibilities as queen to talk my uncle into it first.”

Kyle brought his lips to her pale, unmarred, plump fingers.

“Please forgive me, dearest Mother.”

Kyle stood and, at last, gave a bitter smile. Emilia’s brows drew upward.

“Kyle, you—”

“I don’t want to get married. Please. Grant me freedom for just a little longer.”

 

Kyle Alexis Fanoren was the crown prince of the Kingdom of Fanoren.

Kyle was only child to his father, King Joachim, thirteenth king of the country. In the future, Kyle would one day assume the throne of the great country of Fanoren and become the fourteenth king.

He had been told that he was a testy child ever since he was little. He hated being held, and he would cry whenever his mother or the wet nurses held him. Now he understood that it came from the Power that royals were said to have.

Kyle’s hands could see the noise of the past etched into any item or person he touched.

Ever since he achieved cognizance, he had always panicked when his mother touched him.

The woman in front of him was smiling. But in the back of Kyle’s mind, he could see the vague image of a dark, large shadow looming over his empty-eyed and naked mother.

This scared him. What was this dark creature that covered his mother? Young Kyle did not understand the dim images that continued to play in the back of his mind, and he simply shuddered.

Thus, others around him thought of him as an irritable child. When they finally understood that Kyle did not like being touched, only then was he carefully looked after.

In his eyes, he was lucky because he was the crown prince, someone of such high status—no one could so easily touch him. If not, then he would have never realized his own Power and might have gone mad from the separation between the images in his head and reality.

As he continued to keep himself tense, desperate not to see anything, he realized as a young child that so long as his palm did not directly touch anything, then there would be no images in his head. Memories could not pass through one layer of cloth.

After that, Kyle became extremely obsessed with cleanliness, and he grew up to be someone who always wore gloves in the presence of other people.

 

Around the time Kyle turned seven, he met with his uncle Gravis, who was nine years older than him, in the royal palace for the first time in a long while.

His uncle had just finished his education in the royal capital, and he was currently working in the Royal Army. He was unusual, choosing to fight despite being royalty. Though he was yet to come of age, Kyle’s uncle had been called an infant prodigy and was blessed with talent in the martial arts, and Kyle had heard that he was already fighting well on the front lines.

“It’s good to see you, Kyle.”

“Uncle! It’s a pleasure to see you, too!”

Kyle’s cheeks flushed. His uncle was masculine yet beautiful—his ideal man. He was proud he was often compared in likeness to his uncle.

Gravis crouched down, meeting Kyle at eye level.

His uncle’s eyes were a moonlit night—gold stars twinkling against a navy blue sky. These rare eyes were said to be a miracle that scarcely ever manifested within the Francoure royal family bloodline, and Kyle had always been jealous of them. He, too, had Francoure blood, but his eyes were a disappointing regular blue.

Spellbound, Kyle gazed into his uncle’s twinkling eyes. Gravis smiled softly at him as he did, then reached to ruffle his similarly wavy black hair with his large hands.

“You’ve grown. At your age, I don’t see you for a little bit, and you get so much bigger.”

“You’re already an exemplary adult, Uncle. Aren’t you?”

Gravis smiled slightly at his nephew’s cheer. He patted his head again.

“Thanks. But I’ve got about two more years before I’m of age. I can’t say I’m an adult until then.”

Kyle’s eyes widened in disbelief. From his perspective, Gravis was nothing but an adult.

“I want to be a hardy and powerful soldier like you when I grow up, Uncle.”

Gravis’s eyes softened faintly.

“You don’t have to become a soldier. Your job is to become the crown prince once my older brother, the current crown prince, takes the throne, and then one day you’ll become king of this country.”

Kyle looked disappointed. He understood the line of succession and his responsibility as son of the crown prince. But what he dreamed of was a choosing a future where he could be as powerful and as free as his uncle.

“You should just be king after my father, Uncle. I’ll allow you to take the throne next.”

“Now, now. Don’t speak so thoughtlessly. I don’t want the throne at all.”

Kyle stared up at Gravis. Gravis’s expression softened slightly.

“Do you not want to succeed the throne?”

Kyle thought for a moment. “It’s not that I don’t want to. But when I think about how I can’t choose any other path, I get a bit frustrated.”

“I see,” Gravis said, and ruffled his hair again. “You have a duty as the second in line for the throne.”

“Yes. I know.”

“But if you want to take the path you truly wish to follow with your own hands, then you must fight.”

“The path I truly wish to follow…”

Kyle asked himself: What did he want to be? What path did he want to follow?

“I don’t know yet,” he answered.

“I see.”

Gravis remained silent, listening to his nephew.

“If I said I wanted to be free, and I didn’t want to be king…what would happen to this country?”

“That I don’t know, either.” A faint cloud cast over his starlit eyes. “But…you also don’t need to be the only one that has to sacrifice something for this country.”

Kyle did not know why, but tears spilled from his eyes. He had a feeling Gravis had just said something very important to him.

A single, faint ray of light shone on the messy and dreary future ahead of him.

“Would you support me if I chose a different future, Uncle?”

Gravis nodded. “I pray that you’ll live a life that best represents you.”

Kyle was tickled. He grasped his beloved uncle’s hand on his shoulder.

“Thank you.”

“Of course. It’d be nice if the path you want to take leads you to the throne of this country, but…I’ve no right to say that to you. But if the future ever worries you, then I will support you when the time comes.”

A warmth spread through Kyle’s chest hearing his uncle’s firm encouragement. Gravis patted him on the shoulder one last time before standing.

“What path do you want to take, Uncle? Is it the general’s path?”

Gravis was tall, and his face was high and far away now—Kyle could not see the expression on his face. For the first time in a while, Kyle felt the urge to take off his gloves and peek into his uncle’s past, but he withstood.

Gravis patted his head once more. But he did not answer Kyle’s question.

 

Not long after reuniting with his uncle, when Kyle was walking the halls of the rear palace, he spotted a man and a woman entangled in each other behind a wall. The woman was pushed up against the wall, the man bending over her from behind, his hips writhing intensely against her.

Kyle went cold. He had seen those lewd movements before.

“Mikhail… What are those people doing?”

Kyle pointed to the entwined pair behind the wall and asked his valet, Mikhail, three years his senior. Mikhail was the third son of Marquis Adlung—he had been brought up in the palace from as young an age as possible alongside Kyle.

The moment Mikhail saw what Kyle was pointing at, his face folded into a deep and intense frown.

“My word— Master Kyle, you’ve no need to observe such filth.”

“Filth…?”

“Yes. That is a couple being shamelessly intimate and disregarding their place… Good grief, to think Master Kyle would catch a glimpse of such a scandalous act here, in the rear palace, home to royalty! They must be severely punished.”

Mikhail clicked his tongue, annoyed, then dragged Kyle away with hurried steps.

“Shamelessly intimate…?”

“You know what I mean. Yes—that is what is called sexual intercourse. But that is something only married couples engage in. How filthy.”

His valet was still a boy, and so his answer was scrupulous. But Kyle was shocked.

Time and time again, when he was a young child, whenever his mother held him, he saw those dark images. The man on the bed bending over his mother and rolling his hips and breathing ragged breaths was not his father.
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That man… That man was…

 

“Mikhail, what happens when unmarried people have sexual intercourse?”

“That is infidelity. Adultery. A man and a woman engaging in such an act can even create unwanted children.”

“What do you mean by unwanted children…?”

Mikhail must have noticed by the way Kyle’s voice stiffened. He hesitated for a moment, unsure if he should tell the crown prince anything more than this, but eventually decided he could not be evasive in his answer at this point, so he responded clearly.

“Unwanted children refer to the babies in the woman’s womb as a result of adultery that can never be acknowledged as legitimate.”

 

Several days later, Kyle sought a meeting with his mother.

Royals did not spend their daily lives with their families like commoners did. Though she was his mother, he still needed to put in an appointment for a meeting. The crown prince’s family occasionally had breakfast together, but they were all busy with official business, so their normal lives were generally spent separately.

Emilia secured time to see Kyle between her busy schedule of official affairs.

Kyle stepped into the room. Emilia furrowed her brow when she saw the hardened, tense expression on her son.

“What happened, Kyle? This is a sudden meeting. You don’t often ask for things for yourself.”

“Mother—”

Kyle rushed toward her and clung to her waist.

“…”

“Goodness, Kyle. What’s wrong?”

Emilia was surprised. Kyle hated the sensation of physical contact, and now he was suddenly clinging to her. She reeled in the prince’s sudden and perplexing behavior.

As he clung to his mother the princess’s stomach, he began to shake. Emilia held her violently trembling son’s head close and looked to his valet standing at attention behind him.

“Mikhail, what happened to Kyle?”

“It happened yesterday. He spotted a horribly outrageous sight between a man and a woman.”

“Oh my.”

Kyle could not hear their conversation.

All the sound around him distanced. A dim darkness blanketed his mind. The images from his mother’s warm body slowly clicked together to form a clearer picture. But Kyle endured it. He clung desperately to his mother and read the truth inscribed in her.

In the pitch black, a demon lusted for a pale body. Kyle’s father, Joachim, did not exist at all in the memory of his mother’s body. And yet there he saw a man and a woman, writhing together. His mother’s eyes were empty—impossible to tell if she was awake or asleep. And then the man jostling the woman…looked at Kyle.

“Aaahhh… Aaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”

Kyle screamed, still clinging to his mother.

 

Emilia hurriedly consoled her son as he gave a sudden, grievous scream.

“Kyle, Kyle… It happens. It’s natural.”

Emilia had apparently heard the full story from his valet. She imagined it must have been a considerable shock for him to see a man and a woman having sex like animals outside, considering how horribly he took physical contact.

Emilia patted her son’s head, over and over.

“Kyle, you mustn’t spurn what you’ve seen.”

It was the job of the attendants to educate the prince on relationship matters. But Emilia did her best to tell her son the correct information, so that he would not come to hate these matters.

“I’m certain it was painful to see for someone so young, but at the same time, it’s natural. The act is a very precious thing between those who have exchanged wedding vows with one another.”

“Those who have exchanged wedding vows…,” Kyle repeated in a daze.

“Yes.”

Emilia stroked her son’s hair. Kyle’s breath grew more ragged. He felt his stomach lurch in nausea.

“Like…Mother and Father?”

“Yes. That’s right—like me and your father. That’s correct. And it will be the same for you one day with the princess that will be your partner.”

“But then…what if it’s with someone that isn’t…?”

Kyle clung to his mother’s waist, his shoulders shuddering.

“Why was I…? Why was I born…?”

“Oh, Kyle. Don’t cry.”

Emilia had no way to soothe her sobbing child. She patted his head as much as she could, calmly telling him not to cry. She took the boy’s hands clinging to her waist and cupped her own around them. That was when she was shocked.

“Goodness, Kyle… Where are your gloves?”

Kyle was barehanded.

His mother’s gentle smile slowly vanished. The dark, looming man. The naked man and woman, swaying emptily.

The man rocking his hips into the woman Kyle clung to now was not his father.

And in that moment, Kyle violently vomited. Emilia screamed.

Kyle sobbed as he threw up over and over. This was the first time since gaining cognizance that he knew his mother’s warmth with uncovered hands, and the truth he saw there sent him into despair, leaving him writhing as he vomited and sobbed.

 

And then, Kyle broke.

He never slept, threw up all his food, broke everything he touched, as though he were rejecting every facet of the world. The crown prince’s sudden change sent the rear palace into a panic. Emilia attempted to stay close to her son, but Kyle firmly rejected every meeting with his mother.

A month passed, then two… The boy prince was once better built than other boys his age, but he quickly lost weight to the point that he was nothing but skin and bones.

One day, when Kyle’s mother came to visit him, he spat curses at her. He was like an entirely different person now—and in the face of his madness and his abuse, all the kind and gentle Emilia could do was shed tears.

That night, his father, Crown Prince Joachim, paid him a visit.

Kyle looked just like a wild animal. There was nothing left of the handsome prince he normally was. He had his bedsheets bundled around him as he sat huddled on the bed, his hair a mess and eyes wide and bulging.

“Kyle,” with an unreadable expression, Joachim approached his son. “I want to talk to you. Do you mind?”

Joachim approached the bed. It had been days since Kyle had bathed—a terribly filthy stench wafted from him. But Joachim paid it no mind; he approached and sat on the bed. Kyle scooted back as far away from him as he could, putting distance between him and his father.

Despite how emaciated he had become, he knew precisely what sort of situation he was in. Kyle was ashamed by how dirty he was—by how filthy he was. He did not want to sully his father’s existence; he did not know of his mother’s betrayal.

“Leave us alone,” Joachim commanded the attendants.

“But, Your Highness… If something happens—”

“What can a boy plagued by disease do to his father? Leave us be.”

When the footsteps finally quieted in the distance, only Joachim’s presence remained in the room.

“Kyle… I do not know what it is that torments you so.”

Joachim’s voice was calm. Though there was a hint of worry in his tone, he spoke gently and calmly as always.

“I heard you spouted abuse at Emilia today.”

His mother had stood there, hands tightly clenched in worry, while Kyle foamed at the mouth and shouted violent insults at her.

“Stay away from me, whore,” he had screamed at her.

He must have passed out after that. Perhaps he had spat even worse abuse at her, but he had no recollection.

“I cannot understand the source of your torment. I’m sorry I’ve been such a useless parent.”

Joachim gently patted the bony back through the sheets.

“But…your mother is blameless.”

Kyle reacted violently to that.

 

Father, Father—! No, I have no right to even call you my father.

 

“Let me say this again: don’t torment your mother.”

“Father…”

“Hasn’t she always been a compassionate mother to you?”

Kyle bit on his chapped lips, and moments later, the smell of blood began to mix with the stench of his breath. Once again, he felt sick, smelling how awful his own breath was. Once again, tears spilled from his eyes, which he thought he had already cried dry.

 

It smells so bad, it stinks, it stinks…

 

Kyle wished he could vanish entirely from his father’s presence.

But then, his father’s quiet voice fell over his son’s rounded back.

“Don’t break yet, Kyle.”

Kyle shivered.

“It’s not long before I’m king. So please, until then, don’t break.”

The tone of his voice was the same color as the despair in Kyle’s chest.

Until Joachim became king.

A small crack ran through the wild emotions of Kyle’s heart, hidden beneath his hard shell.

“I’ll become king, and Emilia will be queen. And you will become the crown prince.”

“I’m not going to be the crown prince—”

“Yes, you are.”

Kyle shook. He did not understand what his father meant.

His thin, pointed shoulders shuddered violently, as though from ague, and Joachim placed a hand on his back again. And with a quiet yet stern voice, he said, “Become crown prince for me, Kyle.”

Kyle lifted his face, dirtied from tears and dirt and blood. This was the first time he was seeing his father’s gentle features—his light brown hair and eyes—in a while. Kyle looked so different from him that the sight caused another stream of tears to pour down his cheeks.

Without a flicker of hesitation, Joachim reached out to wipe the tears from his son’s dirtied face.

“You look so much like Gravis.”

“Father…”

Kyle despaired at what his father whispered. A quiet blue flame burned in the depths of Joachim’s lucid eyes.

“If you are to follow in my footsteps, then I will become king of this country.” Joachim wiped away Kyle’s tears again. “Kyle, allow me to be king, and follow in my footsteps. And then carry on the Fanoren bloodline.”

Kyle listened to his father’s words in a daze.

 

For the first time in two months, Kyle bathed, brushed his teeth, and removed the dirt from his body. The lack of nutrients meant his black hair had lost its sheen, and it was now dry and straw-like. His clothes hung ungainly over his emaciated, bony frame. And yet, a sane light had returned to his eyes, which had restored the semblance of a proper appearance.

One night, Kyle dragged only Mikhail along and stood in the corridor decorated with the portraits of all of the kings of their country’s history.

There were twelve portraits, one each the height of an adult. Every man in the portrait wore a crown.

The newest portrait showed a man of black hair with an audacious expression on his face.

The sight of his empty-eyed mother, impossible to tell if she was conscious or not, being jostled around by a man on a darkened bed, passed through Kyle’s mind.

The moonlight pouring in from the high windows illuminated the face of the man in the portrait. It was the face of his grandfather, King George, and it looked so similar to both himself and his uncle. They were distant from one another as grandfather and grandson, so looking at his face in the portrait gave Kyle no particular feelings. He had no memory of ever making eye contact with King George, much less ever receiving a pat on the head.

After all that happened, Kyle ruminated on the memories he always read from his mother’s body.

He already knew that Emilia had no memory of sleeping with his grandfather, the king. They were simply memories etched into her flesh, and he had read those memories without her permission.

His mother had been raped. Kyle’s grandfather, her father-in-law, had violated her somehow while she was unconscious.

 

What were you hoping to accomplish by raping your son’s princess? Why did you do it until you put me in her womb?


 

The portrait did not answer. It wasn’t as though he could ask his living grandfather himself. He could never expose his mother’s sin.

But perhaps he did not need an answer at this point, because an innocent woman’s legs had been torn open, and proof of that sin—Kyle—had already been brought into this world.

Kyle gazed at his hands encased in his gloves. Hands that housed his cursed Power.

No longer was he an innocent boy prince. Standing there was nothing but a lonely soul who had just learned the darkness and cruelty of life.

Joachim had said that Kyle needed to become crown prince so that he could be king.

Then all he had to do was be crown prince.

No matter what he was, all he had to do was exist as a cloudless, proud successor, to the point that he never disgraced his mother or father. That was the one thing Kyle could do for his parents.

And that thought alone made him feel as though he could survive this night.

 

Several years later, a cold snap swept over the Agalean continent. The year after, the Kingdom of Fanoren began warring with Zwelf to the north. The year after the war ended, the poor King George, twelfth king of Fanoren, finally passed away, and Kyle’s father Joachim took the throne and became the thirteenth King of Fanoren.

And as Joachim ascended, Kyle officially became known as the crown prince.

 

One day, as Kyle spoke with a friend in one of the corridors, they happened to pass the queen, who snatched him up.

As his friend was about to leave the scene, Kyle grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and said, “You’re coming, too” and dragged him along.

The second son of the Brungwurt province, Johan Cassieux, managed to compose himself with an annoyed look, then obediently followed Kyle and the queen.

Kyle chuckled when he saw the way Johan so clearly hated this. Perhaps it was due to how clearly he had a bit of royal blood in him, but Johan never shrank in the presence of royalty. It was easy to be around him.

Emilia commanded Kyle to sit across from her. Johan immediately took up his spot behind Kyle so as not to be forced into the conversation.

Once the expected greetings were done with, the queen abruptly cut to the chase.

“Kyle, you’re twenty-one…was it?”

Kyle smiled.

“I’m twenty-two now, Mother. And he’s twenty-three.”

He pointed at the young man behind him, and Emilia pressed a hand to her forehead with a tired look.

“Johan has nothing to do with this… Johan, I am so sorry Kyle dragged you along. But I can never catch him if I don’t.”

“I understand, Your Majesty.”

Johan gave an appropriate nod. Kyle gave an annoyed click of the tongue.

“How uncouth, Kyle! Do you know how long it’s been since you’ve come of age? You need to start thinking seriously about finding a princess!”

“Johan’s not married, though. Right?” Kyle tilted his head back to look at him, and Johan gave him a bitter look, as though he’d swallowed a bug. Kyle grinned. It was like he was proud that he’d found a good aim of attack against his mother’s assault.

Suddenly, one of his cheeks lifted, as though he had just gotten an idea.

“But you know…there is someone I’m interested in. There might be a few problems between now and when we can get married, though.”

“Goodness, who is it? Tell your mother.”

Emilia was overjoyed to see her son’s response, which she had never seen before. On the other hand, Johan had a terrible feeling about this.

Kyle deftly tossed a wink to his uneasy friend.

“Is her social standing the problem?”

“Not really. The family is a noble one on par with Fanoren,” Kyle replied.

At last, Emilia seemed truly overjoyed to hear it.

“Oh my, goodness me! Is it the young lady from the house of Duke Leben?”

“No. Picture an unbelievably beautiful face, the princess of a high tower. Love at first sight, I think this is. Can’t get enough of that sweet innocence.”

“Ky— Your Highness!”

Johan was clearly panicking behind him. And before him, Emilia’s face flushed further.

“Whose daughter is this?”

“It’s his youngest brother, Leorino Cassieux. He’s eleven… No, he’s twelve now, I think.”

“Kyle…”

“Your Highness!”

Both queen and friend were at a loss for words.

“But, but…did the youngest Cassieux son not just suffer a terrible injury?”

“Oh? That’s a surprise. You don’t have a problem with him being a boy?”

At last, Emilia snapped. “How utterly imprudent of you to use a child in recovery as an excuse to reject marriage!”

“But I’ve heard he’s doing his best to start walking again. There’s hope.”

“Kyle!”

“Your Highness!”

Kyle stood with a laugh. “Let’s go,” he said, and grabbed Johan by the scruff of his neck. “So my future princess is still a little young, and it’ll be a while before he starts looking healthy again, Mother. So give me time until then to be free.”

“Kyle!”

“Mother. Please. The thought of marriage is the one thing I can’t stand.”

 

Give me freedom. Give me the freedom to forget about my blood and let me breathe. Please.

 

At the sight of the bewildered queen, Kyle’s stern expression quickly crumbled, and he grinned cynically.

“Now, Johan, shall we take our leave from this place before Mother gets truly angry?”

Kyle dragged Johan out of the queen’s room. The moment they entered the hallway, Johan swatted Kyle’s arm away.

“Prince Kyle… How dare you use my recovering brother as your excuse!”

“I mean it. Once Leorino’s better, I want him to be my wife.”

“He’s a boy! Doesn’t the crown prince need to create heirs?!”

“Oh, right,” Kyle said dramatically with a sigh.

“Plus… We don’t even know if he’ll be able to walk yet,” Johan bit his lip and hung his head.

Kyle patted him on the shoulder. “It’s okay. He’ll walk again.”

Johan lifted his head. The look in Kyle’s eyes was earnest when he looked at his friends.

“I’m praying for him, after all. God loves his farces, but I doubt he’ll bully me any more than this. I’m going to be giving that child all of what little luck I have anyway.”

“What…does that mean?”

Kyle looked at Johan’s expression, and a teasing grin immediately burst across his face.

“Either way, when the angel grows up, have him marry into the Fanoren family.”

“A-absolutely not! We are not letting him out of Brungwurt!”

“Oh, don’t get so worked up about it. He might clear the grief that’s hung over Fanoren for ages. Considering how much of an angel he is, perhaps.”

The angel’s wings had been plucked, and he fell to earth and faced death.

That day, it was not love of any sort that Kyle had found in the angel—it was salvation.

An angel that had fallen to earth might fall even further with a filthy man like him.

“Leorino does not have that sort of power!”

Johan was genuinely furious. Kyle cackled.

“Ha-ha! This is all in the future, though. He’s still young. I’m free until he grows up. Or until someone kills me.”

“Prince Kyle, what are you talking about?!”

“Ha-ha, I’m kidding! Everything I said was a joke. Don’t take it seriously.”

He continued to sit on the seat of crown prince for his mother and father only.

 

The seat of crown prince can eat shit.

 

Within Kyle was still a craving for destruction.

If God would forgive him for draining himself of this filthy blood to atone for his mother’s sin, then he would slit his own throat right this instant.

But not even the filthiest of lives born from the cesspool could end them with their own hand. The reason his mother married into this country’s burden was to keep the Fanoren royal family alive. He could not render that meaningless.

Just as his father told him that day, Joachim became king. What else did they need? All he had to do was keep the mask of an unclouded prince on his face for the rest of time.

Freedom. And if not, then death. He wanted to erase his existence from this country. He wanted to destroy this country.

And every time that thought came to him, he pictured Gravis, his uncle nine years his senior, and his lonely eyes.

He still clung to what his uncle said to him that day when he was a child, when he promised to support Kyle’s hopes.

If he had to pass on this filthy blood to the next generation, then they at least needed a legitimate king. And there was only one man who truly fit the bill. He wanted to leave the truth with his older half brother—who had a legitimate bloodline and should be taking the throne, unlike Kyle, who was a false crown prince—and then be saved from this hell.

If not, then Kyle’s impulses would one day break this country.

 

He did not want to do that. And so, he wanted to abandon his country.

 

Save me, Uncle. Save Fanoren from myself.
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Destined Souls 4August Cassieux



August was despondent. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this was the lowest he’d felt in decades.

“Honey, my dear. Don’t you think it’s about time you stop moping about this? No matter what you do, Leorino is not coming back.”

“Ough… Maia, are you not worried about Leorino?”

After attending the wedding ceremony for their youngest son at the grand cathedral in the royal palace, Maia and August took a long journey together back to Brungwurt. The margrave had been in this state ever since.

August remained in low spirits, having regretted marrying his youngest son off to the royal family.

“You know what he’s like,” she replied. “You saw how brilliantly decisive he was at the wedding ceremony. He may be frail, but he has always been a daring child. His life is surprisingly comfortable.”

“Hrm… But, and I am aware this is rude of me, doesn’t Prince Gravis possess that Power? The distance between here and the royal capital should be nothing to him. Why not be considerate of us and allow Leorino to visit home a little more often?”

“My dear… You want him to come home already?”

Ignoring his astonished wife, August used the entirety of his large frame to continue his temper tantrum.

“His Highness is the groom, as it were. Should he not be more considerate of his spouse’s family?!”

Maia was now thoroughly stunned by what her husband was saying, unthinkable for the Margrave of Brungwurt.

“August, that’s enough.”

August reeled. He needed to be careful when Maia, ten years his junior, said her husband’s name.

“You know you cannot ask Prince Gravis things one might normally ask of a regular groom. And Leorino is not our daughter. He’s our son. This was not a simple marriage.”

“Hrmph… I know.”

“The boy is now in a position where he supports His Highness, both in public and in private. He also carries the role of preserving relations between the Fanoren royal family and the Cassieux family. Marrying into the royal family means, as it were, he has now taken on a lifelong job.”

“Married into… But he’s a boy… A lifelong job… Lifelong… A lifelong job that will never let him come back, will it?”

“This again!” Maia’s eyes snapped open. “Of course he cannot! He has left his noble family. Royals do not divorce!” she shouted decisively.

August shrunk his boulder-like frame and hung his head, deflated.

“I still wonder if there was a way we could have made him keep the Cassieux name.”

That meant he wanted to change royal law.

As her husband began to speak of disquieting ideas, she reprimanded him.

“Honey… You do know we as the Cassieux family act as vassals for Fanoren.”

August would do it. Even if it was meant to be a joke, Brungwurt had enough power to do just that, so it was a wicked thing to suggest.

“I know, but…I worry about the boy so much. Prince Gravis shoulders too much weight… How could such a thin and frail body like our son’s support that?”

“I completely understand the worry you have for Leorino,” Maia said. She reached out and patted her husband’s rough, wrinkled hand. “But, August, my dear, a perfectly healthy body and a wardrobe of pure silk does not always make the heart truly happy. That was our mistake, wasn’t it?”

“I suppose it was…”

“That child decided he would face all of life’s pleasures and pains together with Prince Gravis. Because that is his happiness.”

August thought back on his son who continued to care for Gravis no matter how hurt he was.

“What life might bring him as they walk together, no matter how much physical pain he may be in, is infinitely more valuable to him than a long life lived idly.”

Maia grasped her husband’s hand.

Pouring in from her slender fingers was her healing Power. Its warmth soothed August, and a kind smile crossed his stern face.

They were a married couple that had faced life’s pains and pleasures together for over thirty years. In that time, they’d been blessed with four children and had lived through two wars. And no matter what, Maia had never left August’s side.

“Leorino doesn’t just look like you; indeed, he has your personality, too.” His wife, still beautiful after all these years, smiled. “I am certain it would upset Leorino if I were to say this, but…I could not love more the three boys who look and act just like you.”

August was shocked to hear that.

Maia loved all four of the boys equally, of course, but August had thought she was particularly fond of Leorino since he looked so much like her.

“How should I describe Leorino…?” she began. “He is precious, of course, but I knew he was going to be different from his brothers the moment he was born.”

“You say that, and yet how you dressed him up once upon a time.”

August smiled, recalling the days when Leorino would refuse girls’ clothes and he and Maia would vehemently argue over it.

“Oh, but that’s because we had such a beautiful child at a time when I wanted nothing more than a little girl. Glittery things suited him so well… Heh-heh. I suppose he was nothing like other children in that sense as well.”

“Calling him an angel was an understatement, you know,” her husband said proudly. She smiled brightly.

“You truly are head over heels for Rino, aren’t you?”

“He was heaven-sent, after all.”

“Goodness! But I suppose you’re right. Strangely enough, ever since I had him in my tummy, I’d always had the feeling he was a gift from heaven. And he was born on that dawn, do you remember? Perhaps I felt he was special because of that. I knew we had to take such, such good care of him.”

Maia had not known that Leorino had the memories of Ionia Bergund.

But a mother had her instincts—perhaps she had instinctively arrived at the truth that her boy was shouldered with an extraordinary fate.

Leorino had brought a warrior’s memory back to life, which had been the key to exposing the betrayal upon which the country’s survival rested.

Leorino was, undoubtedly, a gift to the Cassieux family, sent from heaven.

That he had been born at dawn after Zweilink burned nineteen years ago was nothing more than fate.

Now that he had become royalty on top of the special destiny he shouldered, his parents could not help but worry about the even greater burden he carried.

August raised his brows again. Things had been fine in the past. All he’d had to do was use the power of the Cassieux family to protect Leorino. Even if August grew old and died, they had his upstanding heir, Auriano.

But Leorino was now a Fanoren, and he had left August’s care. He had gone to the one place Brungwurt could not touch, and that made August uneasy like nothing else.

 

“I think Aulivert is going to be old enough to start running around the castle soon. This old castle’s going to be busy and filled with the sounds of children crying again. I’m certain it will make you feel better.”

Auriano’s son was named Aulivert.

“You may be right. Aulivert looks just like Auriano… I wonder if the next one will look like you or Erina.”

“But he’s cute, isn’t he?”

“He is… Our sons and grandchildren are all unbearably adorable…even though how the older three look like me is quite disagreeable.”

Maia chuckled.

“I love this rugged face of yours. To think I would get to see another has me thrilled to see Aulivert grow up.”

The couple, on the cusp of old age, exchanged smiles. And then—

“Lord August! Come, quickly!”

In rushed in the butler suddenly, his voice raised in a panic. There seemed to be some sort of commotion behind him, too.

“What is it?! What’s happening?!”

A stern look suddenly crossed August’s face as he stood. But what he saw in the next moment left him standing, frozen, with his mouth agape.

 

“Mother, Father, it’s good to see you.”

Who poked his head out from behind the butler but Leorino, their youngest son and topic of recent conversation. August had been so worried about Leorino, he thought he was hallucinating.

“Leorino…?”

August was even more shocked: behind Leorino stood his partner, Gravis—Prince Gravis Adolphe Fanoren. A superhuman aura settled around him, as it usually did. This overwhelming presence was not a hallucination.

“We’re here to pay a visit,” he said.

“Y-Your Highness…”

But they were not alone.

“Margrave, Margravine, it’s a pleasure to see you both.”

“Hello, my lord, my lady.”

Leorino’s personal attendant, Hundert, and bodyguard, Josef, poked their heads out from behind him and Gravis.

“I apologize we did not contact you ahead of time regarding our visit, Lord August, Madam Maia.”

The last one to appear was Gravis’s valet, Theodor Anhalt, with an elegant bow.

 

It was Maia who recovered from the shock first.

“Oh my, look at the crowd you’ve brought… I give you my warmest welcome to Brungwurt. Prince Regent Gravis, Leorino—it’s good to see you.”

She offered Gravis a graceful and ladylike bow; her son approached to greet her.

“Mother, thank you so much for attending our wedding ceremony.”

Maia lovingly stroked her hand through Leorino’s hair.

“You’ve grown your hair out more.”

His hair had grown long enough that it was now past his shoulders and touched his back. The way the sparkling platinum blond locks framed his beautiful face made him look just like an angel from a religious painting.

“You’re still so beautiful, Rino. And I am so happy to see you looking well… Now, dear! You give him your greetings, too!”

August stood at attention when his wife said that to him.

He was regretting having complained about wanting his son to visit home a little more, but he finally recovered his dignity as lord and bowed to Gravis.

“We welcome you warmly, Prince Regent Gravis and Prince Leorino.”

Just as he heard his father call him by his title, Leorino gazed up at him with a saddened look.

He left his mother’s side and shuffled over to August. He took both of August’s hands, and looked up at him with his damp, violet eyes.

“Father… Why are you being so aloof? Calling me ‘prince.’”

August made a sour face.

He was weak to his youngest son’s countenance. But though his son was his son, he was no longer his son. Because now he was royalty.

“But…”

“Father.”

“No, there are a certain order of things in this world we must observe.”

“Father…”

“…N… Ngaaaaaaaaah, I can’t!” August shouted, violently raking his hands through his hair. He then grabbed his youngest son and pulled him into a hug.

“Leorino…! I’m so glad you’re here! You look well!”

“Father!”

“Leorino! I’m so happy to see you!”

“I’m happy to see you, too!”

“Oh, let me get a look at you… And what a healthy complexion you have!”

“That’s because I am healthy, Father!”

Leorino was delighted to have his father’s hug. Though everyone present was a bit astonished, they warmly watched the reunion between father and son.

 

After basking in his dear son’s presence to his heart’s content for the first time in three months, August finally regained his senses.

“Prince Gravis, I offer my gratitude for bringing Leorino here with you.”

Gravis bit back a laugh as he raised a hand in response. Watching his father-in-law attempt to tighten up his gooey demeanor and preserve his dignity was just too funny to him.

“We came to speak with you. We’ve brought Theodor and Hundert along for that reason. I brought Leorino along because, well—just because.”

Leorino pouted when he heard his spouse say that. It was a childish reaction, but no one scolded him for his bad manners since this was a private situation.

“You’re so mean, Vi. Don’t talk about me like I’m some little bonus tacked on.”

“But I’m pretty sure you are supposed to be a little bonus, right, Master Leorino? You were begging the general like, ‘C’mooon, take me with yooou.’”

“Josef! I didn’t say it like that. I asked him properly.”

When Josef told on him, Leorino immediately protested.

The margrave and margravine watched on warmly as the young master and servant bantered. Even the corners of Gravis’s eyes softened slightly.

Leorino glared at his partner.

“It’s because Vi talks about me like I’m a little bonus.”

“No, Josef is correct. That still doesn’t change you kicking up a fuss about wanting to go the moment you found out where I was going, asking if I was going to take Hundert without telling you.”

August grinned hearing the exchange. He looked over at his wife as though to say, “See?”

“Gosh, please stop being so mean. But if you’re going to use your Power to come all the way to Brungwurt, then I’m not going to miss my chance to see Mother and Father.”

Gravis patted his spouse’s head. “If you ever want to come back and visit, don’t ever be shy about asking. I will always bring you.”

“Really?” Leorino gazed up at him with delight.

When August and Maia saw this conversation, they could easily guess what their son’s life was like in the royal capital.

Leorino was living happily in the royal capital, watched over by both a partner so reliable and attendants so kind and loyal. There was no doubt about it.

Maia beckoned for Leorino to come over.

“Leorino, come here. Show your mother your face. Tell me how things have been.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Leorino sat with Maia on the couch. She also offered a seat to Josef, who was standing in wait behind Leorino. Josef was forced to sit. He seemed tense, but at least he kept his manners and sat down. That, too, was the result of Theodor’s education.

Theodor himself paid his greetings to the Cassieux staff and asked them to prepare tea for everyone.

Gravis and August stood side by side, watching Maia talk their ears off.

“Now then, Your Highness. You had to speak with me?”

“Yes. It isn’t I who needs to speak with you, to be precise. Theodor, tell Lord August what you told me.”

Theodor, standing in wait behind Gravis, stepped forward.

“Do not mind if I do, my lord. I would humbly prefer if Lady Maia were to join us in this conversation as well—would you mind?”

The beautiful mother and son sitting on the couch turned to look at them.

Maia and Leorino did have a very similar air around them, though it was not as close as the one between Leorino and his grandmother Eleonora.

“Theodor, if you need to speak with Mother and Father, then shall I excuse myself?” Leorino tipped his head aside.

“No, you remaining isn’t a problem. But this is a conversation best left in Theodor’s and Hundert’s hands,” said Gravis.

“Then shall we wait in a different room until they’re done talking?”

“We should. Why don’t you show me around the castle, then?”

Gravis approached the couch and reached out again to lay his hand on Leorino’s small head. Leorino’s cheeks flushed in delight. It seemed to be a habit of Gravis’s to pat his head.

August and Maia exchanged glances.

The gap of nineteen years was, indeed, much too big for them to be equal partners. Gravis’s good looks from his ageless beauty meant the pair did not resemble a parent and child, but when coupled with Leorino’s air of naïveté, Gravis doting on Leorino made him seem completely like a chaperone and child in his care.

As a father, August had complicated feelings about not being able to protect his son with his own hands. But regardless of how strong his heart was, his youngest son was physically unable to live on his own, so August was genuinely relieved that had been able to leave him in the care of the most powerful man in the country.

“Leorino, why don’t you show His Highness to the portrait gallery?” Maia suggested.

Leorino beamed. “That’s a wonderful idea, Mother. Have you ever seen our portrait gallery, Vi? It’s filled to the brim with our castle’s history, and it’s well worth seeing.”

“Tell me what’s great about it.”

Gravis, surprisingly, showed his interest. He liked the old castle of Brungwurt.

“It’s decorated with portraits of the historical kings of when Brungwurt used to rule this land, along with their respective suits of armor. Everything is really old, and it’s such a magnificent sight.”

“Oh? That’s something I’d like to see.”

“The royal crown our ancestors used to wear is still in the treasure vault. I secretly tried to wear it once when I was little, but it slipped all the way down to my chin. But I think it’d look great on you.”

“Leorino.”

Gravis gave a tense grin at his spouse’s slipup. August and Maia both sighed at what their carefree son had said.

“Leorino, apologize for what you’ve said. You are no longer a member of the Cassieux family. You are Fanoren royalty,” August warned his son.

After a moment of canting his head to the side, he jumped, a serious expression crossing his face as he went pale. He had realized he had said something terribly improper.

The Cassieux family—the old Brungwurt royal family that once ruled this land—had been eradicated by none other than Gravis’s ancestors, the Fanoren family. To say the Brungwurt crown would look good on Gravis, Fanoren royalty, was a statement lacking in care with regard to both families.

Leorino reflected on his error and apologized to Gravis.

“My sincerest apologies, Your Highness. I made a foolish remark.”

“No, don’t worry about it. But refrain from saying such things in public situations. You especially cannot thoughtlessly talk about putting a crown on me. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand.”

Gravis’s gaze encouraged him further. Leorino understood his partner’s orders, and this time he bowed to August.

“I apologize to you as well, Father. My remark was a careless one with respect to the Cassieux family.”

Leorino was apologizing to the Cassieuxs. Now that he had become a part of the Fanoren royal family, the Cassieux family was a vassal family first, and his birth home second. They were an entity to whom he needed to show proper consideration, politically.

As his father, August, truly had complicated feelings about it.

“All right. Now thank Prince Gravis for his kindness.”

“Yes, Father.”

After making Leorino apologize to August, Gravis patted his back a few times.

“No need. Just don’t make the same mistake again. Be more careful.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

August and Maia were touched by the sight.

Their son was still not quite aware of what it meant to be royalty, but Gravis was not frustrated with him, nor did he yell at him—instead, he was patiently educating him. It was almost as though he was being educated as a royal boy.

Leorino was immature because of his naïveté and inexperience, but that did not make him a fool. Gravis trusted in his partner’s growth and was waiting for him.

August recalled the day Gravis came to him and asked to make Leorino his spouse.

It was then that Gravis had told him the shocking truth.

That was that Leorino had the memories of the man for whom Gravis once had feelings. That the man was a warrior who had fallen at Zweilink. And that their souls had reunited after eighteen years.

Leorino was not that man. That must have certainly caused Gravis conflict. And it must have been the same for Leorino, too.

But Gravis never sought his traces in Leorino. He loved Leorino for himself—not as a replacement for a man he once loved—and had chosen to walk through life with him.

Nothing, including their age, seemed to match up at first glance, yet they certainly needed each other in balanced ways that no one else could understand.

And when that thought came to him, August’s emotions burst.

 

“…Oogh… Woooouuugh!”

Everyone looked at August, their eyes wide in surprise. For some reason, he had a hand balled at his mouth and was sobbing.

“Honey, again…?”

“Lord August, what’s the matter?”

“Father?!”

“My lord?”

With wet eyes, August looked to his son.

“Leorino… How fortunate you are…to have Prince Gravis as your husband… Hruuuugh!”

Leorino was perplexed, unsure what exactly had caused his father to get so worked up. It was then that Josef patted Leorino on the shoulder.

“I know. You’re pretty useless in a lot of ways, Master Leorino, so Lord August is relieved that you have the general patiently watching after you.”

Josef was, as usual, frank.

“Just because of that?” Leorino was at a loss for words.

Maia looked up to Gravis with gratitude.

“Prince Gravis, we are genuinely thankful that you are guiding our immature son. My lord’s tears are of heartfelt gratitude, too. There are many things our humble education was unable to teach him, but he never forgets what he learns, so please be sure to scold him thoroughly if he makes a blunder.”

“No,” Gravis replied. “It was my selfishness that made him my spouse without offering him a postponement to educate him as royalty. I am grateful for your prompt permission to marry him, Lord August.”

“Nghurrrrgh!”

The margrave’s sobs echoed through the room, barely giving time for Gravis’s calm response to breathe. With a dry smile, Gravis consoled his father-in-law.

“Please calm down, Lord August.”

There then came the sharp sound of a fan snapping shut. August’s massive frame shuddered.

“Get ahold of yourself, August. There is nothing cute about a stern man like you bawling your eyes out.”

Maia was angry. August looked shocked.

“Wha—?! You just said you thought my face was cute!”

“Perhaps Rino is cute when he cries, but there is nothing adorable about the way you sob.”

What had the couple been talking about before everyone showed up?

Among the shocked entourage from the villa, only Theodor remained calm.

“Pardon my interruption, but would you mind if we had our discussion here for a few moments?”

Theodor’s calm and collected attitude never wavered, no matter the situation. The margrave and margravine ceased their quarrel and exchanged an uncomfortable glance.

“You mustn’t disobey him, dear. The valet is quite a terrifying person when he’s angry.”

“Indeed. Maia, you listen to what Lord Anhalt has to say, then. I suppose it must be housekeeping matters related to Leorino.”

“Oh goodness, what am I supposed to do if he’s angry at me for Leorino? You talk to him instead, go on.”

Theodor’s expression tensed faintly as he watched the couple attempt to throw one another to the wolves.

Hundert immediately extended a helping hand.

“Er… My lord, my lady. I will be alongside Lord Theodor when we discuss matters…”

“Ah, Hundert!”

“Oh?”

Both husband and wife nodded, now relieved. Theodor sighed faintly.

“My lord, my lady, what sort of person do you think I am?”

“Heh.” No longer able to hold himself back, Gravis snorted.

“Vi?”

And then, in a strange twist, he burst out in loud laughter. “Ha-ha-ha! Is the Cassieux family always like this?”

Leorino was shocked to hear his partner laugh—he rarely ever did.

“I never see Theodor so perplexed… Ha-ha! How hilarious!”

Theodor glared sharply at his master. “Prince Gravis… Do you find amusement to see your valet troubled?”

Gravis continued to cackle.

Gravis, often called the Ice General, always wore a cold and frigid expression no matter the circumstances, but now, he was laughing out loud in delight. Everyone stared at the unbelievable sight with their mouths agape.

It was Leorino who collected himself first, and a bright smile beamed over his face.

“Vi! Please, please keep laughing!”

He then seemed to completely forget about his decency as a royal and leaped to cling to his husband’s neck.

“Goodness, Rino! How immodest!”

“Oooh… How sprightly and lively, Leorino…!”

“Good grief. August!” Maia scolded once again. “How much of a fool of a parent can you be?!”

As Gravis watched the couple bicker with a dry smile, there came a whine from his chest.

“Vi, Vi! Oh no, I’m falling. I’m going to fall!”

Leorino was slipping from his hold, unable to hold his own weight. Gravis immediately scooped him up.

“Now, you know that’s dangerous.”

Leorino clung to his neck again with delight. “Hold me up. That’s your responsibility.”

“You have quite a list of demands for someone who threw themselves at me first.”

“I thought you promised you would never let me fall again.”

Gravis smiled at his cheeky spouse. Leorino turned to his parents and smiled brilliantly.

“Mother, Father, did you see Vi smile? Isn’t it the most wonderful thing in the world?!” Leorino seemed genuinely happy as he bragged about his spouse. “I’m so happy when Vi smiles. Please, keep smiling.”

Gravis’s eyes softened when he heard that, and he boldly placed a kiss to his spouse’s forehead, not minding they were still in the presence of the margrave and margravine.

“Goodness, Rino… Hundert, is he always like this out there in the villa?” Maia asked the attendant.

“He acts as proper royalty in public situations,” said Hundert, desperately defending his master.

Maia sighed again. “I don’t know if I buy that. What I see now makes me question it.”

