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Why, hello. Here we are again.


This is the third…no, the fourth time I’ve run into you here, I believe.


Hmm? Ah, it’s the fifth? Beg pardon. I forgot.


I’m quite easygoing, you see; I’m no good at remembering times and things. Don’t be angry with me.


That’s right, it’s my temperament.


Well, well. You even have a rather fine tea ready for us today.


Such consideration really lifts the spirits. Yes, it’s delicious.


You know, I didn’t think you had it in you to be this considerate.


…Whoops. My apologies. I shouldn’t have said that, even if it was exactly what I was thinking.


Ah, and I see that may have been best left unsaid as well. I do apologize. Don’t be angry.


I tend to say just what I’m thinking, without softening the edges. Yes, that’s temperament as well.


Oh, I see. You didn’t prepare this tea? It was a present?


Hmm. Then you really are… No, never mind.


Now then, you were waiting for me. What sort of story did you want today?


…………


I see. About life, hmm? That’s a rather broad topic…


Is something troubling you?


Oho. You may have found your life partner.


That’s wonderful. My sincere congratulations.


Ah, but you aren’t sure whether you should accept this individual’s suit?


Hmm, yes, that’s a knotty problem.


Life is long and filled with hardship. In order to see it through without regret, you need a partner who’s irreplaceable.


If you choose the wrong one, though… That’s right, it will all come to nothing.


Well, now. Let’s see.


…In that case, why don’t I tell you about several examples I’m familiar with, stories of individuals and their respective partners?


You might not think it to look at me, but observing such people is a hobby of mine.


Use them as references, if you would, to help make your own life a happy one.






















All right. Then I’ll begin.
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Behold that flower






















Blooming in night’s shade,


its petals tinged with blue,


yet noble still…





















Elliot Nightray


ONE WEEKEND.


It was after school, and soft sunlight streamed into the library.


Lutwidge Academy set great store by tradition and formality, and none of its students were the type who made noise in libraries. There were many students in the hall, with its rows of stacks, but the only sounds were hushed conversations and soft footfalls, and nothing disturbed the tranquil atmosphere.


Boys wore white swallowtail coats, navy blue vests, and white trousers, while girls wore white blazers and skirts.


The sun-warmed library was filled with the distinctive scent of books.


“You’re borrowing that one again. You really like it, don’t you?”


A boy with one tuft of hair that flipped straight up, right in front, pulled a book from one of the shelves, earning that remark from the shaggy-haired classmate who stood next to him.


The boy drew his eyebrows together slightly, directing a sharp glance at his neighbor.


“…What’s wrong with that? Good stuff is good no matter how many times you read it.”


“The title’s fairly hackneyed. Holy Knight.”


“Classic. Call it classic.”


As the boy argued back, he tucked the book he’d taken under his elbow.


He had no way to see his classmate’s face, hidden as it was by his long, untrimmed hair and glasses. However, after spending two years with him, the boy knew his expressions like the back of his own hand. …He knew he’d be feigning ignorance, straight-faced.


“Don’t be mad. I was just stating my opinion, Elliot. I’m not criticizing your tastes.”


At his classmate’s nonchalant answer, the boy—Elliot—clicked his tongue irritably.


Elliot Nightray, aged sixteen.


He was a son of the House of Nightray, one of the four great dukedoms that held tremendous power in this country, and, at present, he was a fourth-year student at Lutwidge Academy.


He was high-minded, severe, and outspoken.


He had strong-willed eyebrows, sharp eyes, and platinum blonde hair that took on a blue tint when the light hit it just right. All these things combined to make this boy, in his Lutwidge Academy uniform, seem somehow difficult to approach.


Some considered the teardrop mole at the outside corner of his left eye to be one of his charms, but it didn’t do much to soften his sharp appearance.


“Listen up, Leo. See, the Holy Knight series is…”


Elliot began to speak, his voice filled with enthusiasm.


However, his classmate—Leo—briskly put out a hand and cut him off, saying, “I don’t need to hear that again, thanks.”


Leo was also sixteen.


He was from the House of Fianna, a home for orphans operated by the Nightrays.


Two years before, Elliot, who’d been having trouble choosing a valet, had encountered him in the House of Fianna’s bookroom. Immediately thereafter, they’d quarreled at the top of their lungs… Following that worst of all possible first meetings, after several twists and turns and over the objections of those around him, Elliot had chosen Leo to be his valet.


Leo might have been a valet, but he treated Elliot like an equal and did just as he pleased. He never gave a thought to his master’s convenience. He looked calm and collected, but in Elliot’s words, he was actually “touchy and quarrelsome,” and it wasn’t at all uncommon for him to pepper his master with sharp words.


The phrase that best described Leo would have been “incurable bookworm.”


Actually, even “incurable” might have been an understatement.


Leo picked up the sentence he’d made Elliot drop:


“The Holy Knight series is an ode to heroism that sets up an ideal for nobles, knights, and other chosen ones by following the footsteps of the protagonist, Edwin, and is a textbook for ‘how men should live,’ et cetera. You’ve told me a million times, and anyway, I’ve read through it myself, so I know.”


On hearing this, said indifferently and all at once, Elliot looked a bit daunted.


He snorted crossly, then sent a mild glare at the five thick books Leo was hugging to his chest.


“So, what are you borrowing? Five of ’em at once…”


“Oh, these?”


As Leo explained, a cheerful buoyancy shone through his unaffected words.


“This one’s a mystery novel, Festival of the Double Helix. People say the author’s style is old-fashioned, but his descriptions have real depth, and I like that. This is a classic about logic, this is a biology text about the ecology of reptiles, and then there’s a dictionary of names, and—”


“Hold it. I already know you read crazy stuff that’s all over the map, but what’s the point of reading a dictionary of names? It’s just…names.”


Elliot cut in, looking dumbfounded. Leo smiled.


“It’s interesting. When I’m reading, I think about the names and imagine what sort of lives the people lived. This will keep me entertained for a week.”


“……Book nut.”


Leo seemed mystified by Elliot’s mutter. “What’s odd about that?”


Everything, Elliot thought, but he grimaced and said, “Knock yourself out.” The two moved away from the stacks. Leo already had a book open and was starting to read. “Control yourself until we get back to our room,” Elliot warned him.


