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			When I realized dark magic was involved, all those seemingly disparate questions suddenly began to orbit around a central theme. From the time I saw the fragment of the future that strongly exuded her obsession with names, I thought it was strange.

			[image: ]
			“But your real name won’t change…”

					[image: ]
			I, too, felt a moment of discomfort about her asking my name today. After thinking about it a bit more, I realized that she wanted me to say my name with my own mouth.

			It was not strange that the current scene was different from the original. It must be because they needed to target not just one but two, so the unnecessary people were gathered and kept together, so they could just ignore them.

			Thinking that Rodante was in my grasp, she must be trying to persuade or eliminate us.

			If it was the former, I thought it must be related to “him,” and Peony blurted out words laden with the implications of the former.

			It’s a big catch!

			I rolled on the ground, clutching Rodante tightly. The sword was swung with such force that about half of the blade became embedded in the ground.

			W-what now? Even though I couldn’t see the state I was in, I could already guess. I must be shivering.

			[image: ]
			“If they knew there were two of us, they’d think there’s no chance of winning, so they might take unexpected actions. Just stay still for now.”

					[image: ]
			I told Noah to stay hidden and that it would be okay, so why is a sword coming out here?

			“Your pupils are trembling. Are you scared? Don’t worry, the pain will only be temporary.” Peony brushed back the hair that had fallen across her face as she bowed her head. “This works out well. Rodante, really, thank you for always helping me. Hmm?”

			It seems that her idea of persuasion was to stab a sword through my heart.

			I felt the body I held in my arms stiffening.

			The moment she reached out her hand to the sword still stuck in the ground, I forcefully kicked the blade. A noise erupted, louder than the sound of the sword breaking—it was two gunshots.

			“Ugh.”

			I hugged Rodante, who was in my arms, even tighter, aware that this was a situation that would linger too long in a child’s memory.

			“The next one will be your head.”

			His voice, always marked by a relaxed and languid countenance, had now turned chilly. Just moments before, he had been unbelievably calm, especially for someone who had just smashed the backs of a person’s hands.

			“Rodante. Cover your eyes.”

			I first grabbed Peony’s wrist joint with my right hand, starting from the knuckles, to prevent her from acting impulsively. As she groaned in pain, I tried to fully subdue her, but Noah was quicker this time.

			Noah, who dashed out like lightning, looked at me with exasperation one might show a younger sibling who refused to listen. As I looked up at Noah, I felt myself shrink.

			“My lady, take my hand.”  

			“Ah, thank you…”

			Contrary to his words, it was Calix who first grabbed my hand and helped me up. His gaze swept from my cheek to my hand and then to Rodante before turning downward.

			“Marchioness Tatis. I must clearly understand how this situation came about.”

			“It’s a misunderstanding. I was merely trying to educate my illegitimate child, but the lady…”

			“Unfortunately, all the voices could be heard.”

			A moment of silence passed, and then a chuckling laugh echoed from below.

			“Ah, to think this is how it ends,” the voice, strained with agony and unstable as if gasping for breath, remarked. “Are you feeling smug now? However, with my situation as an opportunity, the ‘Hand Without a Form’ will target you. So fear as much as you want…”

			“How noisy,” I interjected, before grabbing her by the collar and pulling her close. Face to face, I made sure she understood clearly.

			“Your ego is too inflated to deal with. I don’t know what they plan to do using your situation as an opportunity. However, since their subordinate is so incompetent, shouldn’t they instead be reinforcing their forces?” I growled deeply. Then, I slammed Peony’s face into the ground. “Goodbye, failure. I hope you end up at the very bottom of hell.”

			The last thing she should see in this world should be the filthy ground.

			Noah checked her pulse. “It’s not beating.”

			I knew this matter was related to dark magic because I had read the original novel and knew the future; without that knowledge, I wouldn’t have suspected it.

			However, a life was taken in this manner, which definitely gives me certainty that this incident is suspicious.

			Calix and I exchanged glances.

			[image: ]
			The loud noises stopped.

			Except for Peony Tatis, there were neither casualties nor fatalities, allowing the matter to be quickly concluded. The nobles disappeared quickly, but after Calix was eventually caught by the emperor, he requested a conversation upon receiving the news of Marchioness Tatis’ death.

			“Lady Charl!”

			Sasha, who ran to me, stretched his hands upward as if asking for a hug. It had been quite a while since I had last carried him around, and the action, done unconsciously as though my body remembered it well, was touching.

			“Lady Charl… Lady Charl…” Sasha said as he tightly embraced me and checked my face, his frown deepening. “You have a wound here.”

			I swiped at it with my palm and saw that no blood came off. “It’s just a scratch.”

			“It must have hurt…” Sasha, with a face suggesting he was in more pain, sighed as if he were upset.