It was a little while after that Theodor and Hundert were able to have their talk with the margrave and margravine.

Gravis took Leorino out into the corridor, still carrying him. It was his subtle message to them to finish their talks in the meanwhile.

What Theodor wanted to talk about was Leorino’s personal attendant. They wanted Brungwurt to submit a candidate as personal attendant to take over for the aging Hundert.

With a curious smile, Maia asked Theodor, “You asking our family to find a successor to Hundert means… I realize it’s a bit late for me to confirm this with you, but that means you don’t mind if the candidate is of the commoner class?”

“Not at all. It would set a good example to offer the opportunity to a commoner,” Theodor replied. “I will be choosing the other candidate from the noble class.”

“I see. But would Leorino’s position within the palace not be tainted if he surrounds himself with too many commoners?”

“Rest assured Prince Gravis and I will preserve his standing by dispelling any troubles that may arise.”

Within Theodor’s matter-of-fact answer, Maia saw the new world Gravis was aiming for.

The margrave and margravine accepted the proposal, all for their youngest son, and promised to find a candidate that would suit Leorino well.

It came time for the entourage to return to the villa.

Gravis and August stepped away from the rest and stood side by side.

They gazed at Leorino and Maia, who were happily chatting away.

It was August who spoke first.

“There was something else you wished to talk to me about, without Leorino around. Isn’t that right, Prince Gravis?”

Despite the foolish attitude he put on in the presence of his youngest son, he was sharp enough to figure out that there was a different purpose to Gravis’s visit.

“You’re as sharp as I thought you’d be, Lord August,” Gravis replied. “But it isn’t an urgent topic. We can talk about it another time.”

August nodded in understanding. “Please do not bring Leorino next time. I can’t help but get terribly distracted whenever he’s around.”

Gravis smiled wryly.

“But what could this possibly be about? I cannot imagine what it might be,” August said.

Gravis’s starlit eyes quietly looked down at the old margrave. “The future of Fanoren.”

That was not what August was expecting—his blue-green eyes widened in surprise.

“I will tell you more in detail later.”

“Very well. I shall wait for that moment.”

Gravis nodded and started to make his way toward Leorino. August’s eyes softened; it was a reliable silhouette perfectly suited for taking care of his dear son.

Gravis paused in his steps and turned to look back at August. In complete contrast to his relaxed state moments earlier, there was a dull, gold glint in his eyes. August held his breath.

“Lord August… The royal family may reach a point of change one day. It is hard to tell as of yet… But if the future begins to tend in one direction, then there may come a time when we have to rely on another bloodline.”

August fell silent.

Another bloodline. What Gravis was speaking of was the other bloodline that ran thick with Fanoren royal blood through repeated marriages ever since the founding of the country. That was none other than the Cassieux royal family, quietly called the “shadow royal family.”

“What do you mean, Prince Gravis?”

It was as August was about to reach out and stop Gravis—

“Vi, I think we need to go back to the royal capital now.”

Leorino turned around, his smile a flood of sunshine. Both men immediately fell silent.

With a smile, Leorino gestured for his partner.

“You’re needed, Your Highness,” August said.

“I know.”

August’s tension from moments earlier eased when he saw his cheerful son, and he gave a wry smile.

“Despite all the suffering he’s overcome…he’s just as carefree as he always has been.”

“Though delicate as he is, his guts are made of steel—though I’d expect no less from a noble boy.”

August’s expression softened at the praise. “Nothing makes me happier to know he spends all of his days smiling like that. You have my deepest gratitude, Your Highness.”

“There’s nothing to thank me for. Leorino’s smile alone is my light.”

Gravis’s straightforward reply struck a chord with August. He then recalled what Gravis said to him that day.

 

“I just want to spend time in the sun with the one I love—even if that be just once in my life.”

 

This man could have everything and anything in this world if he wanted, yet his wish was so modest. And it was that day that August lost.

“Prince Gravis…making Leorino happy is not enough.”

“That’s quite a terrifying thing to hear.”

August faced Gravis head-on. “You must make yourself happy, too. Your happiness is the boy’s one wish. Please, grant it for him.”

Gravis gazed in wonderment.

“And you mean to say I have the right?”

August nodded emphatically. “The karmic weight Fanoren blood must carry for suppressing the center of the Agalean continent with their Powers is a hefty one. The volatility of those relentless emotions is essentially the source of all Powers. You must not let your blood dictate your actions.”

“…What do you know?”

Gravis was about to ask, “What do you mean?” until August stopped him.

“We in Brungwurt act as a leash on Fanoren. One day, I will tell you the story of the battle where Brungwurt bent the knee to Fanoren. I will tell you of the duty handed down to us by our ancestors in order to keep the peace on this continent.”

It was then that Gravis, looking into the old margrave’s eyes, learned that there were parts of the world he still knew nothing about.

“Prince Gravis,” August continued. “To shoulder the karma of one’s bloodline or to let its weight crush you and lead you down the path of a monster are two different things.”

August was likely thinking of the man who committed treason and was executed—August’s best friend.

“There is no need for you to shoulder all of the sins committed by the previous king, and the king before that, or the sins Lagarea committed when he was enticed by theirs. Their children should shoulder no responsibility.”

Gravis’s eyes wavered, a sign of his conflict.

“You’re free to think of this as the babbling of an old man without much longer to live. But you must let go of the past.”

“…You’re saying I should no longer worry about the sins of my father and grandfather?”

“Yes. What you should be paying attention to, Your Highness, is the future of this country. Compensate for the troubles of the past with the future you will walk with that boy. That is all.”

Gravis remained silent for a few moments before a smile slowly crossed his face.

“You must remain in good health for a little while longer, Father-in-law.”

Gravis deliberately used that name for him, and August furrowed his brow.

“It seems I cannot grow old just yet, what with all these things I still need to worry about,” August replied.

Gravis nodded quietly. “Exactly. I’d rather see you stay healthy. For Leorino’s sake, too. And…for the sake of the future of our country.”

“Gladly, for my dear sons.”

Gravis stared in amazement once again.

“Sons… I see. That’s how it is.”

“Yes. It’s all thanks to Leorino, in fact, that I’ve found myself with yet another wonderful son.”

Of all the people in this wide, wide continent, the only one who could counterattack Gravis like that was none other than August Cassieux, Margrave of Brungwurt. Gravis, of course, had no choice but to laugh.

“Hah. How terribly embarrassing.”

“If I may, but Your Highness was the one who called me ‘father-in-law’ first.”

August chuckled, too.

 

Leorino approached. He was all smiles, seeing his father and husband enjoy conversation with one another.

“You’re having quite the lively chat, Vi, Father. What were you talking about?”

“Nothing. Let’s get going.”

Gravis embraced Leorino. Leorino fit snugly within his arms.

As their vassal, August bowed to the both of them.

“Prince Gravis, Leorino, I hope we see each other.”

“Father, I was so happy to see you.”

Leorino waved his hand. There was heartful joy in the smile across his face.

Gravis and August discreetly exchanged glances. They felt the same way on the inside, and so both men silently nodded to one another.

“Lord August, I understand what you told me.”

The starry sky in Gravis’s eyes shined gold. August gazed at it for a moment, enraptured.

“I believe that is all we need, Your Highness.”

“Yes, I understand. See you again!”

What they both wanted to protect was something unique and irreplaceable in this world. And that was the smiles of their loved ones.
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When he met her, Leorino had been in such a shock that his jaw fell open.

“Hi there, Leorino. I mean—Prince Leorino, I’ve brought my wife.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Your Highness. I’m Sara Klonoff, Sasha Klonoff’s wife.”

The woman, bowing with elegant motions, was Sasha’s wife.

The country felt busier than usual as Kyle’s coronation approached. But since Leorino himself had little business to attend to, he was spending his days relaxing in the villa.

If he were a little healthier, he would have wanted to find work as well, but Gravis had forbidden him from pushing himself for a little while longer so that he could get used to life as royalty.

And so, to help ease his tedium, Sasha and his wife—Sara—and Dirk all came to visit him at the villa.

Leorino had been looking forward to this visit for quite some time. He prepared Hundert’s tea—his favorite—and waited for his guests.

And that is how we come to Leorino’s shock at the beginning.

Sara had beauty like none other—at least, none that Leorino had ever seen. His mother Maia was beautiful, though she was aging. Queen Dowager Adele was also a beautiful woman. But Sasha’s wife was beyond beautiful.

“Prince Leorino, your greetings.”

Leorino still stared at Sara in a daze with his mouth agape, so it was Theodor, behind him, who addressed Leorino. In addition to being Gravis’s personal valet, Theodor now acted as Leorino’s instructor in the detailed formal traditions of royalty.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Sara. I’m Leorino.”

Leorino snapped back to his senses and hurriedly gave his greeting.

Sara raised her brows slightly. She was used to her beautiful looks being marveled at like this.

“Prince Leorino, you’ve no need to address Lady Sara as such. You call her simply by her first name or as Madam Klonoff,” Theodor guided Leorino from beside him. Leorino lifted his shoulders in surprise.

“I’m so sorry. I’m still not used to acting like royalty yet.”

Sara decided she liked Leorino at a glance. Despite the guilt in his demeanor, he hailed from the family of the Margrave of Brungwurt before becoming royalty. How does one of such relatively high birth grow up to be such a modest and simple young man?

“Prince Leorino, please just call me Sara.”

“Of course. Um…Miss Sara.”

Leorino’s brows lifted, troubled.

He had no courage to call this overwhelmingly beautiful woman, who was even older than Gravis, by her first name alone.

She was relatively tall for a woman, and was about at Leorino’s eye level. At a glance, every curve of her body was perfect, and her luxurious, rich red curly hair and green eyes made her look like one big rose of a woman.

She wore a red-brown dress and little accessories that were not overly showy, but despite that, there was an overwhelming air about her.

Leorino, surrounded by adults who were old enough to be his parents, unconsciously turned his gaze to his spouse behind him. Gravis’s brows lowered slightly.

“This is a private space. Call her whatever is easiest for you,” he advised with a wry smile.

Relieved, Leorino offered her a smile. “All right. Then allow me to call you Miss Sara.”

All the adults looked on, warmed by the sight. Leorino turned nineteen in the new year, yet he was still inexperienced, and in the eyes of the adults, his unaccustomed manner made him seem innocent.

 

“What a sight for sore eyes this is. Seeing my beloved red rose and the lovely white rose together like this—gosh, makes this long life worth living.”

The easygoing Sasha was perfectly satisfied to see his wife and Leorino standing beside one another. Dirk was grinning, too.

“Doesn’t it, Doctor? And we’ve got the general here, too! Isn’t it incredible to have three terrifyingly beautiful people together here in the same space?”

“Too, Dirk? Don’t tack me on at the end like an afterthought, you fool.”

Gravis met Dirk’s banter. Leorino’s nerves began to ease as the casual conversation began to flow easily.

“My husband talks about you from morning to night, and so I’ve been looking forward to seeing you in person.”

Though she knew it was rude of her, Sara spoke to Leorino first.

Typically, nobility was not allowed to speak directly to royalty, but the men around Leorino noticed that his nerves had caught his tongue, so they deliberately chose not to stand on ceremony. Sara decided to play along with the casual atmosphere, too. Even Theodor, who was very picky about manners, said nothing. Everyone understood that casual conversation calmed Leorino down.

“Doctor Sasha has been looking out for me since I was really little, too. I’m so happy I finally get to meet his wife.”

As everyone thought, Leorino finally calmed and smiled brightly at Sara.

Beside herself, Sara held her breath. Leorino’s smile was so brilliant and endearing that she thought her knees might melt away. If she’d had a child, they would be around Leorino’s age. Sara didn’t think she had maternal feelings, but she felt them welling up.

And now, with the boy himself in front of her, she understood that there was a special air about him. She understood very well now why her husband, who typically showed no interest in other people, now thought of Leorino alone.

“But still,” Leorino said with a sigh and looked to Sara. “I know it’s rude to talk about another person’s looks, but…”

“My, if you’d like to compliment me, then please, don’t be shy.”

This woman was daring in the face of royalty. Theodor furrowed his brow, but Leorino paid no mind to it and nodded in agreement.

“You’re so beautiful, Miss Sara, I was shocked. I have never seen anyone as beautiful as you.”

Everyone agreed. Leorino himself was also praised for being an unrivaled beauty throughout the continent, regardless of his sex, though his beauty was different to that of Sara’s.

Sara chuckled elegantly.

Since she had received so many compliments for her looks throughout her life, a kind word here and there rarely moved her, but hearing it coming from Leorino strangely tickled her. She knew it was admiration coming from a heart with no ulterior motive.

“I suppose there’s not much I can say to that if you look in the mirror every day, Prince Leorino.”

“Hm…? A mirror?”

“Oh? I understand it’s rather presumptuous of me to say, but you are considered to be the most beautiful person on this continent, Prince Leorino.”

Ever since coming to the royal capital, Leorino had not made too many social appearances, and since becoming royalty, he had been cooped up in the villa and rarely left. Coupled with his unusual circumstances, he had received a flood of requests for an audience from esteemed foreign figures. Gravis had mercilessly refused all of them, but Leorino in his lazy days at the villa had no way of knowing about any of this.

Leorino was surprised. He whirled around to look at his spouse, his eyes asking if what Sara had said was true. Gravis nodded.

“Your smiles make everyone happy. Me too, of course.”

That isn’t exactly it, everyone thought.

Gravis was surprisingly oblivious about how beautiful his spouse was, and he rarely ever complimented Leorino’s looks. Perhaps that was because Gravis himself also was gorgeous with perfect masculine beauty.

But to Leorino, nothing made him happier than his spouse complimenting his smile. He gazed up at him as one bloomed over his face. Gravis’s eyes, too, softened.

“Oh my.”

“Oooh…”

Sara breathed as her heart stirred. “They’re too bright for me,” Sasha murmured and covered both of his eyes with his hands.

Dirk, however, wore a blank expression. He looked away from his officer and his officer’s spouse, and for some reason settled his gaze on Leorino’s bodyguard, who stood at attention behind Leorino.

When Josef noticed Dirk looking at him, he raised his voice in irritation.

“What’re you staring at?”

“Nothin’, just thought it was a little too bright for me and needed some dirt in my eye. Y’know, to cleanse the palate.”

“My face isn’t for cleansing your palate.”

While palate-cleanser Josef’s stares were never pleasant, he was still relatively handsome.

But still, Gravis and Leorino’s beauty drew a line. It was not so much their physical looks but the aura around them that was different from normal people’s. Though their physiques, looks, and ages were different, they had a special aura in common. And everyone understood that it was something only royal blood could produce.

 

“Theodor… Is the villa always like this? Isn’t this a little too much to witness every day?”

“I’ve grown used to it. I’d be unable to serve properly if I hadn’t.”

“I see. I’m impressed. I could never reach your mental fortitude, Theodor.”

Leorino was in such a good mood.

“So long as Prince Gravis is happy with my smile, then I don’t need anything more than this.”

His smile was like a flood of light, sunny without a cloud in the sky. But looking at it, there was something that made the heart clench; something terribly fleeting that made him seem as though he would slip right through anyone’s fingers.

Sara pressed a hand to her chest. She had never felt this way before.

“I understand what you mean now, Sasha.”

“See? Isn’t it incredible, Sara?”

The husband, who was plainer than anything, and his overwhelmingly beautiful wife were oddly on the same page. Leorino was impressed—this was what an old couple was like. He wanted to understand Gravis like this one day.

“Thank you for your kind words. If I looked more like my father, I would have been even more handsome, and I’m sure His Highness would have been even happier. But this makes me think I’m okay with this face and body.”

The brilliant smile Leorino had given his spouse was now given freely to the guests.

Sasha tilted his head and looked to Gravis.

“General, I don’t understand what Prince Leorino means.”

“The masculine face and physique of the Cassieuxs is Leorino’s ideal. He believes I would like him even more if he looked like Lord August.”

Reminded of Gravis’s hardship, everyone wore indescribable looks on their faces.

 

“Miss Sara, Doctor Sasha, how did you meet?”

Without a moment of hesitation, her shapely brows lowered slightly. Leorino gazed at her, enraptured; the apex of true beauty truly surpassed age—it was the same for Gravis.

“It was quite a long time ago. It isn’t an exciting story, but would you still like to listen?”

“Yes, please tell me.”

In reality, nothing about them matched, be it their class, their age, their looks. It was hard to tell just by looking what exactly brought the couple to marry.

“I’m of common birth. My father at the time worked as a town doctor in the royal capital, though he’s retired now. But before he became a town doctor, he worked as a medic in the Royal Army. In essence, my father is my husband’s distant senior at work. That is how we met.”

“Yeah. Sara’s father was working as a medic when I joined as a newbie. Everyone at the time spoke well of her as his daughter. And yeah, that’s basically how we met each other.”

Sara pounced on her husband’s words. “I created a situation that forced him to have relations with me and pressured him for marriage.”

Sasha spit his tea over the desk. Hundert immediately wiped it up, then returned to his spot as though nothing had happened.

Leorino had the faint feeling that he had seen a sight like this before; he turned to the beautiful woman gracefully sipping her tea as she stared at her panicked husband from the corner of her eye.

“Miss Sara, what does that mean?” Leorino mustered the courage to ask. In his own way, he felt a semblance of responsibility for bringing up the topic, or perhaps it was his enthusiastic effort as the host to keep the conversation going. Everyone wanted to extend him a helping hand, but they also all wanted to know where this story went, so they all waited for Sara’s response.

“Sasha was not interested in me at all. He could not hold his liquor well, so I got him drunk, and… Well, I am a bit ashamed to speak of this in front of the princes, but we very clearly established relations, and I made sure my father saw us the next morning.”

This time, everyone’s attention was on Sasha. Though he was typically easygoing, he now looked like an aged donkey.

“I—I see.”

Her answer was so straightforward that Leorino’s eyes widened in surprise.

“I’d heard that men find it difficult to finish if they get too drunk, so I was very lucky that as a nondrinker, he got drunk with just a little bit of alcohol. It went well.”

“Difficult to finish?”

“You’ve no need to ask for details, Prince Leorino.”

“Goodness, pardon me.”

Theodor had casually intervened. All of the attendants present quietly gave him and his excellent skill an applause.

“S-Sara… I thought that was supposed to be a secret between you and me, husband and wife.”

“No one will think anything if we tell them at this point.”

Then came Dirk’s query.

“I heard accounts of the time that you had been fielding marriage proposals from countless noble and wealthy families.”

“I suppose I had been. I’d received quite a number of proposals at the time that any commoner daughter would not dare dream of,” Sara responded easily. Yet she was overwhelmingly beautiful, so she had likely received more than just “a number” of proposals—they must have fallen from the sky.

Dirk continued with his jab. “You were spoiled for choice in husbands, so why Doctor Sasha?”

“You’re pretty rude yourself, Dirk.”

Sara casually glanced at the furious Sasha and continued breezily.

“I fell in love with his talents as a medic. My father was a medic, too, so I always wanted a husband confident in his own abilities. And he was unusual for a man at the time in that he showed no interest whatsoever in my looks. That was so new to me.”

Everyone turned to look at Sasha to confirm.

“W-well… I did think she was pretty, you know. I just didn’t have any intention to do anything about it.”

“No. You have never showed any interest in my face.”

She was perfectly blunt about it. This overwhelmingly beautiful woman showed her husband, nearly ten years her senior, no mercy. Everyone around them began to enjoy the exchange. Sasha was typically the one with the upper hand when it came to teasing others, but he was absolutely no match for his wife.

“All he ever does is look at dead bodies, so all he cares about is that I’m alive. Looks hardly matter to him.”

In the next moment, a bitter yet kind smile flashed over Sasha’s face.

“…That was especially true when he returned from the war nineteen years ago. Every few hours he would look at me and murmur, ‘You’re alive.’”

A sad look crossed Leorino’s face. Sara smiled.

“It was then that I vowed to be his wife. I would be his wife and stay by his side for the rest of his life.”

“Miss Sara…”

Leorino could say no more.

He turned around to look at Gravis, who nodded silently to him. That was when he understood. After Zweilink had been engulfed by flames, Sasha had desperately searched for living humans from among the burnt corpses. There were only a handful of survivors out of hundreds. The earth had been scorched. There was no doubt he and his companions wandered the battlefield through the wafting stench of rot from the crumpled bodies, searching for lives to save.

That had been his battle as a medic.

But because of it, Ebbo was saved. Sasha saved Ebbo’s life.

“Doctor Sasha… Thank you.”

“Mm? Hmm? This conversation doesn’t really tell me why you’re thanking me.”

Leorino smiled. “Thank you for marrying Miss Sara and being happy.”

Sara then turned to Leorino and winked.

“Do you see how good-looking I am? And back then, I thought he was being awful and forcing me to just think being alive was good enough. He accomplished his goal.”

Sara and Leorino smiled at one another.

Wanting to make one’s loved ones happy was a desire that everyone could relate to, regardless of age and sex.

“And so, you know how he is, you know he generally demands very little from other people. And that’s why our relationship would have never progressed if I didn’t establish a hook or two.”

“S-Sar, that’s not true.”

Where did Sasha think he was? He was already calling Sara by her nickname.

“Yes, it is. I casually attempted to entice you, but you didn’t do anything at all! I thought I might have to spike your drinks with aphrodisiacs for anything to happen.”

“Sar… What about my dignity as a man…?”

Theodor lowered his head into his hands at the overly vulgar conversation. Leorino had already forgotten about his job as host and listened in amazement at their conversation.

“Hundert, if this blatant conversation is to continue, then please cover Prince Leorino’s ears.”

“Yes, of course.”

Sara continued speaking to Leorino.

“Essentially, he’s a strange man just with outstanding skills as a medic. He didn’t particularly care about my face or personality—just that I was alive, and that was why I had to resort to forceful measures. Drastic measures, even.”

Sasha continued to take a unilateral beating; no one could help sympathizing with him, but Leorino was the only one to look at Sara and nod.

“I understand very well how you feel, Miss Sara.”

“Oh?”

You do?! everyone exclaimed internally.

The men slowly turned to look at Gravis. And unusually, Gravis was also staring hard at Leorino’s back.

Leorino paid no mind to it, and nodded to Sara once again with an earnest look.

“Prince Gravis is a bit strange himself.”

“Oh, is that so? But…more importantly, is this something I’m allowed to hear?”

To check, Sara glanced at her husband sitting beside her. However, by this point, Sasha was useless.

“Indeed. His Highness seems generally satisfied so long as I’m alive and moving and healthy, and he rarely asks me of anything outside of ‘Eat properly,’ or ‘Sleep well,’ or ‘Don’t try anything dangerous.’”

“Eat properly… Sleep well…”

Everyone looked to Gravis once again, wondering if that made him more like a parent than a partner. While Gravis’s expression did not change, everyone could see a faint bit of agitation in him.

“I had to use every ounce of my wits to get in close to him to even get a glimpse at his true feelings and what he truly seeks.”

“You’re working quite hard. I understand, Your Highness.”

“I am. I have to take action on my own part like you Miss Sara, otherwise I doubt Prince Gravis would ever understand, even if I became a simple decoration.”

“Nah, I’m sure he would.”

As Leorino balled his fist tightly, Josef mercilessly commented from behind him.

“Oh, Josef! It’s just a metaphor. Vi, I was just speaking in metaphor.” Leorino cleared his throat. “And that’s why I think your strategy to get close to Doctor Sasha was a huge success.”

Sara had not gotten close to Sasha. She had gotten into his pants.

“Goodness. It was worth sitting through my father’s scathing reprimand at the time to hear you say that.”

“It’s true. Lately, I’ve been staying up to wait for him, even if I get sleepy… Oh, I’m sorry. Please forget what I just said. I do sleep at my normal time every night.”

The look on Leorino’s face showed he knew he misspoke. His gaze settled on the two attendants, one by one. He thought he might be scolded for staying up past his scheduled bedtime. And, as he thought, his attendants each began to scold him.

“Prince Leorino, a good night’s sleep is the foundation for good health.”

“It is as Mr. Theodor says, Master Leorino. You must rest properly.”

Both of them scolded him, and Leorino shrank.

“But…if I don’t stay up and wait, then Vi will just be satisfied with me lying down.”

Now, what was that supposed to mean?

The term young bride came to all of the men’s minds. Leorino was a respectable young man, but that word was the only one that came to mind for everyone else. Only Sara smiled.

“I see you’ve been trying everything you can think of, every day, in order to meet the prince regent’s heart.”

“Yes. He’s been so gentle with me thus far, and even though I haven’t done anything for him yet, I want to work hard so I can make him happy one day.”

All the men hummed silently. Every word Leorino said had a deeper meaning to it, but he was such an admirable young bride. And on the other hand, everyone was too terrified to look at Gravis.

“The prince regent is precious to you, isn’t he, Prince Leorino?”

There was no teasing in Sara’s voice.

“He is. From the bottom of my heart. He loves me so tenderly. I just want to give back what I can.”

Leorino did not hide his love for Gravis. Even Sara found her own cheeks flushing in the face of his enchanting smile.

Loves me so tenderly was a phrase that could mean something quite surprising if said in a certain way, but Leorino had no ulterior motives. The corrupted adults all knew he was talking purely about love, and they all reprimanded themselves.

No longer able to contain himself, Josef admonished his master.

“Just leave it there, Master Leorino. Lady Maia is going to be angry with you for putting on an indecent face in front of guests.”

“What? Oh, am I putting on an indecent face again? That’s embarrassing. I’m so sorry.” Leorino was flustered for a second, but he quickly reclaimed his calm.

But it was too late.

Dirk cautiously turned an eye to his commanding officer. In the next moment, he was so shocked, he almost fell from his chair.

Gravis had a hand over his mouth, attempting to endure something. And his cheeks were just faintly red enough that anyone could see he was blushing.
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Theodor Anhalt’s days had become very busy due to the massive changes in his master’s affairs, both public and private.

Theodor’s master, Gravis, had earned a political position in preparation for his older brother, the thirteenth king, Joachim, to abdicate the throne and for Crown Prince Kyle to ascend. Kyle would be the first in Fanoren history to take the throne unmarried and without heirs. And so, in the slim chance that something happened to the king, Gravis now possessed the right to rule in his stead.

In accordance with this change, Gravis had a new title. No longer was he a simple prince—he was now called “regent” or “prince regent.” The Palace of Administration was already calling him the prince regent.

In order to afford himself more time for his work at the Palace of Administration, Gravis handed off his duties as Head of the Palace of Foreign Affairs to his deputy. Now he only acted as Head of the Palace of Defense and General of the Royal Army.

And while Gravis himself had yet to declare anything, Theodor predicted that it would not be long before he handed off his Royal Army position to Lucas Brandt.

 

Theodor was Gravis’s valet. He had the authority to manage all parts of business in Gravis’s personal life as well as oversee personnel affairs in the inner palace. He also coordinated his public affairs.

And of course, taking care of his master’s spouse, Leorino, was also part of his job.

Except in one specific matter, caring for Leorino was a terribly easy job.

Leorino himself was of an extremely modest character, and since he was naive and easygoing, he never complained about his life in the villa. He never asked for excess, nor did he ever want for anything. To be frank, Leorino was left with too much in living allowances left over since he simply wanted for nothing.

As the valet, Theodor had to guess what Leorino secretly wanted, so he put great efforts into observing him so that Leorino could live comfortably. Leorino was generally unconcerned about anything, but he was in fact terribly sensitive, and his emotional state would immediately affect him physically. Theodor was slowly changing Leorino’s environment so that he would get used to life as royalty without too much of an emotional burden.

First, he brought Hundert straight from House Cassieux to serve as Leorino’s primary personal attendant.

Leorino was quick to fall unwell and needed delicate care—his attendant could not so easily be changed. However, since Hundert was getting quite old, Theodor decided to hire a new attendant within the next few years.

After speaking with Lady Maia of House Cassieux, they decided to allow two prospective personal attendants to work under Hundert—one from Brungwurt and one of noble birth recommended by the royal palace. Both of them had experience as valets. After a few years, Theodor’s plan was to get them to look after Leorino.

He decided to give him another bodyguard as well.

Leorino had too few bodyguards for a member of the royal family. However, Gravis had weighed the skill of both Leorino’s bodyguard—whom Leorino had brought from home—and his own exceptional skill in combat against allowing Leorino to shoulder another mental burden; he decided there was no need to add more people around his spouse.

Leorino’s bodyguard from home was Josef Lev. He was Leorino’s childhood friend, they were very close, and Leorino relied on him greatly for his protection. Josef was three years older than Leorino. He was svelte with a feminine face, and if he stayed quiet, he was a rather good-looking young man.

However, his manner of speech and demeanor were nowhere near a passing mark for a bodyguard serving royalty. And so, Theodor gave him guidance whenever he saw his chance.

Yet given a sword, Josef could do the work of ten people. He was apparently skilled to a degree rarely seen in this country. Even Lucas Brandt praised him for it. As much as Theodor hated to admit it, if Lucas trusted him, then Josef was the right person for the job.

 

When Leorino was welcomed to the palace as Theodor’s master’s spouse, the villa became quite lively. Only the Palace of Starlight had three commoners working there.

In the beginning, Theodor, who could not quite rid himself of his bloodline purist mindset, secretly hated that there were commoners in the rear palace. But lately, he sensed that his thought process was starting to change.

His master and Leorino were not particular about lineage. And as he watched them interact up close, Theodor started to feel he was the fool for being so particular about it.

No—in truth, he had noticed this about himself a long time ago.

Be it commoner, nobility, or royalty—Theodor had noticed his thoughts about lineage were the foolish ones.

But this whole time, he had forbidden himself from even thinking about his principles.

He was the one who created the impetus that cut short the future between Gravis and Ionia Bergund. He had sinned so gravely that he would never be able to repent in any lifetime; he believed that he could not so conveniently overturn his beliefs after all this time.

He needed to remain evil—as a sinner should.

But when Leorino came into his life, he began to believe even that hardly mattered.

Leorino and Ionia did not look alike at all, but their soul was the same. He loved Gravis with his whole heart and body, the way his heart wanted to.

Leorino himself gave his thanks to the people around him every day, wore a brilliant, blooming smile, and quietly lived by Gravis’s side. And as Gravis started to look gradually a little more human with Leorino, Theodor, too, was saved by the noble young man with a commoner’s heart.

 

“So? Who did you pick as the other bodyguard in the end?”

For some reason, Marzel and Lucas were in the villa, despite Gravis’s absence. Leorino had already gone to bed.

“Yeah, I picked him out from one of mine. He’s a weird one, but he won’t get any ideas when he sees Leorino’s pretty face, and it’s someone Leorino knows well, too.”

“Do I know him?”

“Nah, probably not. He’s still young. He’s Leorino’s age, the second son of Viscount Halfetz. His name’s Kelios Keller. He’s not on Josef’s level, but he’s among the most skilled in the Royal Army.”

“Before the two of you continue, wait.”

As the two casually considered their conversation, Theodor pointed at them.

“Why have you two invited yourselves in to lounge without my master present in the first place? And—!” Theodor threw an irritated look at Lucas. “Call him Prince Leorino, with his title.”

With a loud thump and a rough slam, he placed a bottle of booze and two glasses in front of them. He did not pour for them, as though telling them that they should simply pour for themselves if they wished to drink.

But when Marzel and Lucas exchanged glances, they grinned at one another. Despite all his complaining, Theodor was ultimately welcoming them.

“I mean, it’s become a lot easier to come and visit this place ever since Prince Leorino married in. This villa was cold beforehand, and I never thought about it back then.”

“We just find ourselves here ’cause we wanna see Prince Leorino.”

Theodor’s inner self made a loud click of the tongue, but out of his pride as a valet, he did not let it show on the outside.

Ever since Leorino and Gravis got married and started living in the villa, the once-quiet palace started to get more visitors, and a happy mood filled the building every day.

Theodor suffered headaches every day—despite how quietly his masters lived, where did all this noise come from?

Dirk, Gravis’s lieutenant general, started to visit more often, as did Sasha and Sara. Sara, especially, fawned over Leorino like a mother.

The same went without saying for Leorino’s two older brothers. No matter what, they would always attempt to drag their little brother back to Brungwurt, which was especially wicked. The second brother, always and without fail, would try to take Leorino back. Theodor always reminded him that this was kidnapping and politely asked him to leave.

These were living quarters specifically for royalty in the rear palace. Though this was not meant to be a place to where others could easily visit, Theodor was confused. Even though he was the one granting permission for visits, it just did not make sense to him.

However, Marzel and Lucas were different. Their faces alone acted as their tickets to enter, and in a bit of an exaggeration, they tended to wander in without prior warning like this even if they could not see Leorino or Gravis.

It just did not make sense.

While Theodor’s own principles were slowly changing, that did not mean he wanted to buddy up with everyone and anyone. His natural stiff and rigid disposition would not so easily change.

“This is no city tavern!”

Theodor’s complaints went in one ear and out the other as Lucas began to work on his self-poured drink; he stuck out the bottle to pour for Marzel, too.

“This is great stuff, I mean it. Top class.”

“Of course it is. Theodor chose it. He can really handle his drink.”

“Lucas! Marzel! Are you listening to me?!”

When Theodor raised his voice—something unusual for him—Marzel waved his hand to calm him down.

“This place is far from the palace and quiet—it’s perfect for discussing secrets.”

“And you’re one of our childhood friends, too. We figured you probably needed some company, so we came to say hi.”

Theodor snapped at the way Lucas said that. “I’ve no need for such solicitude!”

The men cut through Theodor’s iron wall of expressionlessness and chuckled to themselves.

“You could just have a drink with us.”

“I cannot partake in any alcohol before my master returns,” Theodor refused flatly. But in the next moment, he suddenly stood up straight. “His Highness returns,” he said.

The moment the other two looked curiously at Theodor as he righted himself, Gravis appeared before them.

They looked at each other, unsure how he knew without any notice.

“…How’d he know His Highness was coming?”

“That’s like Theodor’s Power… Well, well, and there’s Prince Leorino, too.”

Gravis was carrying Leorino in his arms. Though Leorino was not in his sleep clothes, he wore a gown over casual clothes made of soft material. Dressed that way, he truly still looked like a young boy.

Gravis had changed, too. He was dressed roughly in just a shirt and undergarments.

Theodor bowed his head deeply. “Welcome home. I apologize I was unable to greet you upon your arrival.”

“It’s fine,” Gravis replied. “You didn’t come, so I thought they might be here. I was right.”

Leorino, in Gravis’s arms, smiled.

“Hi Marzel, hi Lucas.”

In that moment, the men were overcome by an indescribable emotion.

For some reason, whenever they saw Leorino smile, they felt a monumental sense of pain.

Nostalgia, love, compassion, friendship, grief—whenever they thought back on memories of days long past, it hurt fresh. All of these feelings welled within them at once, in harmony.

 

“Prince Gravis, I thought Prince Leorino had already retired for the night.”

“No, he was awake and waiting. I brought him with me because I thought he might want to see them.”

Leorino nodded at Gravis, who let him down. Theodor approached to get a closer look at his complexion. He did not seem ill or unwell.

“Just for a little bit; you must get your rest, Your Highness.”

Leorino gave a tense smile. “Not you too, Theodor. You’re like Vi, always telling me to go to sleep or eat.”

“Proper meals and rest are the foundation to good health.”

“Don’t treat me that much like a child. I know how I’m doing. I’ve been eating and sleeping very well lately. I’m okay.”

“Very well. Then allow me to bring you something to wear over that. What you are wearing is quite thin.”

The way Theodor was so insistent on caring for him as a mother bird would was so funny to Leorino that a gentle smile crossed his face. Lucas and Marzel, too, watched on warmly.

“And what are you two staring at?” Gravis said, but he was smiling as well.

“Just that I never thought I’d see Theodor act so paternal,” Lucas said, impressed, and Gravis raised a brow.

“Anyone who lives alongside Leorino ends up like that. Even Josef acts fatherly—motherly, even—toward him. He’s like a lioness.”

Gravis pulled over a chair and sat down. Theodor immediately set down a glass and poured for him.

“Hey, you’re treating him way different than the rest of us.”

Theodor glared at Lucas.

“Of course. Though you may be the lieutenant general, you are the second son of a count. You would never be treated the same way as Prince Gravis.”

“You damn bloodline purist. You sure act like one through and through.”

Marzel smiled as he gazed at his childhood friend—whenever they saw each other, they would inevitably butt heads. Leorino watched the exchange with a glimmer in his eyes.

“It’s been quite a while since you’ve seen this, hasn’t it, Prince Leorino?”

“Yeah. Theodor and Lucas always used to bicker back then. But for some reason, you never stopped, Marzel.”

“Because I thought it was just our own way of showing how we get along.”

“It is. That Vi and Lucas ended up such good friends was always a mystery.”

“Do you remember what they talked about back then?” Marzel asked gently, but Leorino shook his head. However, he did not seem too upset about that.

“Not really. I don’t recall the details. But I do sort of remember being totally unable to get a word in edgewise.”

“That’s more than enough. It was never about anything important, and Ionia never managed to butt in.”

The two of them exchanged a smile.

 

“What would you like to drink, Master Leorino?”

“I want some alcohol, too.”

All the men froze in their conversation.

“You’re too young for booze, Leorino.”

Leorino shot his overprotective spouse a flat look.

“What are you talking about? I’m already of age. I’m nineteen now.”

“But…Prince Leorino, you will get drunk if you have alcohol.”

Even Marzel advised he not drink. Leorino shook his head at that, too.

“No, I don’t think I will.”

The men exchanged glances. Leorino looked the type to start staggering after a sip, so they all equally cocked their heads in contemplation, unsure of where the proof of that statement was.

Leorino replied with a bright smile, “All the Cassieux men hold their liquor quite well. Part of it is that they’re men of the north, but my father and all my brothers can drink a whole barrel dry and act as though nothing has happened.”

Gravis thought of his rugged father-in-law and three brothers-in-law. They did indeed seem like good drinkers. But Leorino was nothing like August or any of his older brothers.

“You’re a lot more like Lady Maia than anything, though.”

Even Lucas joined in to try and talk him down. But Leorino shook his head once again.

“Mother holds her liquor leagues better than Father.”

“…”

“Or so Father says. Once after a big fight, they decided to settle it with a drinking competition, and Father told me he lost. Mother rarely drinks, but everyone knows she’s serious when the corset comes off, so Father said he was always very careful around her. So please,” Leorino cheerfully requested. “Allow me to drink.”

All the men shivered—what a frightening family. The lady, especially, was unfathomable. Perhaps that’s what became of proper young, sheltered ladies of royal blood decades after being married off to remote areas. Or perhaps she was always like that.

They all decided to never make Lady Maia angry.

“Very well, then. Drink if you’d like.”

When Gravis gave his permission, Leorino took his cup with joy.

“Well, well… He might be a good match for you, Theodor.”

With his cup to his lips, Leorino tilted his head.

“Can Theodor hold his liquor, too?”

“He has no limit when it comes to booze, either. Doesn’t matter how strong the drink is—it’s nothing to him.”

Lucas wore a thoroughly bitter look on his face. Something must have happened in the past.

“Let’s see… Oh, this is nice. It’s a bit fruity.”

Leorino drank it down smoothly. He smiled.

“That was very good. May I have another?”

The men looked at Leorino, his glass extended, and they all cackled.

After enjoying the drinks for an hour or two, they saw Leorino give a little yawn, and so the unexpected drinking party with royalty came to an end.

“Make yourselves at home,” Gravis said as he hoisted Leorino into his arms. Leorino never showed any signs of inebriation, invited them all to come over again, and waved with a smile.

 

The three of them were pleasantly tipsy.

They swayed in their places in their comfortable drowsiness for a little while.

Theodor opened the window. The early nighttime summer breeze was warm and gently soothed their hearts.

“I never thought we’d spend time together like this,” Lucas murmured.

Though Theodor and Marzel remained quiet, they felt the same way. It had felt like the loud moments of their student years, a time they thought shattered on Ionia’s death, had come back to them.

Those naive and trying days, days full of unease for the future but lived to their fullest, came and went from their hearts.

It almost made it seem as though the sin Theodor committed was nothing but one little hiccup in the grand scheme of fate.

“Eighteen years… No, I guess it’s been nineteen years now.”

“Yeah. Leorino brought Ionia back to us…”

Marzel patted Lucas on the shoulder.

As Theodor listened to Lucas speak behind him, he continued to watch the night sky.

Gravis was not the only one hurt when Ionia lost his life. Lucas, Marzel, even Theodor had been affected. The sadness of all those who had lost someone important to them lay thick over this world, equal to the number of stars in the sky. It was a unique loss among millions of deaths.

“Leorino…is our hope,” Lucas murmured. “And that’s why, Theodor, you need to make sure the boy and His Highness remain happy.”

Neither Lucas nor Marzel were here to hang out without reason. They were making sure that Leorino was living a happy life. Both Theodor and Gravis knew that. And that was why no matter how much Theodor complained, he did not turn them away.

“You need not remind me twice—I will preserve their happiness on my life,” Theodor replied to Lucas in a clear voice.

Lucas smiled. As did Marzel.

Theodor had once wanted so badly to remove Ionia from the picture; now he said he was going to do all he could to make the young man who had Ionia’s memory happy.

The men had realized that Theodor was discarding the principles that had bound him for so many years and was starting to face the people he considered dear to him as his heart dictated.

Lucas murmured again, “I’m starting to think that he’s somewhere out there, enjoying all of this with us, too.”

“Lucas…”

“Theodor, Leorino gave me his final words, and that’s good enough for me. Maybe he was here with us, but right now, I’m still going to enjoy the situation with him.”

Lucas patted his own chest. The rhythm was gentle, kind, and soothing.

A weight sat in Theodor’s chest. Lucas’s time, too, had slowly begun to move again.

“You too, Theodor. Enjoy this to its fullest.”

Lucas’s words did not forgive Theodor for his crimes, and yet they still eased gently into Theodor’s cracked heart.

 

Lucas mounted his horse and left first.

Theodor had come out to see Marzel off; they were alone as they waited for Marzel’s carriage to arrive.

Marzel gazed at Theodor with kind eyes. Theodor, uncomfortable under his gaze, glared back.

“What do you want…? You’ve been staring at me for a while. Are you drunk?”

“No. I was just thinking about how nice it would be if your sense of guilt began to ease now.”

Theodor drew a tense smile at that. What a sentimental thing for a chancellor to say.

“Your face tells me not to say things that don’t suit me.”

Marzel laughed. And when he did, they both showed they were of the age where faint laugh lines crinkled at the edges of their eyes.

Marzel’s carriage came to a stop at the front door.

“Thanks for seeing me off.”

As Theodor watched him clamber inside, he was, for some reason, overcome with a strange feeling that made him want to sob like a child. Or perhaps it made him want to laugh out loud.

Nineteen years ago, this man gave Theodor a place to cry in pain and in pleasure when it seemed like his guilt was going to crush him alive.

As he was about to step into the carriage, Marzel turned around.

“I’ll be back.”

“Please do—when the master is home.”

“Don’t be a wet blanket. I’ll be coming to see you.” The chancellor, the man who controlled this country’s government, grinned like a child. “Prince Gravis is happy now, so I think it’s about time you be happy now, too, Theodor.”

Theodor could say nothing to that.

Marzel’s noble fingers reached out and softly brushed the outer corner of Theodor’s eye.

“Marzel…”

Shivering at the faintest touch, Theodor lifted his head to find Marzel gazing down softly at him.

“Think about picking up where we left off that night, Theodor. My feelings have held for nineteen years.”
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Destined Souls 7Ivan Hundert



Hundert was soft on Leorino.

A servant must serve his master wholeheartedly while being at times strict, at times firm with them, but being past sixty years of age, all Hundert wanted to do was dote on Leorino to his heart’s content. Today was another one of those days.

“How about some tea, Master Leorino? I believe it’s about time for you to have a sweet treat.”

“Hm…? Mm, just a little more…”

“Persevering regardless of your energy levels will not make your efforts any more efficient. You must be sure to include moderate breaks.”

Leorino had been staring at some documents, writing things down as he did so. He had been concentrating from the moment he finished lunch until now, and so Hundert urged him to take a break. Leorino, at last, lifted his head.

“Now, I’ve prepared tea and sweets for us in the garden. Shall we take a little stroll there?”

“Mm… Hmm? It’s unusual for us to have tea in the garden.”

“It is.”

It was not good for Leorino’s condition if he were to remain sedentary. Hundert had gone out of his way to set up their little party outside to encourage his master to walk to the garden.

“The afternoon sun feels wonderful. And the seedling that Funfzig brought from Brungwurt has taken root in the garden and is now blooming. Would you like to take a look at it?”

“Oh, is it? Then let’s go.”

Just as his attendant wanted, Leorino loosened up his stiffened body with a moderate walk around the garden, and managed to get a good dose of sunshine. He leisurely enjoyed his tea while admiring the flowers from Brungwurt.

His body must have wanted something sweet after using his head so much. He also seemed to like the teacakes, and in an unusual turn for being such a light eater, Leorino had piled quite a number of sweets onto his plate.

Hundert was terribly pleased to see his master relaxing.

 

Leorino rarely ever talked about what it was he wanted, be it items or activities or otherwise.

Perhaps due to the extended period of recovery time needed after his big injury, he was never much of a selfish person. He had no desire to dress himself up or own any item in particular.