The two of them went to the information corner and completed the check-out procedures. Elliot finished first, and while Leo was checking out his five books, he stood a little ways away, looking cross.


“………”


Abruptly, Elliot turned back and took a long look at the shelf that held the Holy Knight series.


The volume he’d taken had left a gap like a missing tooth.


“What’s the matter, Elliot?”


Leo spoke to him; he’d finished the procedures. Elliot shook his head, absently.


“Nothing. Let’s go.”


He and Leo left the library.


The corridor was filled with students spending their afterschool hours as they pleased. Unlike in the library, loud, cheerful, lively voices joined in animated conversations here and there. Several students sneaked surreptitious glances at Elliot. Evading them coldly, Elliot began to walk.


Just then, from beside him, Leo murmured, “Oh, that’s right.”


When Elliot glanced at him, Leo was awkwardly balancing his stack of five books, with one hand in the back pocket of his coat. Then:


“Here, this is for you.”


Carelessly, Leo held the object he’d extracted out to Elliot.


It was a deep blue leather bookmark, with a design stamped on it in gold foil.


“………What’s this?”
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Elliot took the bookmark, looked at it, then realized the design was linked to Holy Knight. It showed the silhouettes of Edwin, the protagonist, and his valet, Edgar. For a moment, Elliot looked pleased, but he soon grew dubious.


“I bought it yesterday. …Since you’re the type who takes time to read a book.”


“Was today something special? It’s not my birthday.”


“No, it’s nothing like that. I just wanted you to have it.”


Leo smiled cheerfully. In contrast, Elliot’s expression clouded rapidly.


“…What are you plotting? Getting presents from you is creepy.”


“Elliooot! If you can’t accept kindness from others gracefully, you won’t grow into a decent adult.”


“Everything you do every day is making me like this!”


As he retorted, Elliot’s brow was furrowed. He glanced at the bookmark in his hand.


For a while, he gazed at it as if it was something suspect and dangerous, but finally he shoved it into the back pocket of his coat. Walking in front of Leo, Elliot started down the sunny corridor. He didn’t look back. With a little snort, he said:


“…Well, I guess there’s no help for it. I’ll take it for you.”
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Lutwidge Academy, Elliot and Leo’s school, was considered to be the most prestigious of all prestigious schools.


The sons and daughters of the nobility, the nation’s elite, spent six years here, from ages thirteen to eighteen, being trained to become the future leaders of society and those destined to support those leaders.


Lutwidge Academy was a boarding school, and during their six years of attendance, male and female students lived in their own dormitories.


In the dorms, students were placed in rooms of six from the first year to the third year, in order to learn the manners and attitudes required for group living. Students in the higher forms lived in rooms of two. The only ones to receive private rooms, even among the upper forms, were a handful of students known as “prefects.”


“…Tch.”


They’d left the school building and were walking toward the boys’ dorm when Elliot clicked his tongue softly and stopped in his tracks.


Leo, who’d been walking beside him, stopped as well.


The brick path that led to the boys’ dorm wound through a sparse grove of maple trees. About halfway down that path, right where it entered the grove, was a group of male students: four or five boys surrounding one smaller boy.


They were standing in a ring, throwing a little bottle to each other as if playing catch, while the boy in the center of the circle chased after it.


This wasn’t a fun, friendly game. The smaller student looked as if he might cry at any moment, and the boys who surrounded him wore sadistic smirks.


Elliot knew all of them.


“A~ah, they’ve got him again, don’t they.”


Leo’s voice was calm. He’d followed Elliot’s gaze and seen the students.


“…Stupid…”


Elliot spit out the word in a low voice, then took Holy Knight from under his arm and held it out to Leo. Leo accepted it with a practiced motion and a “Yes, yes.”


Elliot stepped into the grove. He walked toward the students, crushing fallen leaves underfoot.


Even as the two of them approached, neither the smaller student nor the ring of students who were teasing him noticed.


The student who had the little bottle tried to throw it to his friend, but his aim was off, and it went toward Elliot instead. It flew in a high arc, and Elliot caught it. The texture of hard glass. The swaying, splashing black liquid inside it.


It was a bottle of ink.


Elliot had caught it one-handed, and as he rolled it around on his palm, a low murmur rose from the boys. Their voices were startled and bewildered, and every eye was focused on Elliot. Some said his name, while others said the name of the House of Nightray.


Although Nightray was one of the four great dukedoms, the nation’s heroes, the family was suspected of betrayal during the Tragedy of Sablier a century before, and even now, dark rumors clung to its name. This was the family to which Elliot belonged.


The students and teachers around him held awe and envy for the dukedoms…but at the same time, there was a feeling of distance with regard to the House of Nightray that was unlike anything directed at the other families. This was the sort of atmosphere that surrounded Elliot at school. Many people looked at him, but very few approached him.


Of course, Elliot would never have chosen to keep his head down and live quietly for fear of false rumors and backbiting. As a result, many of the school’s students saw Elliot as “aloof” and difficult to approach.


“You guys…are an eyesore.”


Elliot’s declaration was ruthless. Possibly they were overawed by his imposing attitude: As he strode into the ring of students, the circle broke.


Elliot walked right up to the smaller student, who’d slumped to the ground in the center of the circle.


He sent one piercing glare at the students who surrounded them. —Then, from near his feet, a faint voice said, “E-Elliot-kun…”


Elliot lowered his glowering eyes. A timid face was looking up at him.


Like Elliot, the boy was a fourth-year student, and they lived in the same dorm. His name was Marcel. His build was so delicate that he seemed better suited to the girls’ uniform than the boys’, and as a result, he was often teased.


“Here.


“It’s yours, right?” Elliot said, and he tossed the little bottle at him. Marcel caught it with both hands.


“Uh, uh-huh. —Oh, no, I, um…”


At that noncommittal response, Elliot instantly began to radiate prickly irritation. Marcel shuddered and gave a small “Eek!” Just then, Leo—who’d followed Elliot and was standing behind him—put in an astute word for Marcel.


“I think that’s probably Gerald’s.”


“Ahn?” Elliot turned to look back at Leo, prickly aura and all.


“Marcel is Gerald’s assistant, you know.”


“Hm? Oh. Right. —So, what, you’re on an errand?”


As he spoke, he turned back to Marcel. The boy was nodding vigorously.