			After assuring him that I wasn’t in pain, just very hungry, and perfectly healthy, I waved goodbye, promising to meet him again at the manor.

			I didn’t know why, but the child was walking while tightly hugging Livan’s leg, and even though the latter had to walk in a strange, wobbly way, he just seemed happy.

			“Rodante. Get on.”

			The inside of the carriage was quiet. I was observing Rodante’s mood, and he was silent, apparently because he was lost in thought.

			He must be feeling troubled… He must have wanted revenge once he succeeded later on, but she died so abruptly and pointlessly.

			I hesitated before finally speaking up, “Rodante… it’s unfortunate about the Marchioness. Still, the Marquess remains.”

			“Pardon? Ah,” Rodante paused and shook his head, then added, “It’s not a pity that the madam died that way; in fact, it was for the best. That was surely the most dishonorable death she could have had.”

			He was gazing at the landscape outside the small window as if it were a masterpiece, taking in the people there: a child holding their mother’s hand, a loving couple with their linked arms, and little children running around playing.

			He then continued speaking, “The madam always said she wanted to be written down, wanted to be remembered. But now that it has come to this, everyone will probably keep quiet about her. And…”

			Rodante gently turned his gaze and looked at me.

			“…because you, my lady, were there.”

			“Right,” I said to the boy, whose mundane daily routines—ones that others find boring and wish to escape—were stolen. “Do you know that, Rodante? A day always ends.”

			Therefore, even the hard, painful moments were all bound to end.

			“You might have heard it in passing while frequenting the information guild, but dealing with such matters is my specialty. Today’s matter was rather minor; I didn’t even step on the marchioness’ back, did I?”

			Rodante smiled faintly.

			“So, leave things like this to me. I have nothing to lose doing so.”

			“I understand now why Angel often talked about my lady,” Rodante said, his interest in the scenery outside the window fading. “My lady is the kind of person one would find themselves wanting to remember.”

			[image: ]
			What does that mean?

			Having heard such words for the first time, I was perplexed. Rodante closed his mouth again, seemingly immersed in thought. He just sat wondering to himself for a moment before he got out of the carriage.

			“…Father?”

			“He is taking a rest. You must be tired, right? Please start with a meal. I have informed him that my lady has arrived, so the duke will also be joining shortly,” the butler said, his expression shifting from anxious to visibly relieved.

			It was fortunate that Rodante treated all the scratches on my face. After I sent him a grateful look, he bowed and then disappeared.

			???

			…It was supposed to be a “thank you,” but it seemed to have been understood differently.

			Trudging to the dining room, I sat down in a chair.

			The chef seems to have paid a lot of attention. Moreover, there were up to ten plates! In the endless procession, the table became nearly impossible to see with the naked eye, except for the parts still revealed by the inherent limitations of the round plates. Are the kitchen staff okay…?

			As I was worrying about those who had prepared all this, the door opened and the duke appeared, staggering in.

			I half-expected him to shout “Chaaarl!” but instead, he simply glanced my way and silently walked over to sit down across from me.

			“Let’s start.”

			Thus, quite unusually, in the meal I had with the duke, we really just ate.

			For today’s dessert, hot chocolate bombs were served. The duke sipped a fragrant tea tinged with a yellow hue. As I poured hot milk over the round chocolate, it cracked open.

			Watching the chocolate melt and the milk gradually darken, I began to speak, “I’m sorry, father. You were very worried, weren’t you?”

			“A-ahem.”

			Oh my goodness. I should have spoken while looking at the person opposite me. Unfortunately, the duke, who happened to be in the middle of drinking tea, ended up choking.

			“Are you okay?!”

			I hurriedly extended a glass of water. His eyes were bloodshot, having narrowly escaped the attack that had threatened his breathing.

			“I’m sorry about this too.”

			The duke finally spoke, as though this small commotion had opened the floodgates of conversation. “When there was a loud noise and Lord Baier went missing, I heard that you, Charl, had gone looking for him. It was also said that you were present when Marchioness Tatis died.”

			His hands were trembling as he continued, “I am not particularly wishing that you only think of yourself and be cowardly. However, can’t you do just as much as everyone else, just that much?”

			“Actually, I’m not even working for a salary, and I have no desire to get involved in such matters.”

			The duke raised his head sharply and asked, “Charl… is something going on? Hmm? Something has happened, right?”

			“Actually, nothing has happened.”

			“As expected… Huh?”

			“There’s nothing.”

			There really was no new development. Even if that weren’t the case, no matter what, it would be difficult to tell father, “I’m going to die. Someone is trying to kill me.” It’s also hard to say, “Someone is planning to kill you, father.”

			The duke’s face became puzzled. “So then why…?”