Even the doctor Sasha, who adored Leorino, typically thought people were wonderful so long as they were alive, and that suited Leorino rather well. Leorino, too, seemed perfectly happy to just be alive, and being in good health was enough for him to have a good day.

Perhaps it was a characteristic of the Cassieux family. His father, of course, was not particular about his appearance, but neither were any of his brothers, and they never sought out jewelry to decorate themselves with.

As the prized daughter of a duke, Maia alone cared for her appearance so that she looked the part of her heritage, but she was never interested in chasing trends, either. She clad herself in the jewelry passed down through the Cassieux family or the trousseau brought with her from her birth family, and she always so elegantly wore the style of dresses that suited her best. If anything, Maia walked a resolute life, where anything she put on herself was of absolute beauty, regardless of trends.

“Ostentation” was not a word in the minds of the people of Brungwurt. And among them, Leorino had been raised away from these ideas until he came of age, and so there was not a speck of vulgar greed on his hands whatsoever.

Even when he did end up coming to the royal capital, marrying a member of the royal family, and living in a luxurious villa, his essence did not change. He lived quietly and leisurely.

He was the sort to never express his hunger; instead, he waited patiently until his food was served. And so, even if Leorino himself did not understand what it was he needed, it was his attendant’s job to take note of what it was and take care of him.

Hundert had been instructing the two personal attendant candidates as to what those secrets were.

 

Every time he saw his master happy, Hundert felt himself tear up.

Those tears came from a sense of relief, but at the same time, they came from his own powerlessness as an attendant and a sense of regret.

He had served his master since he heard his cries at birth, and he thought he knew every nook and cranny of Leorino’s heart.

But after the fall seven years ago, Leorino lost his health and grew feeble, and it was not just a physical issue for him. Hundert thought he had been closer to him than anyone else, yet he had not realized the true hardship that had gripped Leorino ever since the accident.

That was the memory of the warrior who died at Zweilink. No one understood that Leorino was reliving his horrific death over and over in his dreams, and the traumatic memories weakened his body and mind.

When Hundert thought about how Leorino held the secret that would determine the fate of the country all alone, he could not help but simply regret how incompetent he had been in being unable to guess what it was that was tormenting his master.

His regrets lingered to this day.

Even if the past had already been buried, Leorino still suffered under the anguish Ionia’s memories brought him.

 

“Master Leorino, can you sit up?”

Today was another instance of Leorino being stuck in bed with a fever all day.

Josef was holding his back. Leorino leaned limply on his bodyguard’s shoulder.

“You must take your fever medicine first.”

Theodor fed Leorino his medicine. Leorino’s fever had him with tears streaming down his face and wheezing hot breaths. Ever since Leorino’s spouse, the prince regent, pointed out that his poor health came from the painful memories of war, Hundert was always so beside himself with worry to see his master feverish whenever he had those dreams.

Leorino’s dreams were the one thing no one could do anything about.

“I’m sorry, Hundert… I can’t eat breakfast…”

“I understand. Once your fever breaks, I shall prepare you some soup.”

It was over a very long period of time that Leorino managed to finish his medicine.

The two attendants closed the door to the bedroom and spoke quietly to one another. Funfzig and Emmerich, the two who had most recently become Leorino’s personal attendants, watched on in worry.

“This seems to be his usual fever… It appears he had one of those dreams again,” Hundert’s thin shoulders dropped. Theodor gently patted them to cheer him up.

“He’s had many days in good health as of late, so I doubt we have much to worry about. He has the strength to overcome this. Let us watch and see how things go today.”

“All right.”

Though Theodor was younger than him, his medical knowledge was much more advanced; it was terribly heartening to Hundert to be able to talk to him.

Leorino was fast asleep until the evening. Thanks to plenty of care and medicine, his fever had gone down significantly. All of the attendants were relieved when he was finally able to sit himself up in his bed on his own.

He was fed his soup and made to rest once again. As the attendants, with Hundert as the main player, gallantly took care of Leorino, his spouse Gravis canceled his affairs and came home.

 

“Leorino.”

“Vi… Welcome back.”

Gravis cast aside his cloak and stripped until he was in nothing but his shirt.

“Are you all right?”

Gravis pulled Leorino’s slender frame onto his lap and embraced him, as though imparting some of his strength to him.

Leorino rested his head on his chest, relieved. Hundert felt his own sense of relief seeing the happy smile on his master’s face.

After holding him for a few moments, Gravis lay his large hand on Leorino’s forehead.

“You don’t have as much of a fever as you did this morning,” he remarked.

“No,” Leorino replied. “I’m sorry for worrying you. I know Her Majesty the Queen was meant to visit today, but now those plans have gone to waste.”

Gravis rested his chin on Leorino’s small head. He saw how he worried, so Gravis gently patted his back to soothe him.

It was Gravis who noticed Leorino’s condition had changed this morning. Leorino had his own bedroom in the villa, but considering how easily his condition could deteriorate, Gravis did not want to leave him alone at night, so he had Leorino sleep with him in his main bedroom. It was rather overprotective and possessive of him, but it eased Hundert’s mind knowing that Leorino always spent a minimal time alone.

“We’ll just reschedule. Lady Emilia was worried about you, too.”

“I’m sorry… I can never fulfill my role properly.”

“You’ve nothing to apologize for. All you have to do is get used to life here as slowly as need be while keeping an eye on your health.”

“All right.”

Leorino nodded and leaned into Gravis’s chest for a little while. Gravis, too, embraced his spouse silently.

They remained like that for a short time, quietly making sure the other was present.

Hundert watched on in silence from a corner of the room, and wordlessly prayed to God that these moments would last forever.

 

Leorino fell asleep in his partner’s arms once again. Gravis carefully laid him down. Once he drew the curtains to darken the room, Theodor immediately stepped toward Gravis.

“I’m going back to the Palace of Defense,” Gravis said.

“Understood. I shall ready a change of clothes and a snack for you.”

“Okay.”

As he put on the clothes provided by his valet, Gravis turned to Hundert, who stood at attention behind him.

“Did Leorino complain about having to take that bitter medicine today?”

Hundert hurriedly shook his head. “No. His fever was not all that bad today, so he took the medicine as he was told.”

“I see. Then it was probably easy for you to take care of him this time.”

“Yes, er… Well—”

“I know it’s a pain when he starts acting childish after getting a fever.”

Gravis gave a low laugh. Though his expression was cold, his words were filled with compassion. Hundert was so deeply grateful to see his master’s spouse worrying about Leorino while he changed, and to even show care to his attendant as well.

Hundert and Theodor saw Gravis off with a deep bow as he rushed back to the royal palace.

Leorino had once said that Gravis was a kind and deeply compassionate man.

Gravis had allowed Hundert and Josef, both commoners, to furtively attend his wedding ceremony with Leorino. For as long as he lived, Hundert would never forget this favor.

Though he was his master’s spouse, Gravis was born royalty and thus a presence far out of reach in Hundert’s eyes. However, Gravis did not discriminate based on birth and took all of the people around Leorino under his large wing for protection.

Hundert knew well the deep-rooted bloodline purity problem that ran rampant through the palace. It was thanks to Gravis and Theodor’s endeavors that Hundert and Josef could serve Leorino at the palace.

Every day, Hundert thanked God that his master had found such a truly wonderful partner.

 

Leorino’s condition improved relatively quickly to the relief of everyone in the villa. Their talk with the queen was set up once again, and Leorino slowly resumed his activities.

His days spent in the villa were fun because close acquaintances often came to visit. In addition, the weather had been good as of late, so he often took his guests on walks through the villa garden and would then go straight to tea there.

There was one particular man who had been visiting Leorino frequently. It was Ebbo Steiger, a former soldier of the Royal Army.

At first, Hundert had been nothing but terrified to see this large, scarred man approaching his master, but Ebbo was once a member of Ionia’s unit, and when Hundert learned that he was the hero who’d stopped an invasion from Zwelf in the war nineteen years ago, he readjusted his thinking.

Eventually, Hundert found an endless well of kindness in Ebbo’s unaffected personality.

Leorino and Ebbo often talked about something unknown to Hundert. Leorino’s expression was serious when they did. Afterward, the young master would spend several hours deep in thought.

This was Leorino—there was no doubt that he was keeping something to himself. He seemed innocent, but he was taciturn and stubborn when it came to core issues. And that showed indeed that he was of Brungwurt blood.

But it was unlikely he would keep his worries to himself and act rashly on them as he used to do. What set the past and the present apart was that now he had with him a spouse who was extremely reliable. There were so many other dependable people around him, too.

 

Now, separate from Leorino’s official business, Hundert did have some worries with regard to his master that he was finding difficult to resolve.

As mentioned earlier, Leorino had a nearly innocent drive to him. And as of late, that was all being directed fully toward bedroom affairs with Gravis.

Leorino’s outward impression belied a passionate, slutty character when it came to the bedroom. In short, he simply loved being intimate with his spouse.

Hundert was aware that when it came to these affairs, Leorino’s spouse, the regent, took into account their differences in size and strength and treated Leorino with care. It seemed they did not always go as far as penetration, but there was no doubt that Leorino’s spouse frequently made love to him.

Because as proof that his spouse loved him plenty, the marks on Leorino’s pale skin never went away, to the point it was a fool’s errand to count the new ones.

When his condition was good, there was always a faint flush of happiness over the corners of his eyes and on his cheeks every morning.

Though he was passionately loved by his spouse night and day, his lust never muddied him, and his impression remained pure.

Perhaps in Leorino’s eyes, making love to his spouse was a sort of ceremony.

These moments had never come to fruition in his past life. They loved, were loved, felt each other’s warmth every night, and fell asleep together. As simple as it was, being able to feel their spouse’s warmth was their greatest joy.

Hundert trusted that Gravis carefully gauged Leorino’s condition and did not push him to do anything that would harm his health. Therefore, there was nothing else he could say with regard to his master’s intimate matters.

He was simply happy that his master was happy.

So why were his days filled with so much trepidation?

That was because, as Leorino’s personal attendant, he had to respond sincerely to Leorino’s “I want to get better at sex” attacks.

 

“Hundert, I need to talk to you.”

“If this is regarding intimate matters, then I have told you to please speak with the prince regent.”

Leorino clung to the hem of Hundert’s shirt, discontent. They were in the washroom, which also served as the anteroom to the bathroom.

Funfzig and Emmerich, who were standing to the side, were flustered, unsure what this was about.

“But…Vi says I don’t have to do anything, and so he doesn’t teach me anything. It’s not going well at all.”

This must be a crisis to Leorino, who was so passionate about his intimacy. When Hundert saw the way his master deflated, he sighed.

“There is nothing I can teach you, Master Leorino.”

“But don’t you have experience?”

“I’ve forgotten it. It’s a thing of the past for an old man like me.”

Leorino deflated further in understanding.

“I thought you knew everything, Hundert… I’m sorry. Maybe Emmerich might know something.”

“A-about what, sir?”

Emmerich leaped in place, his master suddenly turning the conversation to him. He was a lithe young man in his mid-twenties. He was skinnier and shorter than even Leorino, who was about average height.

“Your partner is a man, right, Emmerich?”

“Er, yes… He is.”

Leorino’s eyes sparkled. He looked to Hundert as they shone, silently asking if it was all right to ask Emmerich. Hundert sighed once again.

“Funfzig, if you would please give us a moment.”

The taciturn man, Hundert’s nephew, quietly left the room. Hundert was proud of him for being handy and faithful, but he was also a man of very few words.

“Emmerich, do you think you would be able to answer Master Leorino’s questions?”

“Uh, yes… But, about what…?”

Emmerich was terribly nervous.

“Master Leorino…,” Hundert continued. “Do not trouble Emmerich too much.”

“I just want to know one thing. Emmerich, can you come here?”

Wearing just one shirt, Leorino sat on the wooden bench and patted the spot beside him, urging Emmerich to sit. But Emmerich, of course, was an attendant who hailed from a noble family. Unlike Josef, he knew his place.

He did not take Leorino’s invitation, and instead kneeled before his master and looked up at him.

“Have you ever been intimate with your partner, Emmerich?”

Emmerich went red. Of course he had.

His angelic master, head tilted, had brought up lewd talk, of all things.

“U-uh, yes. I have…”

“Then have you ever serviced his instrument with your mouth?”

Though lewd talk was lewd talk, he asked outright, without using metaphor. It was simply unbearable for the one being asked the question.

Emmerich must have felt dizzy—his posture faltered, and he stuck a hand to the floor.

“W-well, I…um… Yes. I have.”

He scarcely managed to withstand Leorino’s attack. Hundert silently cheered him on.

Leorino’s eyes shone when hearing Emmerich’s answer, and he smiled, satisfied. What a truly innocent and lewd angel he was.

“Oh, good! Then has his size never bothered you, Emmerich? He’s about,” Leorino paused, clearly beginning to create a circle with his skinny fingers, but Hundert acted as though he was adjusting the hem of his sleeves to stop him. “This—”

“Master Leorino,” Hundert warned him. “Other people’s bodies are to remain a mystery. Didn’t I teach you that it is to be a secret to everyone besides the one they love? To ask Emmerich about his partner’s body is extremely rude.”

Leorino drew a sharp inhale, then drew in his fingers, dejected.

“I’m sorry, Emmerich. That was rude of me to ask. I apologize.”

“I-it’s all right…”

Leorino collected himself and asked again, “What I want to know is how I can serve my partner’s instrument with my mouth so that he feels good.”

“Your partner’s…”

“Yeah. What to do when I want him to get bigger.”

There was no more vivid way of putting it. Emmerich was gasping for air in the face of the repeated attacks.

“B-but… For me to teach Your Highness would be…such an act of disrespect, um…”

Leorino gazed at Emmerich with his sparkling eyes. There was an enthusiasm in them, eager to receive an education from his senior.

“Mr. Hundert, what should I do…?”

Emmerich looked as though he was about to cry. Hundert silently apologized to him.

“Teach him in the most inoffensive and neutral way possible—to the best of your ability.”

“Teach him…in the most inoffensive and neutral way…”

“Yes.”

Now that he had been given his difficult assignment, Emmerich sat lost for a moment, but then his head finally snapped upward, as though ready to face the challenge.

“W-well… First, I can see that your mouth is, um, a bit on the smaller side, Prince Leorino. You should do your best to open it as wide as possible.”

“All right. Like this?” Leorino opened his mouth wide, like a baby bird. “…I han’ ohhen ih ahhy hiher han hihh.”

“…Could you please close your mouth for the time being?”

Leorino nodded, closed his mouth, then rubbed his jaw. “Emmerich, my jaw hurts.”

“There’s no need to put what I teach you into practice, so, er, if you would please simply listen. This is a lecture.”

“A lecture! It’s just like school!”

A look of despair colored Emmerich’s face, and he looked up at his senior attendant. Hundert apologized to Emmerich as he shed tears on the inside. There was no sex education in school, but neither of them could tell their delighted master the cruel truth.

“Well, if it doesn’t fit in your mouth, you can always use your hands, o-or, l-lick…with your tongue…”

“Casually, Emmerich,” Hundert quietly reminded him.

Emmerich tensed. “B-basically, I mean to say there are other ways to do it besides the mouth.”

“Like licking? I’ve tried that already. He laughed at me and said it tickled, so I think I was doing it wrong.”

“Hngh…”

There were tears in Emmerich’s eyes. No matter how much he wanted to teach Leorino neutrally and inoffensively, his master was practically barreling into him in the most offensive way possible, and he had no idea what to do.

“And more importantly, in my memory I feel like…it was all the way in the mouth properly, you know? But I can’t seem to do it…”

Leorino opened his mouth wide.

“O-oh, okay… I see.”

The tears pooled in Emmerich’s eyes. Memories of what? Where on earth did this sheltered beauty catch sight of someone else’s oral sex?

“Then, er, why not put your hands together and gently entertain the parts that won’t fit?”

“Oh, I see!”

“And please be sure your teeth don’t touch once you’ve opened your mouth. You can cover your teeth with your lips— Oh, Your Highness, there’s no need to try it out practically right now.”

“All right.”

The topic of this lecture was quite literally unheard of, but Leorino was a terribly enthusiastic student, more than willing to improve himself. But it was in that moment Emmerich came up with a revolutionary teaching method.

“Prince Leorino! L-let’s say…you’ve been served a whole plum.”

Since a plum was about the size of a child’s fist, it was likely the most inoffensive way to refer to a man’s jewels. This was the strategy Emmerich had come up with after racking his brain about it.

“A plum?”

“Yes. It’s, um… The way it’s shaped is… It’s a bit…”

In the center of the fruit was a small dip. In essence, it was shaped similarly to the head of the penis.

“Hm?”

“Well, um… How do you eat a plum, Master Leorino?”

“Hm? With a fork.”

Emmerich’s master cutely tilted his head, while Emmerich could feel the space between his legs shrink with fear.

“Mmh… W-well, um, so…I mean when you eat it whole. Have you ever been served one whole?”

It was likely he had never been served the fruit whole. Leorino tilted his head in puzzlement. However, in this case, there was no meaning to a sliced plum.

“It’s a fruit with plenty of juice inside. Have you ever wanted to suck on it and get all the sweet juice out?”

Leorino hummed in thought. “Maybe…I have? But I’ve never had a whole one before.”

“Er, the point is to eat it whole.”

“Hmm…?”

“I mean, looking at the whole fruit like it’s—it’s the tip, and then sucking on it with the spirit of, ‘Oh, that looks so tasty.’”

“The spirit of ‘Oh, that looks so tasty’…?”

As a well-educated noble son, Emmerich passed on the secret in the most inoffensive way possible. Leorino seemed as though he wanted to know a little more, but Hundert forced the conversation into an end.

“Master Leorino, Mr. Theodor will be very cross with us if we waste any more time.”

“Goodness, I didn’t realize the time. Thank you, Emmerich. I didn’t understand everything, but it’s given me something to think about.”

Emmerich planted both hands on the ground and gasped for his breath. Hundert praised him for his well-fought battle in the silence of his heart.

As Hundert stepped forward to dress Leorino at last, Leorino’s glimmering eyes turned to look at his attendant.

“Hundert, I want to eat a plum whole.”

It was unusual for him to ask anything for himself.

“Unfortunately, they are not currently in season.”

“Oh.” Leorino’s head drooped in disappointment.

 

There came a knock. In the second following entered Leorino’s spouse—the prince regent—and his valet.

Hundert went pale, and Emmerich went bright red—who knew what he had imagined.

Only Leorino’s eyes shone at the entrance of his beloved spouse.

“Look at you, why are you still dressed like this? Get some clothes on.”

Gravis frowned to see his spouse wearing nothing but one shirt. Though they were only his attendants, he was likely unhappy that Leorino had been in a state of undress in the presence of other men for an extended period of time.

But Leorino did not mind the scolding at all. With a bright smile, he gestured for his spouse to approach.

“Vi, could you come here?”

“What? Could you hurry up and put some clothes on instead of staying in that drab state?”

“All right. But first, there’s something I’d like to try.”

Hundert had a terrible feeling about this. Leorino turned to his attendants and said with a bright smile, “I can’t show this to anyone else, so if you’d please give us some privacy.”

Hundert felt dizzy—how eager his master was to move from class lecture to practical application.

It was Emmerich who escaped at the speed of lightning. Theodor understood what was about to happen due to his state. He gestured for Hundert to leave, and they all exited the washroom.

As the door slowly swung shut, Hundert still could hear the cheery tone of his master’s voice.

“Vi, have you ever eaten a plum? A whole one.”

“A plum? What’s this all about?”

“Um, I’d like for you to let me suck your plum.”

“What?”

“I’d like to eat it with the spirit of, ‘Oh, that looks so tasty.’”

And the door quietly swung shut.

 

“What on earth did you teach Master Leorino?”

“…My deepest apologies.”

“I can generally imagine what happened due to Emmerich’s behavior.”

“We are truly ever so sorry.”

“It’s all right. I’m getting a better understanding of Prince Leorino’s temperament and interests, so I can understand your hardships.”

“I suppose one could say Master Leorino can be a bit too passionate due to his intense emotion for the prince regent…”

Hundert hung his head. Theodor patted him on the shoulder in sympathy.

Afterward, their masters and respective spouses did not emerge from the washroom for a good couple of hours. A few times in that time period they heard sobbing apologies coupled with sweet cries coming from the other side of the door.

When they finally emerged from the washroom, Gravis was carrying an exhausted, worn-out, and red-faced Leorino. When Hundert saw this, his wrinkles deepened more than usual.

He could not retire yet, simply for the sake of his master’s reckless actions. Hundert vowed to himself to live long and healthy.

 

Several days later, Hundert and Emmerich were strictly warned through Theodor never to give Leorino vague knowledge on intercourse ever again.
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Kelios Keller was the second son of Viscount Hafeltz. After graduating from higher education in the royal capital, he joined the Royal Army. He belonged to the Combat Division.

It was not that he joined the Royal Army because he had any particularly big ambitions. It was simply that his family was a lower-class noble family, and being the second son of such meant he had to find his own work. Kelios was good with the sword. And that was all.

Even so, his skills in the sword were leaps and bounds sharper than any of his generation. He was perfectly pleased with the Royal Army as a workplace to put his skills to use. He was also engaged to his childhood friend. Kelios’s life was, all things considered, rather ordinary.

Except when one day came. The lieutenant general’s adjutant, Schultz, summoned him, and Kelios received a shocking order.

“Guarding…Mr. Leorino Cassieux?”

“Yes. You must know that he’s begun working at the Palace of Defense.”

Kelios nodded. He’d heard the rumors but hadn’t come across Leorino in the Palace of Defense yet. However, he did recall that the people who had caught sight of him would get all worked up. He quietly scoffed haughtily at all those people.

Because Kelios had sat next to Leorino during their Vow of Adulthood.

Kelios loved rare and beautiful things. His parents collected rare artifacts from across the world and across history, so he had been surrounded by rare masterpieces at home for all his life. One could say it was in his blood.

He had been shocked when he saw Leorino’s beauty up close. It was genuinely hard to believe he was also male like Kelios, but that did not mean he was feminine, either. Regardless, he was a beautiful person with extraordinary looks and aura about him.

 

That’d been an incredible sight… The world’s bigger than I think if there are people out there with such fine features such as him.

 

“Kelios… Kelios Keller!”

Kelios was drawn from grinning to himself in his fancies back to reality with Schultz’s whip-like voice.

“Sir… Hm? Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Stay awake! What was going through that head of yours?”

“Yes, sir. I was just recalling how much power Master Leorino Cassieux’s beauty had.”

Schultz’s anger calmed.

“Mr. Leorino is an acquaintance of yours?”

“I would not go so far as to call him an acquaintance. We sat next to each other at our coming-of-age ceremony, and I almost fell out of my chair with how shocked I was by his beauty. That is our relationship.”

Schultz planted his head in his hands.

“That is not a relationship… But I see, you are of the same age. Perhaps that would make this convenient for the both of you.”

“So why was I chosen to guard Mr. Leorino?”

“I don’t know… This was the lieutenant general’s intention.”

“I see. So it has to be because I’m strong, right?”

Schultz held his head in his hands again.

“Children these days know no modesty… No matter. Yes, it is. This means he has recognized your skills in the sword. Mr. Leorino has recently been injured within the Palace of Defense. I cannot give you the details, but it was due to a personal scuffle.”

Kelios furrowed his brow. It would not be unusual for someone as beautiful as him to get wrapped up in all sorts of trouble no matter where he went.

“And thus, we decided to give him another guard from the Royal Army, separate from his personal bodyguard who currently accompanies him. This is an important individual the general has officially received from the Margrave of Brungwurt. Everyone in the Royal Army will lose face if something were to happen to him in the Palace of Defense again.”

“Is it really that bad?”

Schultz sighed.

“A lower-class noble like you may not understand, but he has a special bloodline even within Fanoren. His grandmother was a queen, and his mother was cousin to the previous king, which makes him second cousin to the king and the general.”

“Ohhh… I see.”

Kelios, both of lower nobility and a second son, had no idea.

“And his father, Lord August, is also second cousins to the previous king as well as the queen dowager. He has royal blood from both his mother and his father, so while he does not have a title, it would be correct to treat him as part of the extended royal family.”

It made sense to Kelios now—that was why he had such a unique air about him.

“Understood. I humbly accept the order.”

Kelios bowed his head.

There was no doubt this was going to be a special mission for him, but it was going to be a fun mission for him, more than anything, because he could then see that beautiful face up close. For some reason, Schultz seemed uneasy.

“Do not bother Mr. Leorino with your weird peculiarities.”

“I would never do such a thing. I would only appreciate him. I will steal glances at him, but still protect him as I should.”

The adjutant gave a deep sigh.

“And…the bodyguard Mr. Leorino brought from his home is quite a unique individual, so do what you can to get along with him.”

“Hm? Unique? Is he quirky?”

“No. He’s a commoner boy, but he’s… How do I describe him? Free… You have a free streak yourself, but he’s several degrees weirder than you. Just treat him nicely.”

“Understood! Well, I don’t understand, but I think it’ll work out.”

Schultz heaved yet another deep belly sigh.

Kelios acted as Leorino’s guard for a little while after that, when there was an accident at the training grounds one day. It was when Kelios and Josef were attending the training, so they were away from Leorino.

They were not told details of the incident, but afterward, Leorino never came to work at the Palace of Defense again. Kelios was eventually relieved from his post and never learned the truth.

With a hazy sense of regret in his chest, Kelios returned to his normal post in the Combat Division. It was then that a shocking piece of news tore through the Royal Army.

Leorino and General Gravis had announced their engagement. The announcement stunned even Kelios.

He was unsure if this fit the image he had of his peer, but Leorino did not seem he had ever felt romantic or sexual attraction in his life, so what on earth had to happen to lead him to an engagement with that intense and powerful man? And the two of them were far enough apart in age that they could be father and son.

Kelios’s colleagues knew that he served as Leorino’s bodyguard for a short period of time, and so they asked him all sorts of questions about the engagement, but all Kelios could do was tilt his head in puzzlement.

 

One day, Kelios visited the Palace of Defense’s archives for the first time in a while.

Archivist Kaunzel was there. He was a veteran with one arm and was now partially retired as he worked as the archivist in the file room.

“Mr. Kaunzeeel, hello! It’s Keller!”

“Ah, what a surprise. It’s good to see you, Kelios.”

Kelios bowed briefly. Kaunzel took one look at Kelios’s expression and seemed to know exactly why he had come to visit. With a bit of a wry smile, he fished for the answer.

“You want to know about Leorino and the general, don’t you?”

“Ha-ha, is it that obvious? Do you know anything about them, Mr. Kaunzel?”

An indescribable expression crossed Kaunzel’s face. “I’m not sure of their circumstances,” he replied.

But Kelios could tell by that look that he knew something.

“I suppose not. This must be a political marriage, then.”

“I…am not sure of that.”

“So you do know something.”

Kaunzel folded his arm in thought. “No. I truly don’t know the details of their circumstances or their history. I’m not hiding anything, but…there is one thing I can say for certain.”

“Which is?”

“Well, that…they’re in love with each other.”

“Uh-huh…”

Kelios’s first candid thought was Why’s this old man blabbering about something so sweet all of a sudden?

“I mean to say they… You know, the both of them… They seem head over heels for each other. They’re terribly close, and the general cherishes Leorino.”

“I’m sorry, what? The ice-cold general does? I can’t picture it.”

“Well, seeing is believing…though I suppose that would be difficult for us now. Now that Leorino doesn’t work in the Palace of Defense anymore, I doubt people like us would ever get the chance to see the two of them together.”

But several months later, Kelios did just that. It was on the frigid battlefield.

Leorino was bloodied; it was unclear whether he was alive. The general cradled him, tilted his head to the sky, and screamed.

The roar that echoed as dawn broke over the battlefield was indeed the indignation of a man whose wedded other half had been gravely hurt.

All Kelios could do was watch.

 

Afterward, in accordance to Lucas’s orders, Kelios fought on the front lines.

Kelios was relieved when he heard Leorino’s life had been saved. That was the one happy piece of news during the war. It was the dead of winter, and so this was more a fight against the cold itself, but Kelios had grown used to that, too. And then, the war finally ended, and spring came.

After the war, big news shook Fanoren—the discovery of the Secretary of the Interior’s betrayal, the king’s abdication of the throne—but once the shock died down, Kelios returned to his perfectly ordinary life.

However, a turning point came to him once again. He had been tapped for a transfer from the Royal Army to the Knights of the Imperial Guard.

Lucas Brandt was personally waiting for him when he attended his summons.

“You’re transferring to the Imperial Guard.”

Kelios was dumbfounded. He stared up at the massive lieutenant general.

“May I ask why? Why must I transfer to the Imperial Guard?”

“The royal palace has officially requested you be Prince Leorino’s personal bodyguard.”

Kelios was shocked. He wasn’t expecting to be tapped for this. Leorino was someone who existed so far above the clouds for him, and Kelios thought he would never have the chance to see him face-to-face ever again.

“Er… Why was I chosen?”

“Probably because you could get on well with Josef. Plus, you’re already familiar with Leorino, so you’re probably immune to him, and no one’s worried about you laying a hand on him.”

They were not insignificant reasons. After a moment of deep thought, Kelios decided to ask the one thing that had been weighing on him.

“Um… Isn’t the Imperial Guard a pain in the ass?”

“Yeah, they’re different from us in that they’re all made up of nobility. That, and pretty high-ranking nobility. You’re gonna have to learn all the rules for etiquette and ceremony perfectly.”

Lucas grinned slyly, and Kelios responded with an earnest expression.

“So…if I transfer, will my salary go up?”

Lucas stared blankly at him. “Let me just remind you that our salary’s pretty good.”

“I know. I was just wondering if it was going to be more than what I make now.”

“I don’t have the details, but this is personally guarding Leorino. It’s an unexpected appointment for an imperial knight, so you’d probably get more than just hanging around with the Royal Army…I think?”

“I’ll take it, then. Sounds interesting.”

Lucas shot him a flat look. “Good grief… Fine. Then I’ll send a formal reply to the royal palace.”

“All right. Thanks for everything.”

“Don’t you feel any attachment to the Royal Army?!”

“Well, yes, but if the salary’s higher, then I’m not going to discount a life over there… If I can deepen my pockets for my future with my fiancée, then I think that takes priority.”

“I swear, kids these days…,” Lucas muttered with a little sigh. “In my eyes, it’s a pity that we’re losing someone with your skills to the Imperial Guard. Putting you up as decoration with no chance of ever going out to battle would be such a waste.”

“It is truly an honor to have your praises.”

“But I guess this is for your pay, and more importantly, this is for Leorino. Serve him well.”

“Yes, sir. And if I may, Lieutenant General. You’ve been talking about Prince Leorino without his title… How familiar are you with him?”

“Oof… Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter. Leorino and I are, well…you could call us old friends.”

Kelios didn’t buy it, but he nodded anyway. So long as he stayed near Leorino, he was certain there were some things that would slowly come into view, and it was likely he would see Lucas again.

“Well, then… I suppose this will be the last time I look up to you as my superior officer, Lieutenant General. To tell you the truth, I was casually shooting for Adjutant Schultz’s position,” Kelios said in jest.

Lucas burst out into loud laughter. “Schultz would punch you if he heard that.”

After a moment of laughter, seriousness suddenly came back to Lucas’s expression, and he said, “I have a request for you. Something that Josef can’t do—only you.”

“What would that be?”

“Protect Leorino in public.”

It was in that moment that seriousness suddenly colored Kelios’s expression.

“Is Josef’s social standing the problem?”

“You’re sharper than you look. You’re exactly right,” Lucas said with a nod. There was an obvious hue of anger on his face. “There’s no doubt that Josef is the most skilled swordsman in this country. But not only is he the way he is, he’s a commoner in the royal palace. Being together in the villa aside, Josef being seen at Leorino’s side in public spaces is not something a lot of people are happy with.”

Kelios canted his head.

“Even if the prince regent is…?”

Gravis seemed to be the kind of person who would easily ignore those sorts of customs. And he had influence, too. Lucas furrowed his brow at Kelios’s question.

“Yeah. Prince Gravis could easily permit it, but…I doubt he would right now.”

“…”

“He doesn’t want even a single pebble on the path that’s been laid before his newly minted royal husband. That’s how delicately the prince handles matters related to Leorino.”

Kelios wasn’t sure why they needed to be that considerate of the bloodline purists.

“Leorino is already an exception by marrying into the family as a man. If he keeps being an exception, his position in the purists’ camp of the royal palace will only get worse, regardless of his birth being of the Cassieux family. At this stage, I bet Prince Gravis is still being careful… It’s way too early to accomplish anything at this point.”

“I’m lower nobility myself. Normally, it wouldn’t be easy for me to be a personal bodyguard to royalty.”

“Yeah, that’s true. But your standing as nobility at all would earn you a completely different response compared to Josef.”

Kelios nodded. He was lower nobility. His life was not all that different from that of a wealthy commoner. But if his standing could help that particularly brave master-servant duo, then he wanted it to serve them well. That was what Kelios genuinely wanted.

“This is the first time I’ve been glad I’m nobility.”

“Good. Protect Josef’s position.”

“Does a man with sword skills as sharp as his need protecting? As much as I hate to admit it, he’s much stronger than I am.”

“Ha-ha, you’re not wrong. I can’t even count the number of enemy soldiers he killed in battle in the blink of an eye without me ever having to draw my own blade.”

After a bout of hearty laughter, a kind hue colored Lucas’s expression.

“But I’m not talking about physically. Josef will put his life on the line to protect Leorino. It’s your job to preserve their relationship as master and retainer so that the two of them—so that Josef can stay by Leorino’s side for the rest of their lives. Take Josef’s place in the public eye. Support his devotion.”

Kelios nodded in understanding, but an easygoing look quickly came back to him, and he grinned.

“Prince Leorino would be untouchable with me and Josef guarding him.”

“Yeah, he would be. I doubt anyone could get close to him.”

For the first time in a while, Kelios felt excited.

Leorino had the royal general, and that weird catlike bodyguard at his side. If there were more chances for him to see Lucas in the future, then there was no doubt Kelios’s days would be much more stimulating than they were now.

And most importantly, he was delighted to think that he would be in a position where he could protect Leorino.

He never wanted to see what he saw on the battlefield that day ever again.

On his blade, he vowed to never let the gorgeous young man get hurt like that ever again. To never let the general scream in despair like that ever again.

Together with that hateful cat of a bodyguard, Kelios’s skills would protect these precious people. They were rare treasures in this world, and he would keep them safe. Was that not a part of his collector’s spirit?

Well, he prepared himself, best get it done.

“My blade will serve Prince Leorino for the rest of my life.”

“I’m counting on you.”

“I’m honored. It has been a pleasure working with you, Lieutenant General.”

Kelios bowed, and Lucas nodded, satisfied.

 

And so, Kelios Keller transferred from the Royal Army and became a Knight of the Imperial Guard.

It was an extremely unusual transfer. The Royal Army and the Imperial Guard were like oil and water. And on top of these unusual circumstances, right after his transfer, he was chosen to personally guard Leorino, who was now a royal.

With all that together, Kelios felt a lot of pressure as a lower noble for quite a few days afterward. But since he was now working under Leorino’s older brother, Gauff Cassieux, whose new post was Captain of the Inner Palace Guard, Kelios found he was covered for in various ways because it was his job to protect Leorino, and soon, a lot of the commotion around him calmed.

Leorino was delighted to see Kelios again.

Kelios was just as positively thrilled as he was before to see Leorino after so long. Because now that he had grown his hair out, and had the air of joy as a newlywed about him, Leorino was beautiful beyond what Kelios believed was possible.

Kelios’s natural quirks shone through, the same strange reaction he had to Leorino in the beginning causing all those around him to cringe. What was he to do about it, though? This was Keller blood—the blood of those who fancied the beautiful and the rare.

But the wrong people saw the exchange. It was Leorino’s spouse, the general, who spotted Kelios ecstatically making a fuss in his admiration over Leorino.

 

“Kelios Keller, don’t tell me you showed disrespect to the prince regent…or Leorino.”

Gauff Cassieux, Captain of the Inner Palace Guard and Kelios’s superior officer, had summoned Kelios in. But Kelios just tilted his head in confusion.

“No, I don’t think I’ve done anything in particular.”

“A letter from Mr. Anhalt of the Palace of Starlight came, asking for you to be fired.”

Kelios leaped in his shock. “Wh-why?!”

“How should I know?! Probably because you made Prince Gravis angry!”

“I—I didn’t! I just live peacefully with my fiancée! Why would I want to make someone as powerful as him angry?!”

Gauff dropped his head into his hands.

“Anyway!” Kelios continued. “I have absolutely no idea what I could’ve done! I’m innocent!”

“Then why did I get this letter?”

“I don’t know… Please mediate for me, Captain Cassieux! Aren’t you from the powerful Cassieux family, too, Captain?!”

“You fool! You think I’m in any position to ask anything of the prince regent?!”

Gauff shuddered in disbelief. Kelios desperately persisted.

“I don’t believe that! You talk a lot to the prince regent about matters concerning Prince Leorino, don’t you, Captain?!”

“He allows it because I’m Leorino’s family. I want to live, too!”

“You’re a good-for-nothing captain!”

“Wha—? How dare you! If Lieutenant General Brandt hadn’t brought you to us, I’d be kicking you right out!”

“I can’t go back to the Royal Army! I had a farewell party and everything!”

Gauff’s head drooped heavily, and he sighed.

“Either way… I’ll do what I can to mediate with the valet. Go have another meeting with Mr. Anhalt.”

Kelios was terribly troubled by this. There was one thing in particular he was after: the Imperial Guard salary.

 

A few days later, Kelios brought his fiancée, a baron’s daughter, to the Palace of Starlight without permission, which astonished Theodor, and Kelios bargained directly with him, saying that he truly loved her and asking not to be removed from his post because he needed the pay for wedding funds.

The guards at the entrance questioned who they were, and Theodor was dumbfounded in the face of this young woman, left trembling where she stood.

Leorino, who just happened to pass by, came to the entrance to see what was going on.

“Kelios? Who is this lady?”

“Prince Leorino, this is my beloved fiancée, Miss Margarite, daughter of the Baron of Gai.”

Even the baron’s daughter’s name was as lovely as a wildflower. But in the presence of an unearthly beautiful royal, she seemed as though she was going to faint. As she trembled, she bowed to the prince.

“It is a delight and a pleasure, Prince Leorino… I-it’s lovely to meet you. I am Margarite Bezos…”

“I’m Leorino Fanoren… Um, welcome to the Palace of Starlight.”

While the two of them began exchanging proper greetings for some reason, Theodor finally recovered from his shock, and his brows snapped downward in anger; he began questioning Kelios.

“Kelios Keller! What is the meaning of this?!”

“Valet Anhalt, sir! I’ve reflected on my actions and why I was almost removed from my post as Prince Leorino’s guard! And that is when I understood.”

“…What is it you understood?”

“The way I showed admiration for Prince Leorino’s beauty must have elicited displeasure from the prince regent. And so I wish for the prince regent to understand that my reaction was nothing more than simple appreciation for Prince Leorino’s miraculous beauty and absolutely not from a place of treachery!”

“And how will you do that?”

“As proof of my innocence, I’ve brought my most beloved fiancée here with me!”

“Kelios Keller… You’d best not be trying to befuddle me with your little games.”

“No, I’m serious! My dear daisy of a lady is proof of my innocence!”

Margarite then turned to Theodor and bowed deeply. “Please, sir valet… Please, I beg of you to not take work away from Kelios,” she said.

As she spoke, tears began to pool rapidly in her lovely round eyes.

“…”

A heavy and suffocating silence lay thick over the wide entrance hall to the Palace of Starlight.

 

“—Kelios Keller!”

Theodor finally snapped and shouted at Kelios. Everyone jumped at the force of his voice.

“T-tea!” Leorino exclaimed. “Miss Margarite, why don’t we have tea in the garden! Right, Hundert? This is the best time to see the flowers in the garden, isn’t it?!”

“I-indeed! The flowers Funfzig took great care to raise are now in full bloom!”

“Right? So let’s go take a look at them together! Hundert, Emmerich, please take her there!”

Leorino knew it was his job to calm the situation, so he quickly invited Kelios’s fiancée to tea. When he turned around, he saw Theodor dragging Kelios off somewhere.

When Kelios noticed everyone else was looking at him, he leisurely waved to his fiancée.

“Kelios… This guy can’t really be stupider than I am, can he?” Josef murmured in astonishment. Leorino could not answer either way.

The baron’s daughter spent a gracious afternoon with the angelic royal, still stunned the entire time.

It was Funfzig who put in the work. The baron’s daughter loved minding her own garden, and so Funfzig showed her the flowers he brought from Brungwurt. Once her tension eased, she and Funfzig stood around the flowers and happily chatted about them. Leorino watched them interact as he idly wondered what this whole situation was.

Ultimately, Funfzig gave the baron’s daughter some root cuttings for her to propagate her own flowers. She placed these in a basket, told the rest of them she would treasure this memory for the rest of her life, and left the villa. As she left, she did not forget to plead with all of those who came to see her off: “Please don’t take work away from Kelios.”

“Theodor…? What’s going to happen?” Leorino gazed timidly up at the valet.

Theodor’s brows were knit tightly together as though he had a headache, and he replied, “Keller indirectly threatened me by stating that it would be a problem to fire him since it would embarrass Lieutenant General Brandt and Captain Cassieux.”

Leorino was at a loss for words.

“He knows no fear, doesn’t he?”

“Indeed… But it is the truth. He hit a rather sore spot. Every decision hereafter rests with Prince Gravis.”

It was not wise to bring up a quarrel between the Imperial Guard, which was mostly populated by bloodline purists, and the Royal Army, which had a large percentage of commoners, when it came to personnel around Leorino. What they needed to pay care to was that Leorino was at ease. And for that, no one could fault Leorino’s preference.

 

After Gravis received reports of the whole affair, he was shocked to hear what Kelios had done, of course. Perhaps Kelios was smarter than he gave him credit for—and so, Gravis once again summoned him directly.

Dirk was also present. He had been summoned as someone who knew Kelios’s character.

With a chance to explain himself, Kelios told Gravis that he held absolutely no malice toward Leorino and that it was simply in his nature to appreciate beauty.

This young knight acted with such good grace and so brazenly. Gravis looked at his adjutant.

“Is this really the guy Lucas recommended?”

Dirk nodded. “It is. I confirmed with Schultz the last time he was posted as guard in the Palace of Defense.”

“Has he always been like this?”

Dirk nodded deeply once again. “He has undoubtedly always been like this.”

“Let me ask you again—is this really the guy Lucas recommended?”

“He really is. Incidentally, he’s the best swordsman of all the young swordsmen out there, after Josef.”

“A recommendation relying on his skill alone, I see.”

Kelios turned a grateful eye to Dirk, but Dirk could not be bothered, so he ignored him.

“Well… I think he was just absorbed in Prince Leorino’s beauty, since he hasn’t seen it in a while. He should calm down in about a month. It was like this the last time.”

Gravis turned to look at Leorino, who was watching on with worry.

“Leorino, your bodyguards need common sense.”

“I know.”

Leorino nodded earnestly. It was all he could do. Kelios bowed sharply.

“Prince Regent, I am confident in my common sense, so please rest easy.”

It was the first time Leorino had seen Gravis look shocked while also keeping his composure.

“Dirk, contact Lucas to confirm with him again—is this really the guy?”

“H-hey! Kelios! I’m going through all this trouble to mediate for you and you immediately put it to waste!”

“That isn’t true.”

Kelios tightened his stomach and stared Gravis straight in the eye. Even if he was a bit of a jokester, he would always put his life on the line for what was important. This was one of those moments.

“As a lower-class noble, I will support Prince Leorino on the public stage in Josef’s stead.”

Both Gravis and Dirk put on serious expressions. Kelios clenched his fist tightly and bore through their quiet power.

This was for his salary and his rose-colored future with Margarite. And above all, this was for the couple who was shouldered with the country’s future. Even though he was typically flippant, he knew exactly what his duty was.

“I understand that is my role… And I will protect him until Josef is also given the freedom to do so, Prince Regent, Adjutant Dirk.”

Until Josef, who had pledged his loyalty to Leorino, could take an active part in the royal palace.

The three men silently exchanged looks.

At last, Gravis’s expression suddenly softened. Dirk and Kelios let go the breaths they had been holding.

That settled it.

“Why do you always get the strange ones acting as your bodyguards?”

Gravis pulled Leorino, who had been watching on in worry, close. Leorino tilted his head and gazed at his two bodyguards behind him.

“What do you want to do?” Gravis asked.

“Hmm… It isn’t as though I was the one that personally chose them…” Leorino’s words came together unsteadily. Gravis listened in silence. “But I have fun spending time with both Josef and Kelios…so?”

For some reason, he tilted his head in puzzlement at the end. Both bodyguards felt terribly uneasy by their master’s attitude.

“I see. They’re fun.”

“Yes. Every day is so lively and fun, and they’re both strong and reliable. I’m happy to have them both as my bodyguards.”

Leorino smiled faintly with joy.

It was in that moment that Kelios saw it.

“All right,” Gravis said. “They’re skilled, and if you enjoy their company, then that’s all we need.”

Leorino’s smile easily turned the general’s attitude on its head.

“The general cherishes Leorino.”

What Kaunzel once said came to Kelios like a divine revelation.