Gerald was one of the handful of prefects for Elliot’s dorm. The many students who lived in the dorms were split into several groups, with one prefect placed in charge of each group and expected to give everyday guidance. Gerald was the prefect in charge of the group Elliot and Leo belonged to. However, possibly because he felt daunted by the four great dukedoms, he didn’t want much to do with Elliot, and they hardly ever saw each other. Elliot thought things were more comfortable that way, too.


Prefects were given the right to choose one student from a lower grade as an assistant to handle personal tasks for them.


Gerald had chosen Marcel.


“Um, Gerald-san told me to go buy some ink for him, because he was out…”


“He did, huh?”


Elliot waved one hand, uninterested, as if to say, That doesn’t really matter.


“…Never mind that.”


Sheathed in cold anger, once again, he glared at the students around him.


Every face belonged to a student who lived in Elliot’s dorm, from first-years to third-years. He’d interrupted the younger students’ hard-earned fun, and they couldn’t quite keep their displeasure out of their expressions, but no one said anything aloud.


They were edging back, sure from the glitter in Elliot’s eyes that they were about to be lectured.


However—


“You little—!! You’re an upperclassman! Don’t let junior students push you around!!”


Looking down at Marcel, Elliot roared at him furiously.


“Fweh?!”


“Don’t give me ‘fweh’! When your family sent you here, they entrusted you with their honor! That means you don’t let younger guys— No, it doesn’t matter who they are! Don’t disgrace yourself like that in front of anybody! You’re a nobleman! Have some pride! Walk tall! Work on your swordsmanship! Take your scrawny—”


“Elliot. Elliot.”


From behind Elliot, Leo tugged at his sleeve.


“What?!” Elliot answered, still roaring.


“Quiet down,” Leo said, covering his ears.


“You’re scolding the wrong guy. I’m not saying Marcel isn’t to blame for any of it, but…”


“Who cares?! I—This guy’s—”


“And besides, you’re attracting lots and lots of attention. You don’t mind?”


“……Huh?”


Elliot looked around. Several students stood on the path that linked the school buildings with the dorms. It was a rather sizable crowd.


Most of them were probably students who’d just happened to be passing by when they stopped. They kept their distance, and although the looks directed his way were nervous, they were all intensely interested. Elliot stood out even when he wasn’t doing anything, and now he was the solid center of attention.


“……Rrgh…”


Elliot’s temperature came back down all at once.


“It’s a shame to waste the audience. Why don’t you wave?”


“Like hell!”


Elliot turned away from the easygoing Leo, fixing his rumpled uniform. With a brusque “Let’s go” for Leo, he left the scene. The students who’d formed the circle, realizing they were being left behind and assuming they’d escaped without a rebuke, breathed sighs of relief.


Just then:


“You, too!”


Elliot stopped, turning around.


“If you call yourselves noblemen, don’t use dirty tricks like this. Settle things fair and square, man-to-man.


“Have you no shame?!” he said, his voice low and harsh.


Although he wasn’t yelling, his tone cut them down ruthlessly with the blade of his integrity.


When he finished speaking, Elliot flared his coattails wrothfully and stalked off with Leo.


Until they were out of sight, not one student managed to move.


Then.


Finally. Marcel, who’d collapsed with the ink bottle cradled in his hands, gave a sigh.


He was looking in the direction where Elliot had disappeared, and his expression held deep gratitude at having been rescued.


…That wasn’t all.


“Elliot-kun is sooooooooo cool…”


He sighed ardently as he spoke. Then, with a muttered “Oh!,” Marcel happily took a notebook from his breast pocket. He opened it and began to write something. The cover of the notebook held the words: Elliot-kun—Record of Exploits.
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“—And Gerald, too. He could at least buy his own ink—”


They were walking down the path to the boys’ dorm.


Abruptly, as Elliot muttered to himself, Leo said, “It was him.” Elliot looked perplexed. “What was him?”


Leo spoke as if it was nothing important:


“The one who egged on those younger students.”


“……Huh?”


“He ordered Marcel to go buy the ink, and then he ordered the underclassmen to keep him from doing it.”


“How do you know that?”


In answer to Elliot’s question, Leo said, “Coincidence.”


Blue Rose Club


THAT SAME DAY, A MOMENT BEFORE EVENING.


In the center of the Lutwidge Academy campus was a quadrangle carpeted with lush green grass, and in the quadrangle were many girls and boys who’d been released from their strict classes.


Some students spent the time until dinner reading on the benches. Others chatted with their friends. Still others cut through the quadrangle on their way to club or volunteer activities.


In a corner of the quadrangle, on a terrace made of white brick, several female students were demurely enjoying their afternoon tea.


All the seats at the three-legged tables were occupied by girls.


“—All right. Let us begin for today.”


The statement came from a graceful young lady who had been sitting at a table, quietly sipping from her teacup.


The girls who sat around the table with her, and the girls who sat at other tables, all smiled and nodded: “Yes, let’s.” The scene was exquisitely elegant and delicate. The terrace overflowed with refinement.


“Now then. Who will make the first report?”


Prompted by the girl who’d opened the meeting, one of the students seated at the next table over raised her hand: “Josephine-sama. May I…?” At that, Josephine, the girl responsible for the gathering, nodded gently. “If you would.”


Having received permission, even as she exuded impatience to begin immediately, the girl took the time to calmly, slowly raise her teacup to her lips. Not a single student complained about this pretentious behavior. All that happened was that the atmosphere of expectation grew stronger.


The girl returned her teacup to the table, drew a breath, and spoke.


“Today, I chanced to witness ‘Master Blue Rose’ sneezing.”


Immediately…


A collective cry of “Oh, my!” rose from the tables. On hearing that report, all the girls around the tables began talking at once. Although perfectly proper and chaste, their voices held delight and enthusiasm.


“But how rare!”


“Yes, it is quite rare.”


“Is it rarer than when his stomach was heard to growl the other day, I wonder?”


“I think it’s a close thing. For myself, I really couldn’t say which is superior.”


“Wait, my dears. The important bit is what came after.”


“Of course, as you say.”


“Yes, the highlight of the stomach growl was when Master Blue Rose blushed.”


“That raised the score significantly.”


“Our spirited Master Blue Rose, and his cheeks were as red as apples…”


“Ah, how I would have loved to be there.”


“Truly.”


“Truly.”