			“Both Lord Baier and Rodante are just children. I helped them simply because the situation demanded it. They are just kids, after all.”

			The duke looked at me sideways, with a face that seemed to want to say, “Haven’t you always not cared about such things?”

			“Father, please take a sip.”

			“T-thank you.”

			As the duke reached for my cup, I shook my head.

			“I have already finished it.”

			“Already?”

			So, when I suggested to my father, the duke, to finish the rest of his tea, he did just that.

			After thoroughly confirming that the color had returned to the duke’s face, I asked, “I heard that when my mother was pregnant with me, she received a summons from His Holiness the Pope. What did he say?”
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			He choked, making a strange noise, “Keck!”

			The duke, who had been coughing for a while, spoke between coughs—

			“Because, ahem, I have a cough coming on, ahem-hem, I guess, ahem, I must go. Ahem. Come again next time. I’ll be waiting. Ahem.”

			As he said this, he disappeared.

			“He must have really disliked talking about it.” And it seemed his acting skills resembled my mother’s.

			Hmm… Today, Rodante used his divine power to heal my wounds. It feels somewhat wasteful…

			Thus, with the bed right before me, I made the sad decision to get into the carriage. After a miserably jolting ride, I arrived at Elluiden manor.

			The butler, with surprised eyes, came out to greet me. “My lady? Did something happen at Lienta manor?”

			“No. I just wanted to see His Highness the Archduke.”

			Because I was tired, my words came out wrong. Observing the butler’s expression, I noticed he answered as if it were not a big deal.

			“Yes, I understand. His Highness just arrived a little while ago. I will guide you to him.”

			It was too late to just arrive unannounced. Nevertheless, the butler stopped a passing servant and instructed him to inform Calix of my visit.

			“Is it really all right if you don’t change clothes?”

			“Yes. But how is Sasha? He must have been very startled today.”

			“After taking a medicine to calm his body and mind, he should be sleeping by now.”

			“Perhaps with Livan?”

			“How did you know?”

			The butler looked surprised at my dazzling deduction skills.

			“At today’s hunting competition, Sasha was clinging tightly to Livan.”

			“It was since then?”

			The butler and I lowered our voices, walking in silence. Drained of strength, I finally saw our destination.

			“I will be going now. Have a comfortable night.”

			“You too, butler.”

			The butler walked to the other side of the hallway.

			“Why are you so weak?”

			O-oh my God! Surprised, I suddenly jumped up at the spot. Somehow, whenever this happened, something inside me felt like it was crumbling…

			Calix tilted his head slightly. “Sorry. Did I surprise you too much?”

			“No, I am quite brave.”

			Having suffered emotional hurt and responding with any words that came to mind, I gloomily entered the reception room.

			Calix, wearing an ivory shirt tinged with blue, somehow seemed colder than usual today. “We have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”

			He said he worked more than Livan, and indeed, he does seem like a workaholic. Suppressing the urge to just collapse upon seeing him, I looked at the man sitting across from me.

			“I found this in the forest and brought a little bit with me,” I said as I placed the pouch on the table. “A preservation spell has been cast on it, so storage will not be a problem.”

			“And?”

			“Peony Tatis seems to have been a dark mage. And it seemed she could do something with a person’s name, though I haven’t figured out exactly what.”

			Out of disappointment, I scrunched up the bridge of my nose. Had I known she was going to die like that, I would have tried to take a stab at her when her mind was clearer. In a situation where she felt confident of having the upper hand, she might have been thinking, “What words could not be said to a person who will soon die?”

			“And, my lady?”

			“And, ah, Peony Tatis is presumed to have a considerable desire for honor. Since she hardly participated in social activities, it must have been on the dark magic side, and if so, even though she’s not from a faction that acts recklessly towards death, agreeing to dark magic that leads to death instead of disclosure is…”

			What was about to follow was really just my speculation, so I was being cautious about saying it.

			“The reason for the agreement might be because the other side provides what’s needed for casting dark magic, I am thinking; do you think so too, my lady?”

			“Yes!” I nodded my head. “Furthermore, they might be exterminating dark mages who act independently. Even if they offer a reward, it’s insufficient reason to risk one’s life.”

			I was deeply engrossed in that thought when suddenly Calix said, “And…”

			“Yes?”

			Leaning forward and propping his chin on his hand, Calix closed the distance between us and asked, “And, Charlize?”

			Could it be that the light in the reception room was unusually dim in order to hide his expression?

			“We agreed you wouldn’t get hurt.”

			I vaguely remembered saying something like that.

			“We had agreed that you would run away if things got dangerous.”

			“…”

			“The evidence has disappeared.”

			The wound had clearly disappeared as if it were washed away, leaving my cheek clean, yet it tingled as if it were still healing.