“This… This is what they call…reciprocated love!”

Kelios’s surge of emotion caused him to exclaim, despite himself. Dirk reached out to smack him on the head.

“Ow.”

“Kelios… I think it’d be best if you retake etiquette classes with Josef under Mr. Theodor.”

And so, after quite a long ordeal, Kelios finally began his life as Leorino’s bodyguard.

When Kelios began to frequently catch sight of the masters of the villa exchanging tender gestures of love, he finally understood what Kaunzel said about them being head over heels for each other.
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“Julian, you will be engaged to the third princess of Lambardo.”

The time has finally come, Julian Munster thought.

“Understood. And when will my wedding with Her Highness be?”

The mild Duke Leben furrowed his brow; his son’s response was so nonchalant.

“Have you nothing to say with regards to this sentence?”

“Nothing in particular.”

Julian quietly shook his head. He had caused great trouble not only to his father but to the house of Duke Leben as well.

He had kidnapped the man who would be the prince’s fiancée at a soiree, assaulted him, and forced him to take questionable drugs. When his folly came to light, he was certain that his punishment would be exile at best. Marriage to foreign royalty was a terrible honor for a duke’s family. It was scarcely a punishment—it was almost an act of goodwill.

But in Julian’s mind it was, indeed, a punishment. As heir to the highest-ranking noble family, he had led a life where he had gotten everything he wanted.

 

His Highness knows very well what a punishment would be to me.

He was truly thankful that the house of Duke Leben had not been publicly punished. And so Julian nodded, satisfied.

“I believe this is much too lenient a punishment for what I’ve done.”

The duke furrowed his brow. The mild father was soft on his son, too.

“If this wedding will erase the blemish I’ve cast over the Munster family name, then I am grateful, if anything.”

“But Julian, back then, you—”

“If I am to marry a princess of Lambardo, a friendly nation, then this is an honor to our family, not a punishment.”

The duke balled his fists. What his son said was correct. Though he had been in a certain state of non compos, he had still drugged a royal fiancée after assaulting him. There was no excuse for the situation. The duke had been prepared for not only for Julian to be punished appropriately, but for the Munster family to face similar as well. But the matter was never made public, perhaps because the king’s younger brother wished to preserve his fiancée’s reputation.

As head of the house of Duke of Leben, he was relieved; as a father, his feelings were complicated. Something about his son’s strange actions on that night of the soiree just did not make sense to him.

“Why did you do something so foolish that night?”

“What I did that night was certainly deviant. I don’t know why, but I had this insane sense of purpose that I had to save Leorino from His Highness’s hands,” Julian replied with self-deprecation. He knew this was not an answer. All he did was give the truth.

He hadn’t been able to hold himself back. He hadn’t been able to hold back his desire to act on his feelings in order to save Leorino.

“I remember that night well. I remember stealing Leorino away from the terrace, I remember being caught, I remember my hands being cut.”

It was then that the duke nodded in understanding. So long as Julian was aware of his own sins, then the duke no longer needed to defend him.

“Then it’s settled—you will be wed to a princess of Lambardo.”

“I humbly accept.”

Julian had been blessed with everything—wealth, lineage, looks—but there was one thing he could not get for himself. As he bowed his head to his father, he murmured quietly to himself:

“If I cannot have Leorino, then all the rest are the same.”

 

Marriage talks proceeded, and the princess of Lambardo was eventually invited as a guest of the state. Julian and the princess were acquainted before the king.

“Hello, Princess Milenia. I am Julian Munster of the house under Duke Leben.”

Julian smiled at the third princess of Lambardo.

The princess had reportedly just turned eighteen; as one might expect from someone from the southern countries, her skin was darker, and her smooth black hair and large brown eyes made her a very pretty woman. The princess gazed at Julian’s glamorous, noble, handsome features, and her cheeks flushed.

“That I can wed such a lovely princess as yourself makes me the happiest man on the continent.”

Julian’s words caused the third princess to blush bashfully.

This is frivolous, Julian thought.

The princess of Lambardo responded to Julian’s flattery with perfect Fanorenese, despite the odd quirks at the end of her sentences. When Julian extended a hand, she placed atop his her slender fingers, beautiful and perfectly manicured.

“I am happy that I can make you my husband. I shall stay by your side as your wife forever.” The princess smiled. “We’ve heard rumors of you in our court—that you are the perfect young nobleman, one that’s captured the hearts of many women.”

Julian dropped his gaze, as though humbling himself.

“I would hardly call someone like me perfect. My life is one full of shame and incompetence.”

The princess and her attendant were impressed by his humility. They both sighed.

“You are perfect in my eyes,” the princess said.

Julian smiled. He then went on to say, “I will never show you my incompetence, Your Highness. I vow to do everything for you to make you happy.”

The princess smiled bashfully once again. She seemed to be earnest to the core. There was no doubt that if Julian were able to deceive himself, then they would lead a very happy married life together.

Indeed—only if he could deceive himself. Only if he could forget about that pure, shining angel.

 

Julian, accompanied by his parents, and the princess, accompanied by her attendants, moved to the soiree, which would serve as the stage for their announcement.

When the king announced the engagement between Julian and Princess Milenia, the venue stirred with noises of surprise and screams from the noble ladies.

With her fan hiding her face, Princess Milenia leaned to whisper in Julian’s ear.

“Oh-ho, look how many of the woman are vexed knowing you will be mine. Look at the jealousy in their eyes.”

Peeking out from behind her adorable features was a haughty and arrogant temperament.

 

“You will be mine,” hm… Ha-ha, leave it to a royal to be unaware of how selfish they are.

 

Julian remembered that night and scorned himself.

That day, Leorino had said, “I belong to Prince Gravis.” Even the highest-ranking noble, in all their wealth, prosperity, and arrogant splendor, could never become royalty. Not even a duke and all his power was enough to keep that flower of an angel for himself.

Julian and Princess Milenia were surrounded by nobles offering their congratulations. Julian received them all with a smile, and he politely escorted Princess Milenia.

“Mr. Julian, you have a wound here. What happened?”

From their joined hands, the princess felt the scar on Julian’s extended hand. Her smaller hands lifted Julian’s, and she fixed her gaze on it.

“This wound is evidence of passion I once gave. That is all,” he replied quietly and with a smile.

The princess tilted her head. Julian gently removed his hand from her fingers.

“It’s an unsightly scar. It must feel awful to touch.”

“No, that isn’t it—”

In that moment, a small ripple of voices came from near the entrance of the venue.

“Prince Gravis and his fiancée, Mr. Leorino Cassieux, enter!”

Julian held his breath and whirled around.

There stood the two of them in the distance, but close enough for him to see their faces clearly.

The sight of the perfect couple tore his heart to shreds.

Princess Milenia craned her neck to get a glimpse at Gravis, and then she sighed.

“Prince Gravis is truly beautiful, no matter how many times I see him. That, I would say, is the perfect man.”

Julian looked only at Leorino. In her excitement, the princess did not notice Julian’s subdued reaction. And then, her eyes widened in surprise.

“My, Prince Gravis is engaged to a man. It’s highly unusual for a prince to marry a man. And his fiancée is unbelievably beautiful. Ah… I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen such beauty in my life. Is that person truly human?”

“…He is.”

He was no doll; he was no angel. He was a living man filled with the brilliance of life.

 

Leorino… Leorino…

 

“Mr. Julian? Is something the matter? You’re pale.”

“It’s…nothing.”

The couple approached, cutting their way through the crowd. The first one to notice Julian and Princess Milenia was Gravis, who strikingly stood a head above everyone else.

Gravis scowled coolly at Julian for a brief moment, but his gaze soon averted. He pressed forward, urging Leorino to do the same.

 

He’s going. Forever. To a place I will never reach.

 

Julian stared hard at him, burning the image of his beloved into his memories. It was then that Leorino’s downcast eyes suddenly lifted, and turned to him.

“……”

The moment their eyes met, Julian screamed internally. He screamed a phrase of love.

He prayed to God that this moment would last forever.

But God never forgave sinners. When Leorino’s eyes dropped again, he avoided Julian’s gaze and then turned to his fiancé. The two of them looked at each other, then nodded gently.

Julian felt his heart tear to pieces seeing them smile so happily at each other. It was the same sort of pain as the blade with which Leorino had stabbed him.

Those violet eyes would never look at Julian again. Never—for all eternity.

 

Julian wanted him. He wanted Leorino to the point of madness.

Just once had their lips met. How sweet, how sinful the taste had been, tinged with blood. Oh, how he wished to roam in that sweet mire forever.

Memories of that moment now served as Julian’s only solace.

 

That he managed to escort the princess without any major blunders afterward was a miracle. But perhaps the princess had noticed Julian’s absentmindedness. She accurately sensed that his interest toward her had waned, and she was now a bit sour.

“Mr. Julian, I wish to rest, as I’ve grown a bit tired. May I?”

“Goodness, Your Highness. My deepest apologies for not noticing.” Julian led her to the seat for the state guests, which was near the royals’ seats. “Please rest here. May I fetch you a drink?”

“Yes, please. I cannot drink alcohol. Perhaps fruit-water or something of the sort.”

“Very well.”

It was when he began to walk that he spotted Leorino quietly leaving the party.

His feet moved naturally. He slipped through the crowds in pursuit of the pale shadow. The thin silhouette turned a corner down the hall. Julian reached out. His pace quickened.

He had forgotten everything—the princess, his position as heir to the duke. Even if destruction waited for him when he caught up with his dear shadow, he still could not stop his drive.

 

Please, Leorino… Please, just one more time…

 

Leorino had stolen his gaze the moment they first met. Leorino shone like a jewel. It was after losing him that Julian first understood—it was not his precious lineage or his rare beauty that he wanted. In truth, his heart had been drawn to his admirable spirit.

To think it would foster such dear feelings in his heart that it drove him mad.

Please. Please, please, just one more time.

“Stop, Julian Munster!”

Just as Julian was about to turn the corner in pursuit of the pale shadow, an arm reached out, grabbed his shoulder, and stopped him in his tracks. He was pulled back to reality in the blink of an eye.

“Lieutenant General Brandt…”

Who it was, was Lucas Brandt, Lieutenant General of the Royal Army.

“It will only make you miserable. Enough of this, Mr. Julian.”

“Let me go—! I just want to speak with him, just one more time!”

The lieutenant general shook his head. “What waits for you if you do that is destruction alone. A second time, and Prince Gravis will most certainly never forgive you.”

“I don’t care!”

He peeked around the corner one more time, but the white-gold presence had vanished.

Julian’s shoulders dropped in disappointment.

“Calm now?”

“Will I…never be allowed near Leorino again?”

Would his feelings never reach Leorino, no matter how much he cried and screamed?

Julian stood blankly. Lucas watched on pitifully, and after a moment of silence, he spoke.

“Just go back to the Lambardo princess. Act like nothing happened.”

Julian lifted his gaze. The lieutenant general wore an earnest expression, as though he was talking to himself.

“Lieutenant General Brandt…”

“Go back, Mr. Julian. Stop choosing destruction for yourself.” Lucas gripped Julian’s wrist firmly. “Not every part of the sin carved into your hand is yours.”

Though it should have healed, the wound still stung.

“But there is love out there that you will never have, no matter how much you want it.”

Julian’s expression twisted deeper with pain. “What do you know…?”

“Plenty. I committed the same sin once.”

Julian drew a sharp breath. He looked up at the massive lieutenant general, and behind Lucas’s sharp gaze he caught glimpses of endless grief and sympathy for Julian.

“I’m the same as you, Mr. Julian. I loved someone I was not supposed to love. I tried to force him to look at me. But I could never make him happy, and he died while I still resented him.”

“Lieutenant General Brandt…”

Lucas patted Julian’s shoulder.

“Don’t bring destruction on yourself. Forgetting him is love. If you love Leorino, then…forget everything but your scar, love the princess, and be happy.”

 

Julian returned to the princess with a drink in hand.

“I apologize for coming back to you so late.”

The princess was discontent, perhaps tired of waiting, but Julian’s earnest apology and the way he presented the drink to her on one knee cheered her up.

The moment she took the drink, her slender fingers brushed over his wound. Julian knit his brow. The princess noticed immediately.

“You wear the same face as you did earlier. Does the wound still hurt?”

“No… No.”

“Show me.”

“You will have to forgive me.”

Julian hid the wound on his palm.

There was only one person in this world who had the right to touch this wound.

It was something he had gained in the heat of his mistaken obsession, and he did not want anyone besides the boy he had forever lost to touch it. No—he would not allow anyone else to touch it.

And so, for the rest of his life, whenever his fingers ran along the scar, he would whisper, if only to himself in his heart. He would whisper words he was never allowed to speak again.

“It still hurts. I was wounded when I made a mistake. And the pain is what I pay for it.”

Sadness colored the princess’s face when she heard that.

“When we wed, I will bring medicine from my country that eases the pain of old wounds.”

“Thank you very much. Your Highness is very kind.”

Lucas Brandt had said that to forget everything but the wound was an act of love.

It was easy to feign love. Indeed—all he had to do was act the part of most powerful noble, wear the face of a man who had gotten everything he had ever wanted, and smile calmly, as he always had.

Giving himself to this princess would be love for him. For the angel he was never allowed near again.

Julian smiled at the princess who would be his wife.

“I shall give you devotion that far surpasses this pain.”

And so Julian Munster, the greatest young noble in all of Fanoren, pledged on one knee his love to the princess.
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Josef Lev made up his mind.

In truth, he had never wielded his sword in battle before. Of course not. The last war was when he was an infant, but he was not particularly scared. What scared him was that he was unsure whether his master, Leorino, lived or not.

 

Please live. Please be safe, Master Leorino!

 

He bit back the urge to scream in his anxiety. But then, a low, calm voice spoke to him, as though soothing his crumbling heart.

“It’s all right. Prince Gravis will save Leorino. I know he will.”

Josef silently turned to look at the man. He had to crane his neck to see up past his massive frame. His eyes were sharp. His stance was closed. And he certainly suited the battlefield. This man was nodding to him, telling him it was okay. That alone was enough to calm Josef’s heart.

“Okay. I trust him. I…trust the general.”

“Good. Now then, were you serious when you said you would protect me, Josef?”

This lion of a man grinned. The both of them had been left behind in a room of the outer fortress, heavy with the stench of blood. They had to survive here in the fortress, which had been taken over by the enemy, until reinforcements arrived.

Though it was mentioned that he was not particularly scared, he was still nervous being in his first battle. He had to concentrate on what was happening right now.

And he had another reason to be nervous: He had someone he needed to protect.

But so long as he had a sword in hand, he would not lose. It was unlikely any enemy would go home alive after facing his blade. This was not vanity. Josef knew this was a simple fact.

“I was serious. I am going to get you out of this outer fortress alive, Lieutenant General. I won’t let you die. And I’m sure that’s what Master Leorino wants, too.”

“You can just call me Lucas. Out of respect for your brazen recklessness, I’ll allow you to call me by name.”

“Lucas…sir,” Josef said, and Lucas nodded, satisfied.

Then, Gehman Bosse, who had the Power of distant hearing, strained his ears.

“The enemy is approaching this room,” he said. “The man who’d been beheaded in this battle was Hannibal Barca, General of Gdaniraque. They’re asking for instruction.”

Neither Lucas nor Josef could hear footsteps, much less any talking. Lucas’s eyes widened.

“You understand Gdaniraquois?”

Gehman nodded.

“I have a general grasp on the languages of all our surrounding countries. I can also pick out the small differences in pronunciation, so that makes me suited to being a scout. If I hadn’t joined the Royal Army, I believe I would have become a merchant.”

“You’re a valuable talent, eh? Right. What should we do, Bosse, Josef? If we stay in this room, we won’t survive until dawn.”

Josef hoisted his sword over his shoulder and nodded. “We have no obligation to sit and stay here. Obviously, we’re leaving this room and fighting.”

Lucas grinned when he heard that.

“You’re going to show me what you’re capable of, Josef.”

“Sure. You can stay behind me and just watch, because none of the enemy blades are going to reach you.” Josef said with a nod.

Lucas raised a brow. “Oh? Someone’s confident.”

“It’s the truth. You can just relax, Lieu— Sir. I’ll cut down every enemy that stands in your way. Rest easy.”

Lucas cackled. Josef was much too relaxed for a battle like this.

“You need to protect Bosse over me.”

Bosse’s face went red. It seemed this young soldier really admired Lucas. Though he shrank, his glimmering gaze was fixed upward at the lieutenant general. Josef almost felt jealous seeing his pure gaze. Lucas looked at Josef and laughed.

“I trust your skill, Josef.”

Josef felt embarrassed. The will to fight burned in his cold, dark heart.

Ah, this man was the sun. It hardly mattered they were in this dark room that stunk of blood—the pit of Josef’s stomach warmed, as it did when he stepped out into the sun. This man’s side was a comfortable place to be, Josef thought.

To think how much he did not like Lucas at first… And for some reason, this deeply impressive man would just not leave his heart.

“Now then, let’s get started before we get locked in this room.”

It would be an hour or two before they would see reinforcements.

And so, their fight began.

 

Lucas felt touched watching the young man’s impressive swordsmanship as he danced nimbly.

Josef did not seem particularly nervous as he cut down every enemy soldier that lunged at him in the blink of an eye. He moved at a terrific speed.

They came across dozens of soldiers, but not a single one got close to Lucas. Josef’s blade kept every one of them away. It was fine enough watching the young man’s dance-like swordsmanship from behind, but as a man who got excited when the blood started flowing in battle, Lucas was rather unsatisfied with this arrangement.

“Hey… I’m basically taking a break at this point. Can’t you let some get behind you?”

Josef turned around, and he scratched at his head, perplexed.

“How am I supposed to let any of them get away when they already move so sluggishly?”

Now that struck Lucas as interesting. He was certain that even the enemy soldiers were seasoned veteran mercenaries, and yet this young man knocked them all over like they were children. When this skinny, feminine-faced young man declared he would protect the lieutenant general, Lucas almost found himself laughing. But now he truly understood that Josef hadn’t been bragging or joking.

“Stairs,” Josef pointed out. “What should we do? Should we go down?”

“No, we’re going up. We’re going to the top of this fortress,” Lucas replied.

Josef tilted his head. “But then we won’t be able to escape.”

“My intention was never to escape. Prince Gravis is going to save Leorino, then bring my soldiers here. And when that happens, you and I are going to gain control over this upper area to prevent our soldiers from being attacked from above.”

He spoke casually, as though he were suggesting they go on a walk. Josef worried for Lucas’s life.

“Originally, Bosse and I were supposed to be decoys while you escaped via those stairs… Why did you let Bosse go alone?”

It was not long ago that they let Bosse escape alone through the same hidden staircase through which Leorino had also escaped.

“Bosse can hear our orders. Once reinforcements get close, I’ll give orders from the rooftop. That’s what I’ve told Bosse.”

Josef stared hard at this lion of a man.

“Do you seriously want to take control of this fortress with just the two of us?”

“You’ll help me out, right, Josef of Brungwurt?”

After tilting his head for a moment, Josef nodded like a child.

“Yeah. We’ll do it. My dad tells me not to get too involved with war, but I’m sure he’ll understand if he knows you asked me to help, sir.”

“You, the youngest child?”

“Hm…? Yeah. What’s that got to do with anything?”

Josef’s father was the captain of the Brungwurt Autonomous Army. He was, as it were, of equal status to a general. Even if they were commoners, the Lev family was a great household within Brungwurt. Because of that, Lucas had simply figured the youngest son had grown up spoiled.

Then came the chaotic clatter of footsteps once again. The sound alone suggested there were about ten of them.

“I need to move more, Josef. Give me half.”

“…Fine. But if even a little part of you gets hurt, I’m taking the rest, sir.”

“Bold of you to say… There! Here they are!”

The enemy soldiers stood at the ready. Josef held up his sword, kicked off the wall, and leaped at them.

 

“Phew. Well, I guess that killed some time.”

Two men stood in the middle of a heap of Gdaniraque soldiers. None of them breathed.

It was the first time Josef had seen Lucas wield his sword. In contrast to his eye-catching and stern looks, Lucas’s swordsmanship was calm and used the minimal amount of movement to eliminate their enemies one after the other.

“You’re strong.”

The man was considerably powerful. Josef had been watching him fight, deeply impressed, as he killed enemy soldiers of his own.

“I thought your swordsmanship was going to be more showy and unruly, Sir. I’m surprised.”

“What, taken with my skills?”

Lucas cackled, but Josef nodded in earnest. Lucas’s eyes went wide.

“Kelios isn’t bad either, but I think you’re the best warrior I’ve met so far besides myself.”

“I don’t know why you needed to say besides yourself, but…well, I guess that’s the greatest compliment anyone could get from you.”

Lucas smiled wryly. This boy was awful when it came to tact, but he’d grown used to it after several encounters with him.

Lucas’s mindset was the complete opposite of that of a bloodline purist to begin with anyway. Though he felt no need to abolish the class system outright, he believed opportunity should be offered equally to all without the barrier of status.

Plus, Josef had a wild animal-like freedom about him that separated him from those principles. If Lucas minded every little detail of his manners or his attitude, then he would be minding him forever. Wild animals were the way they were because they lived so freely.

“If we get out of here alive, then you should spar me. And give it all you’ve got if we do. You don’t have to hold back,” Josef said.

“What’s this about?”

Josef stepped into Lucas’s space and pleaded, eyes wide as he looked up at him. It sounded like an innocent request at first glance, but it was a dangerous one.

Both of their blades dripped with blood, and both of them were covered in spatter. Lucas brought a hand to his chin in thought.

“A spar with you?”

“Please? Is that allowed? Since I’m a commoner and you’re an important noble, sir.”

The way he held his head aslant made him look like a cat curious as to why he was not allowed any treats. Josef’s large gray eyes stared hard up at Lucas. No—his request was much too dangerous for the color to simply be called gray. They glinted with the color of steel.

“It’s allowed. I don’t mind. What’s gotten into you? Is this how you act when you take to people?”

He reached out with his large hand to ruffle Josef’s hair. Josef’s little head rolled in place.

“Why’d General Lev— Why’d your dad tell you not to get involved with war?”

“Stop.”

Josef hated the hand on his head, and he slipped out of reach. He really was like a cat.

“Why? Probably because I’d kill more people than I’d need to if I were let loose.”

“What?”

“I think it’s because I kill indiscriminately when I have a sword in my hand and someone comes at me with hostility.”

Lucas hummed in thought.

There came the sound of distant footsteps again. This was not the time to relax and chat. The two glanced at one another, nodded silently, and began climbing the stairs. The fortress was dark, and there was scarcely any light in the stairwell.

“What do you mean by kill indiscriminately?” Lucas asked the figure running ahead of him.

Josef looked back. He stared at Lucas, who ran silently and lightly up the stairs regardless of his massive frame, and smiled in satisfaction.

“Exactly what I said. Once I get even a glimpse of someone’s vitals, I lock on to that point in an instant. The number of people who come at me is the number of people who die.”

“That sounds like a fantastic talent to have in battle.”

“Yeah. But I’ve always been useless at training or practice, though. Everyone looks like they move so slowly to me.”

“Hm… So you’ve got good eyes.”

Josef tilted his head, wondering, as if they weren’t presently talking about him.

“I don’t know. But I just can’t hold back or miss a weak point. My body just moves to take people out in one hit.”

“Oh-ho.”

The older man was impressed—that was a wonderful gift to have as a swordsman. But he held his breath when he heard what the younger man said next.

“When I was little, I was training with my cousin and my older brother. I can’t remember how old we were. But when we did, I stabbed my brother in the vitals with one hit and almost killed him. Same with my cousin, who was eight years older than me. I almost crushed his throat… No, I did crush his throat. They were lucky I had only a wooden sword.”

“Josef…”

“That’s why my cousin’s voice is still so scratchy.”

They were almost to the landing of the stairs.

“It was my fault. They just look like they’re moving super slowly, and like they’re carelessly exposing all of their vitals to me. I swing my sword without thinking about it. I think it’s because something really is wrong with my eyes.”

It was thanks to his unusual eyes and reflexes. But these were also things that had no place in times of peace.

“So I’ve practiced the sword alone all this time… My dad and everyone else would watch from afar.”

“I see. That must’ve been lonely.”

Josef tilted his head. As his graceful and relaxed limbs wound up the stairs, he reached the landing in no time. Lucas followed lightly.

“I dunno. But things are a lot better than they used to be. I can be lucid with my sword now. Like in my last training, I was up against really strong guys, and it was nice that I didn’t have to constrain myself too much… It was fun.”

They were almost to the top of the fortress. Cool air from outside poured down the stairs.

“After hearing all that, I’m surprised Lord August made you Leorino’s bodyguard.”

Josef looked back, and for the first time, he showed Lucas a smile. Considering his default expression was a glare, it was surprising how boyish his smile was.

“Yeah, me too. Even I know I’m a dangerous person. I still can’t believe they let me stay by Master Leorino’s side—he’s like a flower. I’m stupid, and useless with everything besides the sword. The margrave’s weird himself.”

They could see a cutout of the night sky above them. It sounded as though there were people on the roof. The two breathed and held their swords at the ready.

“I heard you’re childhood friends with Leorino,” Lucas remarked.

“Yeah, we are. They let us play together ever since Master Leorino was this big,” Josef said, holding his hand to about his waist. “Master Leorino was a mischievous kid a long time ago. We used to dig for bugs in the garden together.”

“Hard to imagine that now.”

“Mm. Master Leorino didn’t really have anyone his age he could casually keep company with in Brungwurt. Either way, you know he looks and acts like an angel, right? He’d been almost kidnapped many times, so they couldn’t let him go outside whenever he wanted, but there weren’t a lot of people who could come into the castle, either.”

Lucas finally understood their connection—so that was why the son of General Lev had been singled out.

“I’m a commoner, but after all we’d been through, and the benefit of my dad’s position, and being childhood friends with him…now I’m his bodyguard. I’m really thankful. And…”

“And?”

“It was Lady Maia’s policy that Master Leorino be brought up without holding a sword. He was the only Cassieux son that didn’t. And I think that’s probably why we’ve gotten along so well from a young age despite how I am.”

The young man had said that he would always react when a blade was pointed in his direction. Lucas guessed that Leorino growing up without ever holding a sword meant he was safe in Josef’s eyes.

“There was no one in Brungwurt who would pay much mind to me or Master Leorino.”

Whether he was aware of it or not, Josef seemed sad.

“I see.”

The two of them had been unaware of how lonely they had been, and because of their comfortable distance between one another—neither too close nor too distant—they ultimately lived as each other’s only friend.

But Lucas could be nothing but impressed with August’s perception.

Josef had become an adult and grown to control his outstanding skill with lucidity. Plus, from what Lucas just saw of his genius, there was little doubt indeed that there was no one else better suited for the role of bodyguard than Josef.

Lucas wanted to bring this bodyguard back to his master.

He did not want Josef to be forced to face an eternal goodbye with someone so precious to him through the absolute fate no one held any control over, which was death—just like the way he and Gravis had, eighteen years ago.

 

Leorino must have been saved.

An image of Leorino’s tragic state flashed through the back of Lucas’s mind. So, too, did the image of his own sweetheart, who died on this very land eighteen years ago.

“…The general must have saved him.”

It seemed they shared the thought. Josef, standing across from him, was at his wits’ end, on the verge of tears.

“Yeah. His Highness has to have saved him. I know it.”

Josef nodded once in the manner a child would.

“You really care for Leorino, don’t you?” Lucas remarked.

“Yeah. I decided he was my master for life. I decided that if my blade can be of use, then I’ll protect him with my whole body and soul… But he was taken from me, right before my eyes…”

Josef dropped his head, despondent. Lucas reached out to cup Josef’s cheek and lift his head, and then gently patted him to encourage him.

“It’s all right. No person is a god, and no one is omnipotent. Prince Gravis seems all-powerful, but even he’s made his fair share of mistakes and has his fair share of regrets. But that is why he has the strength he does now.”

Josef lifted his head and his eyes widened, surprised by the gentleness in the rough-looking man’s eyes.

“You too, sir?”

“Me? Yeah… I guess so. I hate thinking of the number of mistakes I’ve made over the years. Once you get to my age, you understand there’s no such thing as a life without regret.”

Josef spotted endless grief and kindness in Lucas’s amber eyes.

“We just need to spend every moment we can doing things for the people we love. There will be plenty of moments to come where you’ll help Leorino. Have faith in yourself.”

You are hope, the future to come.

 

Josef leaned into the older man’s touch and briefly closed his eyes.

“Okay. What I can do for Master Leorino right now is keep you alive and take this fortress back, sir.”

In the next moment, Josef slipped out of Lucas’s grasp and lightly held his sword at the ready. His steel eyes, glinting like a blade, glanced askance at Lucas.

“Sir, can I kill all the Gdaniraque soldiers in this fortress?”

Something in the pit of Lucas’s stomach stirred for a moment.

“Of course. Don’t hold back. I hate to say it, but I’ll leave that to you. I’ll secure a vantage point.”

The border fortress was long, and it was doubtlessly teeming with soldiers from Gdaniraque to match, yet he asked casually to kill them all as if it were nothing.

Josef tilted his head. “Even if you want them later, I’m still not giving you any guys who come at me. Also, you should probably stay away from me. I might lose my senses completely.”

“I don’t mind. Just take them down.”

When he heard that, Josef narrowed his eyes.

“Are you sure? You’re not going to hate me even if I turn out to be a monster?”

Something deep in Lucas’s heart shuddered when he heard those words.

Lucas once loved, with all of his body and soul, a young man who despised himself for being a monster. And in his ears, what Josef said was a sweet whisper.

He wanted to fight, freed from the chains of reason. He wanted to slaughter his enemies with his fangs. He held absolute pride and confidence in his power. But on the other hand, the weak part of him was afraid of being hated for it. For the first time in many, many years, Lucas’s heart burned in the face of a young man’s helpless contradictions.

“Go on, Josef of Brungwurt. Show me what you can do at full strength.”

This sourpuss and constant glarer of a man smiled bright and innocent like a child.

“I like you, sir.”

Lucas smiled.

“So the Cat of Brungwurt has finally taken to me, eh?”

 

The top of the fortress, illuminated in the pale light of dawn, was covered in piles of corpses of Gdaniraque soldiers. Taking in the view showed none still lived.

Lucas ultimately spent the entire time with sword in hand, blocking the way of any soldiers that attempted to climb the stairs, knocking them down and aside. The stairwell, too, was filled with crumpled corpses.

But more importantly, the number of soldiers Josef had taken down was tremendous. Lucas himself had only just woken from the dream of the splendid and vivid dance of death.

The young man had moved with such lightness that Lucas almost doubted he had taken a single breath until his sword stopped; now, his shoulders heaved as he breathed.

What incredible concentration he had. And what a blazing spirit he had.

“Bosse! We’ve taken care of every enemy soldier atop the fortress! Charge it, now! Take it back!” Lucas shouted out over the neutral zone. Silhouettes of the Fanoren Royal Army cavalry were growing clearer and clearer. The young man with the Power of distant hearing certainly picked up on what he said.

It was not long before they could hear the battle cries from the Royal Army. Their message reached them. This meant that once again, Fanoren would be taking Zweilink back. Lucas looked down once again. The neutral zone did not burn.

He was certain that Leorino had been saved.

 

We took Zweilink back, Ionia.

 

It was then that Josef staggered. He’d reached the limits of his strength. Lucas immediately reached out to support him, and the young man with the skills of the reaper collapsed into the older man’s arms.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m tired. Sleepy.”

Josef’s muscles felt supple and powerful, but his whole body was surprisingly light. Lucas was shocked—this was what he fought with? And at the same time, a protectiveness welled up inside of him.

Josef was more powerful than anyone else, yet it was because of this strength that he was more lonely, more brittle than anyone else. Lucas once knew a man who was a lot like him.

“I want…to go to Master Leorino…”

“I know. I’ll take you back to him. I’m sure Leorino is safe. So just rest for now.”

In the light of the dawn, the older man, dirtied with blood, smiled heroically, and praised Josef openly. Josef had been feared in Brungwurt, but the older man looked at him as though he were something brilliant.

“You’re a big deal, Josef.”

 

As Josef’s consciousness faded, he vaguely felt his heart stir when the man praised him.

“You weren’t lying when you said you would protect me—thank you. Rest easy.”

Lucas’s large hand stroked Josef’s head. That felt nice. He wanted him to do that forever.

And that was when he realized what was happening to him.

Josef’s heart shuddered violently—these were feelings he had never known before.

And at the same time, he felt despair. Even though his master was in trouble right now, a shameful want had been born inside of him.

Lucas Brandt. This man was a lover to Leorino’s past life. This man still loved the redheaded man who died here at Zweilink eighteen years ago.

And now Josef found himself smitten with him, beset by feelings that would never be reciprocated.
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Destined Souls 11Dirk Bergund



Dirk Bergund served as adjutant to the general of the Fanoren Royal Army.

One day, that very general tapped him for a transfer.

“You want me…to be deputy director of the General Staff Office…?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied the general. “I’m thinking of dissolving the post of my second-in-command. Your next position should be an old haunt of yours. What do you think?”

And so the day has finally come, Dirk thought. That his post of adjutant was being dissolved was, in other words, a sign that Gravis had decided to retire from his position as general of the Royal Army.

Dirk balled his hand into a fist briefly, quickly lifted his head, and then saluted.

“I will humbly accept.”

Gravis quirked a brow. “You look like you’ve expected this.”

“In a sense… If I may, what time frame were you thinking of?”

“Let’s see. I’m thinking after the new year, once Kyle’s ascended to the throne.”

The postponement would be another six months. Dirk scratched at his head.

“Very well. I wished to be your adjutant until I died, Your Excellency, but I understand that cannot be the case.”

“I know. In truth, I wanted to take you from the Royal Army and drag you to the royal palace—where Ginter is.”

Dirk’s eyes went wide. He had never thought he would be told anything like that.

“Now that Zwelf is gone, I doubt any of our neighboring countries will attempt war with us for a long while yet. What do you think, Dirk? Do you want to take the fight to the royal palace and keep fighting?”

Gravis’s eyes rested squarely on Dirk, studying him. Gravis was testing him. Dirk knew this.

This was the path he had chosen out of a want to know why his older brother had died. In the footsteps of his late brother, he’d graduated from the academy of higher learning and joined the Royal Army.

But the truth to everything was revealed after eighteen years. And now Gravis was asking him if this path was still the one Dirk himself wanted to walk.

“…Please give me time to think.”

That was all he could say at this point. He knew he had to give a proper answer, otherwise, he would only be causing his superior, whom he respected more than anyone else, trouble.

Unlike the Royal Army, which was populated by relatively more commoners, the core of the government, for which Gravis would soon be responsible, was still home to the bloodline purists, fortified by high-ranking nobility. He could not remain by this man’s side in such a place without a considerable amount of resolve to do so.

Gravis likely saw through all of Dirk’s thoughts.

“All right” was what he said, and then he suddenly changed the topic. “I hate to bring this up, but I have another favor to ask of you.”

“Yes. What is it?”

“Could you take Leorino to see Mr. David…your parents?”

Dirk was surprised.

“He’s apparently been talking to his bodyguard about wanting to see commoner neighborhoods. He might want to see Ionia’s parents.”

“I see… Well, I know my parents will be shocked. Is Prince Leorino serious about this?”

“Not serious enough that he’s making earnest plans to do so. Now that he lives in the villa, it’s almost impossible for him to do anything without anyone else noticing. But if he has a wish, I want to fulfill it for him, as a way to give at least one piece of closure.”

Dirk understood well how Gravis felt.

Now that Ionia’s final wish had been sublimated, Gravis wanted to make sure the weight on Leorino’s heart was as light as possible.

Dirk recalled how Leorino suffered under his painful high fevers whenever he recalled a piece of Ionia’s memory.

“Very well. I’ll make time as soon as possible.”

“Right. Thank you. I’ll send you there in a carriage incognito. The only ones in the carriage will be you and Josef, but I’ll station guards in the surrounding streets so that they don’t notice your presence. I don’t know what it’ll be like on the way back, but I’ll fetch them directly myself.”

“Understood.”

And so, he secretly planned to take Leorino for a home visit.

 

Leorino was visibly shaking. He rubbed his hands together as though in prayer, standing frozen before the workshop.

“Prince Leorino? It’s all right—you don’t need to be so nervous.”

“Oh, Dirk, please don’t call me prince…”

Even though Leorino’s face was covered by the thick hood of the cloak he wore, Dirk, as his accompaniment, felt uneasy taking a member of the royal family to a commoner neighborhood.

That said, Josef stood beside him as he always did. So long as he was here, he could drive back nearly any enemy who came at them with a blade, and there should be tight security guarding the area around them in a way that Leorino would not notice.

Leorino then suddenly whirled around on his heel.

“Oh? What’s the matter?”

“They will never believe me… I mean, I seem so different now. I—I should go back.”

He already looked like he was going to cry. Dirk placed his hands on Leorino’s shoulders in a fluster and stopped him in his tracks.

“It’s okay! It will be okay… Let’s calm down, Your Highness.”

“Why do you keep calling me that…? You’re so stupid, Dirk…”

“What?! Hey!”

Leorino shook his head, tears in his eyes. His hood slipped off his head. Nothing stood out more than his platinum blond hair, which was now exposed to the world. In his panic, Dirk pulled Leorino into his chest and hid him.

“Look! You absolutely cannot show your face out here! His Excellency’s gonna kill me!”

Josef, the bodyguard, turned to the man who held his master.

“Dirk, are you insane? You’re exposing Master Leorino’s face to the street.”

“Is this my fault? —Argh! I’m sorry for this!”

Knowing fully well his boss would be furious with him, Dirk scooped Leorino up by the knees.

“Ah!”

“I’m sorry. It’s much too dangerous to leave you outside like this, so…steel yourself. We’re off to see Mom and Dad, yeah?”

Leorino shoved his shoulder against Dirk’s head in protest, but he was light enough to be picked up with one hand. Dirk paid him no mind and carried him in.

“It’ll be fine! Just relax, Leorino—I mean, Big Bro!”

“Dirk…!”

A man past thirty was calling a boy of nineteen his big brother.

This was, in fact, Dirk’s childhood home—the Bergund smithy.

“Dirk… I certainly hope you haven’t kidnapped a boy off the street and brought him here.”

Dirk’s parents were at a loss for words. Not only they were surprised by their son’s sudden visit, but for some reason, he was carrying an unfamiliar, skinny young man.

“I’d never do that! No—wait, uh… I have a reason for this. There’s someone I want you both to meet.”

He let the young man down before his parents, and whirled him around to face them.

“…”

“There, Prince Leorino. Parents.”

Dirk’s parents’ eyes went wide when he heard what he said. Prince Leorino was a distant, far out of reach figure, spouse to the prince regent, who served as their son’s commanding officer.

“Dirk! Why have you brought His Excellency’s spouse to a place like—like this?!”

“This house is nowhere near suited to host someone as—as noble as him, you—you fool!”

It was then that Leorino’s hood fell to his shoulders, showing them his pale face. The young man nodded his head.

“It’s nice to meet you. I’m, um… I’m Leorino Fanoren.”

Both of them stared in a daze, lost for words at Leorino’s beauty.

Rumors of the beautiful looks of the young man who became the prince regent’s spouse had echoed through the common streets as well, but to see his unearthly beauty in person made it seem like he was some sort of angel or fairy. He clearly did not belong in this living room, in this unremarkable wooden house attached to the smithy.

“……”

“……”

A silence sat between the dazed couple and Leorino, who still shuddered as his head hung. His head drooped further and further, barely able to stand the situation.

“Prince Leorino, these are my parents, David and Johanna.”

“Yes… I sincerely apologize for intruding without notice. Um… Um—”

“Go on, didn’t you have something to say, Your Highness?”

Leorino did not lift his head. The hands balled in fists over his cloak were shaking. Josef stepped in front of Leorino and pulled him into his chest.

“Just wait a bit, Dirk… Master Leorino is clearly panicking.”

“Josef…”

Josef’s catlike eyes glinted as he glared at Dirk.

“You might be an old man in his thirties with a lot of experience, but you need to match his pace as he is now.”

Those words snapped Dirk back to reality. It was Leorino who said he wanted to meet them. But Leorino was, in fact, dropping his head in fear.

“Sorry… Oh, right. Why don’t we take a look at my brother’s room, Prince Leorino?”

It was David and Johanna who balked at what he said.

“Dirk, what are you talking about?!”

“Exactly. There’s nothing fun or interesting about Ionia’s room.”

Dirk shot a look to his parents. They both understood what he was trying to say and fell silent. Dirk hunched over to peek at Leorino, downcast in Josef’s arms.

“I’m sorry… I don’t have the courage, I’m sorry.”

Leorino had fully wilted.

“And I’m sorry for being forceful about it. Hey, why don’t we go upstairs, Prince Leorino?”

“Do you hear what Dirk’s saying, Master Leorino? We should go since we’re here. Yeah?”

Leorino nodded.

“All right. Mom, Dad, sorry, but we’re going up…to Bro’s room.”



 

With Dirk in the lead, they went up the creaky wooden stairs. The second floor belonged to his parents’ room and the washroom, and the third floor was the attic, where Ionia’s and Dirk’s rooms were.

Leorino stepped slowly up the stairs so as not to trip. They were narrow, steep stairs. This all looked familiar to him. It even was a bit nostalgic. But it did not feel like his house. At the end of the day, the Brungwurt castle was home to Leorino.

“Here. My brother’s room.”

But the moment he stepped into Ionia’s room, that feeling completely changed.

“Mom’s left everything exactly as it was when he was last here.”

Leorino took a step into the room. There was a small mirror hanging on the wall. In the first dream he’d had, he had peered into the mirror in this room, and it all began when his gaze met the boy with the violet eyes.

He approached the mirror and peered into it, just like in his dream. Looking back at him was the familiar sight of himself, and his own violet eyes. His fingers brushed over the glass. For a moment, it almost felt as though he could see the redheaded young man on the other side.

Slowly, Leorino gazed around the room. He sat on the small bed.

It was all so familiar. Terribly, achingly familiar. David and Johanna downstairs surely must have thought it strange. They were much older than the parents he had seen in his memory. They were practically elderly at this point. And that made him terribly sad.

“Are you calmer now, Master Leorino?”

“Yeah… Thank you Dirk, Josef. I’m sorry, I got flustered. It was rude to your parents.”

Dirk stepped toward the door and watched Leorino.

“How did it feel seeing Mom and Dad again?”

Leorino lifted his gaze and answered honestly.

“They’ve aged… They’re much older than they are in my dreams… But it makes me a little homesick. They’re Ionia’s mom and dad.”

Dirk gave a sad smile.

“Are you going to tell them?”

“I wanted to see them. I wanted to see their faces. I feel like there were so many things I wanted to say to them, but…”

After a pause, Leorino shook his head.

“I decided not to.”

Dirk and Josef studied Leorino’s expression carefully.

“Are you sure, Master Leorino?” Josef asked.

“I’m sure. I think…it’s probably better not to say anything.”

Leorino nodded. Something on his face made it seem as though he was at somewhat of a loss.

“Coming here made me realize that it was my own selfishness that wanted them to know that I have Ionia’s memories. Maybe they’d be happy. But I’m certain, more than anything else, it would only make them sad.”

“Why do you think that?” Dirk asked gently.

“Because…I can’t talk about Ionia’s future.”

Dirk’s face twisted slightly when he heard that.

“There is no life or future for Ionia inside of me. They’re only memories. And they’re all painful ones.”

What Leorino could recall most clearly were Ionia’s most heartbreaking memories.

“I’m sure they’ve spent nineteen years coming to terms with Ionia’s death. I don’t want to dig that all up with my sentimentality alone. If all I can talk about are vague recollections, then…I think it’s better not to say anything at all.”

The vague and gentle memory of Ionia’s day-to-day life still floated about in his hazy dreams. Most of the memories of life with his parents were contained within that calm.

Leorino explained this to both Dirk and Josef.

“I know he has some warmer memories, but I can hardly remember them… I think those are precious memories for Ionia alone, things that I can’t even recall.”

A tear spilled from Leorino’s eye. When Dirk saw this, a tear of his own streaked down his cheek.

“But…I’m glad I came. Thank you, Dirk.”

Josef placed a hand on Leorino’s shoulder. Dirk crouched.

“…Really takes you back, doesn’t it? Brother.”

Leorino stared back at Dirk, who was now at his eye level. He was well-built, a lot like Ionia. His flaming red hair made him think, and unable to hold himself back, Leorino threw his arms around Dirk’s neck.

“Yeah… Yeah, this was my room. The first dream I had was waking up in this room.”

“I see. I bet it was a shock, huh? With your hair bright red and all.”

“Yeah… And you were so cute, Dirk. You were so little when you were born… Always playing with pebbles in Dad’s forge… You’d cling to me whenever I came home from school, going, Brother, Brother… I remember the last night, too. You complimented my sword. That made me happy. Those were happy times.”

Dirks arms squeezed the thinner frame tighter.

“Even if you go back without saying anything to them…we’re still another family of yours, Your Highness.”

“Yeah… Yeah.”

“And if His Excellency allows it, you’re welcome to come back and visit at any time. Not that the house is very big, though.”

“Yeah… I know, Dirk. Thank you.”