“Truly.”


“—And?”


Josephine, who’d been watching the discussion that seemed set to go on forever, gravely questioned the girl who’d reported the sneeze.


“How was it? What did Master Blue Rose do following the sneeze?”


The girl nodded. The other girls turned their attention to the continuation of the report; no one interrupted.


For a brief moment, silence reigned on the terrace. Then:


“‘The other’ was beside him, and came very near to wiping his nose with a kerchief…”


“Yes?” The girls leaned in.


“…And he swung his fist and warded him off!”


Once again, cries of “Oh, my!” rang out. They were much louder than before.


The girls’ delighted discussion sprang to life again. True, the score for a blushing, embarrassed Master Blue Rose was quite high. However, everyone assembled here agreed that, aesthetically, his virtues were his spirit and his pride.


“Then it’s unanimous. No doubt this report will shine brilliantly in the annals of the Blue Rose Club.”


At Josephine’s words, statements of “No objection” and elegant applause rose from every table.


THE BLUE ROSE CLUB.


This was what the group of girls who met on the terrace in the afternoons to discuss the individual known as “Master Blue Rose” called themselves.


Very few people at Lutwidge Academy knew of the group’s existence. This was due in large part to the fact that its activities were secret, and not conducted publically. At present, most of the participants gathered here were from the upper forms, girls from the fifth and sixth years.


Their formal name was The Society of Young Ladies who Admire Master Blue Rose.


Who was this Master Blue Rose, and who was “the other” who had appeared in the report?


Well…
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“Elliot? What’s the matter? You hunched up all of a sudden.”


A room in the boys’ dorm.


Leo spoke to Elliot, who was sprawled on the bed reading Holy Knight.


Leo was sitting on the floor, leaning against the edge of the bed. His hands held the biology text he’d just checked out. As they’d been reading, Elliot had suddenly flinched, quite violently, and hunched his shoulders.


Elliot sat up, leaving the book open, and shook his head, answering awkwardly. “…Dunno.”


Leo didn’t seem terribly interested.


“You do things like that sometimes, you know.”


“Nah, I just got this abrupt chill… Made me shiver.”


“Ah-ha-ha. Weirdo.”


“Shut up.”


“Make sure you don’t catch cold. I don’t want to have to take care of you.”


“Hey. Valets don’t say stuff like that.”


“Well, I’d wrap a leek around your neck, at least.”


When Leo mentioned this “time-honored folk remedy” which he’d read about in a book, Elliot grimaced. “……A leek?” “Mm-hmm,” Leo muttered briefly, and that ended their discussion of the chill.


Leo’s eyes returned to the book in his hand, and he immersed himself in reading again—


…Or he seemed to.


“Someone could be talking about you. You are pretty famous.”


He spoke without lifting his eyes from the book.


Elliot snorted. He glanced at the room’s window.


“…Stupid,” he muttered irritably.
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“I saw Master Blue Rose act as arbitrator in a bullying incident.”


The report that followed the sneeze dealt with the recent incident in the maple grove.


However, the report drew several comments—“I saw that as well,” “So did I”—and the girl who had made it looked slightly disappointed.


Still:


“Risking himself to protect the weak is a fine example of Master Blue Rose behavior.”


At Josephine’s praise, the girl who’d made the report broke into a happy smile.


At the words “fine example,” the other girls nodded in agreement: That’s true. Then the cheerful, lively discussion started up again.


A short while later, as if she’d been waiting for the gathering’s enthusiasm to die down somewhat, Josephine spoke.


“Now then, my dears. I have another splendid piece of news for you today.”


Those words made her the focus of the girls’ attention. They were unable to hide their building expectations: “Splendid news”? …Could it be…? Josephine, her face composed, lifted her teacup to her lips and quietly drained its contents.


Returning the teacup to the table in a picture-perfect gesture, she slipped her index and middle fingers into the breast pocket of her white blazer.


Slowly, she drew them out. Pinched between her fingertips was a folded scrap of paper.


“We received a letter from Gardener ‘M’ today.”


At Josephine’s words, a dainty commotion filled the terrace. These letters were the most precious and important element of the Blue Rose Club’s activities.


The identity of the sender, Gardener “M,” was unknown. The letters always warned them not to pry.


However, the important thing wasn’t Gardener “M”’s identity. The letters that were sent regularly to the Blue Rose Club held detailed, pitch-perfect descriptions of a Master Blue Rose the girls could never know, including his life in the boys’ dorm, which they were forbidden to enter.


Finding herself the focus of all those expectant stares, Josephine opened the scrap of paper, taking her time and acting particularly self-important. It was a single sheet of stationery.


“I shall read it aloud. ‘This morning, in the cafeteria, some vegetables he didn’t like showed up at breakfast. When he tried to leave them, his valet admonished him. As he stuffed his face, annoyed, he looked like a lordly squirrel’—”


At every anecdote that was read to them, the Blue Rose Club members raised their voices in admiration and praise.


When she’d read the letter through, taking plenty of time, Josephine told them, “That is all.”


After they’d listened the whole way through, “Satisfaction!” was written on every girl’s face. The older girls’ skin even seemed a bit brighter and smoother.


Josephine wound up the affair by saying that the day’s meeting had been another good, fruitful one, and then:


“I think it’s time we dispersed for today.”


She adjourned the meeting. …However, almost immediately, she seemed to remember something. Her eyes turned in a certain direction.


“Matilda. You stay here, please.”


At the other end of Josephine’s gaze, the girl called Matilda nodded wordlessly.


Unusually for a member of the group, Matilda had remained silent throughout the reports on Master Blue Rose and the ensuing discussion. As a rule, she spoke only a few words, and she had so little presence that she seemed a bit ghostlike, but she was a legitimate member of the Blue Rose Club.


The other girls exchanged cheerful good-byes and went their separate ways. As evening approached, only the two of them remained on the terrace. Under a sky that had begun to turn vermilion, Josephine smiled and walked over to Matilda, calling her name in confidential tones. “Matilda.”


“……Yes, Josephine-sama.”


“How is Project Coronation progressing?”


“Smoothly. The day of Master Blue Rose’s coronation is drawing near.”


“—I see.”


Smiling in satisfaction at Matilda’s words, Josephine patted her head.


“That’s marvelous.”


Ada Vessalius


THE FIRST MORNING OF THE WEEK.