			Fortunately, the strange atmosphere did not last long.

			“I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean to reproach you.”

			“No, you did not such thing.”

			“I was worried about you. I just wanted to say that.”

			Both the words of thanks for worrying and the words of apology for causing worry felt strange. Instead, I decided to think differently.

			I feel like it would be a big problem if I faint now… Although it’s regrettable, I’ll just have to look forward to the next time. I opened my mouth to wrap up the conversation here.

			“I apologize for the sudden late-hour visit. Then, please rest well.”

			“Weren’t you planning to see the future?”

			That is correct, but… I shook my head in denial.

			“I have already seen enough today at the hunting competition. I will see you tomorrow.”

			“My lady, I have come to think that I want to cooperate with you more than before.” Calix gave a slight smile. “Therefore, it’s all right to do so.”

			Feeling strange about continuing to refuse after he had already said so much, I awkwardly took off my gloves.

			Could it be that I had gotten cold from wandering outside? Calix’ hand felt especially warm.

			Suddenly, it seemed as if it would burn, prompting me to curl up my fingers. His hand did not move, but having been suddenly scratched, he must have been inwardly startled.

			I-it’s a relief I had clipped my nails a short while ago. I offered my hand with good intentions but almost caused a wound, so I awkwardly kept my hand still. I think it was about this much.

			As I was about to sneakily pull away my hand, Calix grabbed my fingers with his thumb.

			…Huh?

			“Not yet.”

			I blinked rapidly.

			“You haven’t seen it yet, have you?”

			“…You already knew?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then, why the hand…?”

			“Why do you think that is?”

			Calix smiled slightly askew.

			[image: ]
			Turning back time to early afternoon.

			The emperor was sitting on the throne in the tent when he faced Calix.

			“I heard that Marchioness Tatis has died. What was the situation at that time?”

			“I have already reported it to the captain of the imperial knights, but…” Calix responded with a thin smile. “Since Your Majesty insists, I will repeat the account. The marchioness was threatening a child, and Lady Lienta was protecting the child. When the marchioness tried to harm them both with a sword, I targeted her hand.”

			“It was too cruel! Didn’t the fragile lady die of shock?”

			“Then, should I have aimed for her head instead?”

			The emperor paused at the indifferent question, his face crumpling as if such a thing had never occurred, and he declared resolutely, “Anyway, the lady and that child must be investigated. Calix, since you still carry imperial blood, there will be no investigation for you, but you must report the situation at that time in detail to me.”

			“No. I will also be investigated.”

			“What?”

			“The lady, who got involved in a dangerous situation while trying to save a child, is under investigation, so it is inevitable that I am investigated too.”

			“Are you reproaching me? The marchioness died instantly. The situation is full of questions!”

			“So, are you suspecting the lady?”

			“It is only because I know nothing.”

			The emperor was sparing in his words, yet Calix understood his intent. Before Elluiden and Lienta could unite, he was desperate to revoke Lienta’s imperial pardon.

			This seemed typical to Calix, considering the emperor had long forgotten the relief and gratitude he felt when his life was saved.

			[image: ]
			“My brother’s death is regrettable. That’s why I strive even more to stay vigilant! Sasha is too young, it can’t be helped, right?”

			“…”

			“That Sasha is dead, I don’t believe it either. When the child returns, I will pass on the throne, since it rightfully belongs to that child.”

					[image: ]
			Was there any sincerity in the words he had spoken at that time? It wouldn’t have been surprising if there hadn’t been any.

			“By the way, has there been any news regarding Imperial Consort Ravia?”

			“Nothing yet.”

			The emperor furrowed his brow. “Still? Can’t we just track the letter that informed us of Prince Sasha’s survival?”

			“It went through several channels.”

			The emperor just clicked his tongue.

			“People are important. One must build a reputation.”

			Even if he had found the imperial consort, he had no intention of informing the emperor. However, they really had not yet found her, a fact that once again made him doubt the searching capabilities of the Black Night.

			The search for Sasha, too, was like this…

			Calix tilted his head slightly and said, “If you have finished all you had to say, I will take my leave now.”

			Upon leaving the barracks and while arriving at the manor, Calix was in thought.

			Should I have prevented them from investigating Charlize? If I had, they might have suspected her more, so attending the superficial investigation really would be better. All he could think about was Charlize.

			His thoughts then drifted back to the time when the marchioness was alive.

			The hunting grounds in the western forest were the largest among the forests located in each of the four directions of the capital; therefore, it was perhaps natural that they could not be found. No matter how much he searched and wandered, it would not be at all strange if he couldn’t reach them.

			The explosions occurred one after another, quickly drowning out people’s voices; thus, his judgment at that moment could only be explained by the most ambiguous sense—intuition.