 

Downstairs, David and Johanna were apprehensive.

What did their sudden noble visitor really want with a smithy family like theirs? It was impossible to tell what their son was thinking, either, taking him to Ionia’s room.

But with slow steps, the three descended the stairs. Dirk was supporting Leorino with his hand.

David and Johanna quickly stood from their seats, wiping the sweat away from their palms.

“Erm…”

“I apologize for the unannounced visit. It was my selfish request to see Mr. Dirk’s home.”

The platinum blond head bowed slightly. The couple was astonished.

“Th-the house really isn’t much at all…”

Dirk looked at David and nodded.

“Sorry, Dad, but would you mind letting us take a look in the forge to finish off? His Highness is interested in seeing it.”

“O-of course…”

Judging from their actions, David guessed this noble royal wanted to see how commoners lived. The Bergunds were not poor, but they were an average household.

David opened the door that led from the house to the forge and let them in.

“This is our forge… I’m afraid it’s a bit dirty and not very interesting, though.”

“That’s all right; thank you. Pardon my intrusion.”

The platinum blond nobleman politely gave his thanks.

“There are lots of dangerous tools here, so please try not to touch things without thinking, Prince Leorino.”

“All right. Thank you, Dirk.”

Leorino stepped a few paces ahead, leaving his bodyguard and Dirk’s supporting hand. The three others watched him carefully. The front was closed, so there was no danger of anyone else coming in.

Leorino began a round through the forge, unhurried, taking in all that he could see. The dust sparkled in the sunlight streaming through the window. As he stood in the light, the beautiful young man almost seemed to glow faintly, like a phantasm, in the dim forge.

Leorino’s eyes then settled on something mounted to the wall, and he pointed to it.

“That sword…,” he said quietly.

David nodded. “That sword belonged to his—to Dirk’s older brother, who died in battle. I forged it myself…and it was the only thing that came home,” he replied.

“I see.”

“The king’s younger brother brought it back to the royal capital from Zweilink.”

Said prince’s consort approached the sword, and with a trembling finger, he gently traced the tip of the blade.

“Oh, please be careful, we keep it sharpened!”

“…”

It seemed Leorino had cut his finger just as David spoke. Leorino balled his finger into his fist, and drooped his head, as though withstanding the pain.

“Your Highness!”

“Master Leorino!”

Dirk turned to his father and saw him go pale. David was absolutely not at fault, but he was trembling, knowing he had allowed a royal to get harmed in his workshop.

Dirk immediately took Leorino’s finger. He was bleeding, but it was not a very big cut.

“I-I’m sorr—”

“Dad, it’s okay. No one’s going to blame you for this.”

In the next moment, Leorino suddenly threw his arms around David in a hug.

“Whoa— Y-Your Highness?! D-Dirk!”

Unable to touch a member of the nobility himself, David raised both of his hands and, in his panic, asked his son for help.

Dirk and the bodyguard watched on in astonishment.

“…Thank you.”

“—?!”

A quiet, quiet whisper was spoken into David’s chest. Leorino quickly let go of him. They were in contact for only a short period of time.

“Please don’t scare my dad like that, Prince Leorino.”

“Thank you… And I’m sorry for the shock, David…sir.”

David was still panicking. Dirk, with a tired look, gently pushed Leorino on the back, urging him to turn around.

“Here… His Excellency is here to get you.”

When Leorino turned around, there stood Gravis, silently. As royalty entered, David dropped to one knee.

“David, stand,” Gravis said. “Apologies for the sudden intrusion. I hope my spouse didn’t cause you too much trouble today.”

“Oh, n-no… It is a pleasure to see you, Your Highness. We unfortunately could not adequately host your spouse.”

“It’s all right. I’m sure Leorino was more than happy just to see you.”

Gravis smiled gently. David could not look away from his smile. It was the first time in a long while that he had seen him smile like that, and it was such a kind one.

 

And then, David had a vision.

His red-haired son and a boy with raven hair were innocently playing together in the corner of the forge.

“Vi! Look at this!”

The boys drew close, whispering in each other’s ears before they exchanged a glance to laugh.

“Io! Wait!”

David could so clearly hear the light footsteps of the boys rushing out of the forge.

 

“Come, Leorino.”

Gravis held out his hand. Leorino approached his spouse, took his hand, and fit comfortably in his arms.

“Sorry for the bother.”

“Oh, no… Ah, um.”

David snapped out of his vision. Dirk patted his father’s back to encourage him.

“Leorino,” Gravis said to his spouse. “We’re heading back. All satisfied?”

Leorino nodded. Gravis gently held him close.

“David, sir.”

Leorino, whose eyes had been downcast, looked up to meet David’s gaze head-on for the first time.

In that moment, Dirk could tell his father was holding his breath.

“Please, take good care of the sword. And thank you so much for showing it to me.”

“…Of course…”

There was the color of dawn, a ray of light over blue-violet. It was the same eye color as David and Johanna’s late son, Ionia.

David stood silently, trembling; Leorino smiled at him.

“Mr. David, I hope you lead a happy and healthy life.”

“Wait—”

Like a phantasm, the boy with the painfully familiar eyes vanished along with his husband.

 

David stood, dazed and frozen in the dim forge. Dirk silently drew close to his father.

David was gazing at Ionia’s sword. There was one little smudge of fresh blood no one could have spotted at the tip of the blade.

It was Leorino’s blood.

The color was vivid and red as if the flame of life once again burned in it.

“Dirk… Look at the sword.”

Tears began to pool in the old craftsman’s eyes.

Dirk, who had been watching his father, now pulled him into a tight hug. His frame had shrunk with age, and Dirk held him to support him.

“He came back.”

Dirk nodded. David would never mistake those eyes. Dirk had sort of imagined things would turn out this way, whether Leorino told them or not.

“Yeah, Dad, he did… It’s a miracle.”

David’s trembling arms held tightly onto Dirk’s sturdy frame.

“His soul…is here again…”

“Yeah.”

“And this time he’s with Prince Gravis… He’s…at His Highness’s side…”

“He is.”

“They’ll never be apart again.”

“Never, Dad.”

Dirk nodded over and over again. He could indeed feel the breath of the blade quietly reflecting the sunlight.

He was back. His older brother’s soul had come back from Zweilink.

Father and son held each other tightly.

 

Thank you, Leorino… And welcome home, Big Bro.

 

In this moment, the battle Dirk waged over his brother’s death reached an end inside of him. And at last, he made up his mind.

 

“Your Excellency, I have an answer to the offer you made the other day.”

Gravis looked at his adjutant’s face and saw that Dirk wanted to talk.

“Have you found an answer for yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Then let me ask you again—Dirk Bergund, would you like to transfer from the Royal Army to work in the Palace of Administration for the rest of your life?”

Dirk lifted his head.

“Yes.”

The corners of Gravis’s eyes softened slightly.

“But first,” Dirk began, “I would like to talk to you about my assignment.”

“What is it?”

“Before I transfer to the Palace of Administration, please return me to the General Staff Office first. And then, in concert with your resignation, I would like you to send me to the old Zwelf territory.”

Gravis’s eyes widened. The old Zwelf territory—Zwelf fell several months ago.

“I am a commoner,” Dirk continued. “If I were to go straight to the Palace of Administration, I will most likely be made light of, suspected to be resting on my laurels simply because I served as your adjutant. There would be no meaning in my transfer to the Palace of Administration in that case.”

“And how does that relate to going out there?”

“I will stabilize the political affairs in Zwelf within two years at most. That will be my souvenir to you when I return to the government. And when I come back bearing gifts no one can truly fault me for…then I will return to your side.”

A smile cracked over Gravis’s face.

“Well said, Dirk.”

“Thank you.”

“This will be our moment of truth. You have another six months until I step down, and then when you go to Zwelf, you’ll be put through your paces like a work horse.”

“I could ask for nothing better.”

Gravis stood, placed a hand on his adjutant’s shoulder, and squeezed hard.

“I’ll be waiting for your return, Dirk.”

“As a commoner, I’ll carve out an opening in the insular Palace of Administration… If that is what you and Prince Leorino wish for, then I will make it come true.”

The two looked at each other in silence.

“You knew what my intentions were?” Gravis asked.

“How many years do you think I’ve served as your adjutant?”

Dirk smiled, undaunted. The smile told his commanding officer that he no longer had any reason to hide his true colors with light mimicry.

“So you finally decided to start taking things seriously. You’ve been behaving too much of a fool thus far, you fool.”

“At least call it a commoner’s worldly wisdom. Well, I did take my job as your adjutant plenty serious.”

Gravis laughed. “Stolf would be happy. Still, why did you finally stop acting so light and breezy?”

Dirk gave a bright smile to that question. His blue eyes shone like the sky on a clear day.

“Because Prince Leorino brought my brother home.”

“I see.”

“Yes. My father was happy. And so, I decided it was about time I start taking this seriously.”

The corner of Gravis’s mouth lifted, satisfied, to see Dirk’s fearless smile.

“Speaking of, since you’ll be away from the capital for a few years, you won’t have much opportunity to come back from the territory. I hope you don’t have any regrets here.”

“Oh, ha-ha. I didn’t expect you to ask me that.”

Dirk drew a wry smile.

The first thing that came to mind at his officer’s words was the face of one young man.

The brazen cat with sandy hair and ferocious power. At some point, he had found himself constantly thinking of the young man with the awful glare and the awful attitude.

Dirk also knew who the young man kept stealing glances at.

After they returned alive from the outer fortress, his catlike gaze remained fixed on the man who was just like the sun, just like a lion…the man who was once a lover to Dirk’s late brother.

But Dirk believed he himself was keeping pace as a man. He had learned how to fight not with his status or position, but with the way he lived—from his older brother.

But even if this path ended unrequited, it was for love that he could risk his life to do this. Dirk had learned this from his brother, from Leorino, and from his officer before him.

That was Ionia Bergund’s little brother Dirk’s pride. It was also the reason he fought.

And so, he would not lose. He was fully ready to give his heart to and be hurt by the sassy yet clingy cat.

Dirk lifted his head and stared straight at his commanding officer.

The look in Gravis’s eyes made him seem as though he had seen through Dirk, yet remained detached at the same time.

“Regrets…? Well…” Dirk smiled ferociously. “I do. And that makes me fired up to fight.”
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It was another day in which Lucas Brandt was at the villa.

Together with Chancellor Marzel Ginter, they stood facing the master of the villa.

“I’ve already said this to Ginter,” said the master, “but I think I should tell you, too.”

“What is it?”

“The reason I’ll be regent. Kyle is perfectly suited to become king, but there is a reason that I’ll be regent regardless.”

Lucas remained quiet, waiting for him to continue.

“Kyle agreed to take the throne. However, he wants to leave the country once he fulfills the basics of his duties.”

“Wha—?! What is the crown prince thinking?!”

Gravis sighed.

“He has his reasons. I can’t say what they are, but I know how he feels. It is not something we can take lightly.”

It likely had something to do with King Joachim’s resignation.

“But I can’t exactly take the throne myself,” Gravis said. “I have Leorino, after all.”

“Your Highness…”

“But as a condition to him taking the throne, I’ve decided to make his hopes come true. I haven’t found a point of compromise yet, but this is something we just need to find out by doing. Even though it’s a king’s obligation to marry, I won’t force him to do so.”

“Fool. No king gets to wander around so freely.” Lucas growled.

Gravis smiled wryly.

“I suppose not. That said, he does plan to do his job—at least until the throne stabilizes. But I want there to be an escape route for him. I’ll search for a boy of royalty to succeed him. And that’s why I’ve changed the national law to give myself administrative rights.”

“You’ve changed the law already?”

“The Palace of Administration has been acting on that premise, but the Palace of the Supreme Court will need to adjust the extent of impact of various national laws. Since we need to change royal law as well, it’s going to take time. But this way, Prince Gravis will hold administrative right over our country, both in name and in practice, when His Majesty the King is absent.”

Lucas glanced at his childhood friend. Marzel looked back at him and nodded in understanding.

They were thinking the same thing.

This would, in essence, make Gravis the shadow king of Fanoren. Regardless of whether he wanted it, fate had led him to a position where he led this country.

 

“Marzel…”

“I know.”

Lucas murmured his childhood friend’s name, and Marzel responded.

Both Lucas and Marzel felt a sense of accomplishment that made them tremble. The future that their loved ones had dreamed for Gravis had at last come to reality.

Love, or the throne?

That had been an agonizing choice to the prince in the past—choosing one would certainly mean losing something else. But Gravis now had both.

When he was alive, Ionia had given his blood and his loyalty to this man. And for many years, Gravis also served as the object of Lucas’s envy.

But it was in this moment that Lucas now realized behind all of his complicated feelings, he had, in fact, been waiting in anticipation for the moment when this man would find both love and glory, more than anyone else.

Lucas shouted with delight, though silently in his heart. Of course, it was to a redheaded young man.

 

He did it, Ionia. Your prince has found both love and the throne.

 

Things were not so simple in reality. Gravis would not receive the crown publicly, and this was not the result he had been hoping for. That, and when Lucas thought of the loss of Ionia’s presence as the starting point for the ultimate realization of love between Gravis and Leorino, his complicated feelings still remained, of course.

Lucas thought of his own foolishness in the past and smiled in self-deprecation.

When Gravis had told him that he loved Leorino, Lucas almost felt it was a betrayal of him and Ionia—he wanted Gravis to love only Ionia for the rest of his life.

But this man had spent eighteen long years playing the part of villain to Lucas, taking the agony and resentment Lucas felt over Ionia’s death that had nowhere else to go.

It was one rainy night that he realized this.

That night, Lucas had found the answer he had spent eighteen years searching for. The moment he had kissed Leorino, unable to help himself, Gravis’s hand had reached from behind him to grab his shoulder firmly.

His balled fist had held back so many emotions, and it was only much later that Lucas realized the meaning behind it.

Gravis had let Lucas’s feelings sublimate in that moment, even if it meant using his beloved Leorino as a substitute. That was Gravis’s forgiveness and mercy.

 

As he ruminated over the past, his eyes met with Gravis’s.

“What is it?”

“Nah… It’s nothing.”

“Really? That’s unlike you.”

Gravis’s dry smile told him to speak if he had something to say. It was only now, at this point, that Lucas could see the endless well of kindness hiding behind his cool smile.

Gravis could have easily cut Lucas off. But for eighteen years, he allowed his days of suffering to continue by keeping Lucas at his side and letting him hate him.

Not once in the interim had Lucas ever noticed this. If anything, he had taken away Gravis’s right to mourn Ionia’s death, too. He even called his love for Leorino betrayal.

There was no doubt that Gravis had been more conflicted about his new love for Leorino than anyone else. But at the time, Gravis had extended Lucas forgiveness by telling him to hate him.

Lucas wanted to tear his hair out at his own unconscious dependance on Gravis—what audacity, what infantile possessiveness.

But now that he had gotten Ionia’s last words from Leorino, Lucas understood.

Ionia had loved Gravis. And at the same time, he’d loved Lucas, but in a different way. His sweetheart had loved both men, but Lucas did not think that made him unfaithful. Because Ionia was the way he was, Lucas had fallen in love with him. He had continued to love him all these years because it was worth putting his life on the line for their love.

Love was so irrational, so unfair, and no one form of love was ever the same.

Gravis, too, had madly searched for Ionia, found Leorino, and grew to love him as someone irreplaceable.

And at last, the lonely, crownless king had a love realized.

 

It’s a miracle, Ionia.

 

Indeed—if this was not a miracle, then what was it?

Gravis Adolphe Fanoren. The master to whom Lucas vowed eternal loyalty, his eternal rival in love, his eternal friend. He was another man of his fate.

Lucas was convinced now that everything had come to where it was meant to be.

And it was that conviction that led him to gaze straight into the starry skies of Gravis’s eyes.

“I’m glad,” he said. “I believe Your Highness’s change in position will serve as the end of an era for me.”

Gravis must have noted all of the emotions his words held. His expression was thankful, and Lucas saw no shadow of solitude in it.

 

“Is there anything else that concerns me?” Lucas asked.

“There is,” Gravis replied. “Now that I have more work at the Palace of Administration, I will be passing the post of General of the Royal Army to you next year after Kyle ascends to the throne.”

Lucas’s amber eyes stared at Gravis for a few moments, then, at last, he nodded in understanding.

“Who are you going to make head of the Palace of Defense?” Lucas asked. “I can’t do bureaucratic work.”

“I’ll do both for a little while, but I plan on giving it to Stefan Stolf as soon as possible.”

For a moment, Lucas looked up at the ceiling. He then looked back at Gravis and saluted.

“Very well. I humbly accept the post of general.”

“I appreciate it. Be ready for next year. Ah, that’s right. I’ll be releasing Dirk from his post as my adjutant when I step down, and I’ll return him to the General Staff Office. From there, I’ll be dispatching him as deputy director to the former Zwelf territories.”

“What…?”

Lucas was shocked.

“I thought he would be joining you when you went to the Palace of Administration.”

“Yeah, I was planning on it. But I’m letting him build a resume with a provincial government before letting him join the national government. I doubt he’ll be able to come back for two years. The Royal Army’s cooperation is necessary in maintaining security out there. Help him out.”

“All right… But boy, I’m surprised.”

Lucas glanced at Ginter. And when he did, Ginter nodded. It seemed he already knew about this.

“I expect great things from him,” he said. “Once he comes to the Palace of Administration, it’s likely he’ll be working under me.”

“But even though he is extremely capable, he’s still a commoner. That wasn’t so much of a problem in the Royal Army, but won’t it be difficult for him to get anything done in the Palace of Administration?”

Ginter smiled wryly.

“You sound like a bloodline purist, Lucas,” he said.

“I mean, I expect great things from him, too, but I have a feeling there’s going to be a lot of resistance.”

Gravis smiled faintly.

“He’s motivated,” he said. “He plans on opening a hole into the Palace of Administration as a commoner.”

“Backlash from the purists is going to be inevitable.”

“I know. But we have been a country for a very long time. We’ve matured.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Stability is good, yes. But stagnation is death. We need to slowly change so that we don’t get tired of ourselves.”

“Wouldn’t that just weaken royal authority…? Aren’t you nervous, Your Highness?” Lucas asked. From all Gravis said, it even sounded to him like this was exactly what Gravis wanted.

But unusually, Gravis did not reply right away. It was only after a moment of thought that he spoke.

“Only history will tell if the royal family is worth the value we receive as sovereigns.”

Ginter and Lucas both thought on that, wondering what it meant.

“Changes do not always mean things are so easily changed. It will only bring confusion at first. But there’s no way to tell if the royal bloodline will continue after this. That is the one thing Kyle wishes to avoid the most. And I will not force him into it.”

“…”

“As for succession… I suppose I’ve no place to criticize him, since I also haven’t fulfilled my responsibility as a direct descendant of the royal bloodline.”

Both Lucas and Ginter thought back on the incident with the Marquis of Lagarea. Right after the truth had come to light, King Joachim announced he would be stepping down. There was one natural conclusion that anyone who knew the truth of the matter came to.

“I want to expand our options, so that even if the royal family dies out, this country lives on. I believe that will be a statesman’s job.”

“And that’s why you have a commoner taking an active part?”

“Yes.”

Gravis was trying to rid this country of both stagnation in blood and discrimination by blood. This man had decided to face his next fight.

“If Your Highness is going to change the old ways for the sake of this country’s future, then I’ll support you.”

“So will I.”

Gravis smiled.

“Thank you. If neither of you had been around during the time I spent with Ionia…then we wouldn’t be able to win this fight. I ask for your continued cooperation.”

Something deep in Lucas’s heart snapped aflame when he heard that. He nodded silently.

 

“There’s also something I’d like to do for Leorino. It’d be private work, but I want you to help him with it.”

“What sort of work is it?”

Lucas had heard that the plan was to let Leorino live quietly for about a year so that he could cope with the changes to his environment.

“Protecting commoners with Powers.”

“…”

“Leorino said that Ionia was only happy because he had his parents’ understanding and because a priest had also told him that he had a valuable Power that royals had. And so, he was never persecuted.”

Lucas grunted. “But people at school called him a monster…”

“Yeah, they did. But Ionia had you, Lucas… And you had Marzel. He had people who understood him. And there are plenty of people in the noble class who knew about the royal abilities. Ionia was feared, but he was never excluded.”

“…”

“Leorino was with Smirnov that day. The man must have said something to him then.”

Smirnov was absolute evil in Lucas’s eyes. He was the perpetrator who’d pushed Ionia to his death and left Leorino dying. He was a man who opened up his heart to evil. But was he not like that to Leorino?

“He is certain that there are children out there who are treated as monsters by the people around them because they have Powers, like Smirnov… He does not want them to be used as weapons or sheltered and made to work as spies—he wants to facilitate understanding in the people around them and give them a chance of a normal life.” Gravis smiled. “And to start, I think I’m going to wait for the right moment to announce to the world that I have Powers.”

The men held their breath when they heard that.

“I want others to think of this Power not as a curse, but as a boon, by announcing that these abilities manifest in royalty. And then we will also have to govern ourselves so that we use our Powers only for good.”

He did not want to repeat the tragedy brought about by the cruelty of Gravis’s father and grandfather.

Lucas could almost hear the voice in Gravis’s heart saying that.

“Speaking of, I received Ebbo Steiger’s notice of discharge.”

Gravis nodded.

“Ebbo will be helping with Leorino’s project from now on. I’ve heard he knows every corner of this land like the back of his hand. You should lend Gehman Bosse to me, too. The three of them could surely see it through together.”

A warm breeze blew through Lucas’s heart.

Ionia’s reason for living tied neatly into the future that Gravis was bringing to life.

And the one linking them together was Leorino, with his powerful and flexible soul housed in his weak body.

Leorino, too, would devote his entire life for the future of this country.

All the while, his skinny frame would support Gravis and his fate and suffering where Ionia could not. He would stand beside the man without hesitation and continue to fight alongside him.

It was love and hope that lay beyond despair—and that was what Leorino had carried on from Ionia.

Lucas rubbed at his forehead. If he hadn’t, he would have burst into tears in a manner unbecoming of his age.

“I have one last personal request to make of you, Lucas.”

Gravis signaled to Ginter with a glance. The chancellor nodded and left.

“I don’t think I can take any more surprises today,” Lucas said.

“Nonsense. You’re hardly shocked. Just hear me out. I won’t mind if you refuse.”

That meant it was not an order but a completely personal request.

“What is it?”

“It’s about Josef, Leorino’s bodyguard.”

Lucas stared at him blankly for a moment. That was not the name he was expecting to hear. What was this about the catlike boy?

“Though Kelios Keller now acts as Leorino’s bodyguard as well, there have been complaints from the royal palace that Josef is ill-suited to be Leorino’s bodyguard if he remains a commoner. They’re demanding a knight be dispatched from the Imperial Guard instead.”

“Hah. Fools, those bloodline purists are.”

Gravis drew his eyebrows together, displeased.

“I was hoping to silence them as soon as possible, but it’s going to be a little longer before the door opens for commoners. I don’t want Leorino to worry needlessly over Josef’s position before that can happen. His third brother is Captain of the Imperial Guard, you know. He’ll worry more than he needs to.”

If he were to remove the statesman facet of Gravis’s position, then it would be fairly obvious that all of his motives revolved around Leorino. The thought caused a ticklish yet sad emotion to well inside of Lucas.

“And how can I help with that?”

“I was wondering if you would adopt Josef Lev as your son.”

Lucas was astonished by the request. This was one thing he was certainly not expecting.

“You may not be inheriting any titles of peerage, but you hail from the family of the Count of Hexter, known for their valor, and you’ll soon be general. There’s also our relationship. If your son is to be a royal bodyguard, then no one is going to find fault with his lineage.”

Josef might have been a commoner, but he was the son of the commander of the Brungwurt Autonomous Army—a man who was, in his own right, a general. Despite his family’s status, their name was not one to be so easily overlooked, Lucas mused.

“Does Brungwurt agree with this?”

“Of course they do. But Josef himself has decided to live by Leorino’s side for his entire life. Both his family and the margrave have agreed to this.”

Lucas had also heard this from Josef himself.

“This is all to fortify his current position, so while I don’t know if you’ll accept, I doubt you’ll say no.”

“Adopting that…unmanageable boy, huh.”

Gravis furrowed his brow. “Not possible, is it? I thought you had no plans to get married.”

“No, I don’t, but… Nah, I can’t give an answer on this right away. Let me think about it for a bit.”

Gravis accepted that with a nod.

“By the way,” Lucas continued, “has this been brought up with Josef at all?”

“Yeah. Theodor spoke with him about it.”

Lucas startled.

“…What did he say?”

“The same as you. He apparently asked to think about it a little longer.”

Lucas left Gravis’s presence and walked alone down one of the corridors of the villa.

“Lucas, sir.”

There came a voice from behind him. It was faintly scratchy. It was a familiar voice at this point, and Lucas glanced behind him.

“Josef, you’re looking well.”

Standing there was Leorino’s bodyguard, the one he had just been talking about—Josef. The young man with catlike eyes seemed hesitant for some reason, even though he was the one who called out to him.

And so Lucas brought it up. Neither of them was good at figuring out what the other really wanted.

“Want me to adopt you as my son, Josef?”

“…”

He had never seen Josef’s steel-colored eyes widen that much before.

Lucas whirled on his heel and came to stand before Josef. Every time a heavy footstep of his echoed through the hall, the younger man tensed like a cat.

“How old are you?”

“Huh?”

“How old did you turn this year?”

“Twenty-two…”

Twenty-two. That was how old Ionia was when he died.

He was supposed to take in a young man of that age and make him his son. He had no intention to get married. Luckily, he did not need to create heirs, either. But on the other hand, he could not imagine becoming father and son with a young man the same age as Ionia.

The deep emotion that came with the realization that all that time had already passed, plus the tediousness that came with knowing he would have to come to terms with the fact that his life still continued, sat painfully in his chest.

“You’re…okay with all this?”

“Okay with what?”

“Me being your ‘son.’ You don’t care?”

The head of sandy hair drooped. The light color of his hair was nothing like Ionia’s.

“Not sure. But…I’ve got the space to think about it.”

Josef’s steely eyes then snapped up to Lucas with a glare powerful enough to pierce him.

“You goddamn fool! You’re a stupid lieutenant general! I’d never wanna be your son!”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Idiot.”

Lucas was shocked by the sudden insults. Josef then whirled like the wind and ran off down the hallway.

“What’s going on with him…?”

With an unsettled feeling in his chest, Lucas started walking down the hallway again.

Taking over the post of general, Dirk’s dispatch to the old Zwelf territory, Leorino’s decision—all this alone gave him plenty of things he needed to think about.

But what was taking up the most space in his heart now was adopting Josef as his son.

Of course, Gravis probably wouldn’t mind if he said no. Their relationship was not so shallow as to be affected by something like that.

“Tch… He didn’t seem so happy with the idea, either.”

Here Lucas was, hesitating when faced with the question if he wanted to adopt Josef, being told he should be family with him. And on the other hand, when he thought about how Josef seemed to be opposed to a closer relationship with him, that alone made him unhappy.

“Well, things’ll work out one way or another.”

So Lucas switched gears, placing the problem aside for now.

 

That day, Lucas was in the commoners’ quarter.

Lucas was an adult, too. He let off some steam for the first time in a little while at his usual high-end brothel, then headed home. Just as he stepped out of the entertainment district and into the commoners’ quarter, he happened to run into none other than Josef.

“Josef.”

“—?! Oh, Lieute—”

He hurriedly put a hand over Josef’s mouth.

“Mmph!”

“What idiot calls me by my position in a place like this, hm? Fool.”

He couldn’t help it if he caught people’s attention with his massive stature. And yet he was still doing all he could to blend in.

“What are you doing here? Why aren’t you guarding Leorino?”

“I got permission to go out. We asked Dirk’s dad’s smithy to make a dagger for Master Leorino, so I’m here to check the finished product.”

“Aha, I see. I bet Mr. David was happy to put his skills to use for the first time in a while, forging a blade for Leorino.”

Lucas thought back to Ionia’s father and was delighted. He had forged Lucas a sword once, too.

“And what are you doing out here, Lieu—Lucas, sir? Isn’t it dangerous for you to be wandering around without any security, and on foot, not on that black horse of yours?”

“If I ride him, then it’d be like walking around with a name tag. And do you think I need security?”

Lucas grinned. The tips of Josef’s ears flushed a faint red.

“I guess you don’t… You wouldn’t, I guess. Sorry.”

“Of course. I’m the same as you—so long as I’ve got my sword.”

He patted the blade at his hip. It was the blade he had been using for many years now.

“But unlike you, even without a sword, I could beat most people with my fists. It’s not like I’d be swarmed by any crowd I wouldn’t be able to handle out here in the commoners’ quarter. Just a few guys wouldn’t be a problem.

“I could do pretty well in a fistfight, too.” Josef huffed.

“Nope. You’d be second-rate, if not third-rate if it came to a fistfight. You’re too light, and your physique was built to swing that blade fast. But I guess you wouldn’t have to worry about any of that since I doubt anyone’d be able to take your sword away from you. But if you wanna train, I’ll include you in our training sessions. You should drop by every once in a while.”

It was then that Lucas noticed Josef had not made eye contact with him at all for some reason.

“What’s up? Weirdo.”

“Did you just… Lucas, sir… You came from o-over there… What were you doing there?” Josef asked, pointing at the entertainment district.

“What, you actually know what that place is despite being all the way from Brungwurt?”

Lucas gave an unashamed, wicked grin. Josef shot a vexed glare back at him.

“I know what it is. I joined the royal capital guard for a little bit after I left Brungwurt just so I could get a lay of the land as soon as possible… What were you doing there?”

“What? Well… The only thing anyone does there.”

Josef’s eyes snapped wide, and he then reached out to grab the older man’s arm and started tugging on him.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

Lucas was much too heavy for someone as small as Josef to actually physically pull along, but it seemed like he had something to say, so he let himself be pulled elsewhere by the younger man.

Once Josef brought them to an empty alleyway, he let go and whirled to look at the older man.

“I—I thought… I thought you loved Ionia!”

Lucas’s expression snapped to something more serious. The air around him cooled, and Josef quickly jumped in shock.

“Listen to me… I’ll let it slide this time since I’m in a good mood, but don’t ever think you can say his name so casually like that. That’s not territory for you to step into. Got it?”

“…Fine.” Josef’s head remained low. “Sorry… I know I have no right to say his name.”

He apologized quietly, still not looking up.

As he stared at the sandy head of hair, Lucas eased his aura of anger, then scratched at his head with a deep sigh.

“I’m not remaining chaste, which means I don’t love Ionia enough… Is that what you want to say?”

“I mean, isn’t that how it normally works…? Don’t you…g-give your body to the person you love?”

Lucas was astonished. The way Josef thought was much too honest for someone who made a living through battle.

It was normal for high-ranking nobles to keep lovers, but that was too much of a hassle for Lucas, and so he was completely unsure what was so bad about going to a brothel.

“Can’t speak for that virgin pure heart of yours, but I visited brothels even when I was dating Ionia. He never complained about it. You’re a man of war—don’t you get unbearably frustrated when you have no way to let off the heat of your body?”

With his head still hung, Josef’s shoulders twitched nervously. It was then that Lucas realized.

“What…? Don’t tell me you’re a virgin. At your age?”

“…So what?”

“You’ve never fucked or been fucked? That means you’re untouched, yeah?”

Josef clenched his fists hard. Lucas was astonished to see him like this.

How difficult was it to express sexuality out in Brungwurt? How’d they produce so many pure young men like Leorino and Josef? Well, Lucas’s indecent thought was that he was pretty sure Leorino was already doing what anyone did with their spouse.

“I don’t…think it’s that embarrassing…”

“No, it’s not embarrassing at all. But man, what a pain, virgins.”

Josef lifted his head to look at Lucas. There was sadness in his eyes.

“A pain…?”

“Well, no, how do I say this…?”

The pain Lucas mentioned was that he imagined it must be a pain for virgins in battle, with no way to cool off after. But Josef had gotten the complete wrong idea.

“Fine. Enough.”

“Hm? Enough of what, Josef— Hey, wait, stop!”

Josef punched Lucas in the chest, then dashed down the alleyway and left.

“What’s going on with this guy…?”

Lucas, now alone, stood in a daze. Ever since that day, Josef had been coming over to poke his nose into Lucas’s business, then subsequently run away regardless of the conversation.

There was familiarity in this irrationality, where Lucas wanted to point out that Josef was the one that approached him. He was a stray cat. It was exactly what a barn cat would do.

“And I’m supposed to take him in? You’ve given me a pretty tricky question, Your Highness.”

He still was unsure how he was supposed to handle the irrational and perplexing young man. He could not immediately say if he would take him in as his adopted son right away.

“Well… Things’ll work out one way or another,” he murmured what was now his pet phrase, while he spoke silently to Ionia:

 

Hey, how am I supposed to handle this cat who’s the same age as you?

 

He looked up at the sky.

The sky from the alleyway was dark and narrow, but the maddening longing that once sat inside him was gone.

Ever since the day they fought and won at Zweilink, all Lucas felt in his chest was the warmth they had shared on the narrow bed.

It had come back to him. The warmth was gentle, soft, and terribly vivid.

He had lost his romance, but love was still with him.

The faces of all those he loved that lived and fought alongside him flashed through his mind.

Gravis, Ionia, Leorino all staked their lives for their own love, their own missions. That was true for those who betrayed this country, too.

Loss and rebirth—now, Lucas understood that was life itself.

He could not change his past, but he could shape the future with his own hands. At times he suffered from regret, fell into despair over loss, let his heart stir with hope, and fought to take back love. And it was through all this that he dedicated his life to living.

And then, as everyone else did, he would return to heaven.

 

That’s where you are, right, Ionia?

 

He patted his own chest, where his heart beat warmly. It was an irreplaceable warmth that he’d gained at the end of this love.

He vowed on his lifelong promise once again, that he would have the prince’s back in the dear young man’s place.

And he then murmured words of love, something he’d said thousands of times over.

“Let me hear your voice sometime… I so badly wish I could make love to you, too.”

Lucas whispered to the bright red, burning flame in his heart.
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Bergund Nocturne 1Sunset’s Seduction



The last class of the day was joint sword training with the third-year students.

After a good sweat, all of the students got changed and scattered off in little groups. However, only Ionia Bergund was yet to change, still continuing to swing his sword about. Lucas, who was typically by his side, was not present.

“You plan on staying back alone to keep practicing, Ionia?” Marzel Ginter asked.

“Marzel? Oh, yeah. I’m going to practice a little more. I just knew that the talented upperclassmen would give me a beating,” Ionia replied, still holding his sword at the ready. Marzel frowned.

In truth, he wanted Ionia to wrap up his training right now. Because this good friend of his, one year younger, stood out so much despite being a commoner. No—if anything, he stood out so much because it was only nobility that attended the academy for higher education.

But it was not just his lineage that attracted so much attention. The biggest reason he had so many eyes on him was because of his vivid presence.

He had flaming red hair and rare violet eyes, as though a piece of the dawn sky itself had been cut out for him. He had an outstanding build, even among his peers, and he stirred the hearts of everyone who looked at him. Ionia stood out just by existing.

Not everyone was kind to him. A portion of the bloodline purists unconditionally hated Ionia because he was a commoner. However, there was no end to those who were secretly drawn to Ionia’s presence.

The same applied to this very moment. And that was why, out of worry, Marzel could not abandon him.

“It’s so hot…”

Ionia grabbed his shirt, which clung to his skin, soaked with sweat. He even undid the buttons and began to fan himself with it. His wet skin underneath peeked through with every movement.

 

Come on… No way he doesn’t know what he’s doing.

 

Marzel was beside himself.

He glanced around to see that the other few students who had stayed back had all stopped to watch intently as Ionia cooled himself down. But at the same time, Marzel was enraptured.

The contours of Ionia’s body, made perfectly clear by his sweat-soaked clothes, were perfectly summed up by the word seduction.

While he was still boyishly skinny, his relaxed limbs and the way his muscles bulged from them had a sex appeal disproportionate to his age.

His pecs were gorgeously full. There was no superfluous fat anywhere from his tight stomach to his back, which connected to the firm swell of his rear. Marzel’s eyes dropped to his waist, small enough to fully grab with two hands…and that was when he realized he had been staring at Ionia while holding his breath.

“Damn…”

He heard someone murmur in admiration somewhere behind him. It was such an incredible unconscious provocation on Ionia’s part. Fortunately, Ionia was oblivious to his own sexual appeal.

 

How can Lucas bear this, seeing it close up every day…?

 

Marzel gave a deep sigh. At the same time, he exhaled the disquieting stir that had grown in the pit of his stomach, too.

Ionia’s supple body had such a powerful sexual gravity to it. When Marzel thought about his childhood friend who was in love with Ionia, the charm almost felt sinful. If this spurred any of the hungry young men with sexual experience into laying a hand on Ionia… When that thought crossed Marzel’s mind, he shook his head—it was a foolishly wild idea.

If anything like that actually happened, there was no doubt that Lucas, who was so in love with Ionia, would go mad. That would be hell for all of the students.

And more than that, everyone was afraid of the black-haired prince’s anger. Marzel had noticed Prince Gravis’s attachment to Ionia. There was a passion inside the solitary prince that burned brighter than anyone else’s. Irresponsibly provoking him would bring about tragedy worse than anything Lucas could do.

It was Marzel’s job both as Lucas’s childhood friend and as Ionia’s friend to give everyone here a good look in Lucas’s place to make sure none of them get any outrageously lusty ideas.

“Marzel? What’s up? Aren’t you going home?”

Ionia paused swinging his sword and tilted his head.

“I’ll practice with you,” Marzel said. “This is one way I can help out my best friend.”

Ionia innocently took Marzel’s goodwill for what it was.

“You will? Thanks. Having a partner makes for better practice.”

But what Marzel silently implied was that he would act as Ionia’s bulwark—since Ionia always unconsciously attracted those around him—in his best friend Lucas’s place. Of course, Ionia did not pick up on that.

Marzel put his things down with a thud and took out his sword, and Ionia smiled happily. His smile was as innocent as ever.

His maturing, seductive body was coupled with a still-boyish heart that felt almost out of place. It was this paradox that made Ionia even more attractive.

 

“Um, I’ll…I’ll join you.”

“Then I will, too.”

“And me too, if you don’t mind.”

The students, who were about to go home, now shuffled back toward them. All of their cheeks were somewhat flushed. Marzel glared suspiciously at each and every one of them.

Ionia tilted his head slightly at the boys’ offer.

“Thank you, but… Ah—”

Ionia squeezed one of his eyes shut, as though bearing through some kind of pain. The sweat from his forehead must have gotten in his eye. “Oww…,” he muttered as he rubbed his eye. Everyone present gulped audibly.

“Ionia… C’mon, use this to wipe your sweat.”

Marzel offered the handkerchief he had produced from his pocket.

“Oh, I’m okay. I’m soaked with sweat, I’ll just get that dirty,” Ionia said, pulling up his shirt to vigorously wipe at his face. His beautifully ripped abs were exposed for all to see.

“Ahhh, stop! Just use this to wipe your sweat, okay?! Pull your shirt down!”

Despite his surprise, Ionia did what he was told. Marzel breathed his third sigh.

Hurry up and get Ionia to realize his own sexual attractiveness, he complained silently to his currently absent best friend. He’d really gotten the short end of the stick here.

When he glanced behind him, he saw the boys’ breathing had gone ragged in the face of Ionia’s beauty.

Marzel was the oldest one here. It was also the eldest’s job to watch the rest of the boys to make sure they behaved.

“Control yourselves, all of you. Absolutely no touching. You know what’ll happen if you do.”

Marzel gave his warning, which implied more than he said, as he glared at all of the students. He acted kind, but he was merciless about it.

All of the boys went pale, and they all stood at attention.






Bergund Nocturne 2The Darkening Sun



Fanoren was a wealthy country. Though the royal capital was relatively safe, there were still dangerous districts that served as hangouts for outlaws—places where adolescent noble boys should not go.

However, at the age of sixteen, Lucas Brandt already had a physique that far surpassed that of the average adult man. If he were to wander about the commoners’ quarter dressed in simple clothes, then he would be the one everyone else wanted to avoid.

“I mean, I’m from the commoner neighborhoods, but…Luca, why do you blend in so well?”

It was Lucas’s best friend, Ionia Bergund, who murmured this, staring up in awe at his friend. The two of them were using their day off to visit the commoners’ part of the city.

Lucas looked down at Ionia, who was about a fist’s width shorter than him, and chuckled.

“Can I take that as a compliment?” he asked.

“That really isn’t supposed to be a compliment, though, is it? Hm. Well…maybe I am complimenting you.”

He was not entirely sure if he should praise a noble boy for being able to blend in so well with the atmosphere in the commoners’ quarter, but Lucas himself was pleased. With an elusive expression, Ionia nodded, deciding that was well enough.

Lucas gave a carefree smile.

“I think it was worth coming out here in the past just to learn more about the city you were born in.”

“This is just the part of the city that I was born and raised in… Still, I don’t know if it’s going to be that interesting. Do you really think coming to a place like this is going to be fun, Luca?”

With a mischievous look in his eye, Lucas winked.

“There’s plenty of entertainment to be had here that can’t be found in the nobles’ quarter… Like the red-light district, for example.”

Ionia pulled his face into an exaggerated frown. At the same time, his cheeks flushed red.

“Geez… I can’t believe you took us to that place on your last birthday… We’re not of age yet, you know.”

“That was my bad. But I had no idea you’d be that pure.”

Lucas held both hands up, yielding. He’d apologized earnestly for it, so Ionia had no reason to get any angrier at him.

“I’m not really interested in that stuff yet. I don’t really feel the need to get it all over and done with.”

Ionia hung his head. Lucas looked down at him, faint pain in his expression.

“It just makes you one step closer to being an adult, Ionia.”

“I know… I’ll probably fall in love with someone one day, and we’ll do it then. I know that’s natural, too. But…not yet.”

Ionia started off toward the square with quick steps. Lucas followed after his best friend.

 

The two arrived at the square, its tall tower serving as a landmark. That was their destination. Today was the day of a festival that celebrated the arrival of spring in Fanoren. The square was populated by a market that was much more lively and grander than usual.

On this day, the nobles would decorate the gates of their manors with large flower wreaths and drink special alcohol. But that was it.

But the commoners were different. Showy markets were set up here and there, and this was where their grand celebrations took place. Flowers decorated the eaves of the shops, and from there hung colorful ribbons that fluttered in the warm spring breeze.

The women decorated their hair with the light pink flowers that bloomed during this season, which signaled the arrival of spring. As did the children. Flower petals were constantly being scattered from atop the high tower and fluttered down below. And every time, there came a loud cheer from the crowd.

The adults drank, the women danced, and the children ran around with sweets in their hands.

The sight of the square on this day was a splendid one.

“Wow, this is incredible, Io… It’s so lively,” Lucas said in wonder. Ionia smiled with delight.

“You’ll get to see something even better than this. We always roast a whole cow during the spring festival. It’s an offering blessed by the priests. They say that you’ll be healthy until autumn if you eat a slice of the meat.”

“Huh. A whole cow roast—that’s fancy.”

“See, there it is—it’s over there.”

Ionia pointed to the center of the square, where, indeed, sat a massive cow roast. They were already carving meat from the shoulder. Around it lay offerings of all sorts—fruits, vegetables, flowers, alcohol. This, too, was an incredibly lively sight of which Lucas had never seen the likes before.

“That, too… You’d never see anything like this in the palace.”

“Right? But the beef is kind of dry, so it really isn’t all that good.”

Ionia never minced his words. Lucas cackled.

“Still, it’s a celebration. We’re here to celebrate. Why don’t we get a slice each? It’s definitely something you’ll only ever have in a commoners’ quarter, so it’ll be a good memory to take home.”

“I definitely want to try.”

 

Lucas’s face snapped into a frown. The slice of meat, wrapped in paper, was put in his hands, and he was perplexed.

“Hey… Why am I holding it like this? Don’t they have plates?”

Ionia gave an unusually loud laugh.

“You really are a noble, Luca. Plates? Good luck finding one at a commoners’ festival.”

“Then how do you eat it?”

“You just bite right into it. That’s why it’s wrapped in paper, so you don’t get your hands dirty.”

Lucas hummed in understanding. He had never eaten anything out of his own hands besides fruit.

“It’s dry, and it might get stuck in your throat, so…hold on a second. I’ll go grab us drinks.”

“Oh— Hey, Ionia!”

Lucas had been in a daze while holding the piece of meat, but he quickly followed after Ionia.

“Whoops— Damn, what is up with this thing? Why’s it so hard to hold?”

He’d almost dropped the meat he’d finally gotten. He thought about just shoving it in his mouth to eat it, but Ionia would definitely get angry at him for that, so he decided not to.

Meanwhile, Ionia used his physical strength to practically swim through the crowd of people.

Lucas followed after the bright trail that the growing boy’s silhouette left behind.

Ionia’s vivid coloring drew the eyes of everyone who passed him.

The beautiful figure shrinking in the distance set off a maddening fretfulness in Lucas.

Things were fine now. But one day, someone who genuinely wanted the boy’s supple and seductive body and his selfless soul, just as Lucas did, would appear. Just like that black-haired prince who still pursued Ionia out of the purity of his heart, unable to tell the difference between sexual and platonic attraction.