As she sat up in bed in her dim room, the girl yawned.


“Fua……”


The sky she glimpsed through the gap in the curtains was cloudy. It looked as if it might rain at any minute.


The girl’s name was Ada Vessalius. She was eighteen.


A daughter of the House of Vessalius, one of the four great dukedoms, she was currently in her sixth year at Lutwidge Academy, a student in the highest grade. At school, she belonged to the disciplinary committee.


This was one of the secondary Vessalius residences, and it was located quite close to the school. On the weekends, Ada returned to this mansion, then went to school from there.


She had the same blond hair as her brother and features that, although they’d grown to match her age, still held something childlike. Even though she’d been born into a family that was in a position of supreme authority as one of the four great dukedoms, she was pleasant and kind to others and had a generous personality, and sometimes her friends said she was too open and trusting.


Today, Ada had awakened thirty minutes earlier than usual. For that reason, perhaps, she was still a bit sleepy.


Still: Today was an important day. She mustn’t sleep in.


“Good morning, Snowdrop and Kitty.”


She greeted her two pet cats, who were on top of the comforter, watching her. The cats responded with simultaneous mews.


When Ada stirred restlessly, they leapt lightly down from the bed to the floor.


Ada pushed the comforter back and climbed out of bed, too. She stretched luxuriously. Then, with impeccable timing, there was a knock at the door. Yesterday, she’d told a servant at what time she’d be waking up this morning, and that servant called to her through the door: “My lady, your breakfast is ready.”


“Coming,” said Ada. She put on a dressing gown over her nightclothes and started for the door.


After a light breakfast in the dining room, Ada changed into her uniform and left the mansion. The two cats followed her. At the front door, Ada turned to the cats, crouching down as they tried to come out.


Holding up an index finger, she lectured them, speaking slowly and clearly.


“No, Snowdrop. No, Kitty. I can’t take you to school with me.”


The cats mewed, as if asking “Why?”


“Discipline Reinforcement Week starts today. I’m on the disciplinary committee. If I take you with me, I’ll be setting a bad example.


“Understand?” she asked them, making doubly sure.


It was Discipline Reinforcement Week, and this was the all-important first day. That was why she’d gotten up early.


It wasn’t clear whether or not the cats had understood what Ada told them. They just mewed.


“You two be good. Mind the house for me. All right, I’ll be back.”


On that note, Ada closed the front door and set off briskly.


She walked down the flagstone avenue in front of the mansion. When she’d gone a short ways, she turned, just once, peeking back at the mansion. The door was closed. Were the cats on the other side, mewing with loneliness? She resolved to play with them for a good long time when she came home again.


“Okay. I’ve got to hurry.”


Murmuring to herself, Ada returned her gaze to the end of the avenue.


It would be terrible if she were to be late during Discipline Reinforcement Week. As a member of the disciplinary committee, she had to model the rules of Lutwidge Academy for the other students. To that end, she thought, she had to discipline herself constantly.


Onii-chan, I’m doing my best!


Silently, she called to her big brother, Oz Vessalius, who’d been missing for a decade.


With a determined expression on her childlike face, Ada began to walk faster.


“Yeek?!”


…Then she tripped on the edge of a paving stone and fell.



Elliot Nightray


THE FIRST DAY OF DISCIPLINE
REINFORCEMENT WEEK. AFTER SCHOOL.


“…Oh. Forgot something.”


Leo muttered, shortly, and turned on his heel. They were in a cramped back garden behind the Lutwidge Academy school building. The silent garden held nothing but a small flower bed. In the afternoon, the building blocked most of the sunlight, and no students gathered there.


“Hey, Leo!”


Elliot called to Leo’s back as he strode off, but Leo didn’t respond; he just disappeared into the school building.


“Huhn… You’d think he was the only person on the planet. Jerk.”


Even Elliot and Leo had only been cutting through the garden on their way back to the dorm; they hadn’t planned to stop there.


Should he wait here, or go on back to the dorm? After giving it a little thought, Elliot decided to wait for three minutes, but no more. Taking Holy Knight from where he’d been holding it under his arm, he flipped to the page marked with the bookmark Leo had given him.


“…Heh.” He broke into a faint smile. Elliot picked up the bookmark with his fingertips:


“Y’know…”


It hadn’t been his birthday or any other special day, and yet, out of the blue, he’d gotten a present.


A bookmark from Holy Knight, Elliot’s favorite series.


Unlike Leo, who read most books cover-to-cover in one sitting, Elliot was the type who took time to read a book. Many books came with attached ribbons, so he’d never felt it was much of an inconvenience, but he had thought it would be nice to have a bookmark all his own.


He didn’t remember if he’d ever mentioned that to Leo.


Either way…


“No, it’s nothing like that. I just wanted you to have it.”


I didn’t think he was the sort of guy who could be that considerate…


He did think the way he’d given it to him—casually, brusquely, on the way back from the library—had been just like Leo.


“………Hmm.”


Elliot let his eyes fall to the book, thinking he’d read a little further.


However, it felt as if he wouldn’t be able to concentrate on what he read, so he replaced the bookmark and shut the book with a thump.


The sky was cloudy, and on top of that, the shadowed back garden was chilly. Elliot thought, Yeah, I’m done. No more waiting, and decided to leave the garden. As he was about to set off, he noticed that one of his shoes had come undone. Elliot crouched down and retied his shoelace.


Just then, something smacked him lightly on the back. Elliot turned.


“Man, Leo. That was fas—”


“Mew?”


A blank cat’s face. Boy and feline gazed at each other.


…………A cat?!


At the violent shock from this unexpected sight, Elliot lost his balance and almost fell over. Somehow managing to keep from falling, he stood up, staring at the cat.


It had a ribbon tied around its neck, so he knew it was probably somebody’s pet. It was a pure white cat with striking, limpid, silver eyes. Elliot complained, holding his galloping heart: “D-don’t scare me like that, cat.” The white cat only gave an entertained “Mew! [image: image]”


Elliot glanced right and left, but aside from himself and the white cat, the garden was empty.


“…Tch! What idiot brought you in here?”


“Mew, mew. Mew, mew.”


The white cat meowed, pestering him to play. Responding to its voice, Elliot met its gaze. He’d heard that cats ran when humans looked them in the eye, but the white cat must have been very used to humans; it didn’t even hint at trying to run.