			[image: ]
			“Do not commit any kind of killing. Hide from Antonio. You may be capable, but you must provide assurance that you do not welcome bloodshed.”

					[image: ]
			The late emperor admonished his younger brother, who still had a long way to go before becoming an adult.

			[image: ]
			“That is how you’ll survive.”

					[image: ]
			What could possibly be more precious than survival?

			Calix placed his finger on the trigger.
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			Bang—

			Their eyes met. Her eyes, full of lush greenery, gazed back at him. It felt like the world was tilting towards the direction where Charlize was. Like a force being dragged despite resisting with all his might, Calix moved.

			However, it was a curious thing. From a certain moment, he became content, as if he had only just discovered the path he was meant to follow.

			“My lady, take my hand.”

			He had long been at his limit, with no time to even wait for Charlize to take his hand.

			When her hand, warm and comforting, finally touched his, he felt a surge of relief—a relief that no longer felt strange to him.

			How had he not realized it before?

			I, towards the lady…

			[image: ]
			I threw myself onto the bed.

			[image: ]
			“An invitation from Duchess Baier should arrive soon.”

					[image: ]
			It was not a conversation to be had outside; nevertheless, seeing how the duchess accepted the manner in which she had to invite me suggested that something had already been roughly discussed between them.

			[image: ]
			“I passed on that you want to see Lord Baier’s condition once more.”

					[image: ]
			This was agreed upon with Calix beforehand.

			Seeing how she accepted that, the duchess indeed loves her son…

			[image: ]
			“Why do you think that is?”

					[image: ]
			H-how dangerous… Disappear!

			While hitting the bed wildly with my fists, I found peace. People really must do a bit of exercise…

			“Ha…”

			I smacked my forehead with my palm and just blinked.

			Drastic measures are needed.

			“I need to see a different…face.”

			There was a silent word between “different” and “face.” It was “handsome.”

			It was a tiring day. Both physically and mentally exhausted, as soon as I tightly closed my eyes, I quickly fell asleep.

			[image: ]
			The figure with an overall shallow impression heavily sighed.

			“The matter concerning the imperial prince is fortunate. You have done well properly for the first time in a while.”

			It was a rare compliment that left Lucas so elated, he seemed ready to float in midair.

			“And last time, when I was sick, my mother said that she worried about me…”

			“Young master,” the man said, scrunching up his face as if feeling pity, “it is only normal for people to become worried even when their dog is sick.”

			“…”

			“You must do well. You can’t even match the level Her Grace achieved at the age of five with your studies and swordsmanship, and now your spirit is also weak, what are you to do? It must all be my fault…”

			“No… i-it’s because I… I am lacking.”

			“Progress starts with acknowledging your weaknesses. By acknowledging your shortcomings today, you are able to take a step forward in your development.”

			Lucas nodded slightly and said, “Yes.”

			“I heard that in a little while, Lady Lienta will be visiting the manor.”

			“That’s right.”

			“When Lady Lienta arrives, say you are ill and stay in your room. It’s best to keep your distance to avoid any involvement. Only useless emotional exhaustion will come from getting acquainted with a person like that.”

			“But Lady Lienta saved me. I must properly thank her.”

			“That was not a rescue. If you hadn’t entered the forest in the first place, then you wouldn’t have given her such an excuse, right?”

			Under his stern look, Lucas could only bite his lower lip.

			[image: ]
			Regrettably, I could not go out.

			Given that I’m still claiming to be ill and opposing the investigation, it wouldn’t be appropriate to roam around the town…

			Thus, Duchess Baier came to visit Elluiden manor.

			“I apologize for not being able to come out to meet you.”

			“No need. It would be troublesome if it were noticed by others, wouldn’t it?” Duchess Baier chuckled softly and sat down.

			Once seated, she continued, “You’re actually okay, right?”

			“I’m quite sturdy. More importantly, is Lord Baier’s condition all right?”

			Apparently, Lucas, who was supposed to come along, suddenly developed a fever.

			“They said it’s just a simple cold. Children that age often get sick without any particular reason.”

			Having dismissed it nonchalantly, the duchess suddenly looked at me. I responded by intently staring back at her face, noting her deep-set eyes and classic look.

			“I don’t feel like speaking while trying to gauge how much you know, my lady.”

			After taking a sip of her tea, the duchess placed the teacup on the saucer.

			“I suspect that Lord Lucas’ curse was caused by dark magic.”

			“Dark magic…”

			After an appropriate pause, I added, “Actually, I too have recently experienced an attack presumed to be from dark magic.”

			“You did?” she asked, furrowing her brows. “That is certainly strange.”