The prince was growing up fast. It would not be long before his heart caught up with his body. And when that time came, the prince would absolutely…absolutely want Ionia. He would want not just his loyalty, but his everything.

What choice would Ionia make when that time came? Whenever that question came to him, Lucas’s panic reached absolute heights, and he felt like he was going to be torn apart.

He wanted to be Ionia’s one and only, before anyone else realized his worth. Before Ionia realized the moment he would become an adult, whether he wanted it or not, was near.

 

“Argh, dammit!”

A number of men had set their sights on Ionia and were walking toward him. Their eyes scanned him from head to toe, visually eating him up, and had nasty grins on their faces.

Ionia, still looking around at the stalls, had yet to notice.

Lucas couldn’t be too careful. He readjusted his grip on the piece of meat, which he held carefully in his hand, and hastened his steps. He gripped the meat hard, not caring it would get squished. Ionia would probably get mad at him for it, but it was better than dropping it.

Things were like this all the time now. Without Ionia noticing, Lucas and Marzel shooed away men who found themselves drawn to Ionia’s charm on the daily.

The moment the men were about to call out to him, Lucas approached Ionia from behind, looped his arm around his shoulder, then whirled them both around. Lucas’s larger frame hid Ionia from the men’s eyes.

“L-Luca—? What’s going on? Mgh—!”

He shoved the squashed piece of meat into Ionia’s mouth. Violet eyes widened at his best friend’s sudden savagery.

“I couldn’t wait. I wanna eat this now.”

“Mmh… Buh, iihnk…”

Unable to spit out the dry meat from his mouth, Ionia simply stared up at Lucas in surprise.

“Tch… Damn, he had a friend.”

Lucas could hear the men mutter behind him.

Covered by his best friend’s larger frame, Ionia remained unaware of the other men’s presence.

Lucas considered this a good thing, so with Ionia still under his arm, he turned to look at the men behind him. Though there was still some boyishness left in his features, the men held their breath when the much larger boy glared hard at them.

“Touch him and I’ll kill you.”

Lucas quietly and sharply threatened the men, his voice low enough to melt into the hustle and bustle of the festival. The men could tell, by the force of his threat alone, that he was no ordinary kid. The men shuddered as they nodded, then hurried away.

Ionia finally finished chewing the piece of meat.

“Luca, what are you—? What’s going on all of a sudden?”

He looked up at Lucas and tilted his head; Lucas was still looking behind them. At that moment, a large cheer erupted behind him, and the crowd pushed against Lucas’s back. Ionia put a hand to Lucas’s chest to support him.

“Whoa, this crowd is wild. Are you okay, Luca?”

The both of them were stuck together. In Lucas’s arms was someone so dear, and he was so close that his breath washed over Lucas. He felt dizzy by the enchanting despair. He desperately held back the urge to pull Ionia into an embrace. He was almost glad he was still holding the dry meat.
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“I’m fine,” he replied. “Right, guess I should try this myself.”

Lucas bit into the celebratory beef. Ionia watched with a smile as his best friend painstakingly chewed it.

“Isn’t it so dry and just not good at all?”

The sun was setting; the square darkened. The air filled with the sounds of celebration. The elated laughter from the crowd. The smell of flowers and sweat.

Rare eyes, a ray of the light of dawn over twilight, softly gazed at Lucas.

Lucas trembled.

He would not forget this moment, these beautiful eyes, for the rest of his life.





Bergund Nocturne 3Starfall in a Little World



It was another night that the stars fell from the heavens into this little world.

 

“Io.”

It was always at about the same time that the black-haired boy prince came to Ionia’s room. He appeared suddenly, without warning, like a star falling from the sky. It was their brief rendezvous before they went to sleep.

“Good evening, Vi. Come here.”

“Okay.”

Ionia reached out from his bed toward the prince, who stood with his back to the moon. Gravis’s hand responded in kind. It was only in this room where they could reach out to one another and immediately touch, just like they had in the past. Yes—this little room now served as a secret hangout spot just for them.

“Io, you know I’m coming. Why do you never keep the light on?”

“Hm? Oh, I just thought it’d be bad if someone just happened to see two figures in the window and started asking questions.”

“I see… You’re doing this for me.”

“Mm-hmm. Now come here and sit.”

Ionia patted the spot beside him.

“Okay.”

They sat together on the bed, their backs leaning up against the wall, their legs outstretched before them.

Gravis gently grasped Ionia’s hand. Though he was of a larger build than others his age, his fingers were still boyishly slender. It was much smaller than Ionia’s hand, which was rough with sword callouses. Ionia grasped back affectionately in return.

At last, the boys’ fingers tightly intertwined.

“What did you do today, Vi?”

It was a Fanoren holiday that celebrated the coming of spring.

“There was a service that celebrated spring at the palace temple. I attended that.”

“Huh. What do the participating royalty do for it?”

Gravis gave a little sigh. “Nothing. We just stay quiet, listen to the prayers, give offerings to God, then sip tasteless alcohol. That’s all.”

“That…sounds really boring.”

Gravis nodded earnestly. “That’s because it is.”

“Ha-ha, someone’s honest.”

Gravis leaned his head against Ionia’s shoulder.

“What did you do today, Io?”

“Oh, I went out to town with Luca. We went to check on the spring festival market.”

Gravis’s fingertips held tighter.

“How do the commoners celebrate?”

“We set up a market. A special market just for the day.”

Gravis nodded silently.

“We decorate the shops and the square with flower wreaths, and the women and children all wear some kind of flower decoration. It’s an exciting sight.”

Gravis stared idly out the window. Perhaps he was picturing the festival.

It was unlikely he’d ever seen a festival in the commoners’ quarter before. Ionia decided to describe it in detail.

“Do you know where the central square of the commoners’ quarter is?”

“I think I do. At least on the map.”

Ionia nodded. “We put a whole roasted cow in the middle of the square.”

Gravis lifted his head. Ionia was delighted to see Gravis curious about it.

“A whole roasted cow?”

“Hard for His Highness to imagine, huh? Street festivals really are something.”

“How do you even roast a whole cow?”

Ionia tilted his head at Gravis’s simple question. “I’ve never really thought about it… I guess they put together a huge bonfire and just throw the cow in it.”

“…I don’t think that would make it taste very good.”

Gravis drew his brows together, skeptical of the flavor, and Ionia drew a wry smile—he was right.

“It is, in fact, really dry and tastes like nothing. It’s not good. But it was roasted as an offering to God, so they say you’ll get through summer in good health if you eat the beef.”

“Did you eat it?”

Ionia nodded with a smile.

“Of course I did. I eat it every year. It’s something I’ve done since I was little.”

Gravis listened with great interest. Delighted, Ionia continued talking.

“Then, around the table where they put the cow, people give all sorts of offerings, like flowers and fruits and alcohol. There are also temporary shops that surround it. They offer sweets and drinks that you can only have on the day of the festival. At noon and before sunset, the chosen children get all dressed up pretty and dance in the square. The adults are all buzzed. The kids give out blessed flowers to the adults. Everyone enjoys the festival in the way they please.”

“I can just imagine it being a magnificent sight.”

“It is. It’s the spring festival, after all. I always looked forward to it, ever since I was a kid. Kids can eat and drink for free until they become teenagers. My parents always told me to take the chance to eat my fill. But then they’d just get angry when I ate sweets only. Isn’t that unfair?”

Gravis’s head swayed slightly. He was laughing. His soft black hair tickled Ionia’s chin.

“You went with Lucas Brandt?”

For some reason, Ionia felt a pinprick of pain in his heart.

“Yeah. I think that was the first time Luca had seen the festival, too, so he enjoyed it. He got some of the beef, but he really didn’t know how to eat it without a plate. He’s a well-bred noble, after all, I guess.”

The weight on Ionia’s shoulder vanished.

“…I wish I could’ve gone.”

“Vi…”

“I want to go to the festival with you, too.”

Ionia reached out to run a hand over Gravis’s hanging head.

“You can’t, Vi.”

“I know. But if we ever get the chance to go somewhere together like we used to, then I want to go to the festival with you.”

It was Ionia’s turn to let his head drop onto Gravis’s shoulder. Gravis tensed slightly.

“If we could, then I’d want to go not only to the festival with you but to all sorts of places, too.”

“Io…”

“I wish we could go somewhere together without any worries, so long as you’re safe, Vi.”

Gravis then sat up straight. He tugged Ionia along with him.

“Vi?”

They stepped down from the bed, hands still entwined. Gravis took Ionia to the window.

“Can you see the square from here?”

“Huh?”

“Can you see any landmarks from here that I would know?”

The royal capital was dim at night. Ionia could see the silhouette of the tall tower in the distance.

“That over there… The central square is where that tower is.”

The moment Ionia pointed, Gravis nodded.

 

In the next moment, Ionia was beneath the starry sky, feeling the night air pouring over his whole body.

“Wha—? Vi?!”

The two had been in the small bedroom moments earlier, and now they stood atop the tower they had been looking at in the distance.

Ionia was shocked by the height, and clung to the smaller prince.

“It’s all right. Nothing will happen if you fall so long as I’m with you.”

Gravis pointed to the distant ground.

“I see… You were right. There are still traces of the festival left.”

The flower wreaths had been left in place in the dim square below, but under the moonlight, the square felt completely different to how it had been during the day. The petals had been trampled. The beautifully fluttering ribbons now hung tangled on the ground. All the garbage left behind by a large crowd of people was scattered all about.

And yet, Gravis looked up at Ionia and smiled faintly.

“When I think about how much fun you had there, just picturing it alone makes me feel like I’m having fun, too. It must have been so lively… Is that where they had the cow roast?”

Gravis pointed to the table set up in the center of the square. The celebratory feast was likely nothing but a husk of bones and meat scraps by this point. A cloth covered the table, hiding it.

“Ah, there must have been a lot of stalls. I wish I could see what they were selling for myself.”

Gravis pointed out all of the remnants of the festival one by one.

“I bet it would have been such a sight to see it all while it was bright out.”

The night spring breeze brushed the cheeks of the moonlit duo.

Ionia desperately held down the emotions that welled up inside of him, and he squeezed Gravis’s hand.

“Io?”

“I want to give you all of the joy in this world, Vi.”

His words came out strained. Vi looked up at Ionia wide-eyed.

“I want to give you everything I can, Vi.”

“Io…”

“I don’t have anything, but I’ll give you everything I have.”

For a brief moment, Gravis’s face twisted as though he were about to cry.

“You were the one who said that wasn’t possible,” he said.

Ionia looked up to the starry sky, basking in the night air. He then pointed between the sky and the earth, urging him to look.

“The sky and the land are connected. I know we can be together.”

“We can’t. Things will never go back to the way they were.”

“That’s not true. Because the stars…really did come to me,” Ionia said, gently brushing a finger over the corner of Gravis’s eye. They both drew closer to one another, together.

All they needed was a little world they could have to themselves. That was enough, Ionia thought.

But what if there came a day when they could boldly live alongside one another in the sunlight?

That felt like a dream that would never come true now. But there was still some reprieve until they became adults. And until then, they were free to dream all they wanted in their own little world.

He wanted to light a little flame of hope on this night.

“We’ll enjoy the festival together one day.”

Ionia gently bumped his own forehead against Gravis’s. The starry sky in his eyes wavered from the hope that Ionia had given him. That alone was enough to fill Ionia’s heart to the brim.

He wanted to gaze into the sky in these eyes forever.

“Will that day come?”

“It will. I know it.”

Ionia embraced his own fate.

“And when it does, we’ll smile and walk in the sunlight together.”






Bergund Nocturne 4Until the Sight of Dawn



“Dirk Bergund.”

Dirk turned around at the familiar voice.

“Hey, Daniel. What’s up?”

The young man called Daniel wore a pensive look. He stood several paces away, staring at Dirk as if he wanted to say something.

“I need to talk to you.”

Today, classmates Dirk and Daniel graduated from the academy of higher learning together.

After graduating, Dirk would be joining the Royal Army as a part of the General Staff Office. Rumor had it that Daniel would be working at the Palace of Heaven and Earth. Both of them would be working at the royal palace, but the Fanoren royal palace was big. They might encounter one another at some point in the future, but Dirk figured they wouldn’t have a private conversation ever again.

Dirk bit back the sigh in his heart and offered a friendly smile. When the other young man saw it, his eyes shone. But despite him opening and closing his mouth, over and over, his talk never began.

Dirk waited patiently. It would have been easy to ignore him, but when he thought of the trouble that would come from doing so, he could withstand waiting a little bit.

Instead, he took the time to get a good look at Daniel, something he hadn’t done in a while. He had a brown head of hair with neat curls, and even lighter eyes. He was a young man with a handsome face. He was a classy type, and maybe that was a given—Daniel was a respectable noble, after all.

Dirk killed his time thinking idle things, like how Daniel wasn’t a bad lay, his personality aside.

Daniel lifted his head, determined.

“I heard you’re joining the Royal Army,” he said.

“Hm? Yeah, I am.”

Dirk tilted his head. No way he wanted to talk about where they would be working now, at the eleventh hour.

“I’m surprised you know where I’m going. I didn’t think you’d be interested.”

“…”

The young man seemed vexed by Dirk’s reply.

Dirk wasn’t being sarcastic at all. The young man himself had told Dirk exactly why he had approached him all that time ago.

Daniel once said to Dirk, “I want to play with this commoner I’ve heard so much about.”

“Well, yeah… I was interested in your path.”

Dirk cocked a brow at the response.

 

Though this was a school meant for noble sons and daughters, peeling away that layer showed it was a gathering place for horny teenagers. Unlike the girls, who sought faithfulness, the boys indulged in salacious play with their schoolmates, which wouldn’t leave any trouble for them in the future. To nobles, where political marriages were the default, sexual relief and romance had always been two different things.

This beautiful young man in Dirk’s presence was one of them. Daniel and his awful friends set their eyes on the commoner Dirk, whom they’d heard of in a rumor. The rumor was that sleeping with the redheaded commoner could make anyone feel the best they’d ever felt, which was entirely unbefitting a place of learning.

“Entertain us with that talent of yours.”

They threatened him with smiles. They wanted him to be their sexual toy. Otherwise, they would destroy his family and the business.

Making threats, to them, was no big deal. It was just a way for them to get Dirk, a sexual plaything. A high-ranking noble could shoot a glare in the royal capital and send a regular smithy straight out of business.

And that was how the boys pulled Dirk into their lewd game.

 

Dirk had a brother who was much older than him. He was strong, well-built, kind, and had died in battle at a distant border fortress when Dirk was eleven. Many soldiers had died in that battle, and his brother had been found as a charred corpse with a sword through his stomach.

Dirk could still remember it clearly. In the dark forge, the fires cooled, his father sobbed as he cradled his brother’s sword, which was now a memento, and two young men stood nearby, their fists balled tightly.

They had likely just come back from the battle. They looked like regular soldiers, covered in soot and dust.

“Ionia’s death was my fault,” the black-haired man had apologized to Dirk’s father. He silently took the older man’s screams of resentment, which had nowhere else to go, and his wails for his son to be returned to him.

Dirk, his own fists balled so tightly that he caused himself to bleed, remained hidden as he watched the scene.

His brother was a warrior. He knew there would be risk to his life, but his brother had been stronger than anyone else. He had a peerless Power. And yet, why did he die? Who—or what—had killed his brother?

Dirk wished he could ask, but his throat had constricted, and all that came out were tears and hoarse sobs.

As the black-haired young man turned to leave, he proclaimed to Dirk’s father:

“I will destroy Zwelf. I cannot stand before Ionia slumbering in Zweilink until I fulfill this promise.”

When Dirk heard the vow, he made up his own mind.

One day, he was going to solve this world’s mystery that had sent his brother to his death. And so, he would walk the same path as his brother.

They had been told that his brother’s corpse had been so badly damaged that they could not take him home to the capital.

To Dirk, the dinner before his brother’s departure was his last memory of Ionia. And though he was certain he had seen his brother smile that day, for some reason, he could not recall it clearly.

 

Once Dirk became a teen, he went onto the academy of higher learning, tracing his brother’s path. Though he didn’t have a Power like his brother did, he had exceptional intellect.

His parents were vehemently against him attending the academy. His father, especially, was furious. David believed that sending his eldest son to school had ultimately twisted the boy’s fate. He was afraid that by his younger son taking the same path, he would lose his second son right after he had lost his first.

But Dirk was firm in his decision. He refused his parents’ pleas for him to take over the smithy and live within his means, and started going to the school.

It was then that he decided that no matter what happened, he absolutely would not let his parents suffer. That, and he would expose the irrationalities of the world that sent his brother to his death.

And that was why Dirk eventually threw himself into Daniel and his friends’ obscene games; he couldn’t let people who craved indulgence and sexual pleasure hold him back.

One reason he didn’t abandon Daniel’s debauched games, even if he hated all of it, was because Dirk himself was using sex to alleviate the anger inside of him. Pinning down the noble boys and making them cry brought relief in the pit of his gut. He also didn’t have the purity in his heart to remain faithful to someone he liked.

He would do anything—he would cut off pieces of his own body if it meant achieving his goals. To the nobles, Dirk was a tool for pleasure, something with a dick that they could put in to relieve themselves.

If they asked to be sucked off, he would suck them off as much as they wanted. If they wanted to be fucked, he’d gladly put it in for them. Dirk did not have pride that would be hurt by getting on his knees and giving.

All he had to do was sleep with whatever body lay next to him. Even without a trace of love or affection, his young body could easily find heights with the right stimulus. If he could buy himself a peaceful student life by penetrating lukewarm flesh and jostling it around, then the price was a cheap one to pay.

Get me hard. Entertain me… Yeah, very good.

 

Dirk certainly must have had talent in that department. Once anyone slept with him, they all came back to beg for another round. There were some stronger types who wanted to make the larger-built Dirk cry, but Dirk never let that happen. There was an upperclassman who spread the original debauched rumors about him, even trying to pin him down, but when Dirk fought back and forced himself on him, the boy became completely obsessed with Dirk.

A man’s desire was simple. It was so easy to make one submissive just by ramming into him.

As the boys made Dirk serve them, they eventually wanted Dirk’s heart, too.

Poor nobles; they did not know the difference between lust and love.

And after all these years, this was the result. This young man would not be the first to want Dirk exclusively. That was why Dirk could easily predict what Daniel was going to say next.

“Dirk… I, uh… I think we need to talk…about our relationship.”

So many young men had bent their pride to seek out Dirk to ask to continue their relationship. And over the years, Dirk handled them in whatever way he felt was appropriate.

But today, Dirk was graduating. No longer was there any need for him to do their bidding to keep them in good spirits.

“What is there to even talk about?”

“W-well…”

“If you’re talking about the mischief-making from all that time ago, I don’t really mind. I had my own fun. And you weren’t a bad lay yourself.”

Delight colored Daniel’s face, but he must have been sensitive to the cold smile hiding behind the warmth in Dirk’s tone. He quickly went pale.

For a brief second, Dirk found his curiosity piqued by the pain on Daniel’s face.

But his interest immediately waned as he decided he didn’t really care. Dirk was apologetic.

“Sorry. That was a rude way of putting it, and that hurt you.”

“All that mischief with my friends… No, I guess they’re not my friends anymore at all. Either way, I regret all that stupidity, so…”

“Enough, Daniel.”

The young man was suffering, caught between pride and pleas, and Dirk did not want to be interested in him any further. He didn’t want to develop any weird sympathies for him. And so Dirk decided to put a bit of a forceful end to the conversation.

“There’s nothing you need to push yourself for. I’m a commoner. I’m not really meant for your world.”

“Wait, just wait, Dirk—”

“I want you to call me ‘Bergund’ from now on.”

Dirk turned him down with a smile, and the young man stared back at him dumbfounded.

“Congrats on the graduation, Daniel. We’ll be taking separate paths from here on out, but we’ll both be serving the prosperity of our country.”

“Dirk, I—I really—”

Dirk waved his hand. “I think you should forget all about your commoner ‘toy.’”

With his usual warmth, he bid Daniel goodbye and turned on his heel.

 

Once again, Dirk was alone.

Daniel did not pursue him any further. Dirk thought Daniel would cling to him for a bit longer, but that’s what it was.

“No, enough. Thinking about that stuff now won’t give me an answer.”

Dirk decided to completely cut the young man’s presence from his mind.

He had no need to feel any pain in his heart. It wasn’t as though he’d done anything wrong. It was still a little too early to look back on the things he’d done. He didn’t even have the time.

He would never let nobles who never made any genuine attempt to cross the status barrier get in the way of the vow he made that day.

“Now, then… I’ll be in for tough training starting next month. Not looking forward to that. I’m the intellectual type, unlike my brother.”

Dirk felt sick and tired of the new recruit training for the Royal Army just imagining what it would be like.

He looked up to the sky. Soon the sun would set, and the curtain of night would fall.

“One day, Brother, with my own eyes, I’ll see what you saw.”

 

Were you smiling, Ionia? Was there love in the world you lived in?

 

There was no one to answer Dirk’s question.

But it was much too early for him to despair. He was nowhere close to his ideal world. He would be tracing his brother’s path and joining the Royal Army. He was going to start there.

So long as he remained focused and continued moving ahead, he might one day find himself at the side of the man who vowed revenge for his older brother that night in the forge. It was the man to whom his brother gave his life—Gravis Adolphe Fanoren. He would venture toward the general, who shone at great heights far out of reach, with his starry-sky eyes.

Dirk wanted his brother’s smile back. He wanted to make someone happy in his brother’s stead. There had to be a world where love could exist as love itself. He wanted to give such a kind world to someone else one day.

If he could make another person happy with a world he was yet to see, then it was well worth putting his life on the line to give it a try.

And so today, he would be leaving behind all of his anger and shame.

Dirk raised both his hands above his head and stretched. A carefree smile graced his lips.

“All right. Guess I better get going.”

He would never look back—not until he saw the dawn.
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Chancellor and Valet 1For Whom



“Marzel… This is a breach of the rules.”

Theodor’s pale blue eyes stared up at Marzel, who peered down at him from above with a cold stare.

“Now what rule am I breaking? I thought I told you to think about continuing where we left off nineteen years ago.”

“Yes, you did tell me that, but I never said I would think about it.” Marzel chuckled, his gray hair swaying as he did.

“Liar. You’ve been thinking about it ever since.”

“Wha—? And what proof do you have of this?”

Marzel’s long, beautiful, slender finger glided over Theodor’s cheek. Theodor’s eyes seemed to flash red with rage, wavering slightly. Marzel’s own gaze softened as he watched him.

“It’s obvious just watching you. You’ve been thinking about me ever since that night.”

“Wha…? Wha—?”

Where Theodor was typically calm, he was now without words, his lips trembling. Marzel smirked.

“Heh… The perfect valet turns into a coward the moment things become about him. Now, let me ask you again—do you have your answer, Theodor?”

Theodor replied in a stupor, “First… Get off of me.”

Was Marzel asking like a gentleman, or was Theodor’s chastity in danger?

“Hm? I don’t really mind if we stay like this.”

“I mind! I haven’t even given you my answer yet—what are you doing?!”

“Hm? I’m desperately trying to convince this wet blanket of a man to be my sweetheart. The close proximity is like a rehearsal. You should get used to this. Now answer me.”

Marzel had an unconventional history where—despite his birth to a household renowned for producing generations of chancellors—he was a former soldier. He was using their difference in physique to keep Theodor pinned down as he calmly continued conversing.

This was not going to make for a productive conversation. Despite the kind expression on Marzel’s face, he faintly pressed the bulge on the lower half of his body against Theodor. Theodor went pale, then red.

“Eep—Marzel! Wh-wha—? Why are you—? Why has that—?”

“Oh, worried about this? Sorry about that. I just can’t help myself, feeling your touch for the first time in nineteen years, y’know.”

Theodor swallowed a scream. This man, who was continuing this conversation on the assumption that Theodor would touch him without even getting his approval, scared him.

“You like it when we do this together, don’t you?” Marzel drew his lips closer to the reddened ears and whispered.

Theodor immediately turned his head away, but the other man’s fingers pressed into his chin and jerked his head forward again. Whether he liked it or not, their gazes met.

“Just remember—on that night, nineteen years ago, we lay like this together…and you received your punishment.”

Marzel’s blue-gray eyes arrested Theodor’s gaze with bold allure. Theodor’s lips trembled in the face of the earnestness of a grown man.

Marzel was mercilessly digging up their shared secret. It was a night nineteen years ago when Theodor shed tears in response to the sensuality and pain the other man had given him. Just once had their bodies come together. It had been Theodor’s first time.

Not once since that night had he ever forgotten Marzel’s weight, his scent. Many times had he woken up to his own ragged breaths and the gush of his own desire. In the depths of his soft heart, he had always been thinking about Marzel.

For nineteen whole years, he had firmly shut those feelings down deep inside of him, believing he had no right to have any humanlike emotions, and now those were being forcibly pulled out of him.

 

Even though I know I will never receive forgiveness…

 

“No, Theodor. Now is the time,” Marzel whispered, as though reading his thoughts.

“It’s too late, Marzel. Nineteen years have passed. There’s been nothing between us in that time. And yet you want to have a relationship now?”

They had both aged quite a bit since. It would not be easy for Theodor to give these unknowable feelings the clear name of “love” and anchor them inside of him like he would have when he was younger.

“Would you meekly accept what’s happening now had there even been such a thing? That’s not what’s happening. What’s really bothering you?”

Theodor bit his lip. What he was truly afraid of was not romance—it was having physical relations with this man again. At that point, he would get desperate just to unearth it all.

“I am much too old to let you have me.”

Theodor finally voiced how he really felt, and Marzel narrowed his eyes.

“Why do you sound so old? You’re only in your thirties. You know I’m forty-two this year.”

“That is exactly why! Neither of us is young anymore, so wouldn’t this sort of relationship at this point be barren?!”

“Don’t be stupid. You could be sixty and I would still take you. Not that I’d know if I could get it up, though.”

Theodor went red at the graphic reply. But at the same time, delight welled in the depths of his chest.

“And you want me to have you, too, don’t you? You wouldn’t have invited me to your room otherwise.”

Anyone with a proper sense of shame would not be able to reply to such a straightforward question.

“Forgive me for saying it so frankly. If I let you go here, I think you would easily avoid me for another ten, twenty years. Despite what you may think, I’m desperate.”

Marzel waited patiently, and eventually, Theodor mumbled in a quiet, thin whisper of a voice:

“…I won’t deny it.”

“Hm?”

“I said…I will not deny it.”

“Deny what? That you’d avoid me for another ten or twenty years?”

“I’m saying—”

Theodor glared sharply at Marzel. Marzel laughed.

“Wha—?! You—”

Marzel grabbed Theodor’s hands and dragged them upward to pin them in place over his head. When his lips parted in surprise, Marzel stole them.

“Mmh— M-Marzel—”

“Theodor, this patient man has waited nineteen years for your ice to melt. You should praise him.”

Theodor unconsciously ran his tongue over the heat of his own lips. Blue-gray eyes narrowed, bewitching him.

“Wow, guess you are ready to praise me.”

“And what makes you think that? But…aren’t you acting a bit strange?”

“I’m always like this when I’m with people I care about. But I just don’t have a lot of people I care about.”

“Are you saying I’m one of them?”

“Yeah, I guess so. At least among all the living, you’re the most important person to me.”

Pain colored Theodor’s face in that moment.

“You only pitied me for the sins I’ve committed, didn’t you?”

“Theodor…”

“I understand that…my miserable state that night won your sympathies. That still doesn’t mean… Marzel?”

Theodor noticed that the man stuck to him was shuddering. He lifted his lowered eyes and looked to Marzel’s face. Marzel was holding back a laugh.

“…And what is that look supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Just that watching someone known for being a perfect and collected valet get all uncertain like this is a true sight to behold, so I couldn’t help it. Sorry.”

“You are a monster.”

Marzel stroked the side of Theodor’s forehead with a smile.

“A monster, huh? You’re right, I am. But I have to be. You’re telling yourself you have no right to be loved. I’m just grinning because I’m anticipating what lies behind those feelings of yours.”

“What…lies behind my feelings?”

“You only unconsciously show me your weakness—that you can’t boldly acknowledge that you love me. You actually know exactly what I want.”

For some reason, Marzel’s kind expression scared Theodor.

“And so, since you only turn into a sobbing mess in my arms where you’re normally dignified and calm, that just makes me want to make you cry even more.”

“Y-you… You monster of a man…”

“Theodor, I’m a relatively patient man. But as chancellor of this country, I never miss my chances to win.”

Theodor knew that. From the moment he’d transferred from soldier to bureaucrat, he knew that Marzel would absolutely climb his way to the position of chancellor. Behind his kind face was a will of steel. His walls of rejection and indifference were high.

But things were different with Theodor.

“Just be mine already. I’ll love you and break you so hard that you won’t have time to worry about your age.”

At last, Theodor was truly at a loss for words. When Marzel teased him about his nature, the corners of his eyes reddened with tears.

“You’ve more than atoned for the sin you once committed. I love you. I’ve kept myself single for nineteen long years to wait for you.”

“Marzel…”

Marzel’s casual loving words broke down the walls covering Theodor’s heart, one by one.

“And you love me, too. I’d be giving you my love. Do you need another reason?”

No matter how much he struggled, it was unlikely this man would give up on Theodor. And when he peeked into the depths of his own heart, all he found was his truth: he didn’t want Marzel to give up. He wanted Marzel to take him.

Those blue-gray eyes gently, mercilessly urged him to answer.

“…I do not.”

At last, Theodor gave up this useless fight.

 

“B-but, still, this is… This—”

Theodor was crying. Tears physically streamed from his eyes.

Not once had he shared a bed with anyone else ever since he’d slept with Marzel nineteen years ago. Though he was not particularly fastidious, not once had he ever thought about spending the night with someone else simply to satisfy his carnal desire.

It was not as though he had never been sought out, of course. Same-sex relationships were not taboo in Fanoren, so there were a handful even in the royal court who were in them.

But Theodor was of relatively high status among those who worked in the palace, and since he had also been living at the palace as the prince’s personal attendant from a young age, he gave off an authoritative and haughty impression. In reality, he was in fact unsociable and high-strung. Thus, he was not often spoken to.

But among them were eccentrics who wanted to witness the very moment such a stiff person would melt in desire.

For example, men like the chancellor before him. Theodor was stimulated under sadistic lust.

“Let me free… Now. I…I do not wish to seem so indecent before others.”

“No. You’re beautiful, so just relax and stay bound.”

More tears streamed down Theodor’s face in response to the satisfied tone of voice.

This was his second time having intercourse in his life, the first being nineteen years ago. It was essentially his first time again. Though he would have never asked to be gently indulged, he never would have imagined both of his hands and legs would be tied to the bed like this.

“Why did you tie me up?”

“Hm? What choice did I have? You keep complaining about not liking one thing or another.”

Theodor’s clothes were already a mess, his undergarments completely discarded. With one hand Marzel’s fingers loosened Theodor’s depths, while the other joined his mouth in uncovering, one by one, all the spots on Theodor’s body that elicited sensitive reactions.

And since he was tied up, Theodor could not fight back at all.

He managed to keep himself together, somehow, until Marzel began undoing his buttons. As more of his skin was exposed to the fresh air, he could not withstand the thought of his childhood friend Marzel seeing him naked.

He was not young anymore. He was not doing anything in particular to keep in shape. Marzel may have said that he was still in his thirties, but his forties were hanging right over his head. He believed Marzel would be disillusioned the moment he saw him naked.

Theodor endured the pain in his heart and desperately resisted with his mouth.

“I…am not young. Nor am I beautiful. Forcing a man like me into such an indecent state…must be too hideous to look at.”

“Fine. Then we’ll do this.”

Marzel deftly undid the rope. He freed Theodor, who bit his lip in shame and humiliation. In his relief, Theodor went limp.

“Thank y— What?!”

Marzel lifted Theodor’s limp left arm and leg and tied ankle and wrist together.

Theodor attempted to push him aside in response to the sudden action, but Marzel was a former soldier, and still trained a bit even now, so it did nothing to him. Theodor’s left hand and foot were tied together similarly.

Marzel pushed on his chest, and Theodor fell back onto the bed. Once again, he was tied up in such a shameful position, and Theodor wailed in sorrow—why? In this position, anyone could see straight into him.

Marzel slipped two of his fingers deep into Theodor. He cupped them around the weakness he had found not long ago and teased it, causing Theodor to push and cry again.

“Marzel… Why…? Why are you doing this…?”

The older man laughed at Theodor and his wet cheeks.

“Just stay still. You’re plenty beautiful, and I want to love you the way you are now—in this humiliating state.”

“But then…why don’t you do it normally?”

“You have absolutely no experience with any of this with anyone but me, so what would you even think was ‘normal’? You’re such a know-it-all with that valet knowledge of yours. Learn these things in practice.”

As Marzel spoke, he mercilessly added yet another finger to Theodor. Theodor writhed.

“And if I did this ‘normally,’ your stubborn heart and body would never, ever open.”

Marzel smiled—Theodor’s apprehensions were totally misplaced.

Theodor believed that at his age, he did not deserve romance, much less the right to get naked and make love. All Marzel could do was smile bitterly in the face of his lack of self-esteem.

“Geez… It’s all because you grew up in the palace, Theodor. Your worries are totally baseless to normal loving couples.”

Theodor had lived in the royal palace since the age of four so that he might be the personal valet to the second prince. Besides occasional visits to his birth home, he’d never resided anywhere else since. Marzel had never asked for details, but Theodor clearly lacked any experience when they had slept together nineteen years ago. Considering Theodor’s personality and high standing, it was not hard to imagine that he’d had no sexual contact with anyone, much less had any romantic experience after. That he kept going on and on, searching for excuses at his age was good proof of that.

And when Marzel touched him, he could tell right away that no one else had touched this dignified, high-ranking man, and that thought caused arousal to stir in the pit of his stomach.

“But—”

“So long as one of us isn’t a child, age doesn’t matter when it comes to lovemaking.”

If he wanted to fuck someone young and good looking, anyone would do. There were as many men and women who would open their legs the moment the single chancellor sent a look their way as there were stars in the sky.

Nineteen years. During that entire period, Marzel had quietly watched and waited for Theodor’s feelings of atonement to fade. What could that be, if not love?

The one he loved was finally freed from his sense of guilt and was slowly, softly beginning to open up. It was this that spurred Marzel on. And that’s why he seduced him. Theodor trembled as he cried, unable to give an answer.

“What else am I supposed to do if you can’t steel yourself? You’re a lot weaker and delicate than I thought you’d be, Theodor.”

Marzel forcefully freed Theodor, as though allowing his freedom just this once since he was so terribly inexperienced. He added yet another finger, totaling four, to what was invading his insides. His stubborn bud was now fully moist and steadily opening up to the other man’s fingers.

“Nnh… A-ah…”

A lascivious shadow cast over his pale skin, glistening and gleaming from sweat, every time he twisted. His delicate body was just like him—as stiff as glass.

“You’re opening up honestly here, ready to accept me. I want your heart to open up to me honestly, too, not just your body. And then surrender everything.”

Flaxen hair rustled as it hit the bed.

“No…”

“I’m going to love you until you’re completely incoherent… Here.”

“Ahh… A-ah, not—”

The points on Theodor’s chest, which Marzel had given plenty of love with his tongue, were swollen. Marzel lovingly pinched one between his fingers, hard. Theodor jolted at the powerful stimulation.

“That hurts… Marzel, don’t be—”

“It’s fine. You like it when it hurts. See?”

“Ngh… O-ow…”

Marzel drew his lips to Theodor’s chest and dug his teeth into the little piece of robustly hardened fruit. He also carved teeth marks into the areola. Theodor groaned under the pain. But that was the correct reaction. As Marzel pushed him to the line right between pain and pleasure, his slender, writhing frame steadily relaxed.

Slowly, with his eyes damp, Theodor came undone. Marzel hummed.

“See…? Doesn’t it feel good? It doesn’t hurt. You like this.”

The valet and all his guilt liked to be violently taken rather than gently loved. Tormenting him right up to point of too much satisfied his desire for punishment, which would then finally free him and take him into a state of ecstasy. Marzel knew that this was his fetish.

And he knew what a pain it was.

Theodor himself was still not aware where his own pleasure was. The only person in this world who knew was Marzel. And nothing could beat the thought. Adoration welled in Marzel’s heart.

Theodor lived tensely night and day, his posture perfectly straightened so that he might be the perfect valet. However, at the same time, he was unconsciously waiting for the moment his ego would be utterly destroyed.

“You are truly a fool… How could I look at you and not burn with desire?”

Theodor’s eyes moistened for a reason other than pleasure. The pale blue of his eyes had darkened to that of a lake deep in the woods. As sweet breaths began to seep from his lips, Marzel pulled his fingers from his depths and eased forward. And all at once, he shoved his rigid want into what he had so obediently loosened.

“Ahhh…”

Theodor’s throat, bared as his head rolled back, was unbelievably pale. As Marzel bestowed bite mark after bite mark on his unblemished skin, he mercilessly pushed his abundance into Theodor’s tight depths. A sharp cry spilled from Theodor’s lips.

Though Marzel paid close attention so as not to hurt him, he filled all of him in a very short amount of time.

“Hah… How does it feel, tasting me again after nineteen years?”

“Haah, haaah… Stop, it’s suffocating… Marzel…”

“But you like that it’s suffocating, don’t you? Here, taste more of me.”

Tears streamed down Theodor’s face. It was those tears, drowning in this sensuality and pain, that Marzel wanted to see.

“Mmh, ngh… Ah, ah…”

His narrow insides, which initially feared the size of what it was being forced to swallow, soon got used to the presence, thanks to how thoroughly Marzel had prepared it with his fingers and tongue. Theodor writhed in pain every time Marzel pushed in, and he gasped as goosebumps bloomed over his skin whenever he pulled back. As he gave him alternating doses of pain and pleasure, Theodor’s lewd body, which could take his pain and turn it into ecstasy, finally changed course for sensuality.

“Marzel… Marzel—”

As Marzel ravaged his insides, Theodor writhed as he shed tears, his nails digging into Marzel’s back.

The pain pulled Marzel into ecstasy, and he smiled.

He had finally gotten himself his noble and wanton sinner.

He wanted to go as deep as he could and sully Theodor’s depths. He wanted to give him both pleasure and pain and break him down thoroughly. He didn’t care if the nails at his back made him bleed.

“I love you, Theodor…because you’re you.”

He wanted to love him, to break him until the very end.






Chancellor and Valet 2Sweet Trap



“Don’t be so wary. Can you just give me the documents?”

The chancellor spoke warmly to the regent’s valet, who had come to pay a visit to the office. However, the valet was wary, and made no attempt to approach the chancellor’s desk.

“You will not do anything to me if I get near, will you?”

“Hm? What would I do? You should be more specific with your worries, Theodor.”

A bitter frown colored Theodor Anhalt’s handsome features. After many ups and downs over nineteen long years, he had found himself in an imprudent relationship with Marzel Ginter, at whom he glared.

“I know your schemes.”

“You’re so mistrustful. I’m not really thinking about anything.”

“You’re attempting to play with me by getting me to say inappropriate things and then tease me. That is exactly what sort of person you are.”

Unable to help himself, Marzel burst out laughing when he saw the dejected look on Theodor’s face.

“Now I really want to know. You should definitely say whatever inappropriate thing you think I’m trying to get you to say.”

“I can’t believe this… I can say no such thing in this sacred workplace.”

“And since this is a workplace, wouldn’t that make your attitude inappropriate, Mr. Valet?”

“…”

Theodor squared his shoulders, and with a somewhat violent gesture, he slammed the paperwork onto the chancellor’s desk.

“This is the princes’ travel itinerary for next month!”

“Got it. Anything special that needs mentioning?”

Marzel took the documents with no trouble, and so Theodor’s shoulders eased in relief.

To Theodor, who was the perfect picture of a serious and honest man, any insinuation of their relationship in an office was hard to bear. Especially here in the chancellor’s office—it was his partner’s territory.

Getting to see one’s romantic partner would make anyone happy, even during the workday. But it was because he had this relationship with Marzel Ginter that Theodor could not easily find joy in their meeting.

“As mentioned previously, Prince Gravis will be returning every day at stated periods. However, he would like to avoid either early mornings or late nights, and will be dropping by his office in the Palace of Administration for several hours before dinner time.”

“Very well. Then the Palace of Defense and Palace of Administration will have to manage in that time period.”

“Indeed. Please discuss priority before his visits and use the time well.”

Their discussion continued from there, as businesslike and matter-of-fact as usual. Theodor’s wariness had completely melted away, and he was back to his regular proud demeanor. This was how Marzel’s sweetheart did his work—the perfect valet. Coupled with his neat appearance, he looked like a doll with scant humanity.

On the inside, Marzel chuckled to himself. How sweet it was that Theodor seemed like a cautious person at a glance but was in fact completely defenseless.

“Understood. I see, so Prince Gravis wants to avoid the early mornings. But I guess he is a newlywed, huh? I get the feeling.”

“You’re thinking naughty thoughts again, aren’t you?”

Marzel smiled. “You’re getting sharper.”

The chancellor suddenly reached out and grabbed Theodor’s arm.

“—Marzel?! Why are— Ah—”

Marzel’s powerful arm forcefully pulled Theodor over the desk. The skinny valet folded and fell atop it. In that short opening, the chancellor strode over and barred the door.

Just when Theodor managed to pick himself up and look back, the chancellor was already standing right behind him with a smile. It all happened in an instant.

“You’re much too overconfident, Theodor.”

Theodor felt a faint pang of fear seeing the chancellor’s threatening smile. His heart began to beat loudly and wildly.

“Your carriage is beautiful and refined, but you have absolutely no talent when it comes to physical movement.”

Theodor took that as an insult. He looked at the chancellor with a glare that could curse him to death.

“Enough of these jokes— Ah—”

Marzel shoved Theodor’s back, pressing his upper half down onto the desk again.

“—?! No, stop this!”

Marzel would not listen. Theodor’s legs were shoved aside, farther apart than his shoulders, and Marzel settled his hips between Theodor’s legs. Theodor fought back as hard as he could.

“—! Where do you think we are?!”

“My office. Ahh… What a wonderful sight, Mr. Stiff Valet squirming on my desk. When I think about how I’m the one doing this to him, I get all excited.”

“You—pervert! You were never this sort of person!”

“It’s your fault for exciting me. You’re all cautious around me, but carelessly provoke me anyway. Take responsibility.”

Theodor looked up at Marzel, who hung over him in delight, with disbelief.

“…When did I excite you?”

“You said something about avoiding early morning meetings, didn’t you?”

“That was Prince Gravis! Wha…? What’s so funny?”

“Ha-ha! You’re his valet, wouldn’t you know? Why he wants to avoid the mornings.”

Crimson brushed over the corners of Theodor’s eyes. He was Gravis’s attendant. Of course he could guess why.

“His Highness is still young. If he wakes up next to his beloved husband, of course he’s going to get a little excited, you know what I mean?”

“Please refrain from saying such lewd things!”

Theodor began to squirm and wriggle. Marzel laughed at his vain struggle. He brought his lips near the ears of the valet, who trembled in humiliation, and whispered.

“What, did it remind you of this morning?”

“…”

Theodor balled his fists tightly and pushed them against the desk. Even the pale of his neck had gone red.

“So you are thinking about it. How lewd you are, Mr. Valet.”

Indeed—Marzel had invited Theodor over and rocked against him until dawn.

“I thought I’d been cruel to you, since you aren’t quite used to all this yet, but you seem fine. You’re surprisingly durable.”

“You—!”

What Marzel said infuriated Theodor. Did he even have any idea how difficult it had been to help with his master’s preparations in a collected manner with a body that had been ravaged until the break of dawn?

But Marzel would not understand if he brought it up. If anything, Theodor could easily picture this sadistic man, who found joy in making Theodor cry, using his complaint as fodder to tease him. All Theodor could do was remain as stoic as possible.

He had been on guard. And yet this chancellor did not care that they were both in the middle of work and was attempting to rip off his valet facade anyway.

After his eyes widened faintly in surprise at Theodor’s stubborn attitude, the chancellor gave a villainous smile.

He immediately reached for Theodor’s undergarments. Theodor’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“Wh-what are you doing?!”

“I just thought it might’ve been painful for you, being tortured until morning. Let me just see if you’re injured.”

“Wh—?! I am not injured! You should know— Agh, rgh, Marzel!”

The chancellor’s beautiful long and slender fingers loosened Theodor’s undergarments and pulled them down to his knees in a flash.

“No! Do not do this here!”

His exposed skin trembled. Marzel’s hand glided over his pale rear.

“Marzel—! Stop this!”

“The civil servants are going to come and check to see what’s going on if you’re too loud.”

Theodor bit his lip and tensed.

“Good. Ahh, you have such a little butt. Now just sit still for a second, okay?”

With his kind yet threatening smile, Marzel crested his hands on each swell of his rear. With both thumbs, he exposed the bud hidden between them. Theodor’s knees trembled. The older man’s gaze quickly picked up on it.

“Marzel… I mean it, please stop this… I don’t want to do this here.”

“I think it’s about time you learn that there’s no greater feast for me than watching you squirm and protest.”