Elliot’s face grew stern.


“No. That’s no good. Listen, if somebody finds you here, there’s going to be trouble.”


He was right: It was Discipline Reinforcement Week.


After school, students tended to let themselves go a bit, and the disciplinary committee went on patrol. Elliot had passed several committee members already. If they found the cat, they’d catch it, of course, and they’d begin hunting for its owner.


Elliot didn’t care what happened to the owner. However, even then, he thought it would be best to make them take the cat home right away.


If only for the cat’s sake.


“Where’s your owner, cat?”


In response to Elliot’s question, the white cat only tilted its head and mewed.


It looked up at Elliot with big, bright, round eyes.


It was staring straight at Elliot.


“…………………………………………………………………………………………………”


Elliot was silent.


His cheek twitched.


“……M-man, I guess I’d better…”


With a slightly hoarse mutter, Elliot crouched down again, as low as he could.


He was trying to put himself on the cat’s eye level.


“Listen, you. It’s not safe for you to be messing around on campus. Get out. G’wan, get.”


He put out a hand to catch it by the neck, but the cat slipped out of reach.


However, it made no move to leave Elliot’s side. Not only that, it licked the hand Elliot had stretched out with its tiny tongue. The sensation that traced his fingertips was damp and soft and rough, all at once.


Lick, lick. Lick.


…………………!


Elliot was frozen in place, unable to pull his hand back.


He knew.


Of course he knew. This was no time to be playing with a cat. He was at school, and although there was no one around right now, Leo could return at any moment. Besides, there was no telling when another student might show up. A patrolling disciplinary committee member, for example.


If anybody saw him like this…


Yeah, this isn’t—


Lick lick. Lick lick.


Lick lick. Lick lick.


With no idea what Elliot was feeling, the white cat licked his fingers all over. Elliot stared at it, as if he couldn’t look away.


“What’s your name, cat?”


His question was almost involuntary.


The white cat stopped licking for a moment, turned its face toward Elliot, stared at him intently, and gave a soft “Mew.” There was no telling whether it was meant as a reply or not. It only looked straight at him with those silver eyes.


“They’re like…the moon…”


Elliot murmured, as if talking to himself. As if in a dream.


The white cat began licking his fingers again. Its tongue finally reached the skin between his fingers, at the base, and it tickled so much that Elliot shivered. He scolded the cat, hastily: “Hey, no, quit…!” However, his voice was weak, as if he was delirious with fever.


And his face…


Lick lick lick, lick!


“Hey, you! That tickles! Ah-ha-ha!”


His face wore one of the best smiles ever.


When, unable to take it anymore, Elliot drew his hand back, the white cat jumped up onto his knees, as if it was chasing the hand.


Then it playfully tried to crawl inside his coat.


Elliot could feel the cat’s fur and its soft body through the cloth, and he really couldn’t take it. He knew. Of course he knew. If he let the cat mess with him like this, his clothes would get dirty, and if anyone happened to see him, he’d have no way to cover for himself.


He had to chase it out of his coat. He had to.


He knew this. —But.


“Mew mew, mew mew, mew mew, mew mew, mew mew, mew mew, mew mew, mew mew.”


The cat played innocently.


Th-this little… What incredible cat power…!!


Elliot was astonished.


“Cat power” was cats’ fearsome ability to make anyone they were playing with happy, no matter what the person wanted or how much of a nuisance it was, and to drain their will and strength to resist. The source of this power was thought to lie, not only in their charming forms and expressions, but in their paw pads as well.


…Of course, the only one who thought this was Elliot.


“Heh heh! Hey, cut that out… ‘Moon’!”


He’d gone and named someone else’s cat. Already. He was utterly enchanted by it.


In the House of Nightray, a family of dog people, Elliot was the one and only universally acknowledged cat lover. …And a terrible pushover, at that.


If the cat had continued playing for another few seconds, the thought that this was school and that it was Discipline Reinforcement Week would have vanished completely from Elliot’s brain, and he’d have been left utterly defenseless, body and soul. A smile that was just as adorable as the cat had already found its way onto his face.


—Then. Suddenly.


The cat jumped down from Elliot’s knees.


Just as Elliot, his face still one big smile, was about to ask it what was wrong…


His sixth sense picked up on danger.


His sense of hearing, which had sharpened instantaneously, caught the sound of footsteps. They were still far away but getting closer, coming up behind him.


Leo…?!


Elliot’s reaction was a sight to behold.


He stood and turned with a speed and sharpness that even someone assaulted by an assassin while they slept probably wouldn’t have been able to match. The motion was so fast that it kicked up a fierce gust of wind.


In that brief moment, the smile vanished from Elliot’s face, and his sharp expression returned. However, his heart was pounding away like an alarm bell. When he looked for the white cat out of the corner of his eye, it was already disappearing into the shadow of the flower bed.


Had he been spotted playing with the cat? No, there’d been a few moments between the point where the cat jumped off his knees and the point where he’d heard footsteps.


No one saw me— They can’t have seen!


“……Oh! Elliot…kun?”


At the sound of his name, he turned his piercing gaze straight in the direction of the voice.


When he saw the person who was walking toward him, Elliot felt himself going cold inside. The alarm bell in his chest calmed down, and his gaze, which had been rather threatening, became a glare filled with clear annoyance.


…Ada Vessalius…!


Silently, in his mind, Elliot said the girl’s name.


She was a daughter of the House of Vessalius, one of the four great dukedoms. Unlike the House of Nightray, Vessalius was a line of heroes that were showered with unadulterated glory and honor. Ada was in the sixth year at school, and Elliot’s senior.


The houses of Vessalius and Nightray were often compared to light and shadow.


“Hate the Vessaliuses. Despise them. Revile them.” His father’s words rose in Elliot’s heart.


Elliot had heard these words ever since he was small, and they were carved deeply into his heart.


…And so.


At school, where it wouldn’t do to cause trouble, Elliot had avoided interacting with her to the best of his abilities. Fortunately, since they were in different years, this hadn’t been hard. He’d only seen her a handful of times, at a distance, since he first entered the academy.


“Grrt…” Unconsciously, Elliot ground his teeth together.


Whether or not she’d noticed his attitude, Ada came right up to him, then stopped and fidgeted. She seemed tense. She also seemed rather shy.