			The duchess, as if lost in thought, rhythmically tapped the table. She then continued, “Dark magic is known to have been abolished publicly. As you know, my lady, the North continues to attract criminals unable to acquire new identities, among whom are dark mages. Was the last recorded one from three generations ago?”

			Fortunately, there was a record that a dark mage actually existed in Baier. Otherwise, it would have been difficult to make any associations immediately.

			“Thanks to this, it was possible to suspect dark magic because it was thought that Lucas had received a music box used as a medium for a curse as a gift from the Count Polden.”

			“Even if the young lord’s curse involved dark magic, since it has been definitely dispelled, you need not worry.”

			The duchess’ face, having smiled as if to show gratitude, became stiff again. “There’s one problem. The tracking of where that medium came from keeps getting cut off.”

			“…”

			“Even when approached from multiple angles, everything gets cut off in the middle; it feels like holding a bunch of short threads.”

			“The enemy is within, isn’t it?”

			“That’s what makes it more absurd. Both the manor in the capital and the duchy were staffed only by loyal retainers,” the duchess said, laughing self-deprecatingly. “Especially since I had thoroughly investigated the servants at the manor in the capital, yet found absolutely nothing, right?”

			Hmmm… Duchess Baier had no information beyond what Calix and I had anticipated. As she suspected, there was likely a traitor within their family colluding with the enemy, thus obstructing the investigation at every turn. As it is, to keep waiting in silence would be a waste of time.

			In the original novel, Lucas died at a young age due to the aftermath of the curse. After his death, while the internal affairs of Baier were not described, the duchess would have probably conducted a much more thorough investigation than now. Probably, torture too must have been involved; it depended on whether there was a line to maintain. At the very least, the duchess now would want to keep the people Lucas felt a bond with as intact as possible.

			This level of investigation was expected, and the young master, having endured such harsh experiences, appeared utterly pitiable. Had I not intervened, Lucas would have died… Being the sole heir, his death would mean the staff would no longer be needed by the duchy. The tutor, the nanny, a maid, or a servant…

			However, why did the duchess only investigate them as much as the other servants?

			Duchess Baier was a person of very clear principles. Just because I offered a little help, if I were to inquire about the circumstances of her family, she could quickly become cold and might even put up a barrier against me.

			“If it’s not too much of an imposition, may I visit Baier manor?”

			“That’s no problem. However, the lady is currently in a difficult situation to move freely, aren’t you?”

			“I can’t keep staying only at Elluiden manor. I am becoming an inconvenience in many ways.”

			“Well, it doesn’t seem like you’re much of an inconvenience,” Duchess Baier said, smiling as she lifted one corner of her lips.

			Is it just talk, or does she mean that my coming to the Baier manor is unwelcome? The walls are so high…!

			It was fortunate that I was sitting; otherwise, I would have slid down smoothly and ended up in the despairing posture that Mrs. Melissa was shocked by before.

			“Would it be okay to invite you in a week?”

			?

			However, Duchess Baier discussed up to a specific date and left.

			???

			Well, what’s good was good. I nodded once and sent a letter to Duke Lienta indicating that I was prepared to undergo investigation.

			[image: ]
			“Rodante, the path is this way.”

			On this fine day, with the air pleasantly cool and the sky clear, we visited the office of the capital guards.

			I had braced myself to be pressured by the captain of the imperial knights.

			Apparently, the duke had been making a move while buying time for me. Even though I wasn’t on the suspect list, being investigated by the guard and by the knights was perceived differently. This was especially true if the person under scrutiny was me.

			The imperial knights really seem trivial. Since the western forest was in the capital, it seemed they couldn’t insist on just using the knights.

			“Have you been here before?”

			“Yes.” I quickly added, “This is the second time.”

			“Last time too, the lady did not come because of any wrongdoing. She was a witness, just like now,” Sir Evans interjected appropriately.

			Inwardly exclaiming “Sir Evans, that was good timing!” I then utilized my improved social skills to strike up a conversation.

			“It must be the second time for Sir Evans too.”

			“It is not the second time for me.”

			I was a bit surprised. No wonder, when he said before that this wasn’t the path, it seemed strange how well he knew the way!

			“I have come here several times, as a witness, that is…” Sir Evans trailed off, his bitter gaze wandering through the air.

			I became solemn and fell silent as another sharp memory was bestowed upon me.

			…It was because of me.
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			Noah had already been investigated.

			[image: ]
			“It was a very formal investigation, as if it were merely about questioning all the people around at that time.”

					[image: ]
			It was evidence that even the emperor found it burdensome to target the only daughter of House Lienta.

			[image: ]
			“The investigation of His Highness also seems to be just formalities, but Rodante is a bit of a concern.”

					[image: ]
			I remembered what Calix had said.