“You—are an awful, awful man… You monster—”

It was still light in the office, and here he was with all his lower parts that should be hidden exposed, having another man look at him. The humiliation was dizzying for Theodor, but he balled his hands into fists and endured.

Marzel’s thumb gently circled the rim of his entrance. Theodor froze and held his breath.

“I see… You don’t look injured at all. But the rim is a bit swollen. Pink, clenched, healthy-looking bud you’ve got.”

Theodor shook his head. What man wanted to hear an evaluation of his own private parts?

“It was wide open and swallowing me whole all night last night, but now it’s closed shut. What a blunt hole this is, just like you.”

Marzel slid in a finger, sticking it all the way in as the ring wet it.

“Ahh—!”

Theodor arched at the pain and stimulation. Marzel crouched down and leaned in to get a closer look. He spread Theodor’s cheeks, exposing his bud further. Once he felt Marzel’s breath on him, Theodor found himself unable to endure anymore, and his eyes pooled with tears.

“No, stop! Please stop!”

“It looks clenched tight, but…you’re still hot on the inside. I wonder if you’re swollen.”

“No, please, please!”

In spite of Theodor’s pained moans, Marzel added yet another finger. He peered into the faintly widened insides.

“Wow, the outside is so prudent, but the inside is ripe and red. This really is just like you.”

Theodor was at the peak of his shame; he did all he could to hold back the tears threatening to spill past his eyes.

“You are the worst… I hate this.”

“You know that’s not true. Your manhood’s reacting.”

Theodor balked, but what Marzel said was the truth. At some point, heat began to pool between his legs and was beginning to grow. Marzel reached between Theodor’s legs to grab both his growing dick and his balls and began to play with them.

“Heh… Your body really does love it when I’m rough with you.”

“Marzel… I truly, truly do not want this. Please stop.”

Theodor’s voice was thick, and at last his shoulders began to tremble. Despite how his body begged for salacious stimuli, his stubborn and naive heart could not keep up.

The affection Marzel felt was too much to bear—arousal surged through him.

“Sorry, I was too rough with you.”

Theodor timidly looked behind him, his tear-moistened eyes asking if he would be let free. Contrary to the gentle smile Marzel gave in return, he brought his lips closer to the red, ripened bud.

“Let me console you as an apology.”

“Marzel… You’re kidding me— Stop, no— Ahhh…”

A wet sensation dragged over his swollen entrance. A terrible vertigo overcame him. His legs trembled, and all he could do was cling to the desk. At last, fingers joined the tongue inside of him. This time, he was wet, and there was little resistance. As his insides were so gently caressed, Theodor dug his nails into the desk and desperately held back the impulse that bubbled in the pit of his stomach.

“Ngh… Ah… A-ah—”

Theodor was fully erect, and from the stimulus in his rear alone, precum began to bead. Marzel wet his fingers with it and began to stroke hard, to the point that it hurt.

“You’re so cute. This feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Ngah… Ah… I can’t— I’ll— My voice, I—can’t—”

Theodor bit into his own fist, desperately trying to keep his voice down.

“You’ll hurt your beautiful hands. Bite this.”

Marzel loosened the cloth around his neck and let Theodor bite into that instead.

“Mmh… Ngh…”

Marzel got up. He ran his tongue over his wetted lips as he continued to torment his sweetheart’s sensitive body with delight. As he stimulated both his front and back with delicate precision, it was not long before Theodor reached his climax with a groan. It was hard to tell if he came from what was going on in the front or in the back.

Marzel caught the nectar that spilled from Theodor in his palm.

Theodor gasped hard, ragged breaths as he shuddered. His hole seized, clenching as his orgasm passed, and Marzel began to lather it with Theodor’s nectar.

“No… Not yet, wh-what…?”

Still panting, Theodor turned to look at the man behind him in disbelief, as though pleading with him. Marzel gently moistened every place his fingers could reach, preparing Theodor to accept him.

A tear spilled from Theodor’s eye.

“Marzel, mercy…”

“I know, I’m giving it to you now.”

“No… Not here… You can’t do this here… Please, Marzel. Don’t take away my pride in this holy workplace.”

What a plea—that was the one thing that excited Marzel the most today.

“I understand very well how you feel.”

Marzel loosened his own undergarments, and pressed all of his want into the wet, gaping honeyed hole at once.

“Nn…! Aah—!”

Tears poured from Theodor’s eyes. Marzel forcefully pried open his tight passage to his depths.

“You are awful, Marzel… Truly awful…”

All Theodor could do was breathe pained breaths.

“You were right, it is imprudent to do this in my office.”

“…”

Theodor’s sweet hole clung to the other man’s want and boldly clenched in response to his sweetheart’s teasing words. How sweetly, softly it melted around him. Marzel began to move, rhythmically.

“Someone might notice how all fucked out you are when you leave this room.”

“Just…stop that…”

Every time Marzel rocked into him, Theodor’s sensuality heightened.

“It’s okay, Theodor… You can let go. Forget everything and devote your entirety to me instead.”

The valet turned his head to look up at his partner with pleading eyes. The chancellor gently pressed his lips to him.

“Marzel… I…”

“It’s all right. Just when we’re alone together… That’s our rule, just for the two of us.”

Another tear spilled from Theodor’s eyes from the sentiment alone. That was the signal. Theodor submitted to his love.

He stuck out his rear, like a cat in heat, his body unconsciously begging his partner to torment him even more.

Marzel’s want loved every crevice of Theodor’s warmth. When Theodor’s lips parted and sweet moans began pour from his throat with increasing frequency beside himself, Marzel stuck his fingers into his mouth and urged him to lick them.

With this beloved man violating everything both above and below his waist, Theodor forgot entirely where he was and drowned in sensuality.

“I love you, Theodor. My darling… I’ll destroy everything that shackles you.”

Marzel chased his own high with this salacious hole, his hands on Theodor’s skinny waist, and led his partner to climax. At the same time, Marzel, too, poured out all of his desire into his lover’s depths.

“Nnguh…!”

Marzel breathed a ragged exhale and pushed up his bangs that now hung over his face. His beloved, who had come so messily undone, was still in a daze. His energetic hole still clenched around Marzel’s want, keeping him in place.

“Your rear is begging me for more, you know. You were practically a virgin to begin with, but now look how slutty it is.”

Theodor’s handsome face twisted at Marzel’s metaphor.

“I can’t believe you made me do something so unbecoming of my age… What a bad valet you are.”

Theodor sluggishly lifted his face and glared at Marzel with his moistened eyes.

“You monster… Why do you ridicule me like this even now?”

“Because I love you. You should keep fighting back more, with all the pride that you have.”

“You pervert… You are the worst.”

No matter how Theodor insulted him, Marzel cared not. A man who had once been so thoroughly broken had now grown to fight back desperately, not wanting to break again.

It was Marzel’s job as his romantic partner to set his spirit on the course of revitalization.

“Theodor, my darling. Thinking about how you’re finally mine makes me want to shed tears of joy. I never thought this day would come.”

“…I regret everything.”

He had gotten enough spirit back to make spiteful remarks. Marzel smiled gently, then pulled himself out now that he had softened. Theodor was truly worth teasing.

Theodor moved to close his legs. But Marzel did not let him clean up his rear, which was wet with Marzel’s want; instead, he pulled Theodor’s undergarments back in place and set his clothes in their proper position.

“Now, Mr. Valet, time to get back to work.”

Theodor stared at his partner in a daze.

“Marzel… What warrants this bullying…?”

“Go back to the villa with me still inside of you.”

“…”

“Don’t spill me. Don’t let anyone else notice. Leave this room with your usual proud and noble valet face of yours. I’ll have to punish you if you spill me before you get to the villa.”

Despair colored Theodor’s face, but Marzel did not miss the flame of sensuality burning faintly in the depths of his eyes.

In truth, Theodor loved being teased, and his body easily melted, a contrast to his hardened heart. Marzel’s dearest lover was simply exquisite, the perfect embodiment of the beauty and foolishness of life. All he ever wanted was to live, carrying his sins, together with this man.

“I’ll come see you tonight. I want your body to open for me again then.”

“You monster… Awful. You are truly so awful.”

Neither could be satisfied by a simple, childish relationship anymore. Both of them knew this. But seeing his beloved refuse and struggle to let go of his rationality filled Marzel with adoration he could scarcely contain.

“Just be as serious and calm as you always are. The only people who know that you’ve sinned are me…and the other being your master.”

“Marzel…”

Marzel smiled.

“And which man is the one who can punish you?”

Theodor’s pale blue eyes sweetly misted at Marzel’s immodest seduction. You know, Marzel brushed his beloved’s cheek, and eventually, Theodor gave a slight nod.
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Theodor’s heart and body faintly submitted to the only man who could make true his heart’s wish to be broken, to be punished.

“That’s right, Theodor… You will break…and be reborn only in my arms.”

If he was to break for the sake of love, then Theodor wanted this man to break him.

He felt terribly dizzy under his own unstoppable desire.





Chancellor and Valet 3Eternal Promise



“…Would you mind repeating that, Your Highness?”

Theodor stared up at his master in blank amazement.

“It’s as I said—Ginter wants you to remain in the royal capital while Leorino and I are staying in the villa at Avalon.”

“And why is that?”

Despite asking Gravis, Theodor already knew what Marzel’s intentions were. He was taking advantage of Theodor’s master’s absence to keep him all to himself.

Theodor balled his fist—he would not let that happen.

“He said he’d like you to be in charge of managing the time for my return to the royal palace. In fact, I’d appreciate it if you coordinated my schedule between the Palace of Defense and the Palace of Administration.”

The work of a royal attendant was vastly different to that of an attendant who worked in a noble household. It was a high-ranking position, even within the royal palace, that managed all of a royal’s schedule from private to public matters.

Being solely responsible for the organization of all of one’s master’s affairs was an honor afforded to a previous few. Marzel was loath to relinquish it.

“However…I mustn’t neglect my duty to manage Your Highness’s affairs.”

Theodor gave the most plausible excuse he could think of.

“You’ve no need to look after me. I can dress myself. Leorino’s personal attendant is perfectly capable of managing the smaller things for a few days. The Avalon villa is very well-staffed, after all.”

Despite being royalty, Gravis’s history as a soldier was long, and he scarcely needed any taking care of; he coldly refused his attendant’s plea.

“B-but—”

“More importantly, we can’t let official business stagnate. It isn’t as though you’d be able to enjoy any sightseeing after getting to Avalon anyway. You’re the perfect person for this job.”

At that point, Theodor had no choice but to obey his command to remain in the royal capital.

“…Very well.”

A corner of Gravis’s mouth curled upward.

“You should relax a bit while I’m gone. This is a rare opportunity.”

Theodor urgently wished to plea that neither his heart nor his body could fully relax in the royal capital.

But if Gravis were to ask why, Theodor would not be able to answer. He would rather die than complain that remaining in the royal capital meant his heart and body would end up captive by Marzel and that Marzel would do as he pleased with Theodor.

Gravis watched his attendant’s hesitation with amusement. But Theodor did not notice his master looking at him at all.

 

That damned scheming chancellor—Theodor, known for being a serious and honest man, internally aggressively cursed his partner. This was becoming a daily occurrence.

Ever since he’d entered this indecent relationship with Marzel, everything had gone the way Marzel wanted. To Theodor and his pride, his defeat was terribly bitter.

But Marzel was a skilled and talented man. He stood at the top of all bureaucratic work in this country as chancellor, but Theodor was just as impressive. He was perhaps the highest-ranking of all attendants who served royalty. He did not think he was lacking in skill as a man. He was loath to be played with in the way that he was, and ultimately, he always recalled afterward how he’d ended up letting Marzel do whatever he wanted, and it vexed him so much that he wanted to scream.

It was hard to have his heart and body so thoroughly at another’s mercy when he was the age where his values and sensibilities were essentially set in stone. It was especially difficult for someone as inflexible as Theodor, and it was mentally exhausting for him.

 

Several days later, Theodor’s master and his spouse casually left on their journey.

This was typical. With Gravis’s Power, they needed not prepare any carriage or guards. They could take one stride and leap to their destination, and that was that. To be quite frank, it was a very useful Power when it came to situations like this.

Theodor stood all by himself to see the party off as they vanished right before his eyes.

“Whoops, looks like I was a moment too late… I was here to see them off.”

Theodor shot a dubious look at the man behind him.

“You lie. You were waiting for the very moment His Highness and the rest of them left, weren’t you?”

Despite his cutting remark, Marzel was not bothered at all. He even seemed pleased.

“Someone’s grumpy.”

“I am still working. Or do you have a reason as to why I might be?”

“Hmm, why could that be, Mr. Valet?”

Theodor wanted to click his tongue for the first time in his life, but he did not have the courage to actually do it. He was stiff and inflexible. He knew his own personality was a drawback. The chancellor watched with a bright smile as the valet anguished.

Theodor noticed his gaze and quickly adjusted his demeanor.

“I will be in the Palace of Starlight while His Majesty is at the Avalon villa. I must deliver correspondence as needed to the Palace of Administration, so may I ask you to manage His Majesty’s business?”

“What, no plans to see your darling partner?”

Marzel heaved a deep sigh. Theodor’s cheeks quickly tensed.

Despite his gruff demeanor, it was typical for Theodor to unconsciously look at his partner with a somewhat pleading gaze out of fear that his partner would hate him for it.

But something about Theodor was different now. He had put his stoic expression back on, and his little act of checking Marzel’s mood was completely gone. Marzel tilted his head in faint surprise.

“It seems you really are grumpy.”

Theodor looked away in a huff. He was genuinely angry. He was afraid his master, Gravis, would find out about his relationship with Marzel. Marzel’s clingy behavior toward Theodor in private made Theodor nervous every day. And yet, even at times like these, Marzel pushed through with his own personal requests. He did not seem to be bothered by the stir he’d created.

“Stop calling me grumpy. You have no need to cheer me up.”

Theodor was the only one who was being thrown off-balance by this romance. And this vexed him. He wished Marzel wasn’t so relaxed about all of this, but the reality was that Theodor was being unilaterally swayed by his whims.

Perhaps there was nothing he could do. They’d never spoken to each other about their pasts, but with the clear difference in experience when it came to romance, the gap in their capabilities when it came to the bedroom was much too wide.

Of course, after being naked plenty of times together, Theodor could tell, even with his lack of experience. His partner was far more experienced when it came to romantic affairs, and he knew exactly the line where Theodor would genuinely start hating what he was doing.

Marzel knew exactly what Theodor’s limits were, and he pushed him right up to them. He chased him to a place where pain and pleasure existed in perfect harmony, and it was ultimately up to Theodor to choose to come down from there.

Things would have been so much easier for him if he acknowledged the imbalance of power in their relationship, too. But he could never be honest about these things.

 

“Theodor, could you stop being so stubborn?”

Theodor surfaced from his sea of thoughts.

“You’re the prince regent’s valet—you practically have no time off. I rarely have the opportunity to take personal time off as chancellor, too. And despite that, now we finally have time we can spend alone together, you know.”

“…I refuse to accept this.”

Indeed. That was ultimately it. Not even Theodor hated the notion of having more alone time together.

This was not a one-sided relationship, so any “rule for just the two of them” was something he wished Marzel spoke to him about beforehand. That was all.

Theodor knew he was inflexible, but he could not change his personality at this point.

“It’s my fault,” Marzel said. “This ended up in a way that ignored your wishes. I’m sorry.”

Marzel must have seen through Theodor’s troubles. He quickly bowed his head.

And that only made Theodor’s mood worse.

Was it a head bowed in apology that he wanted? No. He hated things being forced on him in a way where he could no longer defend himself. He wanted Marzel to believe that he was being unilaterally held at another’s whims.

Theodor sighed. He was fed up with his own personality.

When he lifted his head, he found Marzel smiling with delight, as he thought he might be.

“…I truly cannot understand why you are so delighted whenever I fret.”

Marzel gave a wry smile. “I’m sorry. It’s not like I want to upset you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Seeing you upset is just so cute, I can barely help myself.”

“You pervert.”

“I won’t deny that.” Marzel laughed. “I’m just happy you’ve started showing your unease and bewilderment on your face. That, and you’ll show me these faces in my presence without trying to hide them.”

Theodor had not expected that answer.

“Prince Leorino appeared, and now Prince Gravis has a husband. It’s okay to put your long days of atonement to rest now. Am I wrong? You don’t need to keep your heart in pieces. You can be free now.”

“Marzel…”

To think that was the intention behind Marzel’s daily bullying.

Had he been deliberately winding Theodor up to force his emotions to the surface? Was the reason he smiled whenever he saw Theodor’s distress not because of some sort of fetish but because he was happy that Theodor was expressing himself?

When that thought occurred to him, Theodor felt terribly embarrassed that he had fallen for the strategy so easily and reacted in all sorts of ways.

The corners of his eyes reddened, and he lowered his head. Marzel smiled at him.

“But it’s also true that I want to upset the guy I like and make him cry. It seems I’m the type to lust for your tears.”

“You must stop voicing these awful thoughts at once.”

Theodor sighed deeply. He had indeed been caught by a good-for-nothing man.

But this made up his mind. Neither Marzel nor Theodor had much time off in their lives.

So perhaps this was a good chance for them to tackle their relationship head-on. Theodor was shocked by his own way of thinking.

“How am I supposed to spend time with you? I will not be leaving the Palace of Starlight. I need to manage His Majesty’s official business as well.”

A bright smile lit up Marzel’s face.

“Actually, did you know that His Majesty won’t be returning until the day after tomorrow, Mr. Valet?”

“…I’m sorry?”

Marzel was smiling, delighted by the expression on Theodor’s face, while Theodor stared, dumbfounded.

“I spoke with His Majesty. When we came to the conclusion that he could be completely absent from official business for about three days, he spoke to the Palace of Defense.”

“Marzel, you… I can’t believe—!”

Marzel gave a crafty smile, pleased with his work.

“And that means you’re off work until the evening of the day after tomorrow. It so happens I’ve taken some time off. So…I’d like to invite you to my villa on the outskirts of the city. What do you say, Mr. Valet?”

For the first time in his life, Theodor wanted to punch another person.

 

Theodor did not ultimately punch Marzel, and he meekly ended up boarding the carriage. How awful this all was. Once his valet facade was taken from him, all he was was a man who was easily swept away by the moment, despite his utter inflexibility.

He was told to pack nothing more than a simple change of clothes, and was kidnapped by Marzel in an instant. This was ultimately how things went when he did not earnestly resist.

“Here we are.”

They arrived at the villa on the outskirts of the royal capital after a couple of hours in the carriage. It stood in a small clearing carved out of the dense forest. Though it was nowhere near as big as any of the royal villas, it was a magnificent building, both wings holding several dozen rooms.

That the grounds were surrounded by an iron fence despite being so open was a true representation of Marzel’s character.

“It is a lovely mansion.”

“I got this land and a few other territories from my inheritance. Our family home and territory proper were given to my younger brother.”

Of course—he came from a family that had produced generations of chancellors, after all.

Was the reason Marzel, the eldest son, did not inherit the family headship because he did not have any children? The thought stung Theodor’s heart.

“We’re near the royal capital, but there aren’t any other noble manors nearby. It’s very quiet. It’s the perfect place to forget petty troubles and just relax. That said, I only use this place a few days out of the year, but it’s my favorite hiding spot.”

Theodor was let inside. The highest quality materials were used for the interior, but there was none of the flashiness women often liked. It was dignified and tranquil—a man’s hiding spot, indeed.

A small number of staff came to greet the two of them. There was an elderly man and woman as well as a uniformed man who seemed a bit younger than Theodor. Theodor looked up at Marzel, a question in his eyes. There were far too few staff for a mansion of this size.

“Hm? Oh, it’s okay. Like I said, I only come here a few days of the year, and they’re more than enough to run the place. This is our cook, Hannah, the villa manager, Ross—they’ve been serving us for a long time. They’re married.”

The elderly couple silently bowed their heads in a brusque way. Theodor only nodded.

“And the man there is an attendant that serves me personally.”

The attendant bowed deeply to greet his master and guest. “Welcome to the villa, Master Anhalt. Please make yourself at home.”

“I hope you don’t mind my intrusion for a few days.”

Though they were both technically attendants, their social standings were as far apart as heaven and earth.

Theodor was born to a bloodline purist family, and since his whole life had been colored by those values, he subconsciously took on a prideful demeanor as a noble. That did not necessarily mean he was throwing his weight around; his pride simply told him to act in that way.

Marzel was delighted when he saw this in action. Perhaps in the past he would have frowned at this seemingly haughty attitude of his, but now, he felt pity and affection, if anything.

He truly was proud, from his depths. Theodor’s family was relatively well-known, an old one with quite a history, but they did not amount to much in terms of peerage. Theodor’s pride almost seemed beyond his station, judging by his social status alone.

But there was an air about Theodor that told everyone else that it simply did not matter. That certainly came from growing up in the royal palace at Prince Gravis’s side since Theodor was four years old. Theodor’s upbringing made him pure in a way that was a bit different from Leorino.

Marzel grinned as they walked down the corridor, and Theodor shot him a dubious look for it.

“You’re thinking naughty things again, aren’t you?”

“Hm? Ha-ha, there’s only one thing I’m thinking about when I’m with you.”

Theodor’s face went bright red. It seemed he’d come to the wrong conclusion. Marzel cackled.

“What, expecting things to happen already?”

“No!”

There was a bitter look on Theodor’s face, and Marzel laughed again. His partner had truly become so expressive. It only spurred on the affection growing in him. And at the same time, he wanted to see the moment his strait-laced lover melted into goo in his arms.

“Well… You’re right. We don’t have to wait until nighttime, do we?”

Theodor’s face twitched.

 

It was dark beyond the window now. As autumn deepened, the sun was setting earlier and earlier.

But by the time the cool air settled in, Marzel and Theodor were the only ones ruled by a burning heat, their bodies covered in sweat.

Theodor swallowed, over and over, desperate to calm the ragged panting of his breath.

“Please, Marzel… Pull out already.”

The other man’s thick, sturdy cock was still inside Theodor’s rear. Even though it had shrunk a bit after doing the deed, it was still quite a weighty presence.

Theodor never liked these moments much. While his rationality was returning to him, his greedy rear alone still clenched around Marzel’s want, loath to let go. It was a moment where he was always aware of just how vulgar his own body was, whether he wanted to or not.

“Mh… Ngh…”

Theodor lifted his dull body and attempted to pull away.

“Ah—”

But Marzel then pulled his narrow hips back, attaching himself to his lover once again. Theodor attempted to escape, demanding he be let go, but as he squirmed in protest, the other man’s lust hardened. His bulky tip began overpowering Theodor’s weakness.

“Ngh, ah— Why—?”

Marzel heavily pushed down on Theodor’s skinny frame. Theodor was pressed face down; Marzel made one of his legs bend so that he could perfectly cover the younger man’s back, and then he began to gently bore into his moist depths.

“You feel so good, Theodor… See how soft you are here?”

Marzel slowly pushed his hips into Theodor’s pale ass. He fit all the way in, until his own pubes tickled the valiant hole that swallowed his want with all its might. Theodor exhaled, melting, conveying his pleasure.

The sun never touched his pale backside, and there was no excess fat on it at all. It was the perfect depiction of his rigidity, and Marzel could count the number of bones he could see through Theodor’s skin. His back lacked any notable muscle, was smooth without much in the way of features, and now it arched salaciously.

On the other hand, the entirety of Marzel’s back was covered in brutal scars. These old wounds were the reason he was discharged from the Royal Army.

His body was toned, like that of a former soldier should be. He was muscular in a way that was hard to tell through his clothes.

After having his fill of Theodor’s soft, sweet honeyed hole, Marzel finally pulled out.

“Let’s take a little break.”

Theodor fell limp and nodded with a blank expression.

Marzel’s sweetheart could not move from sheer exhaustion, so he easily lifted Theodor up and carried him to the washroom. After letting him soak in the hot water for a little bit, he made Theodor grab onto the edges of the tub and lift his rear out of the water.

“…I don’t like this position.”

“I’m just cleaning you out. Stay still.”

Straight, flaxen hair swayed lightly. His eyes were bright red.

“No… You’ll get the water dirty.”

“We can just change it out. Come on.”

Marzel slid a finger into Theodor’s rear and began moving it about to scoop out the proof of his lust. Theodor panted, writhing. Of course it was going to stimulate him. At last, milky white dribbled down his thighs and into the water.

Dazed, Theodor shed tears.

“Don’t cry. You’re a valet—you know how cleanup goes, don’t you? It’ll be over soon.”

With his dirtied body now cleaned, Theodor let Marzel wipe him dry, put a dressing gown on him, and pick him up.

The bed, once damp with all sorts of bodily fluids, was now back to its normal state.

Marzel leaned Theodor’s weary body against the headrest. Marzel slovenly rested his own gown on Theodor’s shoulders, over his naked body, and left the room.

Theodor absently stared at the door through which his darling had vanished. Marzel came back soon afterward. There was a tray in his hand.

He stepped onto the bed and sat beside Theodor.

Marzel poured them booze first, then handed his listless lover a glass. Theodor gratefully received it, and he drank it down in one gulp. He was thirsty. Theodor could handle any alcohol, so the booze was like water to him.

“How’s your body? Does it hurt anywhere?”

Theodor had no mental energy to spare to put up a front, so he answered honestly.

“It’s all right. But I’m very tired.”

That was the truth. It was a long period of intense sex. But surprisingly, Marzel was gentle, and he didn’t push Theodor. Only the afterglow of bewitching sensuality settled comfortably in Marzel.

They started right after Theodor had been brought to the room, and they continued long after the sun had set.

First, Marzel loved on Theodor’s manhood with his mouth while tormenting his rear with his fingers, gradually and fully opening him up on the bench. They then moved to the bed, and Marzel stayed in him, jostling him around, the entire time, never pulling out.

Of course, Theodor came so many times—to the point that he cried and begged for mercy—that nothing else would come out. But Marzel only climaxed twice. That, too, was an imbalance between them.

 

After getting their fill of simple snacks, all that remained on the tray was the carafe and two glasses.

Theodor steeled his resolve, scooted aside, and peeled up Marzel’s gown.

“Oh? This is a surprise. What are you going to do?”

“That I’m the only one being pleasured vexes me.”

“I’ve never been the coming type. It takes me a while to get there.”

Marzel smiled. Lounging relaxed, he pulled up his gown and grasped himself, then held himself up to Theodor’s eyeline.

“You’ll put this in that noble mouth of yours?”

Theodor glared at him. “Stop speaking in such a vulgar manner.”

But just as Marzel said, Theodor slowly opened his mouth before Marzel. Theodor placed his hand against Marzel’s manhood, which currently sat at rest, and placed his tongue on the tip. This was his first time doing this, but he did not resist.

There was no particular repulsive smell, nor did it taste like anything. Though it was soft, it still had a considerable weight to it.

I suppose this is how it is, Theodor thought to himself as he began to love the other man, making sure he didn’t make himself sick. He took the rounded tip into his mouth and recalled how he was often caressed as he began to move his hands and mouth.

Marzel sipped on his booze, petting Theodor’s head as he serviced him. Occasionally, he gave a satisfied sigh. The noise encouraged Theodor, who then displayed his natural spirit of service and desperately did what he could with his mouth and tongue.

The other man grew plump in his mouth. Eventually, Theodor began to taste a hint of salt. That wasn’t so bad, either.

With a strange sense of accomplishment, Theodor glanced up at his darling. Marzel gazed down in adoration at Theodor as he pleasured him, a satisfied smile on his face.

“Very good. Where’d you learn how to do that? You’re going to make me jealous.”

“…You are my teacher. I’m just doing what I recall you doing to me.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised—you’re an excellent valet.”

Theodor glared at his partner as he wiped his lips.

“I’d rather you refrain from those metaphors at a time like this. It isn’t because I’m a valet… It’s because we’re dating.”

Marzel’s eyes went wide in surprise. Theodor gave a slight smile before dropping his face near Marzel’s manhood again.

“I’m surprised. I think I might be able to make you cry, even,” Theodor goaded, holding the shaft upright with both hands, bringing his lips near. Theodor’s motions were so sensual, Marzel grew in the blink of an eye. Theodor’s eyes went wide, and he let go of the ferocious growth. His uncertain attitude right after claiming he’d be able to make Marzel cry just made Marzel even bigger.

“Wha—? Why did you suddenly get so big?”

“Because you keep doing things that make me grow.”

While Theodor sat in surprise, Marzel pulled Theodor’s skinny waist closer and straddled him, upside down.

“—!”

His dressing gown hiked up, exposing his tight ass. In his fear that something might happen, Theodor desperately twisted around and reached out to hide his private parts. That was pointless, however, because his plump bud, his balls, and softened shaft protruded from between his legs, all fully exposed to Marzel’s gaze.

“Marzel—! I don’t like this position!”

“It’s fine. Keep using your mouth. While you do, I’m going to give attention to this bit right here.”

“I don’t like— Th—ngh—”

Marzel shoved his manhood back into Theodor’s mouth, spread open his cheeks, and began fondling his swollen pink hole with his tongue.

Theodor began to thrash, moans staccato. It was impossible to tell if he was writhing from servicing Marzel with his mouth or gasping from the stimulus to sensitive places. Marzel ravaged him both above and below, and sweat began to bead over his pale limbs.

After wetting Theodor’s bud to his satisfaction, Marzel wiped his mouth and took an oil bottle lying near the pillow in his hand.

“We’re alone today, and we have time. Should we keep this going, Theodor?”

“…?”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. Leave it all to me.”

He generously drizzled the oil over his fingers and stuck it into the bud of his lover. After wetting the inside, he retrieved a thin stick that had a complicated assortment of bulges over it. He pressed the phallus into Theodor’s tender, loosened hole.

“Ah—!”

It didn’t hurt, but the intruder was clearly different from warm, hard flesh. Theodor shook his head.

“Wh-what did you put in me?”

“You’re a valet—you should’ve seen your fair share of sex toys in your life, right? You should see for yourself just how good they can feel.”

Marzel calmed his frightened partner with whatever came to mind, and then produced a metallic ring. He stuck it around the base of Theodor’s swelling dick. Theodor squirmed at the sensation of something cold digging into his hot, excited want.

“I don’t like this… It hurts.”

“That’s because you’re getting bigger. You can put up with it for a little longer… Now, let me teach you what maddening pleasure feels like.”

The tiniest bit of movement stimulated Theodor’s sensitive insides, thanks to whatever it was that was stuck in him. No matter how hard he pushed, he couldn’t get it out. This lewd toy rubbed all the erogenous zones inside of him, quickly overwhelming him.

And as that happened, he grew more and more aroused, but the ring holding firm at the base dug in hard, sending aches shooting through him.

Theodor had only serviced Marzel just to get back at him a bit, so why was he now being tortured like this?

A well of heat pooled in his gut. And at the same time, Theodor, sapped of strength, grew weaker still.

“Sit,” Marzel commanded.

With his mind partially clouded over, Theodor obediently followed his partner’s orders. He sat on the edge of the bed, and the dildo stuck into his ass pushed deep inside of him. Theodor was in agony.

Marzel stood from the bed and stood before Theodor, his manhood boldly exposed and fully erect, and shoved himself once again into the wet cavern of Theodor’s mouth.

“…?”

Theodor looked up at Marzel, his eyes asking what was going on. But Theodor’s mouth opened and submissively accepted him. Seeing his partner somewhat dazed like this filled Marzel with loving adoration.

He reached out with both hands, and pinched the pink points on Theodor’s chest, hard.

“Mmh! Mmmm!”

Theodor writhed, tears spilling past his eyes at the sudden pain. His cock swelled even further, begging Marzel to bully him even more, but the ring around the base prevented him from coming. He breathed ragged through his nose, drool spilled from his mouth, and physiological tears streamed down his cheeks.

“I’ll teach you how to pleasure with your mouth properly, so you can improve.”

Theodor stared up at Marzel reproachfully, but in his eyes swam a perfect combination of humiliation and sensuality.

“Hold onto my hips… Good. Now relax, yeah… And open up your throat.”

Marzel grasped onto Theodor’s tiny head and slowly pressed his want deeper into his throat. Theodor writhed in agony, his face bright red. Marzel intruded into the depths of his throat, carefully judging exactly where his partner’s limits were.

Eventually, Theodor’s eyes completely glazed over, and surrendered even his physiological resistance to Marzel.

As Marzel teased the back of Theodor’s throat, he showed care for his partner, who was sucking him off for the first time, and did not wait very long to reach his climax.

“Ngh… Cough.”

“Very good… You did wonderfully.”

Marzel massaged Theodor’s convulsing throat as it swallowed. Theodor coughed, pained, yet still obediently swallowed all that showered the back of his throat as tears poured down his cheeks.

Marzel took a swig of alcohol, then covered those gasping lips and poured the drink into Theodor’s mouth.

“Gasp… Ngh—”

“Now, your rear should be finished soon, I think. Will you let me fondle it again?”

In his daze, Theodor blindly reached for his lover. There was something childlike about the motion that caused Marzel to smile as he lay him down on the bed.

 

The next morning, Theodor awoke, surprised by the sensation of being gently pushed against the bed.

“Nh…ah…”

He had no voice after gasping and moaning throughout the night. For some reason, a delectable, melting ecstasy surged from the pit of his gut.

Marzel had spread Theodor’s legs open and was rocking his hips into him, enjoying the sensation.

“I-it’s the first thing…in the morn—ing…”

“What did I say? This…is the reason His Highness doesn’t want any official business scheduled for the morning.”

Marzel incessantly peppered Theodor’s face and neck with kisses. He prodded at the points on his chest.

A string of quiet moans slipped from Theodor’s lips as he was thoroughly indulged. Not once had ever imagined there could be such pleasure, such joy in the world.

All sensations besides ecstasy vanished, and in his self-oblivion he cried as he was rocked into the bed.

Their intimate relations had continued deep into the night, and Theodor practically passed out. And regardless, Marzel had pried open his partner’s body as he was still falling into his recovery sleep without his permission.

This was a nigh-unforgiveable act that ignored human dignity.

But that was all right. Theodor’s flesh was made only to serve, and he wanted Marzel to treat it as inferior. He wanted Marzel to love him until he broke, as if he were some worthless thing.

“Marzel… Marzel… I love you…”

“Me too… Ahhh… Being inside of you is heaven… I finally have you, my fate. I love you.”

In truth, Theodor wanted to throw away his pride and appearances and everything else and serve nothing but his lover’s pleasure. He didn’t need his ego.

With both his body and heart, Theodor tasted the moment he let everything go for love. And his partner, too, understood well Theodor’s destructive and lewd desires.

 

The following two days were debauched with carnal desire. Their meals were typically brought to them, and besides bathing and walking in the forest one afternoon, they did not leave the bedroom.

Once they had their fill of food and sleep, they would immediately join their bodies together.

Neither was young, so they often did it with their hands or mouths, but Marzel was constantly loving on all of the sensitive places inside Theodor’s body. Theodor cast aside all the fetters that bound him, lasciviously opened himself, and surrendered domination over his body to his partner. He greedily asked to be loved, even begged to be bitten so hard it hurt. His rear was relentlessly bored into, and he climaxed countless times without his front ever being touched.

It was a sweet, degenerate, and terribly sinful time.

 

The short two-night, three-day holiday passed in the blink of an eye.

Though Theodor was physically exhausted, he was in a daze thanks to being thoroughly open with his desires for the first time in his life.

As the carriage home rattled along, he began to feel uneasy. Marzel reached out and patted his tightly balled fist to calm him.

Their gazes met. Marzel saw how Theodor’s eyes wavered, and he smiled gently.

“You don’t need to worry. You’ll be able to go back to being a ‘valet.’”

“…What sort of face am I making now?”

Marzel smiled. “The face of my lover. The face of a man who has loved, worn himself out, and is satisfied.”

Theodor looked away. “As do you…”

As did Marzel.

His usual peaceful, cold smile had vanished; instead, his blue-gray eyes studied Theodor with an endless well of love. It was—despite how kind he was—the face of a wicked man who enjoyed teasing his partner.

“It would’ve been nice if we could’ve been locked in there forever. That’s how wonderful the time we had together was. What about you?”

Theodor did not reply. That was his answer.

He did not want to be apart from him for a moment—he wanted to lie with him forever. His desire was sweet, maddening, and endless. It was then that he clearly realized that this was what it meant to be in love, and he shook his head.

“I will be returning to the royal palace with you.”

“I see.”

“Yes… I don’t wish to be apart from you. And so we will return.”

Marzel’s eyes went wide. Theodor was even greedier than he thought.

Marzel and Theodor were chancellor and valet. Their main playing field in life was the royal palace. Theodor wanted to stand alongside him, even during work. Their private time alone was much too short. He wanted to live a life together with Marzel.

Marzel would be as chancellor, Theodor would be as valet, and they would live together in the Fanoren royal palace, never looking away from either the light or the darkness. At last, Theodor understood how his master felt. This wish was surely love.

Theodor showed the man he loved a smile from the heart.

“Marzel… I made you wait for nineteen long years. But thank you for waiting all that time for me.”

“Well, I was impatient at times, but it pays off if I get to spend time with you like this.”

Theodor looked right at Marzel.

“My sin of telling the queen about Ionia and then sending him to his death will likely never go away, will it?”

“…Probably not. Those are shackles you’ll have to bear for the rest of your life.”

“But will you still stay with me for all that time?”

A bright smile burst across Marzel’s face.

“I’m the same as you, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m just as sinful as you are. That’s why you’re the only one for me. Just in the way I’m the only one for you.”

 

It was suggested they take a break, so the carriage came to a stop. They stepped out of it to find a small temple before them. Marzel suggested they go inside. Temples were generally free for anyone to visit at any time.

It was a simple temple, both on the outside and the inside, likely a place of prayer meant for the local villagers. Theodor strode across the stone floor, then came to stand before the altar with Marzel. Warm sunlight poured in through the skylight. It was a timeworn temple, but standing at the altar brought them both solemnity.

Marzel then pulled out a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

“Hm? What is that, Marzel?”

“Our wedding oaths.”

Theodor’s eyes rounded. But when the older man unfolded the paper, it was blank. He pointed to a spot on the blank page.

“Write your name here. I’ll write my name next to yours. That’ll formalize our vows.”

In that moment, an indescribable feeling welled up inside of Theodor. His throat tightened.

“And who will be head of household?”

Marzel smiled gently at Theodor’s awkward joke.

“Neither of us. We’ll both use our respective positions to protect one another and serve this country. And then, we’ll stay together for the rest of our lives. That’s all—it’s a simple promise.”

A single tear rolled down Theodor’s cheek. Marzel wiped it away.

“Marzel… Marzel, I—”

“Hm? You’d be a fool to turn me down. This blank piece of paper can buy Fanoren’s chancellor—you can’t let this opportunity go.”

Theodor smiled behind his tears.

“Listen to how confident you are.”

“Now’s the time for it, Theodor.”

He had heard those words once before. He wiped away the tears pooling in the corner of his own eyes, then stood up straight.

“Allow me to sign it, and then let us return. I’ll go first. Is that all right?”

“Ha-ha, and that makes me the wife? But I guess I don’t mind anything with you.”

Temples always had the stationery necessary for filling out registers. They found them right away.

“My, my. This is a surprise.”

A small, elderly priest emerged from the back of the temple. Theodor apologized for taking a pen without permission. He felt guilty. The priest waved his hand, telling them not to worry about it.

“I thought I heard someone out here. Have you come to pray?”

Marzel smiled.

“We found this temple. We came to pray so that my darling and I can hold a wedding ceremony for just the two of us.”

“Marzel—!”

Theodor panicked. But the father clapped his hands together.

“My, how lovely! Since you’ve found me, I may as well bless you both now.”

After giving a plump and delighted smile, the priest retreated to the back, then reemerged wearing a long prayer cloth around his neck.

“Father, we’re, er, just joking—”

Theodor attempted to speak, but Marzel grabbed and pulled his skinny hips closer, and then gave his thanks to the priest with a smile.

“He’s going through all this trouble for it. Why don’t we have a proper ceremony anyway?”

“But…we can’t force the father into this joke—”

“It’s fine. See? The priest understands.”

The priest must have thought the couple had their own special circumstances, so he winked at them with playfulness.

“Please, carry out our silly ceremony of vows with the solemnity it needs.”

With a courteous yet unhurried tone, the priest recited the wedding prayer.

Even though Theodor was embarrassed at first, between Marzel’s hand keeping him up and listening to the priest’s clear prayer, his head eventually dipped, too.

“First, the mister in the gray—your wedding vows.”

The priest did not ask their names. With a low, smooth voice, Marzel recited the vows without faltering.

“In the presence of God, I give to you, the one who stands beside me, my soul and my loyalty forevermore as your spouse.”

Tears spilled from Theodor’s eyes. With a shaky voice, he recited the same vow. The both of them signed their names on the blank oath.

It was a very small, very short ceremony of vows, one that scarcely lasted an hour.

 

“Father, I’ll be making a donation to this temple in due time as thanks for what you’ve done for us today.”

The elderly priest smiled.

“I await patiently and eagerly.”

Theodor and Marzel boarded the carriage again. Theodor still felt fuzzy. They had felt like such holy vows for something he had called a joke. Deep in his heart, he felt like he’d forged a powerful bond with Marzel.

He looked out the window to see the priest waving at them. The father murmured something to them.

“Please, may happiness be with you forever, Mr. Chancellor, Mr. Valet.”

The wheels creaked and the carriage set off. Theodor did not hear what the priest said very well. The priest saw them off with a smile, and Theodor bowed his head lightly.

 

When the two returned to the royal palace, they found days swamped with a tremendous amount of work waiting for them.

Theodor’s master, his master’s spouse, and the rest of the villa’s entourage returned from their trip. Since he had seen his master, who leaped back to the palace every day for business, every day, he felt no particular way about it.

However, when the villa burst back into life, it felt like normalcy had finally returned, which brought both relief and a bit of sadness to Theodor’s heart.

Then Leorino approached, his cheeks flushed.

“Welcome back, Prince Leorino.”

“Thank you, Theodor. Also, I was really surprised, but you have my sincerest congratulations.”

“Hm…? For what, Prince Leorino?”

“Huh? I mean, you… Theodor, you…”

“Yes?”

Theodor tilted his head. From behind Leorino, Gravis approached with a smile.

“Leorino is blessing your marriage. He was huffy for a little while—he had no idea you’d go off and get married while we were gone.”

Theodor blinked a few times.

“Your Highness, if I may be so bold to ask… What did you just say to me?”

Gravis gave an unusually bright, cloudless smile.

“Your marriage with Ginter. I’d noticed he’d been making passes at you, but I didn’t think you’d be getting married this soon.”

In that moment, Theodor froze.

“Theodor…? What’s wrong? You’re as pale as a sheet!”

Leorino peered up at the valet in worry, but no words would come from Theodor. The valet was terribly confused.

Did word of the little game they played on the way get out? Was it the driver? No—the driver had been waiting in the carriage. He had no way of knowing what the two of them had gotten up to in the temple. It couldn’t have been the priest who’d played along with their game, could it? No—there was no way for the priest of such a rural temple to send word to Gravis and Leorino when they were in a distant villa.

It wasn’t as though they’d had a proper wedding or anything at all. All they did was recite their vows as if it were a game and then sign a blank piece of paper.

 

The blank paper— The signatures on the blank paper!

 

“It can’t be—!”

Theodor snapped from his frozen state to suddenly yell loudly. Gravis and Leorino were shocked.

“Welcome back, Prince Gravis, Prince Leorino.”

The chancellor appeared with a bright smile and a greeting.

“Marzel! How dare you—!”

The valet, who was always calm and collected no matter the occasion, was now shouting with a rough tone as if he were an entirely different person. He rushed over to the chancellor and grabbed his collar. Everyone around them widened their eyes, wondering what was happening. No one had ever seen Theodor in such a rage.

“You— Marzel, I cannot believe this, that blank paper—”

“Hm? Oh, what, you mean this thing?”

Marzel, however, was composed. With a smile, he pulled a piece of paper out from his pocket.

 

It was supposed to be blank!

 

The paper unfurled to reveal some sort of statement written in ornate, decorative language. Theodor could read it, but he did not want to; he had a feeling that his life would change decisively if he did. The bigger problem was the signatures at the bottom. There were each of their signatures: Theodor Anhalt, and beside it Marzel Ginter in their familiar handwriting. The time they spent in the temple that day flashed through the valet’s mind.

“H-how did this…?”

Theodor staggered backward.

Leorino was the first one to show joy for them.

“Is that your marriage certificate? Let me see!”

“I never thought you’d actually score with Theodor, Marzel,” Gravis chimed in.

Everyone who lived in the villa each offered their blessings with a smile.

“Congratulations, Master Theodor!”

“I’m surprised that you’ve hooked up, but you kinda suit each other. Congrats.”

Theodor was without words; he simply stood there, trembling. His boyfriend gazed at him with a kind smile. But the look in his eyes was the very same sort of joy he had when he teased Theodor in bed.

He had been thoroughly duped.

“Marzel Ginter! You… I can’t believe you—!”

“Hm? What is it, my darling husband? It’s a bit embarrassing to say this in front of the princes, but I love you from the bottom of my heart.”

Everyone around the two cheered when the chancellor suddenly spoke fondly of his spouse, but Theodor knew what this was. This was just the way Marzel wound him up as a part of his twisted disposition.