Now there’s a face without a care in the world, Elliot thought, coldly.


“Um, uh…”


Ada pretended to straighten her perfectly tidy uniform, looking bashful.


“Elliot-kun, isn’t it? I, um, we haven’t spoken before, but I—”


“Don’t say my name like we’re friends, Ada Vessalius.”


He’d dropped the words on her like a ton of bricks, and the girl shrank back like a scolded child.


[image: image]


LATER, IN HIS ROOM IN THE BOYS’ DORM.


“Hey, why’s it gone?”


Elliot was flipping through the pages of Holy Knight again and again, then turning the book upside down and shaking it, when Leo returned.


On seeing Elliot, who was scowling in irritation, he looked perplexed.


“Why’s what gone?”


“The bookmark. The one you gave me.”


At Elliot’s answer, Leo’s expression changed to one of comprehension, and he came over. Peering down at the book in Elliot’s hands, he asked, “You did have it in the book, right?” Elliot nodded silently. The bookmark had been in the book, and he’d been carrying the book under his arm, so it was hard to imagine that the bookmark had fallen out.


…Which meant it shouldn’t be gone. And yet.


Leo seemed to have thought the same thing. He cocked his head as if to say, That’s odd.


“When was the last time you saw it?”


“Oh, it was…”


Elliot scanned his memory.


“I opened the book in the back garden while I was waiting for you… It was then.”


“I see. Then it must’ve happened after that, while you were on your way back here. Did anything unusual happen?”


“Unusual… Ada Vessalius talked to me.”


He spoke after a momentary silence, making no attempt to hide his bad mood. Leo gave a small, surprised, “Huh.” He followed it with, “That is strange,” but Elliot said nothing. He was remembering his exchange with Ada. Even though she’d been nervous, Ada had given him a gentle smile.


“Don’t say my name like we’re friends.”


She’d spoken to him, and he’d rejected her sharply.


He didn’t know whether Ada had understood why he’d been so harsh with her. However, even after having been rebuffed in that fashion, Ada hadn’t immediately tried to leave.


She might have had something she wanted to ask… Something she wanted to talk about. As far as Elliot was concerned, though, he had nothing to discuss with a Vessalius. And so, as Ada stood her ground, fidgeting and looking as if she were searching for the right words, he said it:


“I’m waiting for somebody here. You’re in the way. Get lost.”


At Elliot’s ruthless words, Ada had said, “Oh, um, well, I’ll see you later, then, Elliot-kun.” On that carefree note, wearing a smile that had probably taken everything she had to summon, she went back into the school building.


Did she take that attitude even though she knew about the discord between the House of Nightray and the House of Vessalius, and that they were on nothing resembling good terms? …Or did she act like that because she didn’t know?


Either way, Elliot thought.


“That girl’s about as sharp as a marble.”


His mutter drew a “Hey” from Leo.


“You’re talking about an upperclassman.”


“Like I care?”


“Didn’t you scold younger students for not respecting an upperclassman just last week?”


Leo spoke reprovingly. For a moment, Elliot saw red; he shot a glance at him.


“That was different.”


“Oh, so it doesn’t matter when it’s you. I didn’t know you were the sort who could compartmentalize your head like that. I hear it’s really convenient.”


At that, Leo stepped away from Elliot. His tone had been indifferent, but he’d as good as said, I know you really know better. Elliot was exasperated by Leo’s attitude, but he couldn’t find a comeback.


“—And? Could you have dropped it then?”


Leo smoothly set the conversation back on track.


Elliot, feeling rather off-balance, searched his memory.


He hadn’t been able to leave immediately, not after he’d run Ada off by telling her he was waiting for someone, so he’d dutifully stood there for a few minutes. When, as expected, Leo hadn’t come back, he’d left the back garden and returned to the boys’ dorm. If he’d dropped it then, there was no way he wouldn’t have noticed.


“……No,” he concluded briefly.


Leo folded his arms. “Hmmm…”


Elliot also looked as if he was thinking hard. However, at Leo’s next, casual words, his expression froze.


“Anything else? Did something happen before or after that?”


Mew, mew.


“……‘Moon’…”


He’d accidentally said the word aloud, and he shut his mouth hastily. Leo looked perplexed: “???”


“Moon? …Like the one in the sky, you mean??”


“Nuh, no, it’s nothing. I didn’t mean that…”


He didn’t know what he should say.


When the white cat had appeared, and he’d messed around with it for a while…


It was true that, right then, he’d forgotten about the book. He’d been holding it under his elbow, and he wasn’t entirely sure that he hadn’t come pretty close to dropping it a few times. No, he thought he probably had. …But if he said that to Leo…


The things Leo would say…


Elliot’s gaze swam. It would have been obvious to anyone that he was being evasive.


All he said was, “…I…might have dropped it.”


“While you were playing with the cat?”


Leo’s careless bombshell startled Elliot so much he thought his brain might boil over. His field of vision seemed to somersault.


He was confused, and upset, and his face was bright, bright red—


“Y-y-y-y-you jerk!! You were watching that, Leo?!”


He grabbed Leo’s shirtfront as violently as if he meant to hit him.


If he’d been seen, it would have been the blunder of a lifetime… No, much worse than that. If… If he’d been spotted enjoying himself that much, with his guard completely down…


He’d lose every last shred of his prestige as a master!


“Elliot, calm down.”


Moving nonchalantly, even though he was being shaken back and forth by the flustered Elliot, Leo dropped the corner of the book he was holding onto his master’s head. The motion was casual, but it had serious power behind it. Elliot yelped in pain, but it soon turned to anger; determined to give as good as he got, he glared fiercely at Leo and raised his fist.


Just as he did so—


“You’ve got animal hair on your uniform. It’s white, so it doesn’t stand out, but it’s there.”


At Leo’s words, Elliot froze.


“I didn’t see what happened, so the rest is inference. The hair is short, so it’s probably cat hair. If you think you might have dropped the bookmark then, you were probably playing so enthusiastically that you forgot about the book. …And it looks like I was right. You really are easy to read.”


“……Ngkl…”


“Ah, I made you say ‘uncle.’”


Leo sounded rather pleased.