			[image: ]
			“They are likely trying to find a flaw in order to revoke the imperial pardon.”

					[image: ]
			Is their intention to manufacture a false testimony?

			If that were the case, Rodante would be a more convenient choice than Noah, a knight. The archduke likely thought the same, as he readily agreed when I requested the postponement of Rodante’s investigation.

			Thanks to having parked the carriage nearby, we quickly arrived at our destination.

			I advised the child, “Rodante, go to the investigation with Sir Evans. He will handle any inappropriate situations well.”

			“What about you, my lady?”

			“I will be with Sir Lauer.”

			Excluding Noah and Sir Evans, Sir Lauer came to mind. He was the kind knight who first spoke to me and helped me overcome the awkwardness during those times when I awkwardly ran in the training grounds with the knights, still wearing a kind smile.

			“Let’s meet in an hour.”

			[image: ]
			This time too, I ended up with the captain.

			Are they doing this because they think I’d be hurt not being assigned to the captain? Nevertheless, since it was close by, I decided not to say that it would be okay even if he weren’t the captain.

			On the other hand, Rodante was assigned to a distance that required brisk walking.

			There shouldn’t be another sad tragedy of me getting involved in a big issue, but just in case…

			“Have you arrived, my lady?”

			The captain of the guard continuously wiped his sweat with a handkerchief. He dove right into the main topic, skipping any small talk like, “You must have been very surprised” or “I heard you were ill, are you all right?”

			Given that the “just go away” sentiment has reached even here, the investigation will likely be brief.

			“Could you please explain the situation at that time in detail?”

			“While looking for Lord Baier, I accidentally met a knight of our house, so we walked into the forest.”

			“…I heard that explosions were rampant at the time.”

			“So, everyone must have been busy gathering and crying. I prefer a quiet place.”

			“Right…” The captain of the guard looked at me briefly as if he had seen all kinds of crazy people before. “Could you explain the confrontation with the marchioness at that time?”

			“She was hurling insults at my ward one-sidedly. I couldn’t just watch, and when I intervened, she tried to kill me.”

			Yes, she tried to kill me.

			Her repeated provoking remarks towards Rodante were also likely aimed at making him lose his composure. When there was a mental vulnerability, dark magic that burrowed into such spots was said to have a more powerful effect. It could have been that it was planted in Rodante so she could eliminate him whenever she wanted… So why in the world am I…?

			Even in the original novel, Sasha faced numerous threats to his life, something Irian had never experienced. However… Irian neither saved Lord Baier nor helped Marquess Ronatus regain consciousness.

			“…”

			Having become solemn, I quietly closed my mouth and waited for the next question from the captain of the guard.

			“T-that happened. It must have been a great shock.”

			It was at that moment—a knock was heard, and a knight entered. He saw me, greeted me, and then conveyed something to the captain of the guard.

			“He wants to greet me?”

			“Yes, he said he was thankful for having been lent the place.”

			“Oh my, oh my, oh my! I was nervous that he might have finished the conversation and left already, but now he is coming here in person.”

			The captain of the guard, who was excitedly patting the knight on the shoulder, suddenly stiffened.

			“A-ahem. The investigation is concluded. You have worked hard.”

			Thinking that he had shown an embarrassing side, he blushed. I’ve already become immune to this level of foolishness since long ago. After all, there were four strong purveyors of foolishness surrounding me.

			Since he is the captain of the guards, seeing him like that, you would think it was the captain of the imperial knights that has come.

			[image: ]
			…It really was so!

			“I greet Lady Lienta. I am Illyden Forte of the First Order of the Imperial Knights.”

			While walking down the corridor, I felt it upon just seeing his figure in the distance. Though I didn’t recognize his face, hearing his name made me think he was someone I should know.

			The young man with blond hair and purple eyes had a look that surely must have appeared in the original novel.

			“Pleased to meet you, Sir Forte.”

			Illyden Forte. Indeed, he was a character who appeared in the original novel.

			The timing of his appearance is exactly the same. Sasha sustained serious injuries in the hunting competition, but quickly recovered thanks to the divine beast.

			And as soon as he recovered, he came under investigation for the situation at that time. Since it involved the child, and Calix would not have yielded, was it at Elluiden manor?

			It was vague, and no matter how many times I read it, the location never seemed important to me.

			Illyden fell in love with Irian right then and there. It was quite sudden, but… Irian’s charm was just that immense!

			Well, I do like Irian too.

			Anyway, this was the corridor where the captain of the guards’ reception room was located, so it must be the way to him.

			Then, who was the person he had conversed with… I flinched. Can it be…?

			“Have you completely finished your conversation with His Highness, Archduke Elluiden?”

			“That is correct.”