And this crude, loathsome man was now Theodor’s eternal spouse.

“Now, what’s your answer, Mr. Valet?”

Theodor could no longer withstand the feeling that welled up in his chest.

He did not want to use any words that could be easily understood, such as, “I love you.” And so, instead, Theodor cursed Marzel in a loud voice.

“You are—truly, such a monster!”
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“Please wait!”

Theodor, who was taking care of his master with minute detail, furrowed his brows when he heard the commotion, unbecoming of the royal palace. Shouts from the imperial guards and heavy footsteps came closer and closer.

“Those footsteps…”

The valet pictured the irritating face of a man in his mind. It seemed his master knew who had come to visit, too.

Gravis looked down at Theodor, and the corner of his mouth curled upward.

“It seems like he finally found out about you and Ginter.”

“Please, have mercy on me.”

Theodor bit his lip. He pictured the face of the man who somehow ended up becoming his husband, and thoroughly cursed him in his mind—This is all your fault.

“I’m looking forward to this. I can’t wait to see how your natural enemy, Lucas, is going to react.” Gravis cackled.

“…Please, Your Highness, your jokes.”

“Ha-ha. Blame your husband if you need to blame anyone. That skillfully cunning chancellor… Oh, here he comes.”

Multiple footsteps approached along with the men’s loud shouting. Among them was a familiar voice.

“Please wait, Lieutenant General! That is Prince Gravis’s private room! You may not enter without permission!”

“Get out of my way, you imbecile! You think that matters in this ordeal?!”

“Lieutenant General— Gah!”

Just as Theodor caught wind of the short argument, there came an ominous thud from the other side of the door. Gravis faintly lifted an eyebrow.

“That Lucas, picking fights with the Imperial Guard. He has only himself to blame if that comes back to bite him.”

“…”

Theodor swallowed a sigh. Serenity had been maintained in the villa for many years, but ever since his master brought home a husband, it had grown livelier than it had ever been. The valet, who enjoyed the peace just as much as his master, just wanted to furrow his brows. However, the noise meant the happiness of his master and his spouse, and so he tacitly permitted it.

But to think he would serve as the cause of noise in the villa. The valet felt nothing but shame.

 

All of this is that monster’s fault…

 

The door swung open violently with no knock and no warning. There stood Lucas Brandt, lieutenant general of the Royal Army, with his wild, disheveled mane of hair and a piercing glint in his amber eyes.

“Welcome, Lucas. You’re in the royal palace, though. Be a little more mindful of your attitude.”

“My apologies, Your Highness… But! Let me speak!”

“Huh?”

Though he’d asked, Gravis already knew why Lucas was here.

“Why’d Marzel and this guy end up getting married?!”

Lucas pointed a trembling finger at the valet.

Theodor quickly hung his head. Lucas was his natural opposite—it vexed him that he could say nothing back.

Theodor himself did not even know why he suddenly had a spouse. He had spent nearly forty years single, and just as he had become aware of his own feelings toward his boyfriend, his boyfriend had become his husband.

“Now, why is that, Theo?”

Theodor worshiped his master like a god, but he genuinely hated it when he called Theodor by his childhood nickname.

Theodor carelessly responded. “You’re asking me—I don’t even know.”

“What?! We’re talkin’ about you here! How you married Marzel!”

Theodor looked away in a huff. His arrogant demeanor caused Lucas to stomp his foot in irritation.

“Don’t tell me… You didn’t cheat Marzel into this for evil purposes, did you?!”

What an unbelievable insult. Theodor snapped and shouted in turn.

“That man is the trickster! I was the one fooled!”

“And who is ‘that man’?”

You insensitive man! Theodor was further incensed. This is why I hate you!

“That monster, Marzel Ginter, who else?! Your childhood friend!”

“What?! What do you mean Marzel fooled you?!”

“I mean everything by that! After inviting me to his manor, we stopped by a rural church on the way back as a break. All we did was sign our names on a blank piece of paper as a joke!”

“…What?”

“And the paper had been most certainly blank! And yet when we returned to the palace, that blank piece of paper was a genuine marriage certificate! That man was the one who fooled me!”

“Wh-what do you mean…? Invited to his manor? A break at a church? A blank paper became a certificate?”

Lucas’s mouth hung open. All the malice was gone from his stupefied expression, and Theodor snapped back to his senses.

Theodor timidly looked up at his master beside him.

“You can yell quite loudly, too, Theo. I had no idea.”

Theodor went pale at his own blunder. He desperately calmed his heart.

“I deeply apologize for kicking up a fuss and behaving poorly in your presence, Your Highness.”

Losing control of himself and shouting in the presence of his master was the worst possible behavior a royal valet could have.

“Not at all. I saw something new today.”

Theodor had known Gravis for a very long time. He knew that his master was clearly enjoying seeing his childhood friend-and-valet lose his presence of mind.

Gravis spoke to Lucas, who was still overcome with surprise.

“What he said, Lucas.”

“Your Highness… I don’t understand…”

Gravis nodded. “Well, me neither. This is the first I’m hearing about the signatures on the marriage document.”

“Good grief… You’ve got to be kidding me. You and Marzel…? Married? What kind of joke is this?”

“I’m the one who wishes this were a joke.”

Gravis and Lucas looked at Theodor with sympathy in their eyes. Now they understood the details of the incident.

Then came a quiet knock from behind the men. They all looked toward the noise at the same time.

There stood a man, his hand to the door in a knocking position. A shiver, one that could have been either from anger or from sensuality, shot through Theodor’s spine. The man wore a calm, cold smile. There was an overpowering aura about him, different from the one Gravis had. He was chancellor of this country, and was now Theodor’s spouse—Marzel Ginter.

“Lucas, don’t bully my cute husband. I finally won him over. Congratulate us.”

“Marzel… You look so damn pleased with yourself… Shit, this was your doing, wasn’t it?”

Lucas saw the full smile on his childhood friend’s face and staggered backward. The back of his knee hit the bench, and he thudded straight into a seated position before burying his face in his hands.

“My, my. The ferocious lieutenant general is paralyzed with shock! This isn’t a sight you see every day, my dear husband.”

Marzel’s blue-gray eyes brimmed with mischief as he looked at Theodor. Theodor could not answer.

Their relationship, one in where they shared in their sins and their punishment, was supposed to be a secret just for the two of them.

But now, his partner had forcibly drawn that out into the sunlight. Theodor still had no idea why there had been any need to do such a thing.

 

The men sat facing each other on the benches. Theodor was made to sit next to Marzel. With no other choice, he started preparing tea for them there. It was terribly uncomfortable for the valet.

Lucas sighed deeply.

“I still can’t believe this. I had no idea you liked this guy that much.”

Marzel shrugged. “It’s not like I go around telling everyone I see.”

“Still, he’s so reserved… This guy and I—you know.”

“What, do you mean to say you wouldn’t have been so hard on him if you knew I liked him?”

Lucas held his breath.

“But Marzel… This is you and Theodor. Too much about this is way too charged.”

“I know. But logic cannot stop love, you know.”

“Tch, you shameless…”

Lucas clicked his tongue. And then, as he smiled, Marzel said something surprising.

“I tacitly allowed your attitude to slide, Lucas, because you were someone who could make waves in Theodor’s heart. Plus, no matter what you say, you actually like Theodor, don’t you?”

Lucas leaned his head back to look at the ceiling. After a moment of silence, he spoke.

“I guess… He is one of the few who hung out with us back then.”

Theodor balled his hands into a fist, desperate not to show the emotions that surged in him. Marzel quickly took Theodor’s hand.

Gravis, who had been watching on in silence until then, spoke quietly to the chancellor.

“Marzel Ginter.”

“Yes, Prince Gravis?”

Marzel straightened his posture and accepted the gaze from his starry-sky eyes head-on.

“You, chancellor, have made my valet your spouse. I assume you understand what that means, yes?”

“Of course.”

“I will absolutely not let slide anything that may put a damper on Kyle’s position with this incident, do you understand?”

“I understand perfectly well, yes. And that’s why I will keep it here.”

Marzel patted his own chest. Gravis nodded.

“What I’m about to say is personal. I allowed you to play around with Theodor because I genuinely trust you. Theodor is a childhood friend of mine. Do you know what that means?”

That meant he absolutely would not allow Marzel to treat Theodor carelessly.

“I understand completely all of your intentions, Your Highness. I made my vow to God, so please do not worry.”

The starry skies in Gravis’s eyes turned to stare hard at Theodor, who sat timidly at Marzel’s side.

Theodor froze. He could typically read his master’s feelings in an instant, but now, he could not.

After a moment, Gravis’s eyes softened.

“I’ve put you through a lot of pain, haven’t I, Theo?”

The valet’s eyes widened when he heard his master’s words.

“I trust you. No matter what you may have done…even back then, you always thought of me, and as a result, not once have I ever doubted your loyalty.”

“Your Highness…”

“And that’s exactly why I didn’t blame you when you made your plea to Mother back then. But if anything, I should have gotten angry with you. I should have given you a chance for redemption. I never thought I would continually cause you pain by doing nothing. I apologize for everything.”

Unable to control himself, Theodor covered his face with his hands. He had no idea what sort of expression he was supposed to make.

 

If only you were here right now, Ionia. If only I could use my life to bring you back.

 

How many times had he made the same prayer to God in these past nineteen years? Marzel wrapped an arm around Theodor’s shoulder. “One life cannot redeem another. All we can do is honestly shoulder the fates we have been given.”

“But… But I—”

Gravis quietly shook his head.

“Theo, I will tell you again—you were not the one who sent Ionia to his death. It was the Royal Army’s orders—my orders, that did. Ionia’s death was not your fault.”

At last, Theodor fell to his knees before them and confessed.

“But Your Highness, Lucas, I…I tore Ionia away from both of you. I was the one who changed Ionia’s fate. No matter how much regret I feel, it is never enough. My actions that day can never be forgiven.”

And then, with a smile, Lucas pulled Theodor to his feet.

“No measly valet can change anyone’s fate. And he came back to us anyway.”

Theodor’s head still hung, his thin shoulders trembled—Lucas pulled him in for a brief, but very firm hug.

“I hated Prince Gravis for eighteen years, too. I couldn’t live without projecting my anger on someone else.”

“Lucas…”

“I was weak, and I was always running away, but His Highness constantly forgave me. That’s why you should stay by His Highness’s side to serve him as his horrid valet, as you always have. Right?”

Lucas looked to the rest and laughed.

The chancellor replied with a joke. “You’re being surprisingly kind to Theodor today. I think Hell might’ve frozen over.”

Lucas glared at his childhood friend. “You just reminded me how contrary and malicious you are.”

“You’re so mean. Is that what you say to one of your oldest friends?”

“Damn you… I’m starting to sympathize with Theodor now.”

Theodor was shocked. Lucas then looked at him with worry.

“Marzel looks nice at a glance, but he really hates people, and he’s got a twisted personality. Haah… Just do what you can so he doesn’t completely take control of you with his whims, Theodor.”

Marzel and Gravis smiled at seeing Lucas being unusually encouraging to his natural opposite.

“Argh!” Lucas suddenly exclaimed and leaned back lazily on the bench. “Now we need to drink—not out of desperation, but out of celebration! Theodor! Bring us the booze! We’re having a celebratory feast! Today’s the day I’m gonna drink you under the table!”

“…What?”

The man’s exciting idea blew away all of Theodor’s tears and despair all at once.

 

Theodor resisted at first, but a hurried celebratory drinking party was set up on Gravis’s orders. They also summoned Theodor’s master’s spouse, Leorino, who appeared with his bodyguard, Josef, in tow. And for some reason, his master’s adjutant, Dirk, also came along.

“What, you’re here too, Dirk?”

“Yes. Prince Leorino invited me along.”

The adjutant bowed, and Gravis nodded.

“You can hold your liquor pretty well, can’t you? Join us. We’re celebrating Marzel and Theodor’s marriage.”

“All right, thank you for— Whaaaaaat?!” Dirk’s eyes widened. “Him? And him…? M— What?!”

Dirk looked back and forth between the chancellor and the valet, who were sitting next to each other, then back at his commanding officer, who sat in the seat of honor. Marzel smiled when he felt Dirk’s gaze on him. Theodor looked away, and Gravis nodded, dumbfounded.

“Y-you’re kidding, right? Your Highness?”

“What reason would I have to make such a stupid joke?”

“It’s true! They pledged to God and became husbands. I was so surprised by how sudden it was, too,” Leorino replied to Dirk with a smile.

Josef nodded gravely. “Mr. Chancellor and Master Theodor suit each other very well. They smell the same and everything.”

“What…? Josef, what do you see that led you to that conclusion? They have that air about them?”

Lucas nodded when he saw Dirk’s confusion. “It’s unbelievable. I know exactly how you feel, Bergund. I was like you just a moment ago.”

Theodor could not stand being the topic of conversation, so he left his seat. He absorbed himself in preparing the party with Hundert.

 

It was a lively time. Everyone present drank together, no walls pertaining to status to separate them. But Theodor alone felt as though he stood apart, and his time was spent uneasily.

He had suddenly been forgiven after nineteen years. Everyone was blessing his union with Marzel. He should have been happy, but his hardened and tense heart could not keep up. He was like an animal that would not leave its cage despite being let out. He hovered by the exit, wondering if it was okay for him to go.

Pretending to manage the alcohol, Theodor left the room. He wanted to be alone to calm down.

“Theodor.”

He jumped. Marzel had followed him. Theodor shook his head with fear in his eyes—he could not endure this.

“Marzel… I’m so sorry, but please leave me alone right now.”

But Marzel ignored him and swiftly approached. Theodor and his weakened heart quickly surrendered to his overwhelming presence, and he hung his head.

“Hey, c’mere.”

“No, I—”

“Just come with me. Just for a second. You’re confused because so much is happening. It shows on your face.”

Marzel tugged on Theodor’s hand and practically dragged him into the next room.

The room was dark. The edges of their silhouettes softened in the moonlight pouring through the window. The dark, deep air of this room, which was so unlike the one they were just in, calmed Theodor. It was like how the villa used to be.

“I need to mind the princes,” Theodor muttered, using it as an excuse.

“No one will mind if you’re gone for a little while. The other attendants were keeping a careful eye on everything.”

“But—”

“Shh, your heart’s unsteady. Calm down.”

Marzel pulled Theodor in close and pressed his lips to his.

“Ma—Marz— Mmh—”

He was telling him to calm down all while inciting his sensuality. Theodor and his exhausted spirit began to resist in a panic, but Marzel’s arms did not let him escape.

“Open your mouth. Your hard head should stop worrying about everything.”

A bony thumb pried open Theodor’s lips. Theodor had no intention of biting him, so he unclenched his jaw.

“Stick out your tongue. Let me suck on it.”

“Mmh… Ngh—”

The moment Marzel’s thumb pressed on the tip of Theodor’s tongue, the chancellor’s lips pressed to his again. The heat of the other man’s tongue, now invading his mouth, arrogantly lapped at the inside. Theodor felt his knees quiver.

Marzel quickly lifted Theodor off his feet, sat him on a chair, and hovered over him. His tongue entwined in an even heavier manner. The embarrassing noise disturbed the deep, quiet air around them.

They could hear a cheer from the next room over. The valet, whose body had been moving in response to the sensuality, jumped.

“I need… I need to go… My job—”

As the valet hurriedly tried to stand, the chancellor gently calmed him.

“You’re escaping for just a little while. It’s okay.”

“But— Ah—”

Marzel began to palm the heat that had begun to well between Theodor’s legs through the trousers of his uniform. Theodor arched back with a little cry.

“Ah, ngh… Stop. Please don’t do this, Marzel!”

“Hm? Why not?”

Theodor looked up at the other man, his eyes glassed over with pleasure, and begged in a quiet voice.

“Because I won’t be able to pull back.”

“Pull back from what?”

Theodor’s eyes dropped.

“Say it,” Marzel continued. “You’re always cursing me, calling me a monster. It’s not like you to be all meek and bashful.”

You will not even allow me shame like the average person? Theodor glared at Marzel, who was close enough that Theodor could feel his breath.

“You are the worst.”

“But you like it when I bend your sky-high pride, don’t you? That you’ve been getting more excited here is proof of that.”

“…”

After bullishly staring daggers at Marzel, Theodor dropped his gaze dejectedly once again. The chancellor was right. At his core, he was so aroused he no longer could make any excuses for it.

“But this is so—imprudent… And yet…”

He couldn’t pull back at this point. He hadn’t been able to stop for a while now.

At last, Theodor surrendered.

“You are the worst and you are a monster, yet I want you to love me… That makes me the worst.”

The moonlight cast deep shadows over Marzel’s face. A satisfied smile crossed his lips hearing his husband’s declaration of surrender.

“I love you. Let me love you. Take off your valet facade, just for a little bit.”

Marzel deftly undid Theodor’s trousers and gripped his sprouting want directly.

Theodor arched at the sudden, powerful stimulus, and tears welled in his eyes. He bit his lip and held back a coquettish mewl.

Theodor’s cock quickly grew in his darling’s hand. Every time the other man’s fingers moved, it elicited the wet noise of the spill of his precum.

“Ngh… N-no…! Not, this… A-ah—”

Theodor blankly shed tears.

“Stop. I can’t, I really won’t be able to pull back…”

“Good. You shouldn’t be able to pull back.”

“Yes I should… I still have…work… I am…the worst…”

Marzel sighed. Theodor’s throat clenched. Marzel dragged his tongue over Theodor’s Adam’s apple.

“I’m not angry…because you’re mine—in both name and in reality,” said Theodor.

Theodor glared at Marzel’s chest. That was where their marriage certificate was hiding.

They’d inscribed their names as Marzel Ginter and Theodor Anhalt on that blank piece of paper.

A marriage between the chancellor and the king’s younger brother’s valet. A retrofit of a union, one that would certainly cause great political scandal.

“It’s all right,” Marzel said. “I won’t let anyone use our relationship.”

Chancellor and valet. Or childhood friends, a relationship built since they were boys. Which was their real face?

“Both faces are the real me.”

Marzel read Theodor’s mind, and then he pressed their lips together to ease his conscience. Theodor thought of nothing else but responding in kind to the tongue that gently groped around the inside of his mouth.

Marzel took his wetted finger and slid it back, and his middle finger breached Theodor’s threshold without warning.

“Oh— Ow—”

“Heh. You like it when I’m rough with you, don’t you?”

“…Gh—ah… Ngh…”

Soon, there were more fingers. They mercilessly played with his weak spot in the depths of his gut.

Theodor gasped. His groans melted into his darling’s mouth along with the heated use of his tongue.

His rationality broke down from the inside. All of his bindings vanished.

Marzel drew his handsome face nearer the wetted space between Theodor’s legs.

“Ahh… Oh, please—”

With his fingers still in Theodor’s rear, Marzel fondled his darling’s want with the heat of his mouth.

Theodor stared into space, and with tears spilling down his cheeks, he gave what sounded like his final breath, and he came.

Marzel wiped his mouth as he gazed in satisfaction at his husband, who sat in a daze with his legs draped over the arm rests.

“Heh… I should’ve brought the dildo.”

“You are the worst… You are truly the worst.”

Theodor glared at Marzel with damp, reddened eyes. Marzel chuckled and then dragged his tongue over Theodor’s flushed earlobe. Theodor reacted violently to the faint stimulation.

“Nn…gh…”

“I want to see you desperately trying to keep calm and do your work with a dildo shaped like me in here.”

“You—monster…!”

But the valet’s swollen rear reacted to the idea and clenched hard around the man’s fingers.

“I made you my husband…and I let you do all you want to me in bed…so why…?”

Marzel laughed. “It’s a joke. This is my envy. Envy toward all the loyalty you show Prince Gravis. He granted you forgiveness and freed you, and that vexes me.”

Theodor’s eyes widened. A look of bewilderment crossed his stern and handsome features.

“I’d been waiting a long time for the day you’d be freed. But…I wish I’d been the one to free you. It’s just possessiveness, unbecoming of my age. That’s why,” Marzel quietly curled a corner of his mouth upward. “One day, Theodor… Betray your ‘valet’ facade in His Highness’s presence.”

“Marzel—”

“And then in bed, receive me with the face of the perfect valet.”

“Ngh… You—what a stupid fantasy.”

“It might be a fantasy now, but we’ll make it reality someday… Now then, it’s almost time. You need to go back to the typically diligent valet that you are… What are you going to do?”

Marzel loosened the front of his trousers. He was already hard and aroused. Theodor gulped loudly, both in trepidation and expectation. The command to serve. A rule just for the two of them.

Theodor righted his weighty body, drew his face nearer Marzel’s groin, and grasped his stalwart exuberance reverently with both hands.

“Marzel… Make me a ‘valet’ again.”

Marzel’s finger brushed the back of Theodor’s ear, encouraging him to continue. Theodor pleaded to him with damp eyes.

“So, please, quickly… Spill into my mouth.”

 

The two of them had hardly been gone an hour.

By looks alone, chancellor and valet were back to perfect form, but Gravis, Lucas, and Dirk all stared at them flatly. No matter how well they gussied themselves up, they could not hide the amorous air that hung between them.

Theodor was said to be able to hold his liquor well, yet his eyes were red, as though he’d been sobbing. His collar was faintly askew.

That was enough to allow the men to catch on, and they could imagine what it was the two had been doing.

On the other hand, Leorino, who had not noticed the hints of their affairs around them, looked at the valet in worry.

“Theodor, your eyes are red. Are you tired?”

Theodor couldn’t answer this. Gravis sighed.

“Leorino, leave him be.”

“But I’ve never seen Theodor so tired before.”

Josef, who was so drunk that his face was bright red, swayed on the bench as he apologized to Theodor.

“I think it’s ’cause I’m drunk… Sorry Master Leorino, Master Theodor…”

“Why don’t you lay down for a bit, Josef?” Dirk said. “Pardon my manners in your presence, Your Highness, Prince Leorino.”

Josef had broken down into tears on the bench, and so Dirk tipped him over, letting Josef rest his head on Dirk’s lap. Dirk removed his jacket and lay it over Josef’s head, who soon began to take deep, slumbering breaths. With a tired sigh, Dirk looked at his commanding officer.

“Your Highness, I know I’ll be working for the chancellor before long, but to tell you the truth, I never took him for the sort to love for love’s sake.”

“Marzel knows his duty, but…I’m not so sure when he’s this giddy. It may be your job one day to keep an eye on him and make sure he hasn’t dragged Theodor into his office to do anything outrageous, Dirk.”

In that moment, Theodor’s shoulders shuddered even more violently for some reason.

“Hey… I said that as a joke, Marzel.”

Gravis glared flatly at the chancellor. Marzel only shrugged with a smile. Lucas patted his childhood friend on the shoulder.

“Use discretion, okay? I don’t wanna see this mean and arrogant guy sobbing when you start bullying him.”

This was all too much for Theodor—he cast his eyes downward. The men had of course figured out what they were doing while they were absent. With a dry smile, Gravis scolded the elder chancellor.

“Make sure Theodor gets to keep his dignity as a valet.”

“Of course.”

Right after he was scolded, the chancellor wrapped an arm around the valet’s waist as he sat beside him, and pulled him closer. Theodor was astonished.

“Marzel, let go of me! Not in front of the princes!”

“Good grief, I’m worried he’s going to break Theodor.”

Gravis wore a bitter look; Lucas nodded at him.

“He sure gets clingy with the people he trusts despite hating people in general, huh? That’s why I was worried.”

“You wound me,” Marzel replied with a smile. “He and I are valet and chancellor. We will preserve our outward appearances. No need to worry.”

The rest of the men couldn’t help but feel fed up with him—what about behind closed doors, then?

“We should hold a grand celebration for your wedding one day!” Leorino suggested with a bright smile, changing the whole atmosphere in the room.

Theodor pictured himself being celebrated by an entire crowd of people, and the terrifying sight caused him to shiver.

“Absolutely not. We will not be making our relationship public.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

Leorino tilted his head at the stubborn Theodor. Marzel then revealed the secret.

“Prince Leorino, it isn’t as though Theodor hates the idea of being celebrated by other people.”

“It certainly seems like he does…”

“I’ll tell you the truth. If word got out that the chancellor and Prince Gravis’s valet got married right before Crown Prince Kyle’s ascension…you have two people who showed no signs of involvement with one another beforehand now together, which might suggest political intent, and that would cause bad rumors in a different sense to start circulating.”

That clicked for Leorino.

“Oh… I see.”

“Politics can falter all because of rumors. We cannot bring mistrust into the relationship between Crown Prince Kyle and Prince Regent Gravis. Our union actually comes with a big complication like that.”

“I understand now. But it vexes me still, knowing you and Theodor love each other.”

“Exactly! Our love for one another is so pure, and yet!”

Marzel winked. Theodor, on the other hand, could not hide how fed up he was.

Marzel patted his own chest and smiled at Leorino. “The moment everything settles in place, I will officially deliver this paper to the temple, so don’t you worry.”

“You—”

Theodor instantly raised his voice in protest, but Leorino’s large, violet eyes turned to fix on him hard.

“Don’t you want to make your marriage official, Theodor?”

Theodor wished he could escape when he heard the simple, straightforward question. But he could not.

“W-well…”

Everyone waited patiently for Theodor’s answer. Theodor opened and closed his mouth, over and over…and at last, he hung his head limply. He reached for the closest glass of booze, drank it down in one gulp, and replied in total despair:

“If the time comes…I would not mind if he did.”

It was such a Theodor answer, and everyone cheered when they heard it. The chancellor smiled, fully satisfied.

“Until then, we will remain chancellor and valet, but in front of you all, we are married spouses. So please allow us to abandon ceremony like this. We have to, otherwise Theodor’s going to remain cooped up in his cage forever.”

Theodor lifted his head. His partner lifted an eyebrow.

At last, Theodor finally understood the real reason why Marzel had revealed their relationship.

Where Theodor had been so afraid of leaving his cage, Marzel had forcefully dragged him out into the light.

It had been necessary because Theodor was stubborn and weak, and otherwise his legs would have frozen, and he would not have been able to move. But now, Marzel had ended Theodor’s days of expiation and was now goading him forward.
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Marzel’s switch suddenly flipped, and he made a wicked grin.

“And Theodor promised he would truly accept me the moment I turn it in, so…”

Theodor shuddered to see Marzel’s smile. Everyone else was watching the two of them, their hearts warmed. Theodor, however, was the only one who noticed the truth.

Marzel had given Theodor a salacious order in the guise of speaking purely about his love. He was to go to work with a dildo inside of him—a deeply sinful fantasy, whispered hotly to him in a dark room.

Theodor started to feel dizzy from the naughty fantasies his partner had poured into him.

“Oh, you’re not going to call me a monster today?”

Marzel smirked devilishly, egging Theodor on. Despite the heated gaze Theodor gave him, he still hesitated.

Chancellor and valet—or perhaps they were only lovers who were nothing else in particular. Theodor had no idea how he was supposed to respond to him.

“Theodor, come here.”

Gravis called him over. Theodor immediately knelt before his master.

“Listen to me. No matter how you choose to live, I will never doubt your loyalty to me. Never.”

What his master said was surprising, and Theodor’s eyes rounded.

Gravis pointed at the chancellor. In turn, Theodor looked at the man who was now his husband.

“Theo, choose for yourself the path to live with this man. Just as we did.”

Theodor held his breath. He held back tears and looked up at Gravis with an adoring gaze.

This man was his eternal master. He was the man who controlled the fate of the Kingdom of Fanoren. Beside him was his spouse, who held a pure, flaming red soul, who nestled close to him. And then, with a smile, Leorino also pointed at the chancellor.

His violet eyes encouraged Theodor to choose the future.

Everyone was surely the same. Even if none of them could see the future, all they could do was continue choosing to be the person they were supposed to be, continuing to tread the path they were supposed to tread. That was how they lived both in places where the light shone and where the darkest paths led, by loving each other with every ounce of their hearts and souls.

Marzel had quietly waited for the moment Theodor took his step forward.

Theodor lifted his head and straightened himself.

He was right. The cage was already open.

“Marzel, you asked me why I did not call you a monster, no?”

Marzel’s eyes widened in surprise. For just a brief moment, Theodor gave him a vivid smile as his partner.

But he quickly regained his posture as a stern valet.

“A royal valet would never call the chancellor of our country a monster.”

Satisfied, the chancellor smiled at the valet and his nonchalant response.

They did not mind what masks they had to wear, so long as they could live their lives together.

Because tonight, once they stripped themselves of their chancellor and valet masks, they would dirty each other with the honey of sin and exact obscene punishment on each other anyway.
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Afterword


Thank you so much for picking up Destined Souls.

This extra edition comprises revised selected short stories originally distributed through websites, social media, and free booklets, plus there are a few original stories.

Though this is a collection of extra stories, I wanted to deliver it as one story, where you can feel the great ups and downs of fate by reading about the characters’ pasts and futures.

The themes patching together these fragmented stories are the changing of light as well as music. The story begins behind the scenes of a brilliant wedding and ends when the men are finally freed from the cage of their pasts. The changing light shines on family, lovers, brothers, masters and servants, comrades in arms… These are all the ways the lives of these men relate to our main characters.

Nothing would make me happier as the author if you could once again enjoy the world of You Can Have My Back through the lives of these men, which flowed through the original series like a basso continuo.

My heartfelt thanks to Y-sama at Kadokawa Ruby editorial for offering me this chance again.

Once again, Hitomi Hitoyo gave beautiful color to this black-and-white world. It was all so beautiful, every corner of me shuddered—I tremble every time I look at the illustrations.

And most importantly, it’s thanks to the support from all of my readers that the publication of this volume became a reality. Once again, I’ve been able to bring to you the world Gravis and Leorino live in. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

October 2021

Minami Kotsuna






Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.

To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.

Sign Up

Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Character 06

Kyle

Kyle Alexis Joachim Vergil Fanoren

Crown Prince

Age: 29 Hair: black
Height: 637 Eyes: blue

The son of the thirteenth King of Fanoren, Joachim, and crown
prince. He looks strikingly similar to his uncle, Gravis. Kyle
has the power to read the memories left in things he touches,
and he learned the secret of his birth when he was a child: He
is, in fact, Gravis’s younger half brother. He grew up to be
cynical and lives in the moment. Kyle and Gravis secretly
agreed that he would become the fourteenth king on the
condition that he may remain unmarried, and that he may
leave to wander on an aimless journey. A relative to Auriano
and Johan of the Cassieux family, he is close with both of them
since they all studied together in the royal palace. Because he
inherited royal blood from his mother, he also has a right to
the Francoure throne, though his place in the line of succession
is very low.
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Character 17

Gravis

Gravis Adolphe Victor Tyrone

Prince Regent /
General of the Royal Army

Age: 38 Hair: black

Fanoren

Height: 6'8” Eyes: starry sky (gold on indigo)

Second son of George, the twelfth king of Fanoren. General of
the Royal Army. His formal title is “prince regent,” but it’s often
shortened to “prince” or “regent.” He has the Power to travel

anywhere he can mentally picture in an instant.

With a charisma

that had been praised as prodigious ever since he was young,

Gravis was set up as a contender for the position of crown prince

due to his noble bloodline. He possesses a
responsibility and deep compassion. After dea

since meeting Leorino. Despite his despair a
ruth of the royal family, he has begun working

his veins from his mother, he also holds a righ
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h tragically took

onia away from him, he became an aloof and solitary individual,
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Character 08

Sasha

Sasha Viktor K[onoﬁ

Medic of the Royal Army

Age: 52 Hair: brown
Height: 510”7 Eyes: brown

The talented medic for the royal army. Hails from the house of
the noble Mikhalov family. Sasha holds no peerage himself, since
he is the family’s third son. Whimsical and weird, he loves to
tease people, but he’s also a fearless person who says whatever is
on his mind regardless of the station of his conversation partner.
He used his skills to save Leorino’s leg from the threat of
amputation when Leorino had been seriously injured. Then he
took a liking to Leorino as he courageously attempted to live, and
the two went on to establish a close friendship. When Ionia
fought with an assassin who had snuck into a training session
and suffered severe injuries, he was the doctor to heal him then,
too. His wife, Sara, is praised to be the most beautiful woman in
Fanoren; they have no children, but as a couple, they both worry
about Leorino.
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Character 07

August Kristoph Matteus Cassieux

Margrave of Brungwurt

Age: 60 Hair: dark brown
Height: 64” Eyes: blue-green

Margrave who rules over Brungwurt, a key strategic location
on the Agalean continent. He rarely ever leaves Brungwurt,
which is far from the royal palace, so he rarely ever stands on
the stage of Fanoren politics, but he still holds immense power
as the lord who protects the land in contact with three
neighboring countries. August’s second cousin is his wife,
Maia, who hails from the family of the Duke of Wiesen,
another bloodline with royal blood. Both families have strong
ties with each other and with their people, and August loves
his family deeply. He is especially devoted to his fourth son,
Leorino, who looks more like his wife. He was initially against
wedding Leorino and Gravis, but he ultimately approved of
their union.
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Character 02

Johan

]ohan Christoph Marius Cassieux

Second son of the Margrave of Brungwurt /
Deputy Director-General of Financial Affairs

Age: 30 Hair: dark brown
Height: 6'3” Eyes: blue-green

Second son of Margrave Brungwurt. Has succeeded the title of
Viscount of Klovenberg from among the many titles of peerage
his father, August, possesses. Johan plans on taking over the title
of Duke of Stettin once his older brother, Auriano, inherits the
margrave title. He is a cerebral type who worked in financial
affairs after graduating from higher education, and now he
handles the Cassieux family’s information network in the royal

capital. Close in age to the crown prince, he and Kyle studied

together in the royal palace and are close. He was also classmates
with Dirk Bergund. Although Johan knew about the redheaded
commoner, he barely interacted with him at the time. He looks
relatively meek, but among the three older brothers, he is the one
most obsessed with and head over heels for Leorino.
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Character 05

Marzel

Marzel Karl Ginter

Chancellor
Age: 42 Hair: ash blond
Height: 6'4” Eyes: blue-gray

Chancellor of the Kingdom of Fanoren. Hails from the famed
Ginter family (family of Duke Schoenhausen), which produces
alot of chancellors. While his grandfather is the duke, his father
is the second son, which means Marzel himself is not in line for
succession. The Ginter family believes in birthright, as does the
Anhalt family. Due to the closeness of the two families, Marzel
knew their son Theodor from a young age. The Ginter family is
also on good terms with Count Hexter’s family, which often
produces military generals, and the two act as a pair to the
high-ranking bureaucratic chancellors his family produces,
meaning he is also childhood friends with Lieutenant General
Lucas Brandt. He has the unusual history of switching from

soldier to bureaucrat. Behind his mild demeanor is a loathing
for other people, and he shows meticulous care only for those
he has let in.
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Character 18

Leorino

Leorino Viola Maian Fanoren (née Cassieux)

Fourth son of the Margrave of Brungwurt /
Spouse to Prince Regent Gravis

Age: 19 Hair: platinum blond
Height: 5'8” Eyes: violet

Fourth son of the Margrave of Brungwurt. Main character of the
main story. He married Gravis and is now Fanoren royalty. His
official title is Prince Regent Consort, but he is typically called
Prince Leorino for short. In the main story, he uses Ionia’s final
memories to reveal a traitor who had been lurking in the
kingdom, and becomes the catalyst to change the fate of the
country and its people. He is unaware that he has Powers—he

can recall the memories of his past life engraved in his soul. His
Powers manifested around the time he became a teenager, and
he started dreaming of Ionia. After many years of exhausting his

life force, his body weakened. Though he can be stubborn and

contrary at times, Leorino is easygoing and honest. He is devoted
and loves his husband and family with all his heart, which makes
him loved by all.
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Character 04

Ebbo

Ebbo Steiger

Soldier of the Royal Mountain Troops

Age: 44 Hair: olive-brown
Height: 717 Eyes: gray

Born in a poor farming village in the southern part of the
kingdom. A gentle giant of aman with the power of superstrength.
Discord erupted between him and his mother when he hurt her
with his superstrength. As a result, he was sold off to the labor
force, and then he engaged in the grueling work of developing
the far reaches of the country. After a chance meeting on the road
with General Stolf (who was once Gravis’s chaperone), who had
been plotting to build a special forces unit with a collection of

common-born superpowered individuals at the time, Ebbo was

invited to join the army once he was determined to have Powers.
After becoming a member of the Special Forces, led by Captain
Ionia, he suffered grave injuries at Zweilink but managed to
survive. Though retired once, he returned to the Royal Army and
made a fateful reunion with Leorino at the training grounds.
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Gauﬂ Matteus Lambert Cassieux

Third son of the Margrave of Brungwurt /
Captain of the Inner Palace Guard of the Imperial Guard

Age: 25 Hair: dark brown
Height: 6'5” Eyes: blue-green

Third son of Margrave Brungwurt. The fighter among Leorino’s
brothers, and the one who looks most like their father, August.
Having joined the royal knights after finishing higher education
in the royal capital, Gauff currently manages security of the rear
palace as the captain of inner palace security. The Palace of
Starlight—where his little brother, Leorino, now lives with his
spouse, Gravis—is one of the villas that fall under his jurisdiction.
Gauff is the most logical of Leorino’s brothers, but he is, of
course, overprotective, perhaps due to the nature of his job as a
protector of royalty. He is the same age as and a childhood friend
to Josef’s older brother, Rolf; Gauff also calls Josef by the
nickname “Jo” and adores him like a little brother.
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Character 09

Theodor

Theodor Gabriel Anhalt

Prince Regent Gravis’s Valet

Age: 39 Hair: light brown
Height: 5’117 Eyes: light blue

Prince Regent Gravis’s personal valet. He was born to the family of
Count Moreau, a family that often produces royal attendants. As
the second son, Theodor holds no peerage himself. Due to his
mother formerly being a lady-in-waiting to the queen, he was
raised in the royal palace alongside Gravis as a candidate to be his
valet starting at the age of four. He’s the cousin of Crown Prince
yle’s personal valet, Mikhail. Theodor knew Chancellor Marzel
rom a young age due to them both being from bureaucratic,
bloodline purist families; however, due to Theodor being raised in
he palace, they did not interact very much. Though he believed
irmly in bloodline purity before, he has begun to slowly change his
mind. He puts his master above all else and is an earnest person.

Despite seeming haughty at first, he has a powerful spirit of service.
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Hundert

lvan Hundert

Leorino’s Personal Attendant

Age: 67 Hair: white
Height: 5'8” Eyes: blue

Leorino’s personal attendant, having cared for Leorino since he
was a baby. He is good-natured and dedicated. Leorino’s reliance
on him is second only to his reliance on his parents. Hundert is
knowledgeable in the affairs of the royal capital due to having
served a great noble family in the city when he was young, but
there are none around who knew Hundert from that time. His
relatives led him to Brungwurt. Maia chose him to be Leorino’s
attendant specifically because he was one of the very few people
in the remote area who acted in such a refined manner. Though
he often worries over his master’s single-mindedness and his
stubborn personality gives him headaches, Hundert adores
Leorino like a grandson. Lately, his days have been preoccupied
with passing on the secrets of caring for Leorino to the two
personal attendants in training.
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Kelios

Kelios Eugen Keller

Imperial Knight / Leorino’s Bodyguard

Age: 19 Hair: dark brown
Height: 62" Eyes: dark brown

Second son of Viscount Hafeltz. Kelios is a former soldier in the
Royal Army Combat Division and was previously under Lucas’s
command, but due to a request from the Palace of Administration,
he transferred to the Imperial Guard, where he now works and acts
as Leorino’s personal bodyguard. His commanding officer is Inner
Palace Guard Captain Gauff Cassieux. He has a particular weakness
or the rare and beautiful, and while he admires Leorino’s features,
he has no ulterior motive. He dreams of a peaceful married life with
his childhood friend and fiancée, Margarite, who is daughter to a
baron. Although he is unaware of how frivolous he actually is, he

has a sharp eye for opportunity. He is exceptionally skilled in the
sword, to the point where Lucas expects greatness from him. He
and his coworker Josef see each other as “weirdos,” but they
recognize each other’s swordsmanship skills.
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Julian

]u[ian Alexander Munster

Heir to the Duke of Leben
Age: 25 Hair: flaxen
Height: 6'0” Eyes: hazel

The eldest son of the Duke of Leben. Inherited the title of the
Count of Gelasy, one of the many titles of peerage his father
owns. He was raised in total freedom as the heir to the noble
family of the Duke of Leben, the wealthiest family in Fanoren.
He presently helps his father manage their territory. With his
handsome looks and brilliant personality, Julian is the most
popular noble bachelor in all of Fanoren. When his younger sister
was married off to Brungwurt, it was there that he fell in love
with Leorino’s beauty and began pursuing him passionately. He
sensed the blood of Princess Eleonora, a bloodline purist, in
Leorino, and Julian thus worshipped Leorino. The Marquis of
Lagarea manipulated his memory and forced him to act rashly
against Leorino, sending Julian toward destruction.
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Joset

Josef Lev

Leorino’s Bodyguard

Age: 22 Hair: sandy blond
Height: 511" Eyes: steel-gray

Hails from Brungwurt. Second son of Captain Lev of the
Brungwurt Autonomous Army. He has devilish talent with the
sword, which Lieutenant General Lucas also acknowledges.
When he was young, Josef almost killed his brother and his
cousin—albeit unconsciously—and was then considered too
much to handle back in his hometown. His future as Leorino’s
bodyguard was set after Leorino’s attempted kidnapping.
However, the injury Leorino sustained at twelve years old meant
they were unable to see each other for a while. Leorino was no
longer able to attend school in the royal capital, and Josef’s

bodyguard education remained unfinished. As a result, he never
learned etiquette. He has the personality of a reckless and fickle
cat. His eyes are sharp enough to see the truth and he always
says things as they are.
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Dirk

Dirk Bevgund

Adjutant to the General of the Royal Army

Age: 30 Hair: red
Height: 6'4” Eyes: blue

Ionia’s younger brother. Gravis’s adjutant. His appearance and

physique are similar to that of his older brother, but he looks more

mature for all the years he’s outlived Ionia. Though

he has no

Powers, Dirk has an outstanding memory and a strong mind.

Following in his brother’s footsteps, he attended the ac
higher learning and then joined the Royal Army.

highest-ranking commoner working in the royal palace.

ademy for
He is the
While he

acts bright and generous, his good nature is the secret to his

success. He makes it a priority to have no enemies in
rich with nobles. Once Dirk learned that Leorino h

he palace
ad Ionia’s

memories, the two became much closer. He plans to transfer from

the Royal Army to the Palace of Administration for the sake of the

future that Gravis wants to build. He will finally start paving the

way to improving the status of all commoners in Fanoren.
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Auriano

Auriano August Thomas Cassieux

Eldest son of the Margrave of Brungwurt /
The Future Margrave of Brungwurt

Age: 31 Hair: dark brown
Height: 6’5" Eyes: blue-green

The oldest son of Margrave Brungwurt. Has succeeded the title

of Count of Stettin, one of the many peerages his father, August,

possesses. After graduating from the academy of higher learning

in the royal capita

, he returned to Brungwurt and studied

territorial management at his father’s side. He is taciturn and

reliable, and he has
In the battle of Zwe

a strong sense of responsibility to his family.
f, he led the Brungwurt Autonomous Army

alongside the Royal Army under Gravis’s command, and together

theyneutralized the
Having studied wit

forces of the Mercenary State of Gdaniraque.
h Crown Prince Kyle at the royal palace, he

and the prince are ¢

ose. Auriano is married to Erina of the house

of the Duke of Leben, and they have one son.
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LLucas
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Lucas Volkhard Brandt

Lieutenant General of the Royal Army

Age: 41 Hair: dirty blond
Height: 6’9" Eyes: amber

Lieutenant general of the Fanoren Royal Army. Hails from the
family of the Count of Hexter, one of the two great noble families
who commonly produce leading figures in the army. As the
second son, he does not hold any titles of peerage. The other
great noble family is the Stolf family, whence the previous
general hailed; the two families are on terrible terms with one
another. An openhearted man, and though he can be sometimes
insensitive, Lucas is impulsive. He single-mindedly loves his late
sweetheart, Ionia. His family is close with the Ginter family of
the Duke of Schoenhausen, and he is childhood friends with
Marzel, the chancellor. The two firmly trust one another. On the
other hand, Lucas often fights with Theodor, a bloodline purist.
The territory of the family of the Count of Hexter produces fine
horses, and Lucas himself loves horses, too. He will soon take
over Gravis’s post to become general.
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Ionia
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lonia Bergund (deceased)

Captain of the Royal Army Special Forces Unit

Age: 22 (at time of death) Hair: red
Height: 6’2" Eyes: violet

Born as son to a blacksmith in the royal capital. Fate one day

ed

him to meeting Gravis. He possessed the Power of destruction,

and so he became a human shield. He attended the academy
higher learning. He and Gravis eventually became attracted
each other beyond their respective social standings, but th

feelings never went anywhere due to various obstacles. When his

boyfriend, Lucas Brandt, consoled him, Ionia found his heart

wandering. Queen Adele tore him from Gravis, and he met

his

end in the battle of Zweilink at twenty-two years young, without

ever finding a conclusion for his own feelings. Leorino inheri

ed

Ionia’s final memories, which served as the trigger which would

reveal a secret that would shake Fanoren.
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