Then he smacked his palm with a fist and said, “Oh, I see,” as if inspiration had just struck. With no idea what was going on, Elliot flinched. Leo—obviously entertained—spoke with the refreshed expression and tone of a detective who’d just solved a cold case:


“So ‘Moon’ is a name? Elliot. That cat. Did you—”


“Don’t say iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!!”


A devastating punch flew at Leo.


[image: image]


—Still.


Leo wasn’t the type to stand there and let himself be punched, and, as was only natural, Elliot’s fists were met with a counterattack.


The dramatic cloud of dust raised by the conflict was nothing anyone would expect from a master and valet.


Sometimes these things happen.


Ada Vessalius


AFTER SHE’D LEFT ELLIOT.


Ada was walking down one of the school corridors. Her shoulders drooped slightly.


“Elliot-kun……”


She murmured the name of the boy who’d chased her out of the back garden.


Elliot Nightray. He was a boy in a different school year, but Ada had known his name since he began attending the academy. After all, like Ada, he was a child of the four great dukedoms, and they were going to the same school. And, as had happened with her, his name had traveled throughout the school soon after he entered it.


Possibly because they were in different years, they’d never directly interacted before. As a result, she hadn’t known what his personality was like.


However, she’d heard the girls in her class happily talking about how he’d helped them when they were in trouble, and this had created a diagram in Ada’s mind: “Elliot-kun = Good person.”


Since that was the case, although it had taken a little courage for her to speak to him for the first time, she hadn’t been reluctant to do so.


“Haaah……”


Ada sighed. She hadn’t expected to be refused so roughly.


Why? she wondered. She didn’t understand.


But maybe—


Elliot had said he was waiting for someone. “So get lost,” he’d said.


Ordinarily, you wouldn’t shoo away anyone else who happened to be in the area just because you were waiting for someone.


…Which meant…?


Place: A deserted back garden.


Person: Someone he didn’t want to be seen meeting.


Meaning… He’d been embarrassed?


Could it be—?!


“A secret date…or something?”


As soon as she’d murmured it, Ada’s cheeks flushed, and she gave a quiet little scream.


In that case, she thought, she really had put her foot in it.


Of course she’d been scolded. What terrible timing!


Time spent with a beloved someone was precious. In that situation, Ada wouldn’t have wanted anyone to disturb her, either. As she walked down the corridor, Ada fancied she felt her chest growing warm. She hadn’t spoken to Elliot today simply because he was also a child of the four great dukedoms.


“He’s his……little brother—”


The face of a young man from the House of Nightray, a man whom Ada had recently begun to think of as someone special, rose in her mind’s eye.


That alone was enough to bring happiness bubbling up inside her.


“Hee-hee!” Ada had begun to scatter a girlish aura, a smile on her pretty lips. Then, spotting another disciplinary committee member walking up the corridor toward her, she gasped. It was a school patrol. The same task that had taken Ada to the back garden.


Oh no, she thought. It was entirely possible that some other committee member would go to the back garden, as she had.


She had to stop them.


She had to protect Elliot-kun’s secret date, his special time.


As someone else who was in love!


“[image: image]!”


Ada ran up to the disciplinary committee member and barred their way, arms spread wide. It was a gesture so abrupt that the student’s eyes went wide. Ada ignored this, speaking emphatically:


“There’s nothing in the back garden. Absolutely nothing. You don’t have to go there, and in fact you really mustn’t. Do you understand? There is really and truly nothing whatsoever in the back garden, so don’t worry about it!”


Ada walked off smartly—she thought—to go tell the other committee members.


But then she turned around again, sharply.


“There is absolutely nothing back there, understand?!”


She drove her point home to the student—who was staring at her, dazed—with a sparkling, triumphant face.


Elliot Nightray


AFTER THE KNOCK-DOWN, DRAG-OUT
FIGHT IN THE BOYS’ DORM.


As Elliot, with a sticking plaster on his nose, and Leo, with a bruise on his cheek, made for the back garden, they passed several students. As a rule, almost no one used the back garden as a shortcut from the school building to the dorms. …Except for today, apparently.


When they reached the back garden, several students were already there. A few of them seemed to be from the disciplinary committee. Every student was looking curiously around the area, and they all seemed a bit dissatisfied. What happened? Elliot wondered.


“…Why is this place so popular all of a sudden?” he asked, keeping his voice down.


Leo only said, “Search me,” and looked perplexed.


At first he thought the white cat might have caused a disturbance, but a look at the students told him that wasn’t it.


“…It’s not here.”


Elliot casually looked around the garden, but, as expected, he didn’t see the cat. He peered into the shadows of the flower bed, too, but the cat hadn’t been heavy enough to leave decent footprints.


After a little while, the students who’d been in the back garden returned to the school building, looking puzzled. When they asked one of the students, they were told that somebody had been kicking up a fuss in the school about something-or-other in the back garden. It had sounded like something interesting was going on, so they’d come out to see, but there hadn’t been anything at all. What a letdown.


Elliot had no idea what it all meant. However, he was a bit irritated with whoever it was for having done something so uncalled for.


In the now-deserted back garden, Elliot knit his brow, wondering what to do.


“It may have gone off campus already,” Leo murmured. “…The cat.”


Feeling as if it was too late to hide anything at this point, Elliot had told him everything.


He’d been distracted by Ada’s approach, and all he’d managed to see of the white cat was its back.


It might have been holding the dropped bookmark in its mouth. He couldn’t think of anywhere else the bookmark could have gotten to. If the cat had left the school grounds, it was all over. His chances of getting that bookmark back were near zero.


Leo said absently, “Well, there’s no help for that. It wasn’t important, anyway. Let’s just forget about it.”


“………Like I could do that.”


Elliot’s answer was cross: It had been a present from Leo, and yet Leo didn’t seem bothered at all.


“Yeah, but it really, really wasn’t anything important, and—”


“Look! I’m responsible for losing it. Besides, you gave…!”


When he’d gone that far, he stopped.


There was no telling how Leo interpreted the words that hadn’t been said.


“In that case, I’ll help you look. Just until it gets dark. If we still haven’t found it by then, you give up, too.”


At those words, Elliot looked up at the sky.


It had been cloudy since morning, and even though it was still evening, it was already gloomy. Leo’s “until it gets dark” hadn’t been sarcastic. It had been a pragmatic decision: After it got dark, it would be very hard to search. Elliot had been planning to look for it by himself if he had to, but—
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