			Members of the imperial family who served the empire were exempt from all sins, as stated in the first and very elaborate sentence of imperial law. There were members of the imperial family who did not serve the empire and were not free from crimes, resulting in their execution, and others who, despite killing their own blood, went unpunished.

			And since that person is even a direct descendant of the late, late emperor, Calix is indeed a member of the current imperial family. So why in the world would Calix be undergoing an investigation disguised as a conversation?

			It was then, while looking at the back of the captain of the imperial knights, that I narrowed my eyes.

			Sir Lauer muttered, “Evans?”

			“My lady!” Sir Evans exclaimed as he hurriedly ran in our direction. Upon reaching us, he continued, “In the interrogation room, it was stated that only Rodante could enter, and accompaniment was denied.”

			“What? My lady was able to be accompanied by a knight, though?” Sir Lauer asked in a puzzled manner.

			“Was this not communicated beforehand?”

			It was a question from the captain of the imperial knights, who was assessed as being more suitable as a commander of the Holy Knights.

			“That’s right,” Sir Evans answered with an expression that seemed to question why such an obvious answer needed to be stated.

			I was the first to lift my feet from the ground. “Guide me to the place where Rodante is.”

			“Yes, my lady.”

			While we were moving quickly, Sir Evans suddenly exclaimed, as if just remembering something important he had to say.

			“By the way, my lady, on my way to you, I happened to see His Highness, Archduke Elluiden.”

			“Did you speak to His Highness about Rodante’s matter and ask for his help?”

			“No, I did not.”

			Then, why did he even mention seeing Calix? While I was confused, Sir Evans apologized with a sudden look of realization.

			“I’m sorry, my lady. Out of habit, I…”

			…It’s the same old sad story.

			“Should I do that next time?”

			In response to Sir Evans’ question, I answered, “No. Don’t.”

			“Yes, I understand. It’s right there if we turn at that corner.”

			After turning the corner, we stopped upon seeing Calix sitting with his back against a door with a broken doorknob.

			At the sound of footsteps, his eyes, which had been gazing absentmindedly, softened as they found me. Then, he said, “My lady.”

			It was a distinctly affectionate tone.

			“I’m sorry if it was presumptuous. It just seemed like my lady was worried.”

			Rodante had his eyes closed, with his head leaning about half a span below Calix’ shoulder.

			“He must have been tired. He has fallen asleep.”

			Sir Evans approached and picked up Rodante.

			“You weren’t presumptuous. Thank you.”

			“I’m relieved to hear that.”

			As Calix got up, the door of the interrogation room creaked open.

			“Could you please tell me what happened here?” The question came from behind, spoken by the captain of the imperial knights.

			“Well, that wouldn’t be difficult, but interrogating your subordinates might prove more beneficial.”

			Two men came out hesitantly from inside, causing Illyden’s expression to harden.

			[image: ]
			This was the situation I heard from Calix.

			“Two members of the imperial knights were interrogating Rodante.”

			“Yes, they didn’t use forceful methods, but it seems they applied quite a bit of pressure.”

			The fact that it was non-violent was not due to the knights retaining their chivalry. Rather, because they had sent away the knight who was supposed to accompany him, they knew we would check the child’s body as soon as we arrived at the manor. It was merely to avoid providing further pretext.

			“Did Rodante cry?”

			“That’s not it, but I faintly heard the knights talking.”

			“Was it a form of intimidation?”

			“Hmm,” Calix said, tilting his head slightly as he considered his next words. “It seems he either rejected their proposal or was not intimidated by their threats, considering the disparagement that started with ‘This is why an illegitimate—’”

			Those bastards, they should mutter that phrase in front of the empress sometime.

			“By the way, my lady…”

			I flinched at the sudden change in topic.

			“…why aren’t you looking at me?”
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			I hesitated for a moment.

			“Isn’t it unpleasant?”

			“If that were the case, I wouldn’t have given my hand to my lady at all.”

			“Even so, it means I could have seen the future without Your Highness knowing.”

			“If it were every time, it would have been difficult, but it’s just once a day, isn’t it?”

			I flinched again.

			“You look like you want to ask how I knew.”

			Calix chuckled briefly, the soft sound of his laughter echoing in the enclosed small space, making my ears tingle.

			“Whenever our eyes meet, my lady would sometimes become very expressionless. At first, I thought it was because you were concentrating, but then I realized that although you were definitely looking at me, it felt like I was not in your field of vision.”

			His words sounded exactly as though he disliked being ignored by me.

			“So, are you in the mood to look at me now?”

			It was merely making eye contact, but it felt as though I was revealing everything. It seemed even more so when Calix repeatedly spoke, his voice tinged with a pleading tone over something trivial. I firmly closed my eyes for a moment, then quickly raised my head.
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